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Chapter 1

The night was dark and quiet, with few souls passing through the desolate forest. In most forests, even at night, the area would be teeming with life as animals hunted each other, foraged, and did their best to survive to the next day. However, most of the wildlife that had lived in these once-green fields had died or deserted the area.

One of the magically gifted would have noticed something wrong with the mana of the region, the way it rippled and distorted as if it was a healer’s patient struggling in its death throes. But even the nongifted would be able to see the brown and decaying trees and dead wildlife, hear the eerie silence, and sense the empty feeling of an entire region lying on its deathbed.

And deep within this deserted hellscape wandered a lone girl with brown hair and green eyes, dressed in bright pink-and-white pajamas decorated with cartoon rabbits and swearing as she tripped over tree roots. Her name was Alice Verianna. She was from Earth, and she had absolutely no idea how she had gotten here.

The last thing she remembered was finishing her homework, eating dinner, chatting with her friends for a while on Discord, and then going to bed. When she woke up, instead of being in her bedroom walls in the suburbs of Denver, she was in the middle of some godforsaken patch of wilderness. She had been wandering around this area for almost an hour now, and she had yet to see anything besides dead trees.

Alice stumbled over a tree root for the umpteenth time and swore. “Where the heck am I? What happened?” she asked nobody in particular, trying to distract herself from her aching shins and mounting exhaustion. Alice had never been much for the outdoors—she much preferred a jungle of concrete to an actual jungle.

Am I dreaming? she wondered, not for the first time in the last hour.

She pinched herself, hoping that perhaps this time she could wake up. Of course, deep down, she had already figured out this was mostly wishful thinking. Human logic tended to be turned off whenever one was asleep, which was why in a dream you could be dancing underwater while riding a unicorn and not find it the slightest bit odd. However, she was fully aware that her circumstances made no sense to her.

Logically, she knew she had gone to sleep in her bed. In no way should the result of the action “going to sleep in bed” result in “waking up in the middle of the forest.” She definitely couldn’t have sleepwalked here: first of all, because she didn’t sleepwalk; and second of all because even if she somehow started sleepwalking last night, there was no way she would make it so far away from her house that she couldn’t find any trace of human civilization at all; and finally, the idea that she had somehow gotten out of bed, opened the door to her room and walked out, strolled out of the front door of her house, and then merrily wandered out of the city without anyone noticing and stopping her, or hitting her with a car while she walked through the streets asleep, was simply absurd.

Pinching herself did nothing except hurt, and so Alice was currently pursuing the art of questioning reality and her life decisions. Truly a mystical art, it allowed her to realize that, indeed, she was still very confused, and no, she wasn’t currently ready to accept the conclusion that she had completely lost her mind. Without such high-level techniques, she likely would have gone insane somewhere around half an hour ago.

Sighing, Alice sat down on a particularly gnarled and thick tree root to catch her breath. Wandering aimlessly didn’t seem to be accomplishing much, so instead of continuing to do so, she needed to take a breath and figure out what was going on.

“All right, fact one. I went to sleep in my bed and woke up in the middle of nowhere. It’s obvious that this couldn’t have occurred naturally, or at least I can’t think of any reasonable way for it to have occurred naturally. Therefore, someone must have moved me here. That person doesn’t appear to be in the vicinity currently, but they must have either been an intruder or my parents.

“I can’t think of any possible reason for my parents to drop me off in the middle of the wilderness at all, especially on a school night, so …” Alice suddenly felt a chill surge through her body. Had she been kidnapped? She occasionally heard news about people being kidnapped from their beds and murdered by serial killers or other loons, but she had always figured the odds of that happening were about on par with winning the lottery—statistically unlikely, and not worth seriously planning around.

Alice looked around much more cautiously than before, fear making her take note of every shadow. Was there a serial killer in the darkness under a tree branch, coming toward her this very second? A moment later, she forced herself to calm her breathing and began thinking more carefully.

Then Alice realized that a serial killer kidnapping her didn’t make sense, either. If a serial killer had abducted her, where were they? If she was about to be murdered, she figured that the person who’d abducted her would have at least bothered to make an appearance sometime in the last hour while she had been wandering around. Didn’t serial killers usually tie their victims up in sheds or something before killing them? Letting them wander around aimlessly was just begging to be caught by the police. Her serial-killer theory might be possible if the serial killer had very specific preferences for letting the victim flee before being killed, but it certainly wasn’t plausible.

Maybe one of her classmates was taking a prank way too far? But she couldn’t think of anyone who would take a practical joke anywhere near this far—this was borderline kidnapping, after all. And how would they have gotten into her house in the first place? Her parents wouldn’t have let one of them in this late at night, or let an acquaintance drag her out of the house while she was still asleep.

Alice noticed that her thinking had run into a wall. No matter how she considered the situation, she couldn’t think of any logical explanation for it. There was no single theory that connected all the dots in a way that conformed to her understanding of reality. No one she knew had any motive to move her to a random patch of wilderness in the middle of nowhere, and she had no idea how someone could have accomplished the feat. She was relatively certain she wasn’t dreaming, either, so she … had no idea.

I notice that I am confused. This means something I believe to be true is not actually true. She began running back through her thoughts and ideas, but she couldn’t think of any way that the current events were plausible. As of right now, she was just very confused and very lost.

Alice frowned, then stood up and began walking again. Since she had no idea where she was, maybe if she kept walking she would bump into someone else who could help her figure out what was going on. Or at least she might reach the edge of the woods, which would help her figure out where she was. This time, she resolved to go in a straight line while looking for something to navigate toward, and she kept walking. And walking. And walking.

Finally, after what felt like hours of walking and finding nothing new, Alice ran out of energy and sat down on the dirt again, dead tired, with her feet scratched up from walking around with no shoes, and still just as lost as before. And saw something completely absurd spring up in glowing letters in front of her eyes.




	Through training, you have increased an attribute!




	Endurance: 46 → 47






“What the FUUUUUUUUUCCCKKK.”

Alice felt a moment of total bewilderment and then began giggling hysterically. Oh, it all made sense now! She was actually insane! First she believed that she had been dropped in the middle of a creepy, silent wilderness when that was obviously ridiculous, and now she was hearing voices in her head telling her that she was in an RPG! Or maybe she had been in a mental hospital for years, or maybe she’d been in a horrible car crash and she was now in a coma! The nice doctors, seeing that she had turned into a gibbering mess, had then hooked her brain into a virtual reality device from the future! Obviously!

A few minutes later, sanity finally reasserted itself, and Alice managed to stop hysterically laughing. She began to reassess her actions and her situation. Even if she was in a coma, or insane, the world around her probably wouldn’t be this … stable, would it? She wasn’t familiar with any studies of coma patients, but this was … probably … not the result of her being in a coma? She also really didn’t want to believe that she was currently dying in a hospital bed.

Which left an option that seemed totally and completely absurd, and only ever appeared in novels, and that made absolutely no sense whatsoever. She was in an alternate world where the laws of reality were fundamentally different. Because that made more sense, obviously! Alice felt an overwhelming urge to kick a nearby tree stump and began wondering if a stubbed toe would be worth venting her frustrations on Mother Nature.

“Endurance plus one! What the heck? That doesn’t even make sense! Even supposing alternate dimensions exist that are capable of sustaining life, how the heck would I even get there? Scientists worked for years to figure out how to build basic satellites that can investigate other stars and planets, and a lone human somehow accidentally wanders her merry way onto another planet with no aid or equipment at all? Those scientists clearly worked for nothing if going from one dimension to another is this easy! And even if I got here, why do all the trees look just like the ones from Earth?

“World, do you even believe in biology? You clearly don’t understand it, so let me tell you that the probability of a planet evolving the exact same flora and fauna as another one is approximately a bullshit-out-of-one-hundred chance! Do you even biology, bro? And what the actual fuck is up with this ‘Endurance plus one’? Even if another world exists, are you trying to be a video game? And you speak English? And in the first place, adding a game system onto a planet isn’t just a little blatant disregard for all the laws of physics like everything else, you’re basically just flipping off reality! Is this supposed to be an alternate dimension or something? I HAVE SO MANY ISSUES WITH THIS SITUATION THAT I DON’T EVEN KNOW WHERE TO START! What, do I have some sort of status screen, too, or—”

At the words status screen, glowing blue boxes with black letters appeared in front of her face, as if this world wanted to emphasize even further that, no, it did not biology bro. It did not physics, either. Unlike biology and physics, this dimension did math, but that was probably it.








	Name: Alice Verianna

	Age: 15




	Strength: 44

	Perception: 101




	Dexterity: 47

	Intelligence: 153




	Endurance: 47

	Willpower: 118




	Charisma: 125

	Magic: 0




	Primary Classes: 0/5

	N/A




	
	N/A




	
	N/A




	
	N/A




	
	N/A




	Secondary Classes:

	N/A (0)




	Perks:

	N/A




	Skills:

	@*#$(%& language proficiency: #$*/1&




	Achievements:

	@#($*^&% #%* $*%$(# @(*%&!)&!#$






There were glowing blue boxes with little numbers hovering in front of her. THERE WERE GLOWING BLUE BOXES WITH LITTLE NUMBERS HOVERING IN FRONT OF HER. Not only was the world apparently intent on informing her that her “Endurance had increased by 1,” but now she had also turned into an RPG character! She really hoped there was no demon king or similarly contrived final boss in this world, or some sort of prophecy. If she was supposed to be the “chosen one” who was more at home in her school’s science club than doing any form of physical exercise, she was going to bang her head against a tree until she suffered sufficient brain damage to lapse into a coma, thus hopefully escaping to a dream world where at least something would make sense to her.

With a thought, her status screen closed.

Alice closed her eyes and focused on taking deep breaths. In, out. In, out. In … Gradually, she calmed down and relaxed. There was no way that was real, right? She was just imagining things. There was no way some sort of bizarre RPG System would just … create glowing, physics-defying letters that appeared in front of her. Right? That would violate so many laws of physics—and reality as a whole—that it was impossible.

That’s right, she just needed to try again, to prove that nothing would happen if she said the words of madness again, and then she could go back to questioning all the other highly improbable but still technically possible events that had happened recently.

Alice tried to summon the status screen by thinking status screen without saying a word out loud. Lo and behold, magically glowing letters and numbers reappeared. Her brain hurt. The words of madness were official. They had power that could shake reality and, more importantly, her sanity.

“That’s … That’s impossible! That doesn’t even make sense! RPG stat screens are built to make very simplified models of reality for the sake of entertainment in a video game, not to overshadow reality in its ability to simulate cause and effect! That doesn’t … That doesn’t even … RRRRGGGHHHHH.” Alice slammed her head into one of the dead trees nearby, trying to bash some common sense back into her brain. Sadly, it failed.

After all the panicking, screaming, running around in circles, and tripping and falling on her face, and cursing her low athletic abilities had ceased, Alice accepted that there was, in fact, some sort of RPG game–like mechanic that governed this world. Or she had already gone bonkers and was only now realizing it. Come to think of it, it was impossible for just “another planet in the Milky Way” to have this sort of totally different set of natural laws of reality. Unless it was just somehow nonfunctional on Earth, but for now she was going to assume she was somewhere the rules seemed to behave entirely differently.

Therefore, at the very least, she was probably in a different dimension right now. Thus far, the laws of physics seemed to be mostly the same—gravity still seemed to be doing pretty much the same thing, and from what she could see of the sky, it seemed kinda similar, although she couldn’t see it very well through the dead canopy, so that could just be her misconception. The moon and stars looked … kind of similar to the night sky she was used to seeing as well.

She wished she had a piece of paper to start writing all this down, but in lieu of that, she began making mental notes.

Things I know:

I appear to be in a dimension different from “home.” This dimension, or at least this planet within this dimension, appears to operate off an RPG-like system

The laws of physics appear to be mostly unchanged—at least the ones I can immediately observe (gravity).

I can breathe, indicating oxygen exists and is readily available in the atmosphere.

I am standing in what appears to be a very Earth-like forest. This indicates that, in addition to atmosphere, most other conditions should be fairly similar to Earth—even in another universe, unless something is VERY different, the laws of natural selection should still be at work, so the fact that trees independently evolved here means the environment is similar.

My status screen indicates there is something called magic in this world. More investigation needed. In fact, scratch that—more investigation needed into the entire RPG-like system in general, including presence or lack thereof of magic.

Alice nodded as she thought over her checklist. It wasn’t anything concrete, but she at least had a starting point to work with now. If she just kept double-checking reality, she might even keep her sanity in the near future! Maybe. Probably not. To be fair, she might have already lost her sanity. After all, if someone said something and reality said something else, reality was correct and you were not, and she definitely felt like reality was wrong right now. However, reality also usually didn’t teleport people into other dimensions with totally different laws in the middle of the night.

She took another deep breath, trying to calm down. She still didn’t have 100 percent definitive proof, but she was now pretty sure she was in another dimension entirely. A different world with an entirely different history of evolution, totally different species (although the trees nearby looked an awful lot like dead trees on Earth, so perhaps she was wrong), and an RPG System possibly governing everything in the world.

Immediately following this thought, she realized something horrifying. When the Europeans landed in the New World, they brought the New World a myriad of diseases as a result of two different continents suddenly meeting. She couldn’t even begin to imagine how different an ENTIRELY DIFFERENT WORLD’S diseases were—or how poorly prepared her immune system was to deal with them.

She was probably going to contract this planet’s version of the black death and die within a few days or weeks. She had some hope that maybe, maybe the RPG System would protect her, or help her in some way? Probably not, though—when she looked more closely at her status screen, her only skill was a giant glitch sign with the words language proficiency embedded somewhere in the words, and the RPG System seemed to have no knowledge whatsoever of any of her other characteristics. For example, she had spent almost a year working in the computer lab after school learning how to build robots using Arduino, and she was relatively proficient in most of the subjects taught by the public school system. However, none of those skills were listed in her status screen.

That indicated … what, that the System had no idea what to make of her? That robotics or computer programming or whatever didn’t exist here? The glitched language proficiency sign was probably English, so it recognized her ability to speak English but not do basic math? Alice didn’t really know what to make of everything she was seeing right now, honestly. And if the System had no clue what to make of her, the odds of it knowing what to do in order to prepare her immune system for whatever variant of magical smallpox existed here were probably something like a billion to one. And that was an optimistic number.

She was so screwed.

On the bright side, there appeared to be something called perks and achievements in her status screen as well. Maybe there was a solution somewhere in the System, if she could find it in time? Maybe there was a perk that would let her access magic, and then she would somehow manage to use spells to claw her way out of the plague?

She finally got up, twitching with nerves after processing the basics of her situation. Right. So I just need to find a way to deal with whatever this world’s version of the black death is before I die from contracting it, figure out whether the flora/fauna of this planet is hostile/poisonous/terrifying, figure out what the heck is up with this weird RPG System, figure out what’s up with MAGIC, and figure out how the hell I ended up on another planet/dimension. Simple goals.

Alice looked at her to-do list and felt the urge to throw something. Was this to-do list even achievable? She had been here for less than two hours! Two hours! Her worldview had been shattered, half of the laws of reality had taken a vacation and then decided halfway through that vacation that they were never returning, and she had no idea if eating would be lethal! For all she knew, the air might be poisonous to her or something, and she was already on the way to her grave this very second.

But a seed of determination sprouted in her heart in the midst of outrage and fear. If she failed to survive here, no one would be coming to save her. If any of her guesses about the nature of her new destination were true, her parents and friends from the world she was from probably had no way to contact her, or even figure out where she was.

Even if they searched every single constituent atom of the Earth, they wouldn’t find a single trace of her. Heck, maybe her home dimension ran at a different time ratio than this one—she had heard stories from Irish mythology of people who wandered into faerie circles for a few days and came back decades older, or who returned years later and claimed only a few days had passed. Since there was obviously something supernatural going on here, maybe the old stories had some truth to them. She had no way at all of knowing right now.

Either way, counting on someone else to help her was probably pointless. And Alice wouldn’t accept dying in the middle of the wilderness with no clue why or how she had gotten there in the first place. She wanted to know, and if she managed to survive this, she could probably learn more about the nature of reality and the universe(s) than any other living person, ever. It was a thought that was tantalizing enough to tempt even the least curious human being ever—and Alice was so curious it often got her in trouble. She just needed to avoid dying first.



Chapter 2

For every Albert Einstein or Stephen Hawking in the world, there were probably hundreds of people who could have achieved similar heights of knowledge if they had the right questions and resources. Einstein spent many of his early years struggling to even get by before he finally had the time and insight to begin making scientific discoveries, catapulting his position from a dropout struggling to get by in life to a world-renowned physicist who discovered practically half of the foundation of modern physics.

This was because he found the thing every researcher and scientist desperately needed in order to truly make discoveries: he found a question. Alice, upon seeing a magical floating box filled with numbers quantifying her existence, had her own question. What the heck is this thing, and how does it work?

Alice, who had finally found a question …

Was lost in the woods, hungry, and a bit dehydrated. Her unimpressive athletic abilities were coming back to haunt her with a vengeance.

While she would have loved to explore whatever the System was and what was going on, what she needed now were more basic things—food, water, and a set of directions to the nearest town would be far more welcome than the secrets of the universe.

As she moved, she paid careful attention to her surroundings, looking for a single trace of anything useful. All these trees meant that there had to be some form of water here, or at least there had been in the recent past, right? Even if all the trees were creepy and dead, if they had been dead for too long, surely they would have withered away, right? Alice had little knowledge of the life cycle of trees, but she was desperately holding on to the hope that she could find water soon.

But there was no food or water here that she could find. In the three hours she had been walking, she hadn’t seen a single living thing besides herself, nor any hints of one. The forest was completely, eerily, unnervingly dead and silent. This made Alice more and more nervous as she walked—now that she was paying close attention to where she was going and her surroundings, every snap when she crushed a branch, every squeal of surprise when she misjudged where something was in the dim moonlight and walked into it, and every clumsy step she took seemed louder.

The only thing she had knew for sure right now was that there were an awful lot of dead trees in the area, and finding routes over/around fallen trees was a huge pain in the butt. Finally, Alice realized that she was probably an idiot for trying to find her way around this creepy forest in the middle of the night, and she began looking for a place to sleep for a while. She would have more luck moving in the morning, when she had more light to see by and when her feet hurt less.

Unfortunately, even after she started looking for a place to sleep, she couldn’t find much, and she was getting cold. Just as she was starting to give up and wondering if she would die here, she finally found something that looked promising—a huge tree trunk had fallen, and for whatever reason, it seemed partially hollow inside. The remaining space in the tree could probably fit ten of her pretty easily, and the shelter looked like it would do an okay job of keeping the wind away and keeping heat in. Almost gasping with relief at the thought of lying down, Alice stumbled toward the hollow tree trunk—and nearly died for her carelessness.

An animal that looked like a raccoon leaped out at her. Its body was covered in horrific, bleeding pustules, and one of its legs had fallen off. Fresh blood was slowly dripping from its wounds, and it was hard to tell what color its fur had originally been. However, Alice was certain that whatever was wrong with this thing, she wanted nothing to do with it.

Alice was now wide awake and immediately began sprinting away at full speed, ignoring the pain in her feet as she desperately tried to outrun whatever she had stumbled across. Its claws still looked sharp, and Alice was pretty sure this thing had some sort of disease. Who knew whether it was contagious?

After sprinting for a few minutes, Alice realized the animal had stopped chasing her, and she fell to the ground, gasping and panting for breath. She tried her best to remain alert, looking around for any other animals, but the unnerving silence of the dead forest had returned; nothing around her moved or made a single sound, not even the rustling of leaves. There was nothing to differentiate one direction from another and no way to see save for the moonlight.

Her head started pounding, and Alice quickly realized something—despite the fact that her sweat hadn’t cooled down yet, she was beginning to feel freezing cold. She frowned, and her vision blurred as waves of blackness started eating away at the edge of her sight. She touched her forehead with a growing sense of fear and suspicion and confirmed that it was blazing hot.

Oh crap. She had hypothesized earlier that another planet would have totally different diseases that her immune system had absolutely no defenses against, and she’d hoped that the RPG System might somehow protect her from that, because she had no way of taking precautions against diseases right now. But less than a few hours after she got to this world, she already had a fever. This exceeded the incubation speed of most diseases on Earth by an absurd amount, and Alice started panicking as she realized she was already sick. Was she really going to die like this? Without figuring out anything at all about how she had gotten to this world or what the System was, or even seeing magic after her status screen claimed it existed?

But her eyes felt so heavy, and she was desperately trying to stay awake so that she could at least drag herself somewhere where she might have a lower chance of getting eaten while she was unconscious, but she just couldn’t stay awake. Faintly, as she felt dizzier and sleepier, she saw another System notification appear.




	Through training, you have increased an attribute!




	Willpower 118 → 119, Endurance 47 → 48






Then everything went black.

When Alice woke up, her world was like fire. Burning waves of heat crashed through her body, and she felt like she was being dunked in a vat of acid. Alice desperately scrabbled around blindly, looking for water to cool herself off, but she passed out before she could crawl very far. She woke up again a few minutes later, only to pass out again as pain overwhelmed her. The reality of being awake and being asleep began to blur together as she kept crawling around, aimlessly searching for something she couldn’t quite remember.

An eternity of crawling around later, the forest gradually transitioned from gnarled, dead trees to living ones, and suddenly there were the words from the RPG System again, telling her about something, but Alice no longer had the mental leeway to process the glowing words appearing in front of her.

Finally, her arms collapsed, and she stopped crawling—her body didn’t have the strength to move anymore, and whatever illness she had contracted seemed to be drying up her body at an unnatural rate. Every time she tried to move, it felt like she was crawling through molasses, her body slow and unresponsive. She just couldn’t summon the willpower to move another inch. Slowly, like a kite without wind, her body sagged into the dirt. Her vision was swimming in and out of clarity, and the heat in her body was growing worse and worse. For a second, she swore that she saw a rabbit hop up to her limp body before sniffing at the area around her neck and then hopping off, completely uninterested in her.

I’m so close to dead that wild animals aren’t even afraid of me anymore, thought Alice, fighting the urge to close her eyes and give up completely.

However, as her thoughts grew fuzzier, she swore that, for just a moment, she saw a trickle of liquid out of the corner of her warped vision.

Alice’s thoughts cleared for just a moment, and with the last gasp of strength, she desperately crawled forward. If she could cool down the heat from her illness, she might be able to survive! A few minutes later, inch by horrible inch, she crawled farther until she flopped into a small stream. Even stream might have been the wrong word—if she had been standing up, the water wouldn’t have even come up to her knees, and it wasn’t even wide enough for her to fully lie down in.

However, right now this tiny little trickle of water represented her last hope to live. She had nothing to hold water in and no way to start a fire, so she had neither the tools nor strength to boil the water. She had to hope that there was nothing wrong with this water—if there was, she was dead. But right now, this was her one and only hope to live. With her body partially submerged she managed to lower her face into the water and began to drink.

A few minutes later, the heat and pain from her illness came again, and the horrifying feeling of her bones and muscles being set on fire followed on its heels—she had the strength to scream now, but she managed to hold the need to scream inside her throat; if she attracted a different animal and it attacked her in this state, she would die.

Time passed like glass falling through honey. Alice occasionally flopped around in the stream, sometimes managing to sit upright and other times collapsing back into the water. Eventually, by pure accident, a few terrifying moments passed as she landed facedown in the stream. The coolness from the water didn’t help the pain. Moving more by instinct than logic at this point, her body spasmed as she sucked in half a breath of water before her body shuddered and she began coughing out the water in her lungs. With her last shred of willpower, she managed to drag her head back out of the water and roll over, then spat out the liquid in her lungs and sucked in another breath of air.

Eventually, Alice began to realize that she could feel her brain changing, and that she felt the weight of something slowly coming into existence inside her rib cage, behind her heart. Slowly, the horrifying heat and feeling of acid tearing away at her being started to fade away, and a feeling of comforting warmth began to build up inside her body instead.

Her limbs, by this point, had stopped flailing about and were reduced to simply twitching in response to the pain. The fire that had consumed her body began to roll toward her heart and brain, and the pain everywhere began to fade. After a few hours, the pain faded completely, leaving behind a flickering ember of warmth pulsing behind her heart, and the heat disappeared completely from her head. After a moment, she started to lose awareness of it as it faded away.

When she opened her eyes, a long list of notifications from the System rang out, starting with the one she had gotten sometime yesterday while her initial fever had been kicking in and destroying her ability to process the world around her.




	Outworlder (Rarity: 10)




	You have come from another world, far from home and lost beyond the cracks of another dimension.




	+30% faster attribute growth for all stats below 120, +50% class experience for all main classes below level 50, +15% class experience for all secondary classes below level 10, strengthened immune system, strengthened mana adaption and resistance, increased support from the System.




	Baptized by Broken Mana (Rarity: 6)




	You are one of the 4% of survivors among the ungifted who have managed to survive mana poisoning. Furthermore, you even baptized yourself using broken mana instead of regular mana. You must really love taking risks!




	+50% faster growth to the Magic attribute, +25% growth to the Willpower attribute, +30% experience gain for all mage and magic-related classes, +15% mana recovery, immunity to mana poisoning from broken mana.













	
You have unlocked the class [Survivor] as a result of surviving alone in the wilderness for multiple days and surviving a near-death experience. Would you like to make this class a primary class?




	Yes

	No













	
You have unlocked the class [Explorer of Magic] as a result of surviving the effects of mana poisoning and having the {Outworlder} achievement. Would you like to make this class a primary class?




	Yes

	No






Alice spasmed, trying to process what was going on. She was alive? She was alive!

What the heck had just happened? She was reasonably sure that no more than a day or two had passed—while she was incredibly hungry now, it didn’t seem like her body was suffering from the effects of malnutrition yet, just on the edge. In that case … had she just fought off a disease from this planet in just a day or two? Maybe this was the effect of her strengthened immune system from the {Outworlder} perk? What the heck did “increased support from the System” mean? What was mana poisoning?

Finally, she scanned through her achievements and System notifications in more detail, before she realized that the {Baptized by Broken Mana} achievement told a very different story from her initial assumptions. The achievement indicated that what she had just fought off wasn’t actually a disease—it seemed to be something called “broken mana poisoning.”

Also, she had apparently unlocked two classes. Bewildered, she pulled up her status screen and saw that several things were quite different from before.








	Name: Alice Verianna

	Age: 15




	Strength: 44

	Perception: 101




	Dexterity: 47

	Intelligence: 153




	Endurance: 50

	Willpower: 119




	Charisma: 125

	Magic: 5




	Primary Classes: 0/5

	N/A




	
	N/A




	
	N/A




	
	N/A




	
	N/A




	Secondary Classes:

	N/A (0)




	Perks:

	N/A




	Skills:

	Academic Skills:

English (language proficiency): 100




	Achievements:

	Outworlder (Rarity: 10)




	
	Baptized by Broken Mana (Rarity: 6)






The first thing she noticed was that the set of glitch signs under the skills list was gone and had been replaced with the word English. She was now the proud owner of the English language skill, instead of the proud owner of a bunch of weird letters and symbols. The System is … updating its information or something? However, even though the System had apparently updated its information and figured out what the English language was, it still seemed to have no awareness of any of the other skills she had built up during her life on Earth.

Alice also realized that her {Achievements} were no longer empty, and the status screen had recorded her two feats of survival. Her body was also warm … much warmer than it had been moments ago. It was subtle, but she could definitely feel it. However, bizarrely enough, instead of cooking her alive, it felt … right. The heat from the center of her chest continuously pulsed, sending warmth throughout her body and driving away some of the cold from the environment. She had no idea what to make of that for now, so she opted to ignore it and move on.

Finally, her [Magic] attribute had increased from zero to five. Although it looked fairly pathetic when she realized that her other stats were all well into the double-digit range, if her earlier Endurance bonus from walking through the wilderness was any indication, all attributes could probably be improved with training. If she was willing to spend time exploring magic, she could probably get the stat up to a decent level eventually, although she had no idea how long it would take. She grinned to herself as she realized that she might very well be able to learn magic now, before she turned her attention to the other changes she had noticed.

She also wondered what a “primary class” was, and how it was different from a secondary class. Her status screen listed primary classes as being “0/5” right now, so they were obviously a limited resource, while secondary classes might be totally unlimited in number. If that was the case, primary classes might be strengthened in some way? Of course, Alice had no clue what a class did at all, and so she had no idea whether making her two classes primary classes was a good idea or a terrible one. Finally, she closed her eyes and sighed.

Screw it. She accepted both classes as primary classes and hoped she wouldn’t regret this later. In this foreign world, what she needed was survival ability now, and Survivor sounded pretty useful for the purpose of not dying. Furthermore, Explorer of Magic sounded exactly like something she wanted to do if she survived her immediate circumstances. It sounded like a class that emphasized exploring the physics-defying nonsense that this world had to offer. If she could figure out how to throw fireballs or heal herself, that would improve her survival ability by several orders of magnitude. Maybe she would come to regret it later, but necessity was the mother of bad decisions, and right now she needed to not die instead of trying to optimize for a distant future that may never come.

While she still didn’t know for sure that other humans lived in this world, the fact that the System had mentioned “survivors” and “ungifted” in the other messages indicated that the answer was probably yes. However, if there were people here, they had probably grown up with an RPG System that, based on her understanding of it so far, (probably) allowed supernatural increases in body strength and mental ability, and potentially drastically boosted their growth speed, and might even prevent skills from decaying. At least, that was how things worked in video games—character skills never decayed or went down. Whether that was applicable to this world was an open question right now, but since video games were the only point of reference Alice had to the System, she was at least going to prepare herself for what she might see.

Hmm … the {Outworlder} achievement might be some sort of catch-up mechanism. It stops helping my attributes grow higher at around 120 … In that case, would an average inhabitant of this world have attributes of around 120?

Of course, she could also just be wrong about the {Outworlder} achievement being a catch-up mechanism. She just had too little context to work with right now, besides the fact that {Outworlder} was rarity ten. Whatever rarity ten meant.

She did assume that there was probably some correlation between higher rarity and usefulness, but the {Baptized by Broken Mana} achievement seemed to give better bonuses than {Outworlder} when it came to magical potential. Perhaps the benefits from an achievement were related to the actual difficulty of gaining the achievement? Or how specific it was? Alice sighed, scratching her head.

She decided to put her thoughts on the matter to rest for now—she had too little information and no way to find out more.

Alice took a look around. The area of the forest she had stumbled into in the middle of her mana poisoning–induced haze was much less dead than the place she had been in when she entered this world, and the occasional sounds of animals scampering around in the background and birds chirping in the distance put her at ease. Even if birds chirping flagrantly ignored the fact that natural selection should never have allowed the existence of a totally different planet with exactly the same flora and fauna as Earth.

Something to think about later, when she was no longer on the brink of starvation.

Alice scanned her status screen again, trying to look for any changes, but besides [Explorer of Magic] and [Survivor] being listed as “level one” under her primary classes section, she couldn’t find anything else different. She shrugged and closed her status screen—she suspected she would have plenty of time to figure out the nature of the status screens and the RPG System that governed this dimension later, so right now she needed to get moving.

The bigger question, for now, was where on Earth—ahem. Where in this dimension was she? She looked around, seeing the world clearly in sunlight for the first time. The only landmark she could see was the familiar patch of unnervingly dead trees in the distance and the creek she had nearly drowned in earlier. If it weren’t for the status screen, she could have easily mistaken this place for Earth.

If she didn’t know where she was, perhaps she should just follow the creek. Odds were decent that if she just followed the water far enough, she might find a river, which would hopefully lead to civilization. Alice knew that in ancient eras, rivers tended to be where most villages and early cities were founded, due to their easy access to water. Besides, the creek was the only promising landmark she had to go on now.

She took a step forward and found that her body felt far weaker than before. That shouldn’t be right, though, should it? In the first place, she had recovered from … Oh.

As her stomach growled at her, Alice suddenly realized she hadn’t eaten in at least a day, possibly two or three. She had no clue how long she had spent fighting off the effects of mana poisoning, after all. She was also quite thirsty.

She lowered her head back into the creek and, praying that she didn’t get some sort of horrible disease, noisily slurped down water until her throat stopped hurting. Then, she scanned the area around her and tried to identify all the plants and animals. Birds—edible, but hard to catch. I don’t have any confidence in hitting one even if I throw rocks or make a basic slingshot, and they don’t have much meat on them. I think while I was delirious I saw a rabbit, so I might be able to hunt one of them if I make a snare … How do you make a snare?

Um … Alice looked at the brown and red leaves of the plants around the river and realized she had no clue what was and wasn’t poisonous. In the first place, who in the modern world actually bothered learning wilderness survival? Alice was far more proficient at identifying the packages of food in a supermarket than plants in a forest.

Besides, the plants and animals of this planet, even if they looked like the ones on Earth, might be totally different. The air here had seemed pretty normal, but she had contracted mana poisoning from somewhere. If everything in the world breathed in mana, a good chunk of the wildlife was probably evolved to either handle or use the mana in some way, right? Even if she knew how to identify plants from Earth, that skill might be useless here.

Alice finally turned to the river itself and noticed something that filled her with hope: even though the water was somewhat shallow, lazily swimming toward the center of the creek was a fish about twice the size of her hand. While it wasn’t large, where there was one fish there would probably be more. Alice quickly grabbed a fallen tree branch and began tearing off the extraneous bits, and after perhaps five minutes she had in her hands the beginning of mankind’s most primitive hunting tool: a spear. Frowning, she poked the other end of the spear and confirmed that it was nowhere near sharp enough to be used for anything stabbing-related.

Perhaps instead of calling it a spear she should have just called it a stick.

Alice began checking some of the pebbles in the area and eventually managed to find a somewhat sharp edge on a stone that had broken in half. Turning back to her makeshift spear, she took the stone and began hitting the edge of the branch, trying to sharpen the edge of the stick into something that resembled a spear.

Five minutes passed this way, with a girl mercilessly beating a stick with a rock.

Ten minutes …

Fifteen …

Finally, after thirty minutes, Alice had a … spear. Yes, a very powerful and mighty … extremely sharp … somewhat sharper than average … pointy stick. Alice held it up and inspected it and was pleasantly surprised to hear the system give her two notifications.




	Through training, you have increased a skill!




	Woodworking: 0 → 1




	You have leveled up!




	Survivor: 1 → 2






“So you can recognize {Woodworking} and [Survivor] levels, but you can’t recognize {pathfinding} or {trying to find civilization} or {lost in the woods and dying, please send help}? Who makes the rules for skills? I mean, the last two would be pretty ridiculous, but I could definitely see a skill like {Pathfinding} or {Wilderness Navigation} or something along those lines existing. Aren’t I supposed to have increased assistance from the System? I need assistance now. Please?”

Nothing happened. Alice sighed and turned back to the river. For now, she was unlikely to find any answers. Soon, she located another fish, and began phase two of Operation Don’t Starve to Death.

She stopped moving as much as possible, holding her pointy stick over the shallow stream and preparing to stab downward. Soon, the fish began swimming closer to the side of the stream she was positioned on, lazily drifting down with the current. Closer … Closer …

Stab! Alice stabbed the river, perfectly missing the fish. Frightened, the fish darted away, disappearing in a flash of scales and light as it zoomed into the distance. “Fuck,” Alice muttered, watching dinner escape. How had she missed? The fish had been right below her pointy stick …

Belatedly, Alice realized the problem. The surface of the water caused light to refract slightly, meaning that anything she was looking at in the water was slightly lower than what her eyes would tell her. Since she had mistaken this, given the fact that her pointy stick wasn’t entirely straight, she had just barely missed the fish instead of spearing it down the middle as she had meant to.

Part of this could also be attributed to her rather low accuracy and her lacking physical strength, which had certainly exacerbated the problem, but she chose to blame it entirely on the light. If I was able to think of light refraction problems afterward, I should have been able to remember it before. Who knows when another fish will come, Alice thought. If she had been a little less careless, she could have been cooking the fish for lunch instead of quietly cursing by the creek’s side. She sighed, sitting by the creek’s edge and dangling her bare feet into the water. She was so hungry …

Come to think of it, even if she caught a fish, how would she start a fire? Rubbing two sticks together? That was supposed to work, right? It was worth a shot.

She began daydreaming of convenience stores. In America, it was incredibly easy to find food as long as one had a little bit of money. If she could just step into a convenience store or a restaurant and buy some waffles—blueberry waffles with syrup sounded delicious right now … She felt a pang of homesickness.

Finally, after a few minutes of indulging in a pointless fantasy, Alice realized she was wasting time and stood up, trying to focus again. Perhaps I can hunt and follow the river at the same time. I can periodically check the water to see if I can find any fish to eat, and I might also run into other small prey animals that I have some chance of successfully hunting and killing.

She began following the little stream downriver, and it soon joined a few other streams and started to become a properly large river. As she walked, she noticed there were plenty of other life-forms that were bizarrely similar to Earth’s flora and fauna here. Something to investigate later. For now, she had survival to focus on. She directed herself back toward the important tasks at hand.




	Through training, you have increased an attribute!




	Willpower 119 → 120






Alice snorted, not wanting to deal with the System right now. However, she felt as if her will had been fortified compared to a second ago—the change was slight, and Alice wasn’t entirely sure that it wasn’t just her imagination, but she felt as if it was easier to understand her beliefs and easier to focus compared to a few moments ago.

She absently wondered if one single point in willpower actually made this large a difference—maybe this was actually just the placebo effect?

Finally, Alice found more fish in the river. Problematically, they also swam much farther beneath the water’s surface. Alice could barely even see the fish deepest in the water now that the water had more depth. If she fell into the river at this point, she could easily be carried off by the current and drown, meaning that hunting the deeper fish was a risky endeavor.

Alice found a shallower part of the river, where her pointy stick could reach the bottom. Then she gathered several sticks that could be used as kindling and a few thicker sticks that could be used to sustain a fire for a longer period of time. Then, she patiently lowered the “spear” into the water, making sure that light refraction would no longer be a problem. Afterward, she waited patiently, ignoring the rumbling of her stomach.

Finally, a fish wandered underneath the pointy stick. Stab!




	You have leveled up!




	Survivor: 2 → 4






With a single stab, Alice had gained two levels and a weakly struggling fish. She lifted the stick out of the water, careful not to let the thrashing fish slide off the stick in the process, and then quickly strode back over to the pile of sticks. Then, she grabbed a stick and began rubbing it against another stick, hoping to cause enough friction to start a fire.

After only a moment, though, she suddenly felt as if her preparations were somehow … insufficient. She frowned, trying to figure out where this idea was coming from, before she found a stick that had a hole in it and another stick that was around the same size as the hole. She placed one of the sticks into the other and began spinning the stick, trying to make the force of friction start the fire. Bizarrely enough, she felt that her first idea of just rubbing two sticks together would be harder than this method.

Five minutes later, her arms felt like they were going to fall off. Aside from that, no real progress had been made. Alice was starting to worry that she wouldn’t be able to get anywhere with this, either because she was doing it wrong or because her arms simply couldn’t provide sufficient force to the sticks to actually cause a fire.

She finally set down the sticks and flopped onto the dirt for a while, panting. She didn’t have any way to gut or descale the fish, she couldn’t start a fire … Even though she had caught the fish, she didn’t have the ability to process it!

Finally, Alice remembered something critical—theoretically, she had magic. Magic that she had no idea how to use, but maybe she could start a fire with it? She closed her eyes, trying to figure out how to use magic. In most novels, magic had a lot to do with imagination, so she tried imagining flames as much as she could, imagining the stick catching fire …

After ten minutes of concentrating, she felt incredibly stupid, and she’d made exactly zero progress toward starting a fire. Apart from that, she still felt tired, hungry, and frustrated. She tried meditating for a bit in order to get a skill, since plenty of stories linked meditation and “natural energies”—maybe it would help with magic?

Ten more minutes of wasting her time later, Alice decided this probably wasn’t the right way to go about solving her problems.

At least the fish had stopped flopping around. Alice stuck her face into the river and took a long drink of water—even though she should purify it somehow, perhaps by boiling it, she had no water container and no clue how to make one. And even if she did have a water container, she had no fire. If she got a disease from the water and died, it would be pretty typical of her luck thus far, but the day or two she had spent here wasn’t enough to pick up all the survival skills she desperately needed right now.

She eyed the dead fish. Was she desperate enough to just bite into it and hope for the best? Not quite. At least, not yet. She had eaten fish before and had even eaten sushi. However, while it was a common misconception that raw fish was safely edible, sushi was usually, at the very least, frozen first to help kill off any parasites. It was chilly right now, but she seriously doubted it was cold enough to kill off parasites at the current temperature.

Finally, she thought back to earlier, when she had been trying to start a fire. She had initially been planning on rubbing two sticks together and hoping for the best, but right before she started, she had suddenly had the hazy idea of trying to spin a stick inside another stick in order to start a fire instead. In the end, she failed, but she had no clue how to start a fire in the woods besides a vague idea on how it might be done. However, while the concept of spinning a stick inside another stick had been hazy, it wasn’t something Alice would have thought of before today. Was this the effect of a new environment and desperation kicking in, or was it the effect of levels?

Alice opened her status screen again, trying to look at it and see if it would provide any clues.

[Survivor] was at level four. Hadn’t the message telling her that she had unlocked the [Survivor] class said it had to do with surviving near-death experiences? And it certainly felt like she was more proficient at dealing with the outdoors than she had been yesterday … Was her [Survivor] class just … directly inserting information into her brain?

As far as she could tell, levels and stats didn’t seem to affect each other at all. Stats were raised by doing things related to the stat. Assuming levels actually did something, inserting knowledge into her brain was a reasonable guess. However, this brought up different problems. If the system was directly inserting information into her brain, how the heck was the System doing it? Brains were incredibly complex webs of electricity and neurons, packed together into a continuously evolving network of complex biological structures. Scientists had been studying human brains for years, and it was still pretty difficult to figure out exactly what was going on inside the human brain. The process of a human having a single thought required incredibly precise electrical signals. The System inserting vague ideas into her brain in a way that she barely even noticed, without harming any of her ability to see or understand the world around her or turning her into a coma patient, was incredible.

And absolutely ridiculous. She would have been more willing to believe that the world’s best heart surgeon liked using sand and their toenails as their tools of choice to perform heart surgery. However, reality clearly disagreed with her. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. If reality disagrees with you, reality is correct; if reality disagrees with you, reality is correct … She managed to stop thinking about the topic for a while and began trying to think through the implications of her newest discovery. If the System was able to help her vaguely grasp at information she didn’t have, did it indicate that the System was complex enough to interact with her brain without hurting her? What if it fucked up and fried her brain or something? Alice was suddenly very nervous.

Still, after several minutes of trying to figure out what the heck this actually meant, Alice finally refocused on the issue of food. She needed a fire, and it wasn’t going to make itself. And that was how she spent the next few hours, trying and failing to start a fire, continuously failing, and eventually falling asleep with hunger gnawing at her belly.



Chapter 3

The morning was cold and miserable, and Alice realized how little warmth the open ground of the forest floor provided. She looked at the remains of her attempts at lighting a fire, as well as the fish that had now been lying in the dirt for several hours, and sighed. The core inside her chest left over from her mana baptism thrummed with heat, warming up her chilled limbs, but it wasn’t enough to completely drive away the cold. She shivered before resolving to do better today. The hunger from not eating for a few days, as well as the fact that she still couldn’t even boil water yet, made her very aware of how close she was to a disaster that could appear at any moment. If she got sick or injured right now, she doubted she would be able to survive the aftermath.

And if she didn’t find something to eat today, she would start becoming thinner and weaker. She didn’t know how malnutrition interacted with her status screen, but she wasn’t willing to bet her life on the hope that she could keep working at full strength with no calories.

After thinking for a moment, Alice decided to try eating random plants instead of hoping to successfully make a fire this time. She wasn’t sure how to make a fire yet, and she didn’t have time for trial and error until she had a little more strength.

She began traveling down the river again, continuing her search for civilization while keeping an eye on her surroundings for anything to eat or any useful objects.

A few hours into her journey, she finally found something that might serve as food. A few berry bushes were growing close to the river, with blue-green berries about half the diameter of her pinkie finger growing from the flowers on the branches.

Since she didn’t recognize the berries at all, she looked closely at and around the bush, trying to spot anything that might indicate whether or not the berries were edible. After a few minutes, she realized that the branches around her ankles were curiously devoid of berries, even though the flowers each berry grew from were present. Maybe small animals had been eating from this bush and had stripped the lower branches bare, but they couldn’t reach the higher branches?

Alice had no idea if her guess was correct, but if she didn’t take a risk here, she would need to hope to find a different source of food in the wilderness despite being totally unfamiliar with outdoor survival. She felt that she had to take a risk somewhere, and right now she had at least some evidence that these berries might be safe. Gritting her teeth, she grabbed one of the berries and then bit into it.

The flavor was somewhat odd. It tasted like a mixture of an apple and a blueberry, but it was much more tart than either fruit. She wondered if they weren’t ripe. Regardless, she had eaten one now. If this is poison, hopefully it’s a survivable amount, she thought, trying to clamp down the hunger pangs in her stomach as she sat down and waited. If some time passed and she didn’t feel any ill effects, she would consider the berries safe and eat more of them. If the berries were poisonous, hopefully one berry wasn’t enough to kill her.

After a solid ten minutes passed, two notifications suddenly sprang into the air in front of her.




	Through training, you have increased an attribute!




	Willpower 120 → 121




	You have leveled up!




	Survivor: 4 → 6






Alice blinked away the notifications and went back to concentrating on her body, trying to figure out if eating the berry had any ill effects.

After the better part of an hour, she still felt fine. Deciding she had waited long enough, she began ravenously devouring the berries, letting loose after spending a few days not eating.

After she’d eaten almost all the berries off the first bush, the rumbling in her stomach was finally gone. Instead, she now felt very full. It was the first time she had ever realized being full was such a wonderful feeling, and without realizing it, she smiled a bit to herself.

Alice sighed, realizing that her stomach actually felt a bit uncomfortable. Perhaps she had eaten too much. She took a look around before she decided to sit down, giving herself a small break as a reward for finding food today. Out of curiosity, she popped open her status screen, absently thinking about what each stat actually meant.

Come to think of it, how do stats even work? I mean, on its surface, my [Endurance] stat seems to rise as a result of me walking, but does that mean I’m getting more resilient against damage? Am I just getting better at ignoring pain and pushing forward? Do I have some sort of HP bar I’m not aware of, and [Endurance] is raising that?

[Strength] seems to indicate how much physical force someone can exert. But what happens if, for example, I only trained my leg strength for a long period of time? If [Strength] increases the same way [Endurance] does, training should raise my attributes. However, if I get a point in [Strength] by training my legs, would each point of [Strength] make my legs stronger, or would it make my entire body stronger?

Also, what is the average for this world? I guess that based on my performance in gym class compared to the average student, the strength and endurance stat averages for my classmates on Earth would probably be around eighty or ninety, but I have no idea how the more mental stats would look at all. And I have no idea what a normal person looks like in this world, either.

Alice shrugged before realizing that something she had never seen before was present in her status screen.

Next to her [Survivor] class, the words level 5 perk available had appeared. Frowning, she concentrated on the [Survivor] class for a moment, and suddenly her status screen disappeared, before being replaced with a new set of floating words. Detailed within the words were five different perks, along with various requirements to learn them.

Perks? Alice frowned, taking a closer look at the floating letters in front of her.




	Foraging

Requirements: Survivor level 5 or higher




	Gain knowledge of berries, vegetables, and roots; where edibles might be easily found in the wilds; and what natural foodstuffs are poisonous. Also increases abilities centered around food preparation.




	Primal instinct

Requirements: Survivor level 5 or higher, Perception higher than 100




	Allows you to very slightly sense where danger lies in the world around you. Higher Perception will increase the effectiveness of this skill. The more knowledge you have of the cause of a particular kind of danger, the more quickly and easily you will be able to detect danger in advance.




	Primitive warmth

Requirements: Survivor level 5 or higher




	Grants you innate knowledge of how to construct crude tents and fires. Reduces the effect of cold weather on your body, allowing you to innately retain warmth as if the surroundings were 3 degrees Celsius warmer (this effect will not apply whenever the user’s body is in, at, or above comfortable heat).




	Food conversion

Requirements: Survivor level 5 or higher




	Your body converts food into energy more efficiently.




	Forestwalking

Requirements: Survivor level 5 or higher




	While you are within a forested region, you navigate through the area slightly more easily, allowing you to move more quickly and keep track of your surroundings more effectively.






How do these perks work? Alice wondered as she scanned them over. She decided to think more carefully about this later, but first, she needed to actually take a perk. After messing with the status screen for a bit, she realized she could only pick one of the perks, and she was also free to not pick anything and reopen the screen later.

What do I need right now?

While {Food Conversion} actually seemed rather useful because it would require her to eat less food to gain the same amount of energy, the perk didn’t specify how much of an increase in energy-extraction efficiency she would get, and she was hesitant to take a gamble on the skill. If it was a measly 10 percent, for example, while it would help, it wouldn’t be that big a difference, and she would still be left stranded in the wilderness with no idea what she was doing.

Alice would have been willing to gamble on the perk if she had access to food security, especially because she was actually really interested to see if she could learn something else about the System as a result of this. How exactly did this perk work? Did it change the physiology of her stomach or intestines or something, did it just shrug away the laws of conservation of energy, or did it do something completely different? But right now Alice needed to prioritize her survival and safety over her curiosity.

Learning all the various ways this dimension shrugged off the laws of physics was something she would have to put on the back burner until she had secure sources of food and shelter.

After a while, she decided to, grudgingly, discard {Primal Instinct}. Even though it would definitely be useful to know what areas were dangerous beforehand, the words very slightly meant that the effect was probably pretty minor.

Furthermore, she had absolutely no idea what dangers might lie in this world where an RPG System and magic existed. She doubted the perk would be particularly helpful right now.

Besides, right now she was in imminent danger of starving, freezing, or dying of disease. Those were much bigger problems than wild animals right now. She could run from wild animals, but there was no running from malnutrition. {Forestwalking} was discarded for similar reasons.

So, then, what was most important? Food or heat?

Alice really wished she could pick both.

Alice eventually decided to pick {Foraging} and focus on food, because if she had more energy in her body, she would have more energy to make shelter and solve other problems. The strange residual heat left in her chest after her mana baptism was doing some work in keeping her warm right now, and because of that, Alice felt she could put warmth at a lower priority for now. And being less hungry would make it easier to concentrate on other things. This would, eventually, loop back around to help her deal with the effects of the freezing cold, because with more strength, Alice would have an easier time starting a fire. If she hadn’t been so hungry and tired yesterday, she might have had the stamina to keep trying to start a fire using sticks rather than collapsing from exhaustion during the process and accomplishing nothing.

Alice concentrated on the perk, and after a moment she felt a sort of … ding inside her head, and then her status screen updated, removing the “perk available” notification. Now, the {Perks} category included {Foraging}.

Alice looked back at the berries she had been eating, and instead of the uneasiness she had felt before, she felt a sort of … relaxed sensation. She had been expecting the perk to involve something more like an item menu in an RPG game, floating above food and giving her a detailed information box about what was and wasn’t edible. Instead, when she looked at the berries, she now felt anticipation and comfort, letting her know the berries were safe to eat.

Curious, she glanced at the grass below her feet and concentrated on it before getting a sort of … indistinct feeling of disgust, letting her know that it wasn’t poisonous, but it also wasn’t edible. She scanned the area around her, concentrating on various random objects, and began to get a better sense how exactly her perk worked. The most complex sensation her perk transmitted to her was when she saw some sort of tree—after concentrating on it, she got the feeling that there might be some sort of food on its branches. When she concentrated on the branches, she saw some sort of nut that she didn’t recognize, and she had a vague urge to roast and then eat them. Mixed into this sensation was a curious feeling of wariness toward the nut, making Alice wonder if her perk was trying to tell her they were poisonous if they weren’t roasted first.

Since Alice wasn’t done playing with her perk, she sat back up and started exploring her surroundings to see what other sensations it transmitted to her. She found a different kind of berry bush hidden behind some trees a short walk away. Unlike the first berries she had encountered, this one gave her the chills, and she felt a distinct sense of fear when she concentrated on the berries. They were probably poisonous.

Alice also took the poisonous berries as an opportunity and compared the “poisonous” sensation of the berries to the “poisonous” sensation given by the nuts growing in the trees. The poisonous feeling she had toward the nuts was fairly mild, which probably meant minimal effects. Perhaps it might result in some flu-like symptoms or vomiting, or other problems that were unpleasant but survivable if she was in good condition. The berries gave a much stronger feeling of danger, and Alice guessed she might just die if she ate more than a few of them.

She moved back to the original berry bushes and then gathered several fistfuls, using the front of her pajamas to make a bowl to help her carry them. She checked the sky and found that the sun was approaching its peak. It must be a little before noon. She turned to the fallen sticks near her and began thinking. What she needed right now was the ability to store more food, and she had plenty of branches to work with. She decided to try weaving a crude basket.

She guessed she would need two components to make a basket. One component would be a sort of bottom, composed of harder branches, and then she would make a circle of branches that she could tie to the bottom. If she could figure it out, she would also make a handle, but even if she only managed to make a crude bowl instead of a fully-fledged basket, she would be able to carry much more. That would be good enough for now.

She climbed up one of the trees in the area and began tearing off thinner, still-living branches, making sure to also collect the nuts she had noticed earlier while she was nearby. After she had enough material to work with, she climbed back down and got to work.

First, she stripped off all the miscellaneous twigs and leaves from the branches. Afterward, she tried to weave the somewhat straight bottom of her basket out of the branches. Her hands felt unwieldy and her fingers were clumsy, but she persisted, trying to assemble a somewhat stable “floor” of branches.

The bottom of the basket fell apart.

Alice tried to weave the branches together.

The basket fell apart.

Alice tried to weave the bottom of the basket together, and the basket once again fell apart, but this time Alice got another point in woodworking out of it.

Alice quickly realized the benefits of having an RPG System boosting her actions. Every single time she got a point in a skill, she had a slightly better idea what the “correct” way to make a basket was. If she had enough time, she would eventually become a professional at basket weaving even with no teacher, assistance learning, or even thought required. Trying the same thing over and over again was still able to benefit her learning and growth.

With one more point in woodworking, she noticed a definite difference. Her fingers felt slightly more nimble and dexterous, and her motions became more fluid. The bottom of the basket took longer to fall apart than before. She looked at her previous clumsy attempts at weaving a basket and felt that something seemed off. However, she couldn’t quite pinpoint what it might be, so she tried again.

Five more failures later, she gained a point in dexterity.

Seven tries after that, she gained her first point in weaving. She began trying to twist the branches into a more circular pattern, feeling that perhaps her method of making the bottom of the basket was wrong from the very beginning.

Sixteen tries later, Alice finally had the beginning of a more regular bowl shape. It was the ugliest bowl Alice had ever seen, but the sides were tilted in a way that would at the very least let her store about a third of a meal’s worth of berries.

In all, her attempts had taken her around three hours of work, but now she could continue to follow the river while having a few light rations. She ate another meal of berries and then began storing some berries in her makeshift container.




	You have leveled up!




	Survivor: 6 → 7






Alice stored her berries and started working on another campfire. This time, without hunger gnawing away at her thoughts, she realized kindling would make starting a fire much easier. After nearly twenty-five minutes of rubbing sticks together, Alice finally managed to light a small campfire, and she was rewarded with warmth and another [Survivor] level.

For dinner, she roasted the nuts by dumping them into the fire before using a wet stick to roll them back out of the fire once they were cooked. Afterward, she let a nut cool down a bit before peeling off the outer shell and then eating it. The nuts were oddly spicy and a nice change of pace from the berries she had been eating all day.

After that, she walked over to the stream and greedily swallowed down several mouthfuls of water. She still wished she had the ability to boil the water, but her shoddy bowl definitely wasn’t watertight. Or fireproof. For now, she would just have to put up with it and hope for the best.

Finally, she began thinking about constructing a shelter to sleep in for the night. She thought it was still three or four hours away from darkness, at least based on the time the sun had set yesterday, but her sense of time in a world without clocks was hazy. Besides, sleeping next to a food source didn’t seem like a bad idea. She would have easy access to breakfast before she started moving again tomorrow.

After a moment, however, she frowned, realizing that other animals probably also fed off the berries in this area. If lots of animals were present in the area, she might run into a carnivore, which had a high chance of ending badly for her.

After some thinking, she grabbed a burning branch to carry with her and ensure fire starting would be easier later on and then continued heading downstream a bit, moving far enough away from the berry bushes that she could come back to them easily but ensuring animals wouldn’t stumble directly onto her while she was asleep. She quickly rekindled her fire, placing some stones around it to avoid starting a forest fire, and then began trying to figure out how to build a basic shelter.

She had no clue how to construct a shelter out of sticks. If she had animal hides, she figured she could have at least made a really crude tent, but she had nothing but sticks and leaves right now.

“Hmm … I probably can’t construct anything useful out of the sticks in the surroundings, I don’t have logs, I have no way to acquire them, and I don’t have anything to cover any holes in a makeshift tent, even if I manage to make one.” Alice thought about the problem for a while, but she still had no easy way to resolve the problem of freezing to death. Last night she had been so cold that she had woken up much earlier than she meant to, and when she had woken up, her limbs were cold and numb. The source of heat behind her heart was enough to keep her alive, but this feeling was still highly unpleasant.

She also had no idea what this planet’s seasons looked like. Assuming this world had seasons, which may or may not be correct. She could very well be about to enter winter, which would suck. And if winter was coming, she wanted a good shelter before the cold really set in.

After thinking about her crude tent some more, Alice realized that the framework for a tent might still work. To make a basic shelter, she needed some sort of frame, some way to cover it up, and maybe a bit of luck to keep the mess together. Alice looked around again, and then realized that she was an idiot. The grass in the area around her reached close to her knees when she was standing up in some places. As long as she wove the long grass together, wouldn’t that perfectly cover a frame? If she could build some sort of frame out of sticks or wood or something, she could probably cover it with some sort of grass mat, and it would keep at least some of the wind off her and keep some of the warmth in. It would be good enough for now.

The only problem was that she had no clue how to weave grass together. And she somehow doubted the grass would be as easy to work with as the branches.

Alice spent a minute daydreaming about modern houses. She really wanted to return to modern society and sit inside a warm, insulated house again. Thinking of how well they kept the cold out and kept warmth in made Alice long for sturdy walls before she shook her head and returned to her current reality.

Sighing, Alice got to work by plucking out several stalks of grass and then trying to tie them together. She had no idea what she was doing, but if she tried random ideas long enough, {Weaving} would bail her out, right? She just needed to keep grinding at it.

However, before she obtained a single point in any of her skills, she realized that it would be much easier if she just used a stalk of grass to tie together other stalks of grass and then interconnect them … somehow. Possibly by tying together more stalks of grass.

She bunched a handful of it together and then used some of the thicker stalks to tie them into a bundle. Then she grabbed another handful and did the same, over and over again …

After a bit, she got the second level of the weaving skill, and her fingers started to feel a bit nimbler. She continued her boring and monotonous task, weaving together bundles of grass over and over again with an occasional break to grab a few more branches to chuck into the fire.

Two hours later, when she was at the fifth level of weaving, she felt a small change in the way the skill aided her. Before, each level would increase the dexterity of her fingers when weaving, but they weren’t yet strictly helping her weave so much as making her less clumsy. However, at the fifth level, she felt like her understanding of the task itself grew a bit. She started to understand more about what made a stable knot of grass stalks. She still wasn’t entirely sure how to connect everything together in the most optimal way, but she was reaching the point where she could at least tie her grass knots to a wooden framework and make a crude outer layer to a tent. After making enough grass knots, Alice grabbed a few fallen branches from her surroundings, drove them into the ground to make a very basic wooden framework, and then began tying stalks of grass between the branches to make a crude shelter.

By the time she was done, the sun had begun to set, and her shelter still wasn’t particularly well put together or stable. However, it would do for the night. Alice eyed the fruits of her labor. The result of three hours of her life …

Three hours of staring at grass and trying to weave it into a wall for a shelter. It was, quite possibly, one of the most tedious things she had done so far. At least it looked like it would retain some warmth and keep the wind off her. At this point, that was all she was really asking for. Tired and exhausted, she crawled into her crude tent and went to sleep, hoping tomorrow would be better than the last few days had been.




	You have leveled up!




	Survivor: 8 → 9








Chapter 4

Alice slept poorly. She was used to sleeping in a silent bedroom, and now that she was farther away from the massive area of dead trees and messed-up animals where she had first arrived, shuffling sounds and animal calls kept her on edge throughout the night, making it hard for her to stay asleep. Alice woke up feeling groggy and irritable when the sunlight started creeping through the holes in the top of her tent the next morning.

She shivered and rubbed her arms, but she was much less cold than she had been yesterday. The fire burning somewhat near the shelter at night had helped with warmth, even though it had gone out sometime during the night. The strange warmth near her heart had also helped, although Alice was noticing that it was getting more and more faint as time passed. She didn’t exactly know what the strange warmth was in the first place, so Alice decided to simply take it in stride for now. Even if it certainly helped her temperature problems, it obviously wasn’t a long-term solution, so she needed to adapt fast enough that she could survive without it once it was gone. She shook her head, trying to ease her doubts and worries before she refocused on the world around her. Specifically, her tent.

I should be able to improve my tent construction after a few more tries, she thought as she took a careful look at the shoddy grass knots and attempts to make everything stick together. Surely more stats and skills will get me somewhere if I just throw more tries at learning how to do this? Then she began thinking of how annoying it had been to construct her shelter. While the weaving process had gotten easier as she gained both skills and {Skills} related to tent-construction, it had still taken her quite a while to construct the tent. Perhaps there was some way to carry it with her so that she didn’t have to reconstruct one from scratch? She wouldn’t get any skills or attributes from retrying the process from scratch again, but she also desperately needed to focus on other things today and to be able to carry around her tent with her still help stave off the cold.

She began looking at the edges of the tent, trying to figure out a viable way to carry away some parts of it, and eventually, she realized that taking the frame of heavier branches she had stabbed into the ground to hold up the woven grass was impractical. In order to make it into a shape that wouldn’t be too awkward to carry, she would basically have to undo all her work anyway.

However, the sort of … blanketlike outer shell of grass could be taken with her if she was careful. Therefore, she clumsily disconnected the outer layer of grass from the wooden stakes before folding it up into a blanket, then placed it underneath the berries in her bowl.

Fear me, for I am Alice, queen of terrible craftsmanship and grassy … blanket things. She winced. Everything she had built so far on this world really did look atrocious, and the shoddy craftsmanship really showed when she was trying to stave off the cold or stop her items from falling apart.

She went back to the berry bushes and restocked her food supply, eating all the berries she had picked yesterday as she walked before refilling the bowl with fresh food. Then she began traveling again, following the stream and hoping to find civilization somewhere.

A few hours passed uneventfully, but she began to get more and more nervous as she looked at the sky. It was getting darker as a heavy blanket of clouds approached, gradually obscuring the sunlight and promising rain was coming soon. Once again, it dawned on Alice how truly far away from civilization she was. At home, a bit of rain didn’t mean much to her at all—she would be inside a building for most of the day, and if she was in school, the rain was just a sound effect that sometimes left puddles of water outside the building.

However, right now, she was dressed in pajamas and had little food security and a shelter that was, at best, flimsy. Suddenly, freezing rain had changed from “interesting but unimportant” to a life-threatening disaster she couldn’t escape. She glanced at her grass blanket and quickly realized that it wasn’t going to keep the rain off her. She stopped focusing only on following the river and paid more attention to her surroundings, hoping to find a cave nearby. If she didn’t find one, she was almost certainly going to freeze to death. The strange warmth near her heart definitely wouldn’t be enough to keep her alive in this weather if she was drenched.

Perhaps an hour later, the clouds finally arrived. And it didn’t start raining, contrary to Alice’s earlier fears. Instead, little white flakes began to drift down from the sky, fluttering lazily in the wind as they began to smother the earth, choking away the last remnants of warmth in the area. Alice, feeling both the ever-dropping temperature and her lack of thick clothing more than ever before, looked at the sky and resisted the urge to start swearing. Was it actually snowing? Of all the times she could have arrived in this world, she had gotten here right at the start of winter?

Alice felt increasing tension and fear as she almost completely stopped worrying about following the river. She needed shelter now, and a town along the river wouldn’t be enough to save her if she froze to death while traveling there. She began scouring her surroundings for any sort of shelter, praying for something to appear. She took note of what direction she could travel to get back to the river when the weather passed, but otherwise she completely broke away from the gentle slope of the river and focused entirely on finding something to keep the cold away.

The snow began to pile higher and higher, and after another ten minutes of walking, her bare feet, which were already swollen and had numerous small cuts along the bottoms, were beginning to sink into a thin layer of snow with every step. Not only did she need to worry about pain and getting an infection, but she now needed to worry about frostbite. Her body wasn’t reacting as poorly to the cold as she had expected it to, thanks to the strange warmth behind her heart, but she could still feel the cold creeping through her body and dragging her toward eternal sleep. The remnants of her mana baptism were slowing the process down but not stopping it.

Am I going to die like this? she wondered. She had already wondered if she was about to die many times in the past few days, but this was one of the first times the prospect of death felt so … stifling. She had almost died when she was dealing with mana poisoning, had somehow lucked out of getting this world’s version of smallpox so far, and had almost gotten mauled by a strange animal. Now she was at risk of freezing to death as well.

She trudged through the snow, plagued by lonely thoughts as she wondered if perhaps someone would stumble across her corpse one day and wonder whom she had been. Minutes ticked by while she searched for shelter and the temperature dropped, the stifling feeling of inevitability warring with increasing desperation as she tried to find some way to stay alive.

Finally, as her shivering was growing more and more uncontrollable, she stumbled across a cave. It was really more like a rocky overhang with a sort of sideways, bowl-shaped indentation in the stone around it, but it at least offered enough protection from the snow that she would be safer from the cold. She set down her bowl of berries and pulled out the sheet of grass she had used to create a crude tent the day before and wrapped it around herself as a blanket.

It was wholly holey, but at this point, anything helped. Then, after spending a few minutes shivering under her grass blanket, she realized her limbs were growing numb. She began rubbing her hands and feet together, trying to get some warmth back into her fingers and toes after recognizing the warning signs of frostbite.

Minutes ticked by, and she grew colder and colder while the specter of death loomed ever closer. Her fingers and toes still had some feeling in them, but she felt cold and increasingly sleepy. She looked over at her basket of berries and grabbed a few half-frozen ones to nibble on. Finally, she realized that this wasn’t a sustainable method of survival. Even if it was desperate, she needed to go back out into the cold to grab some tree branches, hopefully dry ones, and get some sort of fire started. Otherwise, she would definitely die here.

She stepped out of the cave, trying to work her way through the biting cold as it penetrated into her veins. The snow had stopped falling, but the carpet of snow on the ground reached up to her ankles. She might have found it beautiful—if she were at home and waiting for Christmas to come—but right now it seemed to blot out the color in the world, dyeing the world monotone shades of white and gray.

Quickly, she grabbed some cold branches from the area around her and shook the snow off, looking at the still-green leaves on the branches and wondering if they would catch flame. They looked damp, and she doubted she could dry them out, but it hadn’t been snowing for that long yet. Apart from the exterior of the branches and leaves, perhaps something here was still able to catch fire?

For several minutes, she grabbed branches and dragged them back toward her cave, trying to ignore the sinking feeling as her feet started to get more numb. Right now she didn’t have time to keep massaging her limbs and keep blood flowing to her fingers and toes, so she was stuck praying for the best. Then, back inside her cave, she first peeled away the outer layer of bark on some of the branches. To her surprise, an entire outer ring of bark came off each branch easily, leaving only the dry interior of the branches while casting away the outer layer of wet wood. She had no idea what kind of tree this was, but right now her trademark curiosity had been nearly stifled by her desperate circumstances. With no interest in why these branches could be peeled so easily, she began rubbing sticks together with some tinder, hoping for a fire. A stick snapped, cutting her palm. She gritted her teeth and kept going, knowing that failure wasn’t an option.

Finally, a spark caught, and she leaped up and danced with joy. The tiny little ember of fire spread to the dry innards of the branches, and soon, a cheery blaze was burning away in her cave. She stuck out her hands and feet, warming them up while occasionally nibbling on a few berries. Within another hour, she could feel all her toes and fingers again, thankfully, which meant that she should at least be able to avoid losing any digits to the cold. Warmer and more comfortable, she soon fell asleep again.
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The next day, Alice woke up to find that the snow had stopped falling. Her campfire, unnoticed, had burned out while she was asleep. Thankfully, the smoke had been guided away from the shelter by the shape of the cave, which was something she only realized once she woke up. She hadn’t paid any attention to the smoke at all, and if the cave had been shaped a bit differently, she might have never woken up. She also realized that she had gained another two levels sometime last night, either when she had started a fire or when she was asleep. It had brought her to level eleven, and more importantly, had given her another perk slot. She started out her morning by taking a look at what was available. Her first perk had given her the ability to easily identify food, something she desperately needed right now, and this perk could also be a lifesaver.




	Dark vision

Requirements: Survivor level 10 or higher, Perception higher than 100




	Allows you to see your surroundings as if they were fully lit up, regardless of the level of light present in your surroundings. This may be turned off. Will not physically alter your eyes.




	Microbe resistance

Requirements: Survivor level 10 or higher




	Dramatically enhances your immune system’s ability to locate, react to, and expel or kill foreign entities of microscopic size. Also enhances the overall power of your immune system.




	Sense intentions

Requirements: Survivor level 10 or higher




	Allows you to determine the intentions of other living beings toward you, as long as your perception or Charisma (whichever is higher) is higher than the other entity’s {Acting} and Charisma (as well as any other relevant perks or achievements). Has significantly weakened effects if the other party has a higher level than you in any relevant class or stat.




	Parasite resistance

Requirements: Survivor level 10 or higher




	Your body becomes naturally toxic to all parasites that naturally live inside humans. Weaker parasites will be killed shortly after entering your body, and stronger parasites will still be seriously weakened as a result of their environment. This will not adversely affect any living beings besides parasites.




	Innate mapping

Requirements: Survivor level 10 or higher, Perception 100 or higher, Intelligence 100 or higher




	Allows you to perfectly create a mental mini map of all places you have visited so far and your location relative to these places where you have previously traveled. You will not gain any information about places you have never personally visited, and this map will only detail geography.






The requirements for each perk state that I must be level ten or higher before being able to pick the perk. The previous perk I got was at level five, and it stated I needed to be level five or higher in order to pick a perk. I assume that means perks are given every five levels, although I will need to verify that later. If I’m correct, I should get another perk at level fifteen, level twenty, and so on.

Now, which of these do I need the most? I could also go back and grab {Primitive Warmth} from level five, since I can see my perks from my previous level up listed as well. It looks like I can always pick up earlier perks if I feel like it, although I assume perks get better and better the higher level you are.

Alice took stock of the area around her, trying to figure out what she was missing the most desperately.

The temperature is very low now, and if winter is coming, it’ll continue to drop as time passes, making warmth a huge priority. While I can still feel my arms and legs, if I step out of the cave, it won’t take long for me to begin freezing again. The strange wood nearby does make starting fires easier, so I might be able to start fires more easily than I think I’ll be able to, but I also can’t always be near my fire if I want to survive. Food and water are still necessities, after all, and I can’t collect either if I’m sitting next to my fire all the time. {Primitive Warmth} doesn’t solve that problem, and none of these perks do, either, so they can all be considered lower priority … Disease from this world is also potentially a massive concern—I don’t know how useful the {Outworlder} achievement is since it just says it “strengthens my immune system” and doesn’t go into further detail. This might mean I’m practically immune to diseases now, or it might mean that my immune system got 5 percent stronger and I’m going to die the moment I get the symptoms of any disease from this world, since my immune system probably has no idea how to react.

In fact, disease is extra scary right now, because if I get a fever in this weather, I won’t be strong enough to get food or water. As far as food goes, I have berries and nuts that can keep me going, although I’m not sure how much longer the berry bush is going to be around if winter is really about to start, but if I can find more of those nuts, I have at least one other source of food. It’s not enough, but it’s something.

In other words, her food was at least partially secure, and what she was missing was shelter, warmth, and possibly disease resistance, according to her assessment. It was difficult to gauge how badly she needed to improve her disease resistance, because she had no idea how much the {Outworlder} achievement helped.

Alice glanced back over the perks that she was able to choose more carefully, before ruling most of them out. {Dark Vision} and {Sense Intentions} were actually rather interesting, and Alice was genuinely curious to know how {Dark Vision} worked. If it didn’t physically alter her eyes, how in the world was the perk allowing her to see in the dark? In the first place, vision was just the result of human eyes interpreting photons that hit them, plus some extra details. If there were no photons in the first place, what the heck was she using to see in complete darkness? If she could, later on she would love to get a similar perk and a lot of lab equipment to see if she could figure how in the world the perk actually worked.

However, currently Alice was motivated by necessity rather than curiosity. She had to concentrate on not dying right now.

{Sense Intentions} was also something that Alice thought would be quite useful, since the perk didn’t specify that it was restricted to animals. If she ever found civilization, being able to determine whether or not people bore hostility toward her would be invaluable. It was a perk she would definitely consider coming back to if she had a perk slot to spare in the future.

However, her curiosity and ability to sense the intentions of her fellow humans were nowhere near as valuable as disease and infection resistance. She had no idea what penicillin looked like or where to find it, and she had no clue whether or not the other people of this world had access to the drug, either. If they didn’t, the ability to fight off infections would be one of the most valuable skills she could have even after she reached civilization. And right now, she had no access to disease prevention at all.

In the Middle Ages, a random cut might become life-threatening if it got infected and was allowed to spread. Her feet had already been cut up as she was wandering through the forest, and she was very nervous about the chances of infection. Thus far, she had been lucky, but there was no guarantee that would continue.

Then, after some more thinking, she realized that she wasn’t strictly obligated to choose right now. The description of the {Microbe Resistance} perk made it seem highly likely that it would affect disease and infection retroactively, meaning that she could wait to see whether she got an infection or the plague first. If she did, she could grab the perk and save her own life. If she went … say, a few weeks with no problems, she could grab another perk, or she could get something else if she desperately needed one of the other options in the near future.

It didn’t seem like she had to pick right now, and since she was able to make fires already, she could deal with her warmth problem, even if her solution was kind of clumsy.

After that, she looked back at the branches of incredibly green leaves that lay outside her cave, still bending a bit under the weight of the snow, and tried to figure out why the leaves weren’t brown and red. Did that mean it was actually the end of winter and beginning of spring? Were the plants here just weird? Alice had no clue. She sighed, realizing another problem.

“Does this world even have the same seasons as Earth? I mean, realistically speaking, most planets that are similar to Earth should have something like seasons, because of the way planetary orbits and tilt usually end up working out in practice. That would make sense, but …”

Alice pulled up her status screen. Despite how absurd it seemed, there were still floating numbers in front of her face. “In this world, who knows? Half the time this world seems to follow similar rules to Earth—gravity still works, I still need to breathe and eat, and the sun and moon look similar to the sun and moon at home. The other half the time, the old rules are just chucked out the window, and I get floating status screens and mana baptisms. I just don’t know.” Alice sighed again before taking a look at her crappy grass blanket and the shallow, bowl-shaped cave she was using as shelter.

She decided that, at least for now, she should prepare as if winter was coming. Being prepared never hurt, and if it turned out it was about to be spring instead, Alice would feel pleasantly surprised and eat through her stockpile of resources. There was no harm in preparing for the worst and hoping for the best, after all.

Once she had made a decision, she put it into action immediately. Alice crawled out of her little cave and scanned the surrounding area, hoping to find more of the strange sticks she had previously used as firewood. With every step forward, her feet sank into the snow up to her ankle, and she wished she had worn thicker pajamas when she was going to sleep back on Earth. Or that she had worn shoes to bed, even if she couldn’t think of a reason she would ever do that.

Alice moved around the area picking up fallen tree branches and then gathered a few more pieces of fallen wood before heading back to the cave.

Then, Alice began carefully peeling off the wet outer bark of the dead branches, exposing the dry innards of each branch. She made three more trips to gather branches before the cold began to go from horrible to unbearable. Then, deciding that she had enough wood to at least get some warmth back into her body, she used up one of her three trips’ worth of wood to get another fire started, saving the branches from the second and third trip. It also brought her another level in [Survivor].
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	Survivor: 11 → 12






Thank the caveman ancestors, thought Alice as she warmed herself up again. With a cheerful blaze growing, Alice felt much less miserable. She opened up her status screen, curious to see if there were any other changes she had missed.








	Name: Alice Verianna

	Age: 15




	Strength: 44

	Perception: 101




	Dexterity: 47 → 48

	Intelligence: 153




	Endurance: 44 → 50

	Willpower: 118 → 121




	Charisma: 125

	Magic: 0 → 5




	Primary Classes: 2/5

	Survivor: 0 → 12 (Level 10 Perk Available)




	
	Explorer of Magic: 0 → 1




	
	N/A




	
	N/A




	
	N/A




	Perks:

	Foraging (Survivor 5)




	Secondary Classes:

	0




	Skills:

	Academic Skills:

English (language proficiency): 100

Crafting Skills:

Woodworking: 0 → 7
Weaving: 0 → 5




	Achievements:

	Outworlder (Rarity: 10)




	
	Baptized by Broken Mana (Rarity: 6)






She closed the status screen, wondering how much she had changed in the short period of time she had been here. Already, she was desperately trying to level up in order to survive. Despite the fact that she was both nervous about the leveling system and baffled by its implications, it seemed like she also needed to rely on it. Otherwise, the myriad of problems an interdimensional traveler would inevitably face would probably kill her within a week.

After all, she was just a fairly normal girl from the modern world. She had no familiarity with camping, much less surviving in the wilderness with no supplies. Her body was wholly unsuited to survive in this world—disease and infection would kill her without access to modern antibiotics and medicine—and while some of the biology of this planet was suspiciously similar to Earth’s, the rest was totally alien to her. Without any help, she estimated her odds of surviving this planet to be close to zero. For now, the System was able to provide that help. If leveling up was the way to survive so that she could investigate the System and the magic of this world, she would need to level up.

Such were the thoughts of a young girl alone in the frozen wilderness.



Chapter 5

The rest of the day passed uneventfully, with Alice occasionally going to get a few more tree branches to peel whenever the fire started to run low on fuel, but she mostly stayed near the fire and occasionally ate some of her berries. They weren’t very filling, but they were far better than nothing.




	Through training, you have increased an attribute!




	Endurance 50 → 51






She spent the night huddled under her grass blanket inside her cave, cold but alive. When she woke up, she realized that sometime during the night, the clouds had moved away and the sun had returned. Alice was glad to see sunlight, but she felt uneasy after her close encounter with hypothermia.

After deciding she needed to eat something besides berries today, she began carefully making her way around, periodically checking the surroundings for food. She found more of the strange nuts that she had roasted a few days ago and put them into her basket, as well as some more dead branches that could be turned into firewood. Finally, she found a weird plant that looked like a fist-size glob of wax. She had no clue what it was, but {Foraging} claimed it was edible, so she rinsed it off in the river and ate it. It tasted like cardboard, but hopefully it would make up some of the nutrients she didn’t get from berries and nuts.

She carried everything back to her cave and stripped the wet outer bark from the trees, gaining a point of [Dexterity] in the process. Afterward, she turned a quarter of her firewood into a small blaze, roasted the nuts, and had a late lunch of roasted nuts along with the rest of her berries. After eating, she was still hungry, but at least the worst of the hunger pangs were gone.

Alice needed to decide whether to stay in the cave and try to survive the winter or keep following the river and hoping to find civilization. It was a decision that could determine her survival. Her initial instinct was that she should keep following the river—after all, if there were more people around, her odds of surviving would be better if this was the modern era.

However, recent events and deeper thinking had caused her to wonder if that was just wishful thinking. As much as Alice longed for human company, it was entirely possible that she wouldn’t find civilization for a long while. And what would happen if she did find civilization?

As of right now, she was worse than a bedraggled refugee. She had no money—if there was even a currency system in this world. She had no ability to defend herself, no connections, and no reason for anyone to help her unless they felt sympathy for her. Frankly speaking, if the rest of this world had grown up with the System, right now she might also be as weak as a kitten compared to the average person, meaning that her ability to work in any useful capacity was questionable. Which meant trading labor for food would also be difficult.

She felt very uncomfortable placing all her hopes in the kindness of strangers, especially if winter was approaching. If she found a village and they just considered her a useless mouth to feed, why in the world would they give her supplies and help her survive? And even more problematic was traveling barefoot through the snow—her feet were already scratched up, and although she had dodged frostbite so far, she seriously doubted that she would keep all her toes if she tried to continue traveling through an unknown amount of snow.

On the other hand, if she stayed in the wilderness, she had no thick clothing, so staying warm when she wasn’t near the fire would be hard, even though she could warm up back in the cave. Wild animals might attack her, she still had no clue how to use magic despite numerous failed attempts, food was unreliable, and water she knew she could trust was a luxury instead of a staple.

However, she also had her cave, which was able to keep the worst of the elements off her while she slept at night, and she had a way to obtain firewood, even if it was somewhat time-consuming and labor-intensive. While it required a lot of time and exposure to danger, her [Survivor] class was also helping her get the tools she needed to survive in this world, and it would probably continue to do so as long as she kept leveling up.

She tossed her options around in her head as she tried to figure out which had a higher chance of keeping her alive. Finally, Alice decided to stay in this area for now. It was a difficult decision: she had only been here for a few days, and she was already starting to feel lonely without being able to see other people and talk to them. However, continuing to search for civilization when she had thought it was spring or summer was completely different from trying to find civilization while traveling through piles of snow. As counterintuitive as it seemed, Alice thought she actually had a higher chance of surviving in the wilds right now, since she had no clue where a city might be or how helpful it would be to find one.

Having made her decision, she began gathering more branches, this time not bothering to peel the outer ring of wet bark off, since it would dry out from being near the fire anyway. As long as she was careful to avoid setting her stack of firewood alight, it seemed like a workable plan.

Alice looked at her pajamas again. They were somewhat thin for this weather and didn’t do a very good job of keeping heat in. If she could find some way to replace them, it would be ideal. Could she make some sort of clothing out of leaves? If she found a way to weave them together, it might do a better job of keeping in heat. However, she discarded the idea after a bit. She didn’t have the supplies or {Weaving} skill required to pull it off, and the leaves might not last through the winter.

Alice sighed and returned to the camp, then sat next to the fire and tried to think positively. At least for now, she was warm and not too hungry. She found comfort in the small victories right now. She had a cheery blaze going inside her little cave and a blanket of grass to help keep the warmth in. Her feet hurt from getting scratched up walking through the wilderness, but at least she had an extra bit of firewood and a way to gather food. For today, at least, that was enough.

The next day, the snow had melted enough that she could see hints of green peeking through again. She decided today was a good day to restock on food.

The nuts she had been roasting would probably keep through winter with no problems, so it was also a good idea to store some in advance, if she could. Nuts didn’t go bad after being picked, at least to the best of her knowledge. Furthermore, the shells of the nuts were poisonous, which meant that a good portion of the local wildlife probably avoided eating them. Therefore, she decided to gather as many nuts as she could today and store them for later.

Perhaps I could bury them in the ground, to make sure wildlife doesn’t get at them? After all, the nuts must have evolved the poisonous shell to avoid getting eaten by something, which means that whatever that something is, it probably also evolved some countermeasure for the poison … But I don’t have a way to plan around that right now. Alice sighed, realizing that she was once again stuck in a position where she didn’t know enough and could only hope for the best.

Deciding she needed to get a move on, she started searching her surroundings and managed to find several more baskets of nuts. She carted them back to her shelter before she began to bury the nuts in the soil. The ground was hard, probably because it was still half-frozen, but with some effort she managed to use a few sticks to dig an untidy little food-storage hole. Then she covered the area up with soil again and stuck her digging tool into the ground nearby, to make sure she didn’t lose track of her food reserve.

Even though it was fairly obvious where she had buried her harvest, at least after she’d buried it, the local wildlife would struggle to steal her food before she noticed and scared the animals off.

By the time she had finished her eighth haul of nuts and her third haul of firewood, evening had once again come.




	You have leveled up!




	Survivor: 12 → 13




	Through training, you have increased a skill!




	Digging 0 → 2






The next day, the snow had almost completely melted, and today she could see much more ground than snow. However, the leaves on the trees were finally starting to turn reddish-brown, somehow having done so during the few hours she had been asleep.

Alice was increasingly convinced that, although the trees of this world looked like the ones at home, they were some sort of species of tree she had either never heard of, or they were unique to this world. The trees in this area were, strangely enough, still identifiably trees, and the fact they looked like the ones at home was baffling. However, Alice was pretty sure tree leaves on Earth needed way more than one night to go from green to red and brown.

Of course, the leaves turning brown also confirmed that she had probably entered this world right before winter, unless the leaves of this world changed colors for totally different reasons.

Another piece of bad news was that Alice had noticed a critical flaw in her grass blanket, which she had failed to plan for. The grass was withering. It hadn’t finished withering yet, but it definitely wouldn’t provide the warmth throughout winter that Alice needed. In hindsight, this problem was quite obvious, but Alice had somehow completely missed it while planning, possibly due to how desperate she had been when she first arrived here.

Alice decided that, if possible, she wanted to make a replacement of some sort. And while she was at it, she also needed more firewood, in case it got harder to find later in the winter, or in case she needed to focus on other problems in the future. While she was at it, perhaps she could also close the opening to her cave a little? That would help fix the problem of her grass blanket withering, since if the entire cave was warm, she wouldn’t desperately need a grass blanket anymore.

She tried to think of a way to cut down trees for bigger chunks of wood but couldn’t come up with any ideas yet. If she had an axe or something, she could at least cut down some of the thinner trees and make some sort of rudimentary log wall to cover up the entrance. However, she had no tools and wasn’t really sure how to make any.

Alice sighed and glanced at her [Magic] attribute again. If she could just figure out how magic worked, maybe it would provide a solution. Sadly, she had absolutely no clue what she was doing, and no matter what she tried, she couldn’t make magic work. She would probably have to find a teacher in order to get somewhere with magic, because her attempts at “sensing a muscle that wasn’t there” and “pushing energy out” and “meditating to find her inner core” seemed to be doing absolutely nothing.

Alice sighed and went back to gathering smaller branches and nuts. At least there was still available firewood in the surroundings. She had to stock up as much as she could for this world’s winter.




	Through training, you have increased an attribute!




	Endurance 51 → 52, Strength 44 → 45




	You have leveled up!




	Survivor: 13 → 14






When Alice woke up the next day, she felt cold, and her forehead was much hotter than usual. Her skin was also starting to swell in strange ways, especially on her arms and legs, and there was a piercing pain in her eyes. She quickly assumed it was some sort of disease, so she grabbed the {Microbe Resistance} perk from the [Survivor] class.

Afterward, gritting her teeth and doing her best to ignore the discomfort in her body, she grabbed her pointy stick and some of the drier branches before she made her way to the river. Now that she was able to start fires properly, she would be able to get at least a few fish meals in before winter. Furthermore, even if her knowledge of it was rudimentary, she knew that using smoke to cure meat and fish would help preserve the food. If she ate a diet of only nuts and random plants over the winter, she would definitely suffer from various nutrient deficiencies. Variety in her meals was important, and this might be one of her last chances to get fish from the river if it froze over during the winter.

Sitting next to the shallow part of the river as the disease and her perk waged war in her body was uncomfortable, but Alice managed to put up with it and keep fishing. Then, ignoring the piercing pain in her eyeballs, along with the strange discomfort and lack of sensitivity in her fingers and hands, she waited near the shallow part of the river for some fish to come.

She had learned a great deal from her initial failures at catching and cooking a fish, so within an hour she successfully speared her first prey for the day. Then she found another relatively sharp stone and made a second pointy stick. Although it was much less pointy than the first, it didn’t need to be as sharp as her hunting stick.

She pulled the dead fish off her spear and, after much fumbling, managed to slit open its belly and pull out what she figured were probably the intestines. She had no proficiency in descaling fish, but she could just eat around it. Afterward, she slid the fish onto her second pointy stick and then propped it between two larger stones nearby, starting a fire underneath the fish and making sure to keep the sticks high enough to avoid setting the fish on fire. Alice hoped this was how people smoked fish.

At the very least, if she messed up, her {Foraging} perk should tell her that it was no longer safe to eat. So the worst-case scenario was wasting some time, instead of poisoning herself to death.

After another hour, Alice had successfully speared two more fish and had turned over the smoking stick a few times to (hopefully) help the process even out a bit. Even better, Alice realized that the uncomfortable swelling and pain in her arms and legs, as well as the feverish sensation and pain in her eyes, had already started to fade away. At this rate, within a day or less, she wouldn’t be ill anymore. {Microbe Resistance} was quickly paying off the perk slot she had spent to acquire it.

She slowly ran her hands over her arms and legs and realized that the slight swelling in her limbs was already starting to disappear. While she had been nervous about how much her perk would protect her, this seemed to guarantee that she would be at least moderately safe from sickness and disease, which was welcome news. She started humming a little tune as she turned back to her fishing, thinking that it was about time something went well.

Finally, a few hours later, she noticed something far more odd than a fish drift into her corner of the river.

It was a book. The title was in an entirely foreign script, and Alice had no clue what it said, but it still told her several things.

First, there is, or was, something upstream that was intelligent enough to write books using some sort of written code—even though she had been traveling downstream ever since she arrived in this world. Alice felt irritated at the idea she had been heading in the wrong direction, but at least it confirmed that if she followed the river, she should be able to find civilization.

She had no idea whether this world’s civilization would be hostile or helpful, but at the very least, it was comforting to know for sure that she wasn’t alone in the world. She had been trying to push the thought away, but the thought of wandering this world alone forever, with no human contact ever again, was terrifying. The knowledge that, eventually, she would be able to find other intelligent life-forms was like a cup of hot chocolate on a cold day.

The second thing she knew was that she had no flipping clue what the book said. This meant that she didn’t have any sort of auto-translate function added onto her {Outworlder} achievement. Still, she dutifully flipped through the pages of the book and noticed that all the pages were still relatively intact, despite the fact that it had been in the stream for an unknown length of time. In fact, the moment she had lifted it out of the water, the water slid off it without leaving any indication that it had been there in the first place. That meant that whoever had made the book had somehow made the paper waterproof.

Alice had no clue whether this was accomplished via technology or magic. Since Alice had no clue how magic worked, she was still working entirely on guesses for how or what mages looked like in this world.

There was also another bright side, which was that her status screen had {English (Language Proficiency)} listed as one of her skills. That meant that, with practice, she could probably pick up whatever language this book was written in, which would be critical when it came to communicating with the locals. Alice briefly wondered whether language skills differentiated between written and spoken language. Alice’s status screen only had {English} listed, meaning that the System probably didn’t differentiate between reading and speaking the language. Then Alice realized that the System might have not “noticed” that she could read and write yet. After all, the System didn’t seem to have any sort of supernatural awareness of what skills she had possessed back home, so “written English” might just not be listed in her perks yet. She had talked out loud a few times after coming to this world, but she hadn’t tried writing anything yet …

She tried writing a few random sentences into the dirt with a stick but didn’t pick up a {Writing} skill or anything of the sort. For now, she would take that as a light confirmation that language skills didn’t differentiate between written and spoken language. Which was a weird thought—was everyone on this planet literate as long as they had functioning eyes and the ability to speak a language? It would be hilarious if she stumbled across a Stone Age civilization with a higher literacy rate than a developed country on Earth.

Wait a minute … Come to think of it, I was able to read my status screen before the System figured out what the English language was. What?

She pulled up her status screen, which displayed all her attributes in nice, easily legible Arabic numerals and English words.

But the System hadn’t known what language she was proficient in when she first arrived in this world. When she had just arrived on this world, her {Language Proficiency} had looked like a glitched-out error message. In other words, the System did not recognize the English language and had struggled to make sense of it. And yet, somehow, it had still displayed her entire status screen in a language it did not understand.

Alice struggled to comprehend what that meant, or how that was even possible in the first place. A few minutes later, Alice’s head started to hurt. That just didn’t make sense, did it? She could put aside the fact that the System had managed to figure out the English language in a day or two—while it was an unreasonably high learning speed, given what else she had seen the System do, learning a language in less than a week seemed downright normal in comparison. However, she had no clue how the System could make a status screen for her to read in English without understanding English.

She sat down and began to think, trying to figure out how these two seemingly contradictory facts could both be true at the same time.

There was a logical explanation somewhere, she just knew it. She thought about it. Very hard. She continued thinking …

Eventually, Alice slammed her head into the rock she was using to smoke her fish, just to make sure her brain was still working properly. If an outsider had been observing this moment, they probably would have pointed out that anyone randomly banging their head against a rock for seemingly no reason probably wasn’t all that sane to begin with. Fortunately, there was no such person nearby.

Alice lapsed into twitching as she rubbed her head. “All right, what does that actually tell me?”

She thought long and hard about the subject before finally arriving at a conclusion.

“First, from what I know, the System is obviously capable of interacting with my thoughts as well as my physical body, at least on some level—otherwise, it would be impossible for it to do things like improve my willpower and give me hints about how to properly start a fire and make a basket. However, it seems hard for anything to be able to communicate with me without understanding what I’m saying. Rather, this information is directly conflicting with itself, as far as I can tell. It’s like saying someone can speak and read English perfectly but doesn’t understand the language at all—it almost seems like a definition error or something. So, maybe the System is somehow communicating directly with me without using language at all, or something?” Alice frowned. It was her best guess for now, at least.

“Also, a humanoid intelligence, if they were powerful enough to recalibrate my physical body without me noticing, read my thoughts, and watch over every second of my life while presumably doing the same for every other sapient intelligence on this planet, probably shouldn’t take several days trying to figure out what the English language is, even though I think in the language, know exactly what the language is called, and don’t know any other languages. Which makes me wonder if the System is intelligent at all, because given the seemingly godlike abilities the System has thus far demonstrated, it doesn’t seem to make sense for it to be so bad at learning the name of the English language. That feels more like an automated process stumbling over its feet, although I could be mistaken in my assumptions.” Alice shrugged. It was her best guess about the nature of the System for now, although she definitely needed more information to confirm or deny her assumptions.

Most of her reasoning was made based on rather loose assumptions. The biggest thing Alice could think of that made her theory likely to be correct was the fact that she couldn’t conceive of a human communicating without understanding their own communication at all, but a computer program did that all the time. In some sense, that was what most computer programs were doing any time they functioned—a program was essentially a long string of code telling a program how to do something and defining all those somethings. It was also why computer codes were hilariously finicky and broke if even a tiny bit of syntax was wrong, while a human reading a language could usually work around a few minor grammatical errors and still figure out what they were hearing or reading.

However, Alice tried her best to remind herself that she didn’t have enough information yet. She could be misunderstanding something, or totally wrong. However, it was an interesting train of thought to pursue.




	Through training, you have increased an attribute!




	Intelligence 153 → 154






Had … had the System just given her an attribute point for concluding it probably wasn’t intelligent? It did make sense, at least in some ways—she had followed a fairly specific chain of thinking and logic in order to arrive at this conclusion, after all. Still, the System rewarding her for calling it dumb was quite amusing. She tried to feel out the changes caused by gaining one point of [Intelligence], since it was her first time gaining a point in that stat, and she realized that her thoughts were, perhaps, just a tiny bit faster and clearer than before. Her memory was also the tiniest bit better, and she was able to remember things a bit more clearly than moments earlier. However, it was fairly difficult to feel out the changes in a bigger and more concrete way, and the differences were slight enough that they could also be attributed to the placebo effect.

Alice shook herself out of her thoughts and refocused on the book she had found. With the book, she might be able to pick up a language skill as well. She needed to finish catching and smoking her fish, but later on, she would have a book to investigate! Regardless of what the book was about, it would definitely be nice to have something else to focus on during her time here. If she was lucky, the book might have useful information about this world, and she would also get the ability to communicate with people if language skills worked the way she thought they did.

Alice got back to fishing. Less than ten minutes later, more things started floating across the patch of river Alice was fishing in. A few fragments of wood drifted by. Then a piece of cloth that she couldn’t determine the use for but quickly ran over to snag. Maybe it could be made into clothes later on. Then some bruised, round purple and red things that looked sort of like giant berries, but her {Forager} perk stated, in no uncertain terms, that eating them would be the worst, and last, mistake she ever made.

And finally, a horribly mangled human corpse floated downriver. She couldn’t tell what the gender of the person had been—male or female, it was hard to tell in this state. It looked like it had been tossed in the river over and over until it resembled a rag dunked in acid instead of a human corpse. Most notably, it looked like the heart had been carved out, although at this point it was hard to tell whether it had been dug out by a wild animal or a human.

Alice stifled a scream, lurching away from the river and feeling nauseous. She could have tried to stick around, either to scavenge more supplies or figure out what had happened to this person, but she had no clue if whatever had killed the person was nearby, possibly hunting for another meal. Something felt wrong here, and she didn’t want to die trying to figure out what it was.

She immediately hurtled over to the fire she was using to smoke the fish and threw dirt on it to put it out before grabbing her fish and erasing any evidence that anyone had been here. She had no idea what had killed this person, be it wild animal, human, or something else entirely, but she wanted to be as far away from it as possible.

She grabbed her new piece of cloth and the book and moved back into her cave and hid for the rest of the day, anxiously watching the surroundings for any sign of something or someone hunting her down. She waited for hours with nothing happening until, finally, she drifted off to a fitful sleep, startling awake at the smallest noises throughout the night.

Even by the morning, nothing came.



Chapter 6

When morning came, Alice was freezing. She hadn’t dared to light a campfire, afraid that whatever had killed the person in the river would find her if she made herself more visible. However, after several hours of nothing happening, her frayed nerves were beginning to restore themselves. Cautiously, she poked her head out of the cave before slowly scooting her way back into the sunlight. After another tense minute of observing her surroundings, she breathed a sigh of relief and once again began inspecting the things she had found in the river yesterday.

Of greatest interest to her was the soaked piece of cloth. Since she frequently suffered from the cold weather in this world, having thicker and warmer clothing or better blankets for the night would drastically ease the difficulty of surviving. After taking another look at the incredibly soaked cloth, she unfolded it and placed it on a nearby rock, hoping it would dry out by nightfall. Then she returned to the river, keeping a wary eye on her surroundings just in case. For the next several hours, she didn’t spot anything out of the ordinary as she caught and smoked fish.

Four smoked fish, one level in the {Fishing} skill, and one level in [Survivor] later, Alice returned to the cave. Midday had come, and there were still no notable incidents. Since [Survivor] had reached level fifteen, Alice had another perk selection available, and she wanted to see what was available before she started studying the book she had found.




	Enhanced regeneration

Requirements: Survivor level 15 or higher




	Any damage to your body heals at a significantly faster rate without increasing the consumption of calories and nutrition.




	Enhanced endurance

Requirements: Survivor level 15 or higher




	The effects of the [Endurance] stat are increased by 5%.




	Bone strengthening

Requirements: Survivor level 15 or higher




	Your bones become able to resist outside impacts more effectively and resist breaking more efficiently without any negative side effects.




	Nutritional balance

Requirements: Survivor level 15 or higher




	Regardless of your food intake, your body will maintain proper nutritional balance. This does not substitute for lack of food—instead, it strips some of the nutrients out of various foods consumed and converts them into other vitamins and minerals based on what your body is lacking.




	Friend of animals

Requirements: Survivor level 15 or higher, Charisma 110 or higher




	Simpleminded animals are less likely to bear ill will toward you and are less likely to attack you or steal your food. Does not affect monsters.




	Extremophile

Requirements: Survivor level 15 or higher




	Extends your survivable temperature range by 10 degrees Celsius. You will suffer no ill effects or discomfort while within this extended temperature range. (This applies to both hotter and colder temperatures.)






{Friend of Animals} was almost immediately struck off the list. She wasn’t sure what the distinction was between “simpleminded” animals and regular animals, which made the usefulness of the perk too uncertain for her tastes. Even though being less likely to tangle with the wildlife was somewhat tempting, it simply wasn’t tempting enough. She did note that the perk mentioned monsters, which made her quite nervous, but she had no idea how many—or how few—monsters might be present in this area. Hopefully she just wouldn’t stumble across any until she returned to civilization?

She also eliminated {Enhanced Endurance} since it didn’t have a very big impact, either. While it might be more useful in the long run, she also needed to live long enough for there to be a long run. {Bone Strengthening} and {Enhanced Regeneration} were also removed from consideration after some brief debate—she wanted them, of course, because they seemed like they would be useful. However, compared to the last two perks, they didn’t do anywhere near enough. She had no idea how much {Enhanced Regeneration} boosted her regeneration, and having sturdier bones and quickly healing wounds just didn’t seem to deal with the most likely ways she would die, which Alice currently believed to be hypothermia and starvation.

That left {Extremophile} and {Nutritional Balance} as the two perks that she felt were most useful right now. Alice didn’t have to think for too long before she picked {Extremophile}. Problems caused by lack of nutrition seemed much less lethal in the short run than freezing to death, and an extra 10 degrees Celsius of warmth could make a huge difference.

Although, Alice did wonder why the System seemed to consistently use the metric system. Not that she objected—even though she was raised in America, she naturally had to use the metric system in her science classes, and she had a good enough understanding and familiarity with Celsius and meters that it wouldn’t hinder her usage of the System. However, thus far she had been guessing that the System seemed to translate perks and ideas into the language that she found most easy to understand, based on her analysis of its interaction with the English language, so the sudden demand that she think in metric units threw her off a bit.

Immediately after picking the perk, she felt the difference. The air around her felt warmer, the cold less biting, and her misery in general seemed to disappear. Alice had been nervous for a while, because the strange warmth near her heart that had kept her alive after her mana baptism had been fading day by day, but suddenly the problem seemed utterly nonexistent. Ten degrees Celsius felt like more than enough to survive chilly weather, as long as she didn’t take a bath in ice-cold water or something. If before she’d felt like she had been locked in a walk-in freezer, now it felt closer to a chilly room. She still found the temperature unpleasant, but it was no longer cold to the point of being life-threatening.

After a lunch of smoked fish and nuts, she began studying the book. She first started by looking for any common and repeated characters in the book—it was important to know whether the language had an alphabet or whether it was closer to a language like ancient Chinese, where most concepts and ideas each had their own unique symbol.

Luckily, the book’s language clearly used some sort of alphabet. There were thirty-nine different characters in total, and all of them were repeated several times. While she didn’t know what any of them meant, she at least didn’t need to decipher ten thousand or more unique “letters” to read. After some more analysis, Alice started making a few guesses about some of the characters she saw repeated throughout the book.

Are some of the characters punctuation, perhaps? She tried looking through the book to see if there were any common periods or something that seemed to crop up after a certain amount of text had been written and found a few different characters that seemed to show up less frequently and were more evenly spaced out. It could be a coincidence, or it could be punctuation.

At least it was somewhere to start. Then she began counting various other things, trying to find other patterns within the language. Fifteen minutes later, the real result she was hoping for finally appeared.




	Through training, you have increased a skill!




	Illvarian Language Proficiency 0 → 1






Alice was immediately able to translate a few of the words in the book. Not only that, but in a way she somehow completely failed to comprehend, she was suddenly certain that she could also speak the words she had just learned out loud with no problems.

Testing it out a bit, she spoke a few words out loud and was somehow certain that she was not only speaking the language correctly but was also doing so with no noticeable accent. She only knew a few basic words, like “hello,” but the fact that the System allowed her to speak a foreign language fluently with no accent after twenty minutes of guesswork was … stunning. Was this some sort of benefit she got as an {Outworlder}, or were languages just really easy to learn in this world? Alice couldn’t help but feel a bit curious about how the System influenced language learning in this world as she flipped through the book over and over again. She set a small goal for herself of figuring out the book’s topic before sunset.

Unfortunately, while she could make out a few basic words, the book seemed to be more complex than she had originally thought. One of the only things she could make out was on the first page, which seemed to be some sort of … introduction?

Greetings … … … I … … … … … … years … … … … … …

Beyond that, most other things she could translate were just random collections of words like I or the. She was missing so much context that the book was still total nonsense to her, even though she could occasionally recognize a word or two here and there. However, that didn’t deter her. If she persisted long enough, she would naturally be able to understand the book as long as the System kept giving her skill levels. It was just a matter of patience.

She continued looking for clues about the language and the book until the sun set. Before she went to sleep, she first checked the cloth she had left outside and was pleasantly surprised to find that it was dry. So she fell asleep wrapped in her newly acquired blanket. It was warm, her belly was closer to full than it had been in days, and she’d been able to study a new language without any immediate threats to her survival. It was the best night she had spent in this new world so far.




	Through training, you have increased a skill!




	Illvarian Language Proficiency 1 → 3






The next day, Alice started out by gathering firewood and then went to catch some more fish. Smoked fish would be a critical food supply for her over the winter, along with nuts, and the fish would be particularly difficult to restock after winter began, since the river would probably freeze over. She also needed a way to store water or a way to break down the ice chunks into drinkable water, which caused her to once again come back to the issue of boiling water. She wasn’t sure if she needed to be afraid of getting sick from drinking bad water, since {Outworlder} and {Microbe Resistance} seemed to be doing a good job of keeping her protected from illness, but it didn’t hurt to take more precautions just in case. She could try finding some sort of uniquely shaped stone, but it was unlikely to be able to hold any reasonable amount of water unless she got incredibly lucky, and Alice didn’t really fancy her chances when it came to luck these days.

That meant that she needed to make something. A stone bowl might be achievable—that would at least allow her to boil water. She could even, very roughly, guess how she might go about doing so—if she hit rocks together for long enough, that might allow her to at least make a depression in a stone, if she found a softer stone and used a harder stone to chip away a bowl shape. As for storing the water … she had no idea.

Alice hummed thoughtfully as she started getting ready for fishing. Despite the fact that she had survived the past few days, it felt like there was still so much she needed to do, and she hadn’t had any time to prepare before winter was upon her.

Suddenly, Alice felt fear pierce through her body. She wasn’t exactly sure what it was, but she froze, listening to the sounds around her and trying to figure out what had disturbed her. After a few seconds of stillness, she saw something black scuttle around in the corner of her eyes. She turned her head to stare at it and saw something that looked like a mixture of a crab and a spider. That is, if crab spiders were as tall as her waist, had four claws, ten legs, and twelve eyes. It looked like someone had simply stuck the two animals together in a blender with no regard for sensible biology.

The strange creature seemed to be sniffing the area, trying to find something. Her heart started to pound. Alice had no idea if it was her intuition or her levels in [Survivor], but something was telling her that this thing was dangerous.

After a few seconds, it edged a little to the left, maintaining a distance from her. It ran its limbs over the ground, and Alice took a cautious step away from the fish she was cooking. She would be seriously upset if her three fish were taken away by this thing, but wild animals were attracted to food, right?

If it was looking for her meal, she would happily exchange it for her life. She took another step backward. And the thing finally noticed her.

With a sudden shriek, the thing rotated its body toward her and pounced. Alice shrieked, then immediately turned and began running toward the trees. She hoped this thing couldn’t climb trees. The thing seemed to be entirely ignoring her fish. Instead, it was sprinting directly toward her. Alice leaped up, grabbing at a tree branch. She slipped, nearly falling to the ground. At the last second, she managed to stabilize herself and haul herself onto the branch, scratching up her hands along the way. At the same time, she felt something painful latch onto her foot and bite down hard. Alice screamed and kicked, feeling some of her flesh tear as something heavy flew off her leg. Screaming in pain now, Alice finally pulled up the rest of her body, her injured leg throbbing as she moved it. Unsure if she was safe yet, Alice moved up one more tree branch and tried to stifle a moan of pain. The System started spewing out notifications, but she couldn’t spare the time to look at them or her status screen.

The creature that had tried to eat her had already shaken off her little kick and was now prowling underneath the tree, looking up at her. Thankfully, it didn’t seem to be able to climb trees, but her leg hurt where it had bitten her.

Alice clawed her way up another few tree branches, stifling whimpers of pain. The creature began hurling itself against the trunk of the tree, so desperate to reach her that it didn’t seem to mind harming itself in the process. After almost a minute of watching the creature try to reach her and fail over and over, Alice felt comfortable enough to inspect her wound.

Her foot didn’t look like it was in critical condition. However, there were two somewhat deep puncture marks near her ankle, and the area around those two puncture marks had two long and bloody gashes where she had dislodged the creature afterward. She tried wriggling her foot a bit and was thankful that it still moved properly. At least the spidercrab hadn’t injured a tendon.

Shakily, she stood up on the tree branch and tried to put her weight on her foot, and fiery pain bored through her entire leg. Gasping, Alice gave up the attempt. Instead, she tore off a strip of her pajama sleeve and used the cleaner side to start wrapping up her wound. She needed to keep the wound from getting infected, just in case her perk and achievement weren’t sufficient.

Given the creature was still snarling and trying to bash the tree down, Alice carefully made her way up one more tree branch, just to be safe, and then started checking the System messages she had been ignoring. Please, let me have reached level twenty. A perk might save me. Please.




	You have leveled up!




	Survivor level: 15 → 17




	You have gained an achievement!




	Monstrous encounter (Rarity: 1)




	Given the fact that they’re everywhere, you’re bound to encounter them sooner or later, right?




	Increases the effects of the [Endurance] and [Dexterity] stats by 2%.









	Through training, you have increased an attribute




	Endurance 52 → 55, Strength 45 → 47, Dexterity 49 → 51, Perception 101 → 102




	Through training, you have increased a skill




	Medicine 0 → 1, Sprinting 0 → 1, Climbing 0 → 1






What the heck did the system mean with “they’re everywhere”? Alice had previously been hoping that monsters weren’t that common, even when she had seen them mentioned in the {Friend of Animals} perk. It seemed that her hopes had been extremely misaligned with reality, and she would need to face monsters often in this world.

Suddenly, Alice felt very nervous. What was attacking her wasn’t just a wild animal—it was, for some reason, classified as a monster. Alice didn’t know the difference between a wild animal and a monster, but all sorts of crazy and scary ideas for what the difference could be sprang into her thoughts as she observed the spidercrab hurling itself against the tree below her.

It was also very clear that the System wasn’t going to save her here. Level seventeen did not grant a perk, and she probably needed to get to level twenty before she got another. In other words, she was on her own. Not to mention, even if she survived this encounter, the message accompanying {Monstrous Encounter} hinted that, rather than being unlucky she had stumbled across a monster, she might have been lucky that she hadn’t found any so far.

Alice looked at the creature below her again and imagined a giant swarm of them chasing her and eating her as she tried to follow the river upstream. Then she imagined a swarm tracking her down while she slept and eating her inside her cave. She had no idea how she would survive either encounter. In the end, it seemed to come down the fact that she had no way to defend herself alone in the wilderness like this …

Panic seized her thoughts, and for a moment, she wondered if there was any way to survive at all. Even if she lived through this encounter, would she live through the next one?

No. She clamped down on her panic, trying to regain her focus. She refused to die here.

She frowned and looked at the spidercrab. It was still hurling itself against the tree, over and over again to no effect. It didn’t seem particularly intelligent and was very, very hostile toward her for some reason. However, it didn’t seem able to use its spidery legs to climb for whatever reason.

Alice glanced around again and confirmed that she had no weapons or offensive tools. If she had been thinking more clearly, she would have carried her stick with her instead of leaving it to keep smoking her fish by the fire, but she had panicked when she had seen the monster rushing at her.

The monster showed no signs at all of giving up, and if anything it was throwing itself at the tree more ferociously as time passed, so this wasn’t something she could just wait out. Alice looked around her and saw browning leaves and dying tree branches … Tree branches?

Alice grabbed one of the sturdier branches that she was able to reach and after several tugs managed to break it off. The branch was around four or five feet long and was much more unwieldy than a real spear, but at least it would help her attack from a distance. She inspected the point at the end of the branch, which had luckily produced something that at least resembled a sharp tip, and decided that it would probably be able to make a dent in the softer parts of the spidercrab’s body. As the spidercrab hurled itself at the trunk of the tree again, Alice stabilized her position on her branch as best she could and then stabbed toward one of the fleshier spider limbs.

She felt a tremendous jerk as she nearly fell off the branch, unprepared for how much force was behind the animal’s leap. However, fortunately, she felt something squish.

SKREEEEEEEE! The spidercrab’s howl sounded like nails being scratched on a dozen chalkboards at the same time. If before it had been thinking of her as a meal, now it was seriously pissed off.

More System notifications sounded in her ears, but she ignored them.

Although she hadn’t done any major damage, she had injured it!

“Die!” Alice yelled, half to hype herself up and half to try to intimidate her opponent. It would have sounded much more intimidating if her voice hadn’t quivered halfway through her statement, making her sound more terrified than brave.

She stabbed at the spidercrab again.

This time her aim was much worse than before. She managed to stab the air above the spidercrab’s legs, injuring nothing besides her pride.

The spidercrab, seeming to have realized something from her previous attempt, leaped toward her again. However, this time, it swiped with its legs in midair, trying to knock the stick out of her hands. Alice instinctively flinched away the moment the monster did something unexpected, saving her from losing her weapon as she cowered back onto the tree branch. More System dings rang out, all of which she ignored.

The creature leaped for a final time, ignoring the tree trunk entirely this time as it tried to reach Alice. As it was doing so, she managed to steel her heart and stab once more toward its eye. More through sheer coincidence than any skill, Alice managed to penetrate the thing’s eye and felt something else squish under the force of the stick.

The thing shrieked again, and Alice could almost feel its anger as it lost one of its twelve eyes. Upon landing on the ground again, it shrieked, then hurled itself against the tree trunk again, as if it had lost its mind. Alice stabbed at it, trying to get in another lucky blow, but missed completely. Finally, the spidercrab failed one of its landings and flopped onto the ground below. Alice crawled down one or two branches and stabbed at its softer underbelly as it tried to claw its way back to its feet. Even with her terrible aim, she could hit a flailing stationary target and managed to stab it in the stomach. After she got in a few good jabs, the spidercrab was noticeably injured and bleeding, favoring one of its sides as it laboriously climbed back to its feet. It screeched at her one last time, letting her know just how pissed off it was, and then scuttled back toward the trees. It wasn’t dead, but it had given up on turning her into a meal.

Alice stayed on the tree branch for almost an extra half hour, waiting anxiously as she stared at where the spidercrab had disappeared back into the wilderness. She couldn’t shake off the fear that the creature was preparing to ambush her the moment she gave up her safe spot in the tree. However, eventually, she calmed down her wildly beating heart and rough breathing and realized that the creature was gone for now. Slowly, she checked her System messages.




	Through training, you have increased an attribute




	Strength 47 → 50, Endurance 55 → 56, Dexterity 51 → 52




	Through training, you have increased a skill




	Spearmanship 0 → 5, Climbing 1 → 2, Dodge 0 → 1




	You have leveled up!




	Survivor: 17 → 19






Alice looked over her levels and attributes and realized that she had gained more levels in the last hour than she usually got in a day. Not to mention, she had gained almost as many stat points during the fight as she had during her entire stay on this planet so far. This led her to some new guesses about how the System worked.

The levels obviously seemed to work differently than they would in most RPGs, since her [Survivor] class kept leveling up based on her wilderness survival exploits instead of killing monsters or something. However, perhaps fighting monsters still boosted her experience point gain or something? Maybe that was why her magic class wasn’t leveling up … ?

Or, alternately, perhaps the System responded to danger. Since she had almost died several times during the fight, she had been exposed to far more danger than she had at any other point in time on this planet. Perhaps that somehow increased the rate of stat gain or something. Or maybe there was a totally different set of rules that she wasn’t aware of. Honestly, she had no idea. Even if it were true, she wasn’t exactly eager to throw herself into danger in order to gain more stats and levels. That just seemed like a good way to end up in a monster’s stomach.

Alice finished climbing back down, making sure to keep her weight off her injured foot as much as possible, and waited another five minutes at the tree base to make sure the spidercrab hadn’t just been waiting for her to get down from the tree before making a move. Then, after seeing no movement in her surroundings and deciding she was safe, she flopped onto the ground and took a few minutes to just rest her injured and tired body.

Afterward, she slowly limped back toward her fishing spot. After seeing to the fish that she had been smoking, Alice was relieved to find that they were still intact. Although that raised another question. Why had the monster gone for her and not the food? It seemed to be pursuing a meal, but many animals on Earth would have gone for the food she was cooking after scaring her off rather than risking a fight with a potentially unknown animal.

Furthermore, the system hadn’t classified a single animal she had seen so far as a monster, but specifically distinguished this one as a monster. Even the weird, scary raccoon-like creature she had seen on the first night hadn’t triggered the {Monstrous Encounter} achievement. What was the difference? Aggression? Some quirk of biology? Alice had no idea.

Alice sighed. She had no idea how to answer any of her questions for now. What she DID know was that there was an entirely new component of the environment she hadn’t paid attention to before, which had a very high chance of killing her. She hadn’t thought much about her initial run-in with the raccoon thing her first night, due to how much she was trying to process at the time, but this had brought that encounter back to the front of her thoughts. In addition to potentially toxic mana, starvation, freezing to death, and the difficulties of surviving alone in the wilderness, she had to worry about freaking monsters.



Chapter 7

After nearly getting eaten, Alice had to reevaluate her priorities. She had a hard time keeping track of how long she had been in this dimension, but she was sure that it had been a little under a week. In other words, within less than seven days of arriving on this world, she had nearly been eaten by a monster on top of all the other problems she had encountered.

Obviously, this did not bode well for her future if she remained as weak as she was now.

She ran over her options, trying to figure out what the best way to achieve at least some level of combat proficiency was.

Could I make a bow and arrows? I have no experience at all with shooting, so even if I made a bow and arrows, I wouldn’t be able to use them. Perhaps a skill would make up for that if I just practiced enough—but I don’t know if I can afford to patiently grind out an {Archery} skill when I could run into danger at any moment. This solution feels somewhat unreliable. Also, I have no idea how to build a bow, either, meaning I would need to learn the relevant crafting skill first. {Woodworking} would probably help me, but I’m definitely nowhere near the level of being able to make a functioning bow with it. It doesn’t seem like a solution that would be useful in the near future.

Knives? I can’t make anything that refined with stone yet—besides, a knife wouldn’t give me the range I would want. Getting my hand near the spidercrab’s mouth just seems to be asking to lose a finger, or my whole hand.

Spear? A shoddy spear helped against the spidercrab, although admittedly, circumstances were favorable. However, it keeps monsters away from me if they want to bite me, and a spear is also pretty easy to use. While a spear isn’t easy to make, it’s much less hard for me to make than a bow. It might be a pretty good option.

She went back to the tree branch she had used as her makeshift weapon during the fight with the spidercrab and grabbed it. Afterward, she moved back to her cave, scanning her surroundings carefully as she walked to avoid getting ambushed by a second monster.

Then she got to work. She began by finding a stone with a somewhat sharp surface and then began awkwardly carving away the edges of the stick, trying to refine it into a sharp wooden spear point. After a few moments, in a flash of inspiration, she grabbed two more rocks—one that she was going to make into a spear tip, and one to use as a carving tool. She placed the first rock down on a particularly large boulder near the entrance to her cave, then placed the rock with the sharp edge against it.

Then she began using the third rock as a makeshift hammer, banging it against the second rock over and over again to chip away at the edges of the rock.




	Through training, you have increased a skill!




	Stoneworking 0 → 1






It took a great deal of time and work, with Alice nervously surveying her surroundings over and over again to see if the noise had attracted any monsters or wild animals, but thankfully, nothing showed up to attack her while she was working. Finally, she had a decent spear point. It was the first object she had made in this world that didn’t look like an incredibly shoddy, inferior knockoff item.

She looked back over to the piece of cloth she had found yesterday and began trying to tear a strip from it.

The cloth was much tougher than Alice would have thought possible. In fact, it seemed quite bizarre, since she could clearly feel the fact that the cloth was somewhat coarse. It was a large bolt of some sort of rough fabric, nothing particularly fancy, but no matter how she strained against it, she simply couldn’t tear off a piece of the edge with her bare hands.

Finally, she began carefully poking little holes into the fabric with her stone spear point, weakening the edge of the cloth. Then she managed to tear a rough strip of cloth from the edge of her new blanket. She tied the spear tip to the wooden branch with it, making the tightest knot she was able to with the assistance from the {Weaving} skill.

By the end of it, she was holding a serviceable spear with a stone tip.

Alice took another look at her work. It was really, really ugly. Functional. But ugly.

She waited. Usually every time she accomplished something that furthered her survival, the System rewarded her with a level. However, nothing came up this time.

Seriously? Nothing at all? Alice felt depressed after a while. Maybe this was the difference between leveling up at low levels versus high levels? She sighed, before returning her focus back to her spear.

At least she had a stone spear now. It would be useful both for fishing and for fighting off any other monsters that wanted to maul her face and eat her.

She glanced back at the strip of cloth, trying to figure out if she could make proper clothing out of it before deciding that it was outside the range of her current abilities. Perhaps in the future, but for now it would just continue to serve as a blanket.

Stone spear in hand and slightly more confident, Alice returned to fishing, although this time she kept a much closer watch on her surroundings. Her carelessness had cost her a painful bite on her ankle earlier, and she was determined not to let it happen again.

She caught another fish, and the system gave her a happy ding as a notification appeared.








	
Through training, you have increased a skill!




	
Fishing 0 → 1




	
You have unlocked the class [Fisherwoman] as a result of catching several fish through your own efforts, as well as having access to the Fishing skill. Would you like to make this class a primary class?




	Yes

	No






Alice quickly selected no, since she doubted she would use this class very much. The river might freeze over soon, and she wasn’t quite desperate enough to pick a class she didn’t think would be useful for more than a week or two, maybe a month at most. Besides, she was curious to see what the difference between a primary and secondary class was.

She also wondered why the [Survivor] and [Fisherwoman] classes seemed to have such a high level of overlap. [Survivor], as far as she could tell, was a class that boosted her ability to survive in the wilderness by herself. It seemed to focus on giving her some aspects that wild animals benefited from, such as “fur,” through perks like {Extremophile} and other beneficial traits like night vision, while also giving her knowledge and information early hunter-gatherer humans used to survive in the wilderness. Included within that were several abilities that were related to food, water, and shelter. Even though fishing was a bit different, at heart it was focused on providing food, making it feel like a more concentrated [Survivor] class in some respects. Were classes overlapping in abilities and purposes a good thing or a bad thing? Alice decided that once she had a better idea what the difference between a primary and secondary class was, she would need to think very carefully about her primary classes. If she could get five overlapping magic-related classes as her primary classes, for example, she would have five times the number of magic-related perks.

Alice sighed and turned her focus back to catching and cooking her fish. Thinking about the future felt … nice. It was something she’d had precious little time to do over the past week as she drifted from one near-death experience to another. It felt almost normal.

After catching a few more fish, Alice grabbed her twelve smoked fish and carried them back to her cave. She could still feel whatever illness she had caught messing with her senses, but it was already fading away as her perk worked on it. She silently thanked whoever or whatever had created the System for helping her avoid dying of whatever this world’s version of smallpox was and then studied the book a bit, ate one and a half fish, and then went to sleep. It had been a long day.

The next day, Alice made a stone bowl, deciding to finally add boiled water to her supplies list. She wasn’t actually sure if it mattered at this point, given the {Outworlder} achievement and {Microbe Resistance} perk both boosted her immune system already, but she figured it was better to be safe when she could. After all, if she got sick, it might still become a death sentence. Now that she could finally make a stone bowl and boil her water, it made sense to take every extra precaution she could. Along with her stone bowl came a welcome surprise.




	You have leveled up!




	Survivor: 19 → 20






It seemed like the bowl had tipped her over the edge into level twenty of [Survivor], which meant another perk was available.




	Flee

Requirements: Survivor level 20 or higher




	You may expend a significantly greater number of calories in order to greatly increase your speed for a short period of time. This will cause you to grow tired more quickly.




	Long-distance running

Requirements: Survivor level 20 or higher




	The quantity of stamina and calories you consume while running is significantly reduced, allowing you to run much greater distances if you pace yourself properly.




	Photosynthesis

Requirements: Survivor level 20 or higher




	Your body gains the ability to convert sunlight into calories and nutrients at a slow pace. (Will not cause your skin to turn green.) (You will not be perfectly sustained by this perk: it will simply decrease the amount of food you need to eat in a day to a significant extent.)




	Directional sense

Requirements: Survivor level 20 or higher, Intelligence 100 or higher




	You gain the ability to always tell where the four cardinal directions are relative to where you are facing.




	Camouflaged

Requirements: Survivor level 20 or higher




	While staying still, dramatically increases your ability to blend into the environment, making creatures around you much less likely to notice you. This can be turned off.






She glanced over the perks briefly, dismissing {Directional Sense} first. She was still lost, but she had confirmed that people had, at some point in the recent past, been farther upstream.

She didn’t know what had killed the person whose corpse had washed downstream or why, but a sinking feeling in her stomach made her suspect that she was going to find out, sooner or later. However, figuring out where she was just didn’t seem to be as important as surviving right now, given the fact that monsters were roaming about and either monsters or people were killing people upstream.

She also dismissed {Long-Distance Running} and {Photosynthesis} due to the fact that they didn’t help deal with monsters much. If it had been just two days ago, she probably would have chosen photosynthesis, because it both allowed her to experiment with the System more and it also addressed one of her bigger concerns, which was food. However, now she also needed to make sure she wasn’t at the bottom of the food chain.

That left {Flee} and {Camouflaged}. Alice briefly wondered whether or not she would have had access to a more offensively oriented perk if she had better physical stats, since the [Survivor] class seemed to rely a lot on the physical body and hers was incredibly lacking, but she focused back on her perk selection after a few moments of wondering. What-ifs and attempts to optimize her stats were just impractical when a single misstep at any moment might kill her.

Eventually, she chose {Camouflaged}. It had some offensive ability if she used it to spring surprise attacks, which, while still risky, at least gave her more options for food if she got desperate. If she could find any more rabbits in the area, it might even help her catch them, in addition to also providing a defense against getting eaten by monsters. It might also help her spear a few more fish, if the fish around here used their eyes to avoid danger. By contrast, {Flee} was a bit more useful for escaping monsters, but it also worried her, because she wasn’t sure how much food would be available over the winter. The perk mentioned that she needed to consume extra calories to fuel the perk, and when her food situation was still uncertain, that extra consumption might kill her.

Afterward, Alice began boiling some water in her new stone bowl and in the meantime took a look at her book, trying to boost her language skill.

Finally, she managed to translate one of the most important words on the cover. One that gave her a huge rush of excitement when she realized that this book might answer some of her big questions about how to improve her current circumstances.

Magic. The book had something to do with magic. She didn’t know what any of the other words meant, but now that her Illvarian language had reached level five, apparently it had been enough to translate this one critical word on the cover of the book. Alice could already imagine throwing fireballs around instead of struggling for firewood, creating a house out of thin air, and all her worries disappearing under a few well-structured spells …

Okay, even with magic she probably wouldn’t be able to cure all her problems at once. After all, if she had learned anything about the System so far, it was that it rewarded hard work and (possibly) danger. Still, having access to magic would hopefully give her an incredibly powerful tool to help her survive.

Besides, Alice was very curious about how this world could possibly exist with both a System and magic. Obviously, as far as she knew, Earth didn’t have either of these things, which meant that something was different in this dimension. She wanted to know more, and firsthand experience would help her learn more effectively than anything else.

That being said, it also raised the question of why the person floating down the river had been next to a book about magic. Were mages hunted down by society, the same way “witches” had been burned at the stake back on Earth? That didn’t seem to explain why the man’s heart was missing, but it could be some sort of ritual purification. It could also be a cult going around killing people, or the man could have simply been a [Merchant] attacked by [Bandits], or it could mean any number of other things.

She thought about the corpse for a while but couldn’t come to a conclusion. Right now, she simply didn’t have enough information. However, it was clear that something had killed the person. She didn’t know who, or what, or why, but she had a sinking feeling in her stomach that she might find out why at some point. Especially if the man’s death was related to magic somehow.

Or, perhaps, the reason might find her.

Alice spent the next few days devoting far more time and attention to the book than she previously had, raising her language proficiency and trying to translate the text as she nibbled away at her fish and nuts. She occasionally went back to catch and smoke some more fish, with growing nervousness as the river began to show more and more signs of freezing over. The {Camouflaged} perk did help her a bit with catching fish, although Alice began diverting more and more of her time away from gathering supplies as she focused more on the book. The fact she had a book about magic kept her hopes up about her survival through the winter, even as the temperature dropped and supplies became more scarce.

On the fifth day, Alice’s {Illvarian Language Proficiency} reached level twenty-two.

Her ongoing attempts at translating the book were getting closer and closer to paying off. She couldn’t translate enough to make sense of it yet, but she could, at the very least, tell that the book was talking about the theories on the development of something called a magic seed and the four main forms of magic seeds commonly used throughout the world.

Specifically, Alice had learned that a magic seed was what allowed a human to use mana, although Alice couldn’t understand more than that yet. In other words, the reason so many of her attempts at using magic had failed was because she didn’t have a magic seed, and she needed to form one. However, she was very unclear on how this could be accomplished. As a result of her efforts at learning a new language, the system had also offered her a new class, which was a welcome surprise after spending hours slogging through text she didn’t understand yet.








	
You have unlocked the class [Scholar] as a result of studying a single topic for several days, reading a book on the topic, and attempting to think beyond the teachings of the book and apply it to the world around you. Would you like to make this class a primary class?




	Yes

	No






Alice thought very carefully about the question. [Scholar] was … not useful to her current circumstances. At all, in fact. One could say that, compared to [Survivor], it was a waste of a main class slot when it came to surviving her current circumstances. However, if there was one thing she loved doing, it was immersing herself into the study of knowledge.

This world had the bizarre, reality-breaking System in it, and it fascinated her. It also had magic. There was a lifetime’s worth of things to study in this new world. She closed her eyes, hesitating for a moment as she tried to assess whether it was more important to think about the present or follow what she wanted to do in the future. Then she tapped the “yes” button.

There was no huge change in either her body or mind. That was to be expected, since the class was, after all, just level one. She hadn’t even noticed the effects of the [Survivor] class on her actions even when it was at level five, and even now it just seemed to vaguely help her think of ways to deal with problems she encountered that were within the scope of the class.

Still, after taking the [Scholar] class, she felt better. More resolved. In the nearly two weeks she had been here, she had spent the first week teetering from crisis to crisis, always on the verge of dying if she was just a bit unlucky when the next challenge came her way. To some extent, this was still true—she had no idea what had killed the guy who had drifted down the stream last week, although she felt ominous prickles at the back of her neck when she thought about the event even now.

She hadn’t seen any other monsters, but knowing they were out there meant she was at risk of being attacked anytime. She also had no clue whether spidercrabs were weak or strong compared to other monsters, and she didn’t know what she might need to defend herself from in the future. If she was particularly unlucky, stronger monsters might even be able to use magic, adding a whole new dimension to the dangers of the wilderness around her.

However, even with all that, the [Scholar] class called to her. It made her feel as if she was planning for the future instead of just surviving in the present. And hope was something she desperately needed right now, almost as much as any practical ability. The [Scholar] class seemed to promise her that in the future she would be safe again and she would be able to study the things she loved once the current crisis was over. It might take some time, but eventually she would get there.

After taking her new class, she turned her attention back to the book. Finally, after a great deal of guesswork and translation, she finally managed to translate something a little more useful.

The basis … … … magic is a magic seed. They are … … … … a mixture of … … … … , and primarily fall under four … … … … The kinetic magic–type seed, the … … type seed, the electromagnetic-type seed, and the … … type seed. To form one, one must … … … [Magic] stat must be above zero. This may be done by … … … … … … with a high lethality rate. Assuming these conditions are … … … … … … … Then, one must form a magic seed by … … on the concept one wishes for their magic to … … There appears to be … … … … … . Once a seed is constructed, … … … … … … … That is also why … less likely. However, one cannot say that … … basic four … all magic. Plenty of other … … … . After all, the basis … … … … … … belief. At least, … … humble author’s … … … … … … … …

The words were a mix of things she could actually translate as well as a few words she had guessed based on the way the Illvarian language and sentence structure worked, but she was getting more confident that her translations were correct, even the words that weren’t given to her by her language proficiency skill. Her Illvarian language skill was also leveling up far more quickly than her other skills, like {Stoneworking} or {Weaving}, even though she still used the latter two skills more often. This baffled Alice. Perhaps language skills were somehow special? Or she was somehow getting more proficiency and levels with the skill since she was actively trying to translate beyond the skill’s auto-translate abilities? It was a question to keep in mind for later.

She frowned, poring over the information she had learned from the passage. She was a bit nervous about the fact that the book had mentioned a “high lethality rate” but stopped herself before she could delve too deeply into her worries. Perhaps the book was referring to the method of getting the magic stat above zero? The achievement she had gotten for almost dying of mana poisoning had mentioned that people only had a 4 percent survival rate for mana baptisms. Also, the fact that the book directly said the “magic stat must be above zero” told her that the other people on this planet ALSO had access to the System. Otherwise, the book wouldn’t be referencing stats as if they were common knowledge.

In other words, until proven otherwise, she would assume that every living creature had exactly the same System as she did. Which again brought up the question of what exactly the System was, but Alice just didn’t know enough to make a good guess yet.

She could only translate two of the four types of magic seed, given the limitations of her language skill, but what interested her the most was that the two types of magic listed seemed to actually be based on physics. Unlike the System, which could somehow reshape her abilities at a moment’s notice, the very fact that an “electromagnetic” mage seemed to control electricity and magnetism gave her some hope that magic, at least, was based on something she was more familiar with from her time on Earth.

Of course, her translations of most of the book were quite patchy, so she was partially guessing at what an [Electromagnetic Mage] actually did, but given the name [Electromagnetic Mage], there were only so many different things they could specialize in.

She hadn’t managed to translate many of the other pages of the book in such great detail, so her understanding of a lot of the other parts was still very weak. However, the other important part she had managed to translate was describing magic seed formation, so she had at least a guess about what she was supposed to do.

A magic seed seemed to require a few things.

First, one needed to have a magic stat. [Magic] stat at zero meant that it was impossible to form a seed.

Then, one needed to forcibly impress their understanding of a concept onto their mana, whatever that meant. Interestingly enough, there didn’t actually seem to be any skills required for this, at least if her translation was correct. Even if one didn’t know how to feel, see, or detect mana in any way, shape, or form, as long as one had a [Magic] stat, it was possible to form a magic seed. The author had seemed to be pointing out exceptions to some sort of rule of magic, but she hadn’t managed to figure out what exactly the rule he was talking about was. It seemed to be related to “extra seeds” beyond the basic four, which Alice was fairly certain was the actual topic of the book—contrasting the basic four magic seeds with whatever other magic seeds there were.

Either way, Alice had no understanding of [Magic] right now. A basic seed sounded ideal for her if she was going to figure out how to do something without hurting or killing herself.

She thought carefully for a few moments longer before she finally made her decision. Even though the {Illvarian Language Proficiency} skill had been growing more quickly than her other skills, ultimately, it was still progressing more slowly as its level got higher. The words and grammar rules she got at each level of the skill were far more noticeable than other skills—after all, she could understand words that she hadn’t known a few minutes ago each time the skill leveled up. However, she still had no idea when she would be able to translate the rest of the book, and a more powerful monster might show up and eat her if she waited too long to improve her safety. The spear would probably help against monsters like spidercrabs, but the fact that she had no clue what this world would throw at her next made her very uneasy.

Of the two magic seeds she could translate, kinetic magic sounded like it would be more useful. The author, unhelpfully, didn’t add in any explanations of the basic four magic seeds beyond the names when he was comparing them to whatever the main focus of the book was. However, based on the name, she could guess what it was supposed to interact with. Thus, she quickly made her decision.

Tonight, she would try forming a kinetic magic seed.



Chapter 8

She spent the rest of the day anxiously making preparations, however futile those preparations might be. She peeled several roasted nuts in advance, in case forming a magic seed was really demanding on her calories and she needed a quick resupply partway through the process. She also filled her bowl with boiled water, just in case she needed it, either to drink or in case her first attempt at magic somehow caused something to catch on fire and she needed to put it out. Apart from that, she also got some smoked fish ready, as an extra bit of food if she needed it.

After preparing everything, she recognized that none of these preparations were likely to be useful. She was mostly just trying to calm her nerves. She had no real knowledge of magic, and she was about to jump knee-deep into it in hopes that it would help her not get eaten. If she misunderstood something, or messed up, it might kill her. But the clock was ticking, and if she had already run across one monster in only a week, odds were pretty good she would run into more.

Soon, the sun began to set. It was time.

She did her best to follow her half-translated notes about how to make a magic seed, hoping this wouldn’t kill or cripple her. She had chosen to form a kinetic seed, so she focused on everything she remembered from her physics class.

The laws of kinetic motion, equations for force, a variety of half-remembered concepts and ideas about kinetic energy floated through her thoughts as she tried to turn those ideas into a magic seed. After a few minutes of concentrating, she finally felt something move inside her, just behind her heart, where the unnatural heat had lingered after her baptism. She kept focusing on that sensation, trying to push her understanding of kinetic energy into that one specific area. She had a vague sensation of moving something, a muscle that she had never moved before, although it was very vague. After a few hours of trying to narrow down that peculiar sensation, finally, she felt something snap and change.

Suddenly, she felt something streaming through her, pulled out of the air before it flowed through her body and toward her heart. Then she felt something thrumming deep in her chest for a brief moment. It beat in time with her heart and her thoughts, over and over again, like a second heart, and she could feel warmth and energy flowing deep inside her again.

It was like when she had suffered from mana poisoning, but rather than scorching flames and acid, this was more like a campfire, warm without burning her or hurting her. It was actually quite soothing, since the feeling was warm and friendly instead of hot and painful. She focused on that sensation, continuing to imprint her thoughts on kinetic motion into it in case she wasn’t done yet. The warmth behind her heart continued to soak up ideas and energy from the air around her like a sponge.

At the same time, she could feel the seed becoming attuned to something, and with a growing sense of realization she could feel the seed beginning to interact with motion.

She realized she was finally feeling mana in the air around her, filling her with energy that hadn’t been there before. It surged through her veins, and for a moment she panicked, wondering if she had somehow lost control.

Then, with a second and final snap, Alice felt her magic seed finish coalescing. The heat behind her heart rapidly cooled down, the sensation of energy in the air around her disappeared, and everything felt strangely quiet. Everything except for a single kernel of energy that pulsed and thrummed just behind her heart, that is.

She felt a strange sense of loss as her sense for mana faded, as if she had been blind her whole life and for just a brief second she had been allowed to see colors before losing her sight again. She opened her eyes, trying to fight off the strange sense of loss as a System notification dinged at her.




	You have successfully formed a kinetic magic seed (100%)




	You have leveled up!




	Explorer of Magic: 1 → 4






One hundred percent? What the heck does that mean? Alice had seen the author reference magic seeds, but she didn’t remember him mentioning anything about random percentages. Alice frowned but couldn’t figure out what it meant, so she ignored it for now.

Instead, she opened her status screen to see what had changed recently.








	Name: Alice Verianna

	Age: 15




	Strength: 44 → 52

	Perception: 101 → 103




	Dexterity: 48 → 52 (100% → 102%)

	Intelligence: 153 → 154




	Endurance: 50 → 57 (100% → 102%)

	Willpower: 121




	Charisma: 125

	Magic: 5




	Primary Classes: 3/5

	Survivor: 12 → 20




	
	Explorer of Magic: 1 → 4




	
	Scholar: 0 →1




	
	N/A




	
	N/A




	Secondary Classes: 1

	Fisherwoman: 0 → 2




	Perks:

	Foraging (Survivor 5)




	
	Microbe Resistance (Survivor 10)




	
	Extremophile (Survivor 15)




	
	Camouflaged (Survivor 20)




	Skills:

	Academic skills

English (Language Proficiency): 100

Illvarian (Language Proficiency): 0 → 22

Crafting Skills

Weaving: 5 → 9

Woodworking: 7

Stoneworking: 0 → 3

Physical Skills

Fishing: 0 → 6

Spearmanship: 0 → 3

Climbing: 0 → 3

Digging: 0 →2

Sprinting: 0 → 2

Basic Medicine: 0 →1

Dodge: 0 →1




	Magic Seeds: 1/1

	Kinetic Seed (100%)




	Achievements:

	Outworlder (Rarity: 10)




	
	Baptized by Broken Mana (Rarity: 6)




	
	Monstrous Encounter (Rarity: 1)






Magic seed 1/1? So that means I can only have one magic seed right now. There doesn’t seem to be anything like secondary magic seeds the way I can have unlimited secondary classes. Alice frowned again. She had been hoping to experiment more with the other kinds of magic in the future, but that was apparently impossible for now.

On the bright side, she could think of a lot that she could do with kinetic energy if this seed worked the way she thought it did. Even if she wasn’t 100 percent sure what mages were capable of, influencing motion in the world around her sounded like it could be incredibly useful for self-defense and heating purposes.

She felt a buzzing feeling of excitement and happiness welling up inside her. She had successfully formed a magic seed! She could finally use magic! She reached inside her mind, trying to recover her vague sense of mana that she had experienced during her magic seed formation. After a few moments of concentration, she felt something, although it was very … different now.

Kinetic mages should be able to move stuff, right? In that case … Alice focused on a nearby rock and, with a thought, a tendril of mana suddenly sprouted out of her body, as if she had grown a third arm. She felt incredibly confused for a moment, wondering what the heck this thing was and what it was supposed to do. Clumsily, she moved it around. To her surprise, it couldn’t touch anything—in fact, it passed right through the wall when she tried to use her “third arm” to touch it. However, even though the “third arm” didn’t physically interact with the world around her, when it passed through a physical object she still felt something … odd. There was a feeling that she was “touching” something directly with her mind.

Alice fell into thought for a moment before she tried something else. She moved her new limb toward a small pebble and then tried to lift it up with her mana tendril.

The rock, stubbornly, remained in place. If she couldn’t feel the presence of something through her phantom limb, she wouldn’t have realized her mana tendril was there at all.

Then, getting an idea, she tried using her mana tendril as a sort of pipeline, drawing some energy from the core inside her chest and pushing it through her mana tendril. The mana slowly drained through her new phantom limb, moving as slowly as if she was trying to pump molasses, before it reached the rock. The rock suddenly popped upward a few centimeters, as if she had gently tossed it. It clattered back to the ground, but Alice was too busy cackling to care.

Magic! This is actual magic! She grabbed the rock again and popped it back up before she tried to slow down its descent when gravity kicked back in. However, she failed. She quickly realized that her mana tendril needed to be directly touching something to influence it—it didn’t have any ability to influence objects she wasn’t touching. Furthermore, the range she could move her mana tendril was quite limited—she couldn’t move her tendril very far from her body before the cost of maintaining it started to increase exponentially. It could move perhaps a meter or two away from her at maximum.




	Through training, you have increased an attribute!




	Magic 5 → 6




	You have leveled up!




	Explorer of Magic: 4 → 5




	Through training, you have increased a skill!




	Kinetic Manipulation 0 → 1! Mana Control 0 → 1!






Alice frowned, trying to figure out what the two new skills did. She reached out her mana tendril again, waving it around before trying to pump a bit more mana into it. The other side of the mana tendril was only touching air, so all she created was a slight breeze, but Alice got at least a rough idea what the two skills seemed to be doing as she felt the changes in how her mana worked now.

{Mana Control} was her ability to move the mana tendril around, granting her greater control over her new magical limb. It was difficult for her to control it right now, but with more levels in {Mana Control} she might eventually be able to move it even more quickly and precisely than her real limbs. [Kinetic Manipulation] seemed to be related to how accurately she could actually move things. Before, she had thrown the rock upward but hadn’t had very much control over what direction and how hard she actually threw it. The single level of [Kinetic Manipulation] didn’t improve her control that much, but she could still feel a slight difference.

Alice grinned and checked the available perks for [Explorer of Magic]. She had already had this class for almost two weeks now, but this was the first time the class had actually done something for her.




	Second seed

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 5 or higher




	Allows you to grow a second magic seed at a maximum 15% mana conversion ratio.




	Magic proficiency

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 5 or higher




	Grants a greater level of intuitive control over your mana and its effects on the world around you, along with improved understanding of manipulating magic in general.




	Magical growth

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 5




	Increases the rate at which the magic stat grows by 20%






Hmm. Based on her understanding of magic seeds right now, they were similar to the elements that one might find in most fantasy settings. However, instead of fire, water, earth, or air, it was kinetic energy, electromagnetic energy, and other types of magic seeds that she couldn’t translate yet.

A second magic seed would probably be pretty useful to her in the long run, but having an intuitive level of control over her mana would also be important to surviving now. More importantly, she still wasn’t entirely sure whether there might some extra risks involved with magic, and if she hurt herself with her own magic, it would be incredibly dangerous, since she had no way to fix any problems she caused. She also had no idea what the mana conversion ratio was, either, although the perk explicitly mentioned it. That made it very hard to evaluate how useful {Second Seed} was as a perk.

{Magical Growth} looked sort of interesting at first, but given the fact that progress toward the next attribute seemed to take more and more work the higher the attribute was, she didn’t think that the effect would actually be very large. Not to mention, she already had a total of 80 percent positive growth to the [Magic] attribute from {Outworlder} and {Baptized by Broken Mana}. Adding 20 percent on top of those two didn’t seem particularly impressive, even if {Outworlder} wouldn’t keep helping once her [Magic] stat reached 120 or higher.

Sighing a bit, Alice chose the {Magic Proficiency} perk. Alice knew that electromagnetic energy had all sorts of strange uses, but frankly, her physics classes hadn’t covered the core concept of electromagnetic force in THAT much detail, and the parts of the force she understood would be difficult to apply and use in her current situation. While a second magic seed might be useful, it wouldn’t do her much good if she had no idea how to use it, and right now she had no clue what she was doing. She felt it was best to double down right now on what she already had and train it to a level where it was actually useful. It was much better to have one fully developed tool for survival rather than several undeveloped ones.

Furthermore, having an intuitive level of understanding of her mana would probably allow her to grow her [Magic] stat and level up more quickly, based on how the system seemed to award stats and levels. It probably wouldn’t compare to the {Magical Growth} perk, but it was more applicable to her current situation.

As the perk adapted itself to her body, she could intuitively feel her mana more clearly than before. The information her phantom limb fed back to her improved, and while before she could only tell whether or not it was touching something, now she could at least get a very vague feeling of the texture of whatever it was touching. More importantly, she could feel that the mana tendril was actually an active, if small, strain on the little mana seed inside her chest. Every single second she maintained its existence, it ate a tiny amount of mana in order to maintain itself. She could also move her mana tendril more fluidly and precisely, as if she had gained several extra levels in the {Mana Control} skill.

She could also tell how much energy was left in her mana seed more accurately than before. At the moment, it felt like she had a small thimble of water deep in her chest. It didn’t seem to exist physically, but she could still feel it somewhere behind her heart. It was already almost half-empty just from her moving the rock around a bit and maintaining her mana tendril, probably because her [Magic] stat was a measly six right now.

She briefly glanced at her preparations for creating her magic seed and confirmed that besides settling her nerves, they had done nothing useful. Although settling her nerves before trying something risky still had a value of its own.

She left her cave, satisfied for now, and checked her food and firewood reserves. Both were enough to sustain her for a few days, especially since she’d gotten the {Extremophile} perk, which had drastically reduced her need to use firewood except for cooking. Still, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to get more supplies. The temperature had been dropping sharply recently, and she would need more of practically everything if she wanted to live through the winter.

She went to her usual fishing spot and noted with some worry that the river was definitely starting to show hints of freezing over. If the river froze, she would lose access to fish. Perhaps she could give hunting a try? Would there even be animals to hunt over the winter? This was definitely something she was worried about.

Still, for the next few days at least, she was fine. She quietly went back to fishing, humming a merry tune to herself. As she felt her mana slowly recovering, she used it to experiment, trying to lift and move small objects around her and figure out the limits of her new ability.

She found that moving any object, regardless of what it was and whether it was closer or farther away, was incredibly difficult as she ran out of mana. She attributed that to her low stats and skills, but right now she was only capable of nudging objects a few centimeters in random directions. She could move an object away from her or to the left or right, but it would often also shift in an unexpected angle due to her lacking control.

Furthermore, she couldn’t really control an object for a long period of time—if she moved an object with her mana tendril, even if it didn’t move very fast, she had a pretty hard time getting the mana tendril to touch the object again while it was still in motion. It wasn’t as easy to catch an object with her mana tendril as it was to catch something with her hands. That could probably change with practice, but right now, it was too difficult for a beginner like her.

If she hadn’t had her perk guiding her, she suspected it would have been even more difficult.

She did still manage to catch a rock she had tossed upward one time, although it was more by luck than skill. She confirmed that stopping an object in motion was possible, although it was very difficult for her right now. In the future she could probably use this to stop a charging spidercrab dead in its tracks, once she had enough mana to exert more than a puny amount of force on the objects around her. Holding a spidercrab in place and then stabbing it with her spear sounded a million times safer than trying to dodge and weave out of its way or starting another desperate fight with one of the monsters while stuck in a tree. It was impossible for her right now, but the System rewarded training and constant grinding, and Alice was more than happy to play with her newfound magic abilities. Of all her stats, this one would probably be the easiest to level up just because it was so fun to use.

For now, however, more complex usage of her new powers was out of her reach. She could finally use her magic stat, and she had a new tool that would hopefully drastically improve her survival odds once she got more used to it.

She ran completely out of mana partway through the fishing session and got a minor headache once her body realized it. Rather than keep trying to push it, she waited for her mana to refill. She had no idea how long it took mana to regenerate, but at least her attribute gains were pretty sizable for [Magic] today. She needed to keep training, as well as make some more plans for food, but things were looking up for her. Access to the river wasn’t going to stick around for much longer, and when it went away, it would take her fish with it. But with her kinetic magic growing by the second, she would at least have a tool to defend herself against further monster attacks. And with what she had caught today, she probably had a week’s worth of food supplies. Even if that wouldn’t last the whole winter, she had more time to fish right now. Now that some of the biggest questions and problems that had plagued her since entering this world were finally solved, she felt optimistic about her chances, however slim they might be.




	Through training, you have increased an attribute!




	Magic 6 → 12




	You have leveled up!




	Explorer of Magic: 5 → 8




	Through training, you have increased a skill!




	Mana Control 1 → 2, Kinetic Manipulation 1 → 3, Fishing 6 → 7








Chapter 9

Alice settled into a routine over the next week as the temperature continued to drop. In the morning, she would wake up and train her magic, moving objects around and trying to improve her proficiency, as well as training {Sprinting} and {Spearmanship}, since those seemed to be relevant to combat and easy to train. She also tried throwing stones at herself using her magic to train {Dodge}, but her control over her magic wasn’t very good, and it was hard to launch stones at herself that wouldn’t hurt her too much if she failed to dodge. After some training, Alice didn’t see a single notification that {Dodge} had increased, so she gave up on this part of her training.

It became easier to keep up her training routine after the wound in her leg finally healed, much faster than it would have on Earth. Alice attributed it to the influence of her increasing [Endurance] stat. Along with this greater speed of regeneration, Alice had noticed that her [Endurance] stat was gradually making her body stronger and tougher. Her feet didn’t get as scratched up as they used to when she walked over the forest ground without shoes, and her body was also becoming increasingly resistant to cold even without taking new perks that improved her temperature resistance.

After her training in the morning, she would replenish her firewood and bury some nuts, then catch and smoke some fish. Afterward, she would eat some berries, then work on creating some stone and wood tools to make her life easier. At night, she read her book by the fire, boosting her language skill and helping her level up [Scholar].

She had also managed to, with equal parts luck and skill, make a stone knife after several tries of using rocks as both hammers and chisels, even if the knife’s edge was rather uneven. With it, she had carved a few wooden boxes to store her smoked fish. Most importantly, she’d managed to grab some branches and smaller tree logs and made a very rough wall that filled in some of the edges of the cave. It wasn’t made very well and didn’t cover the gaps in the cave perfectly, but it still helped keep the heat in. Slowly but steadily, her life in the wilderness was improving as she grew stronger and more experienced.

As time passed, [Survivor] had also leveled up to twenty-one, [Scholar] had leveled up to three, and [Explorer of Magic] had made it to level ten. The progress was much slower now, but if Alice’s earlier guesses were correct, the System might respond to “risk of death” by increasing her experience gain. During her encounter with the monster, she had gained four levels in [Survivor] in less than an hour, while it had taken her a week and a half to get up to level twelve in [Survivor] beforehand, and now that there were no monsters and Alice had solved most of the major threats to her life in the woods, she was naturally at a much lower risk of dying than when she had first arrived in this dimension.

Her level-ten perks for [Explorer of Magic] hadn’t been too exciting, but she had grabbed {Enhanced Regeneration}.




	Enhanced regeneration




	Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 10 or higher




	Allows you to regenerate mana 10% faster for all seeds.






Like all other stats, [Magic] increased when she used it. Therefore, regenerating mana 10 percent faster meant that she would have more training time than other people at the same level, boosting both her [Magic] stat and [Explorer of Magic] levels by a significant margin as time passed. Alice’s magic was still barely at a usable level, but Alice was determined to turn her magic into a major tool for survival. Apart from that, she had acquired two more skills related to magic, both of which seemed quite useful.




	Through training, you have increased a skill!




	Mana Precision 0 → 2, Kinetic Force 0 → 2






{Mana Precision} helped her control how much mana she sent through her mana tendrils. If, the first time, she had been grabbing random amounts and pumping them through her mana tendril, now her control was at least a bit more refined, allowing her to avoid wasting mana when she didn’t need to.

{Kinetic Force} was much more interesting, primarily because it seemed like the oddest skill she had gotten so far. Most of her other skills improved her knowledge and instincts. Sprinting, for example, seemed to help her naturally adopt a proper running posture, something she could have theoretically learned even without the System. {Mana Precision}, as another example, improved her control of mana, but if she had sufficient practice, she probably could have reached the same level of control anyway—it just would have taken a far longer period of time. By contrast, {Kinetic Force} didn’t seem to be doing any of that—instead, with the exact same amount of mana, she was able to exert more force on an object. Alice was baffled by the question of where this force came from, since she wasn’t using any more mana than before, but at least thus far she had no idea where the extra kinetic energy was coming from if it wasn’t fueled by mana.

Apart from that, several of her Attributes had seen significant growth. Her [Magic] attribute, for example, had reached twenty-four, which made both training and using magic for practical purposes much easier. Most of her other Stats had also increased by at least a point or two. Several of her Skills, such as {Mana Control}, also increased by a couple points. With every single point in a skill or an attribute, Alice felt her survival grow easier and easier as her environment became less dangerous, and she gained more and better tools to keep herself alive.

Alice was also beginning to wonder how big of a role innovation played in her level growth, considering how much her leveling speed had slowed after her first week in this world. She still got some progress from repeating her routine and preparing for winter. However, she had gotten multiple levels per day during the first week, and now after a week of training she had only gained two levels in [Explorer of Magic]. Part of the reason Alice had been thinking about this was also due to the name of the class. [Explorer of Magic] indicated that it was about learning and innovating with magic, and all Alice’s classes seemed to level up whenever she did stuff related to their name. However, [Survivor] still seemed to reward her when she “invented” a new tool that boosted her survival odds, so getting rewarded for trying out new things obviously wasn’t unique to [Explorer of Magic].

Alice had also figured out how mana regeneration worked, at least to some extent. She found that if she drained her magic seed, it took slightly less than two days to fully replenish, or at least it had before she got the {Enhanced Regeneration} perk. She guessed that the base value for magic regeneration was probably exactly two days, and then her 15 percent enhanced mana recovery from {Baptized by Broken Mana} was boosting that regeneration speed by enough to make the math screwy, but with enhanced regeneration, Alice took around forty hours to go from no mana to full mana again. As a result, with her morning training sessions, she made sure to leave a little over half of her mana available to deal with any emergencies, while draining half to get whatever stats, skills, and levels she could.

It felt good to settle into a routine. No sudden emergencies plunging her into a crisis, no trying to figure out how to deal with the influx of new problems, no near-death experiences. Just slowly and steadily working toward her goal of surviving the winter. Although her start had been a bit rocky, she was finally starting to reach some level of stability after three weeks in this dimension.

However, her somewhat comfortable lifestyle came to an end one morning. A problem she had known was coming for a while finally reared its ugly head.

Specifically, the river finally froze. The fish had been thinning out for a while now, but with the river gone, Alice would be fully cut off from her supply of fish. Not only that, but the berry bushes she had found near her cave had stopped producing berries entirely. She had about two and a half weeks’ worth of food, give or take a bit, but that was far from the three months’ worth of food she needed for winter to pass. At least, assuming seasons were still around ninety days on this world, which was something Alice had yet to verify.

She wandered around the region, trying to find new sources of nutrition that would last her through the winter. She could rely on {Foraging} to help cue her in on what was and wasn’t edible, so she just needed to see new plants to hopefully find something to tide her through the winter. Furthermore, although she didn’t remember it particularly clearly, she was pretty sure she had seen a rabbit on her second day here, when she was suffering from mana poisoning. That meant there should be other rabbits in the area, if she could find them. She could also try going after some birds, although their thinning presence in the area meant that they had probably migrated for the winter and would soon disappear entirely.

However, as she stepped through the trees, concentrating on random plants, she felt a familiar icy sensation of fear trickling down her spine. Danger.

She looked around, avoiding moving too much, and spotted another spidercrab. This time, she didn’t fly into a blind panic. The creature was sniffing around the trees, about ten meters away, but it didn’t seem to have fully caught onto her scent yet. She had a few moments to think about things.

Am I about to get stuck in a tree again? Alice looked at her stone spear, which had a sharp and sturdy point. Her kinetic magic seed was about 70 percent full, having recharged somewhat from her morning practice. She hesitated. Then, finally, she extended a mana tendril out from her seed, preparing for a fight with the spidercrab. These things were obviously common around here, and if she couldn’t even defeat one of them, it would mean that she would need to flee whenever she saw one. That would seriously hinder her attempts to find supplies for the winter, and so she felt the need to put the skills she had been training to use. Not to mention, when she got closer to civilization, there might not be as much tree cover as there was in this area. If she couldn’t fight spidercrabs on the way back to civilization, she might get eaten before she arrived. Fighting at least one spidercrab at a time might be manageable for her, and if she managed to kill one, she would vastly improve her survival odds. Not only were they a threat to her survival, but parts of their body were also edible, according to {Foraging}.

The spidercrab seemed to sense it the moment she used mana, and it turned toward her, giving off a screech that made her wish she was deaf. Then, in one swift movement, it pounced.

Clumsily, Alice maneuvered her mana tendril toward the spidercrab as it got within a meter of her. Then she gave it a shove with her mana the moment she had a proper connection, trying to throw the spidercrab to the ground and mess up its balance.

Instead of the spidercrab getting smashed into the ground, Alice felt as if a large part of her mana was trying to push through a barrier that had never been there before. Somewhere a huge amount of mana completely disappeared as she tried to push through the spidercrab’s barrier, throwing her calculations completely off balance. Alice panicked, but luckily, even though the spidercrab resisted over half of her mana, the remainder still threw it off balance and flung it to the ground. The spidercrab stumbled back to its feet as it tried to recover its balance. Before it could, Alice shoved it again, this time committing much more of her mana to account for the creature’s mana resistance.

Then, Alice took a step closer before she stabbed at the spidercrab with her spear. She managed to nick the monster on one of its legs. Green-white blood spilled out, and the thing released another screech before launching itself toward her again. She used magic to flip over the two front legs of the spidercrab, stopping it in midair and leaving it struggling on the ground. While it was distracted, she stabbed its underbelly. The spear punched through its stomach, where none of its annoying chitin protected it, and it flailed and screeched for a brief moment before it managed to free itself again. However, she could see it was slower now, much more heavily injured than before.

Unlike the first spidercrab, this thing didn’t run away. It leaped to the side, then bounded toward her again, completely unfazed by how injured it was.

Alice tried to dodge and stumbled. She fell down, and the spidercrab’s teeth sank into her stomach. Alice screamed and threw every last remaining shred of mana into hurling the spidercrab upward. A sudden headache formed as her mana seed ran dry.

The spidercrab lifted up several centimeters, giving Alice just enough space to ram the spear point into the monster’s head.

The spidercrab made a sort of warbling sound, trying to screech through the stone and wood buried in its throat. Its bottom legs scrabbled against the ground as it desperately tried to escape. Alice held on, not letting the spidercrab free of the spear before it started slowing down. A few seconds later, it stopped twitching entirely, its body going limp and sagging toward the ground.

Alice breathed in and out, blinking away the various notifications that had popped up in the middle of her fight. Her stomach hurt. She looked down and saw blood. Panicking, she ran back to her cave as blood trickled from her wound.

She cut another strip of cloth from her blanket, a larger one this time, while also using some boiled water to clean the wound. Fortunately, once she got a better look at it, she realized that it wasn’t actually that bad—the spidercrab hadn’t managed to seriously mangle her flesh or penetrate too deeply. Really, the wound was about a quarter of the length of her pinkie. Which, while very painful, wasn’t lethal unless it got infected. It felt much better once a bandage was wound around it. Hopefully her stats would do the rest of the healing she needed.

Calmer now, Alice tried to ignore the pain in her stomach as she took several deep breaths. She took a few minutes to relax, going through a vaguely remembered breathing exercise as her body and mind calmed down after the fight. After she settled her racing pulse and thoughts, she finally took a look at the notifications from the fight and its immediate aftermath.




	You have leveled up!




	Survivor: 21 → 23

Explorer of Magic: 10 → 14




	Through training, you have increased an attribute!




	Willpower 122 → 123, Magic 24 → 30, Strength 54 → 56, Endurance 60 → 63, Dexterity 54 → 55




	Through training, you have increased a skill!




	Spearmanship 8 → 11, Basic Medicine 1 → 3, Dodge 1 → 3, Kinetic Manipulation 6 → 9, Kinetic Force 2 → 4,

Mana Precision 2 → 5, Mana Control 5 → 9






Even though she got hurt during the fight, the gains were also nothing to sneeze at. However, beyond just the levels, stats, and skills, there was one other notification that interested her.




	You have gained an achievement!




	Monster Slayer (I) (Rarity: 1)




	You are no longer at the bottom of the food chain! Congratulations!




	Increases the effects of the Strength and Perception stats by 3%






After a few more minutes of some basic breathing exercises to help relax her, Alice finally began thinking back over the fight and its results.

The first thing to note was that her spear had held up reasonably well, but her body and skill with the spear hadn’t fared quite so well. She had been practicing {Spearmanship} and now had at least some of the instinct and reflexes that someone who actually knew what they were doing with a spear would have.

However, she was seriously lacking in several other departments. Her body simply couldn’t keep up with what it needed to do, and her thinking speed couldn’t really keep up with a fight very well, either. Alice was more at home in a library than in a fight, and before today she hadn’t been in a fight. So she was entirely reliant on her skills to help her, and while they certainly did help, they couldn’t completely cover for her lack of experience. Furthermore, she had no idea what had happened to her mana while she was fighting the monster. The monster had, somehow or another, dispelled a big portion of what Alice had thrown at it, which had thrown a lot of her preparations into disarray when the fight started. She had managed to get her mana tendril where it needed to be after hours of practice, but because her raw mana reserves were so low, the fight had still been a massive strain on her.

Despite all that, she had managed to pull out a victory. Even if the fight hadn’t gone as well as she would have liked, she’d managed to survive a fight with a monster and kill the beast. Her stats and skills definitely needed more training, but she could defend herself in a pinch if she needed to. That thought gave her a feeling of security—before, she had been worried that basically anything she came across in this world might swat her to death. She had no clue what the power levels of monsters looked like, so she lived in fear of a level-thirty or -fifty monster sneezing her out of existence one day. However, for now she was at least capable of fighting off the weakest monsters in the area, and she hadn’t seen any hint of stronger monsters so far. While she still suspected that high-level monsters would be a huge threat, she wasn’t totally helpless now.

Apart from that, she had gained another achievement. This achievement also had a number next to its name that wasn’t linked to the rarity, which was something Alice had never seen before. Since it had a Roman numeral next to it, and the Roman numeral looked a lot like the tier system for achievements Alice had seen in some games, for now she guessed the achievement could be upgraded. The idea of an upgradable achievement was something to keep in mind for the future, if her guess was correct. If she couldn’t find a way back home, upgrading achievements might be a good way to improve her abilities more, since she had no clue what other achievements existed in this world and stats, skills, and levels would grow more and more slowly as her numbers grew higher.

Alice sighed, as she always did when thoughts of home came up. The last week had caused her homesickness to intensify, especially as she had settled in and survival became easier. Without desperation to occupy her thoughts, they slipped toward the house she had lived in less than a month before. Were her parents doing all right? What did they think after she had disappeared into thin air in the middle of the night? She hoped that they weren’t worried about her, but she ultimately knew that they were probably desperate to find out what had happened to her. If she could at least send a message to them and let them know she was alive, she would feel less guilty about being stuck here, wherever here was.

After a few minutes, she pushed the thoughts of home away. For now, they weren’t productive, and she needed to keep moving forward instead of drowning in memories and worries she couldn’t change.

She focused back on the fight, and suddenly had a thought—was spidercrab edible?

Even if its legs looked kind of spidery and gross, the center of its body looked much closer to a crab’s. Alice wasn’t quite desperate enough to resort to eating the spider-shaped bits, but she had eaten crab on Earth multiple times. Maybe it’s worth trying?

Alice crept back out of the cave, keeping an eye on her surroundings in case another spidercrab showed up while she was injured. After a bit of backtracking, she found the body of her defeated foe.

{Foraging} let her know that, with some cooking, spidercrab was, in fact, edible. Thus began an entirely new ordeal—trying to drag the corpse, which came up to her waist, back to her cave so she could butcher and cook it. Her stomach still hurt, even if it had stopped bleeding, and she had a hard time moving around too much due to her lacking strength and injuries. After some thinking, Alice took her stone knife and cut off the thing’s head first—she wasn’t going to eat the eyes or the mouth anyway, so it was adding on weight she didn’t need. Then she also removed the ten legs—they were too spiderlike for her comfort, and even if it was irrational, there was a huge ick factor when she looked at them. She might still eat them in the future, if she got really desperate, but for now, her disgust won out. Without the head and legs, the corpse was much easier to move.

Finally, she managed to get everything back to the cave, where she started handling the corpse more carefully. She quickly realized that the shell on its back was hard to remove—it was best to just try scooping out meat from the underbelly. After a messy process involving her knife, her bowl, a large amount of green blood getting everywhere, and a few edible chunks of meat getting stuck in parts of the shell or falling directly into her fire and becoming charcoal, Alice managed to get several hunks of spidercrab ready for cooking. Unfortunately, the internal organs weren’t safe to eat, according to {Foraging}, but Alice still salvaged quite a bit of meat from the corpse. Afterward, she tried cooking the flesh until {Foraging} let her know it was safe to eat.

The meat itself tasted all right—somewhat similar to cooked crab from home, if a fair bit less delicious due to the lack of seasonings. She wasn’t sure if smoking the meat would work, but she tried it with the remainder of the corpse just to see if she could actually preserve some meat for later. Then, she gorged herself on what she had already cooked. She decided that once she healed up, she would try hunting another spidercrab. Even if the first fight had been a bit desperate, she could improve her fighting skills with time and training. More importantly, she had found a source of meat for the winter.








	Name: Alice Verianna

	Age: 15




	Strength: 52 → 56 (100% → 103%)

	Perception: 103 (100% → 103%)




	Dexterity: 52 → 55 (102%)

	Intelligence: 154




	Endurance: 57 → 63 (102%)

	Willpower: 121 → 123




	Charisma: 125

	Magic: 5 → 30




	Primary Classes: 3/5

	Survivor: 20 → 23




	
	Explorer of Magic: 4 → 14




	
	Scholar: 1 → 3




	
	N/A




	
	N/A




	Secondary Classes: 1

	Fisherwoman: 2 → 3




	Perks:

	Survivor perks:

Foraging (Survivor 5)

Microbe Resistance (Survivor 10)

Extremophile (Survivor 15)

Camouflaged (Survivor 20)

Explorer of Magic perks:

Magic Proficiency (Explorer of Magic 5)

Enhanced Regeneration (Explorer of Magic 10)




	Skills:

	Academic Skills:

English (Language Proficiency): 100

Illvarian (Language Proficiency): 22 → 27

Magic Skills:

Mana Precision: 0 → 5

Kinetic Manipulation: 0 → 9

Mana Control: 0 → 9

Kinetic Force: 0 → 4

Crafting Skills

Weaving: 9 → 11

Woodworking: 7 → 8

Cooking: 0 → 4

Stoneworking: 3 → 6

Physical Skills

Fishing: 6 → 7

Spearmanship: 3 → 11

Sprinting: 2 → 6

Digging: 2 → 4

Basic Medicine: 1 → 3

Dodge: 1 → 3

Climbing: 3




	Mana Seed: 1/1

	Kinetic Seed (100%)




	Achievements:

	Outworlder (Rarity: 10)




	
	Baptized by Broken Mana (Rarity: 6)




	
	Monstrous Encounter (Rarity: 1)




	
	Monster Slayer (I) (Rarity: 1)








Chapter 10

With her first monster successfully slain, Alice felt a lot more confident in her survival in this world. Even though she had suffered a wound during the fight, it was a minor one, and as time passed, she was confident she would get more levels, skills, and achievements to work with. Since she had survived her first fight with a monster at her current level of strength, she could definitely survive future battles as her strength grew. For the first time, Alice felt prepared for the world around her, something that she wouldn’t have even been able to imagine three weeks ago.

However, after her crabmeat party, she was starting to pay attention to other, less important problems. Previously, she’d had no way to address some of these problems, but now that she had solved fundamental problems like disease, food, and warmth, she was able to pay attention to details she had previously ignored. One thing that definitely hadn’t fared well over the last three weeks were her pajamas, which were growing more and more ragged as time passed. In the past three weeks, she had torn off part of the pajama sleeves to use as bandages, been injured by monsters twice, and seen the fabric ripped as she wandered through the forest. Pajamas were never particularly sturdy in the first place, and by this point they were incredibly ragged after all the abuse she had put them through.

Alice looked at the remains of her feast, then looked at the spidercrab’s chitin, trying to figure out if there was anything she could do to make it into clothing.

That’s not happening. Not only is there an ick factor, but I don’t think I can bend it without breaking it. Is there any use for this chitin shell at all?

Alice looked at her hastily built walls for the cave and then at the round shell. Maybe it could be used as a construction material?

That was probably a terrible use of it. Hmm. Actually, it’s pretty close to the right shape for a bowl. Is it flammable? Alice shrugged, got a pile of snow, and tried boiling a bowl of water in the shell. Her previously made stone bowl had required a huge amount of labor to take shape, so if she could use the spidercrab shells as bowls to store food and supplies, it would save her a lot of time in the future. Even after Alice exposed it to her campfire, the shell didn’t catch fire or show any adverse reactions to being heated up. After a while, she had a bowl of boiled water. She shrugged and grinned to herself. So it does make a good bowl.

However, that didn’t solve her clothing problem. She looked, with some regret, toward her blanket, which was already missing two strips of fabric, and wondered if there was a way to make it into a new set of clothes.

Hmm … I think it’s possible, but I need some sort of needle, as well as a way to make thread. I have neither, and I definitely wouldn’t succeed in making stone needles if I tried. Maybe bone?

Alice looked at the remains of the spidercrab again but saw no materials in the corpse that could solve her problem. After a while, she sighed. This was something she felt should be doable, but she just had no idea how to do it. Maybe she could fold her makeshift blanket up and turn it into a toga when she returned to civilization. At least it would be better than her ragged pajamas, and she would be less likely to be mistaken for a beggar. Her pajamas would hold for a while longer, so it wasn’t an immediate concern, but having better clothing to ward off the cold would have certainly been nice. She really wished she could go get something from a clothing store, though that was clearly impossible right now.

At the thought of civilization, a familiar, growing pang of loneliness shot through her. It had been nearly a month since she had heard another human voice, and she had no one and nothing to talk to. There were some days when she swore that she heard human voices in the distance, and she would get excited and rush toward them, only to find that nobody was there. Right now, her only companion was her status screen.

Alice sighed and looked back at the river. The book and the corpse had been washed downstream by the currents, which meant something was farther upstream. That being said, she had no clue why the corpse had had no heart, and she felt all sorts of uneasy about what that meant. Perhaps a monster had killed the guy and eaten his heart before his body was tossed into the river? Or maybe pirates had killed the man? Alice was afraid of walking right into the middle of a bandit camp and getting stabbed, although she had no better leads on where to find civilization, either.

After a few minutes of thought, Alice sighed to herself. It was useless to speculate right now. In any case, without the cave, her ability to survive the journey upriver was dubious. The weather was too cold, and the potential danger of stronger monsters meant she had to remain wary of her surroundings at all times. Any attempts to contact civilization would need to wait until winter ended.

A week after Alice had successfully slain her first monster, her wounds finally healed up. Her attempt at smoking monster meat had, for whatever reason, failed. On the bright side, Alice had gotten the idea of using the cold temperature and some {Stoneworking} to make a small icebox for herself, considering how easy it was to acquire snow right now. This idea worked much better than her attempts at creating smoked monster meat and had even netted her another level in [Survivor]. Due to her training, she had also gotten another level in [Explorer of Magic], giving her another perk choice.




	Sense mana

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 15 or higher




	Allows you to sense mana innately in a small area around you.




	Lesser combat spellcaster

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 15 or higher, Magic 25 or higher




	Living creatures resist your mana less effectively.




	Another seed

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 15 or higher




	Allows you to grow another magic seed with a maximum 25% mana conversion ratio.






She carefully thought over the three perk choices before she chose {Lesser Combat Spellcaster}. The perk description finally allowed Alice to understand why half of her mana had seemed to vanish during the fight with spidercrab. While inanimate objects had no particular resistance to her moving them around, it seemed that living creatures had some sort of innate resistance to external mana influences, or at least that was what the perk made it sound like. Since Alice needed her magic to improve her fighting odds against even weaker monsters right now, she chose {Lesser Combat Spellcaster} because it improved her combat and food-gathering abilities at the same time. That simply felt too appealing to pass up.

On a side note, this was the third time a perk choice from [Explorer of Magic] had offered her another magic seed, which Alice found quite interesting. She was beginning to suspect that it was somehow related to the class, based on its name and the perks it had given her so far. If she took the name [Explorer of Magic] literally, the class seemed focused on learning about magic and how it worked, and if that was true, having access to more magic seeds would absolutely make it easier to learn more. However, Alice still didn’t want another magic seed that much. Even though she was very curious about how magic seeds worked, she still wanted to focus on her kinetic seed for now. She fully intended to pick up some more magic seeds eventually if her class kept offering them to her, but that was a plan for the future.

Apart from her new perk option, her magic attribute finally reached fifty after her week of training. After reaching fifty, Alice noticed that the growth of the attribute dramatically slowed down. Before, it advanced by leaps and bounds, sometimes going up by multiple points after a single intense training session. After it reached fifty, it slowed to a crawl, at least in comparison. From this Alice guessed that every fifty points in an attribute, there was some sort of major reduction in growth speed. It would explain why she had such a hard time increasing attributes like [Intelligence], while stats like [Strength] and [Endurance] had grown rapidly when she first entered this world.

Alice noted this for future reference and continued training her physical stats and magic as much as possible each day. Apart from that, she kept translating the book and working on her language skill. After spring came, she would need a way to communicate with people in this world, as long as she made it to civilization without getting killed by [Bandits] or eaten by monsters before arriving. Since she had a book that let her pick up the Illvarian language skill, she could only hope that Illvarian would let her get by long enough to pick up other languages if needed.

Finally, Alice had started carving little notches into her cave in order to keep track of the days as they passed by. She had started out with around twenty-five notches in the cave, because she wasn’t exactly sure how many days had passed since she had first come here, and she began recording each day from that point onward.

Slowly but surely, things were getting better, and even though Alice couldn’t always find solutions to her problems in the environment, her basic survival needs were getting easier and easier to meet as time passed. These days, she could even confidently leave her cave and try to hunt spidercrabs in her surroundings, something she never would have dared to do when she first arrived in this world.

Day 28

Alice finally found another spidercrab during one of her hunting trips. It was the first time she had seen one that hadn’t already started tracking her down, and so before hunting it she decided to observe the creature for as long as she could. Any information she gathered now might make future hunts easier.

She realized after some observation that the monster also seemed to be following the river, heading downstream rather than upstream. It wasn’t moving very quickly, and every couple seconds, it would lower itself toward the ground and sniff around for a while.

Alice observed the creature for a few minutes before it finally started picking up on her presence. Since she couldn’t observe it any longer, she prepared to fight.

This time, Alice knew what to expect. Her wounds were healed; her levels, skills, and attributes were all much higher than last time; and she had much better information.

She started off the battle by extending a mana tendril toward a nearby rock that was slightly larger than her two fists put together. The spidercrab immediately noticed her the moment she started using mana. Before it had just been sniffing around in her direction, but the moment Alice used magic, the creature whirled around, faced directly toward her, and prepared to pounce.

However, Alice had enough control over her magic now that she could properly aim during a fight. She sent a stone directly into one of the spidercrab’s eyes, stunning it for a moment as it screeched in pain. Then Alice reached out with her mana tendril and touched the spidercrab’s shell before shoving the monster directly toward the ground. With the help of {Lesser Combat Spellcaster}, the amount of mana the spidercrab shrugged off was much lower than before, making it far easier to push the creature around and knock it off balance. While it struggled to get up, Alice stabbed it through the eye with her spear, penetrating the monster’s brain and killing it. After confirming it had stopped moving, Alice couldn’t help but marvel at how much easier a few perks and skills had made the entire fight. Last time she had fought a spidercrab, she had been bitten and had only narrowly scraped out a victory. This time, the fight was a one-sided pummeling with almost zero risk.

The battle with the spidercrab also boosted [Survivor] to level twenty-five, granting her another perk. She quickly looked over her new options.




	Tough

Requirements: Survivor level 25 or higher




	Effect of the Endurance stat is increased by 10%.




	Stoneskin

Requirements: Survivor level 25 or higher




	Your skin becomes much tougher, allowing it to absorb impacts much more efficiently and heal faster.




	Sixth sense

Requirements: Survivor level 25 or higher, Perception 100 or greater, Magic greater than 0




	You gain some ability to intuitively sense the mana around you with a sort of sixth sense, with particular focus placed on the fluctuations of mana that only monsters emit into their surroundings.




	Harmful energy immunity




	Requirements: Survivor level 25, Magic greater than 0




	You gain immunity to various kinds of negative radiation and similar effects, including broken mana, UV rays, and radioactive substances.






She looked at {Harmful Energy Immunity} and snorted. It was a bit late to gain immunity to broken mana poisoning after she had already narrowly escaped dying from it. Although the fact that the perk directly referred to broken mana as something similar to radiation was interesting, at least.

She also didn’t remember finding any areas filled with broken mana in this world yet. While {Harmful Energy Immunity} might provide her protection against skin cancer, she had much bigger problems to worry about right now. Though Alice did wonder how much mana there was in her environment and whether there were any other unique harmful energies in this world. Right now, she couldn’t even sense the mana outside her body, so she had no way of telling what else she was missing in the world around her.

As she looked over the other perks, she decided to avoid {Stoneskin} because she was afraid of getting skin literally made out of stone. The earlier perks had almost universally had guarantees that there wouldn’t be any … odd side effects if she picked them, but this one didn’t. This made her wary of the perk. {Tough} was also discarded, because it simply didn’t seem useful enough to waste a perk slot on.

Alice picked {Sixth Sense} and tried to figure out what had changed. After a while, she felt that she could detect … something in the air around her. It felt heavy, like a thick blanket of fog surrounding her, but her senses were still incredibly vague. Although the perk claimed it gave her a sense of the mana around her, the sixth sense was so weak and vague that it was practically worthless.

Alice wondered if she had just spent a perk slot for something useless. If the perk’s ability to detect monsters was also weak, this perk would have been a huge waste of a slot. Alice read over the perk’s description again, hoping to figure out if there were any activation conditions or boosts that would make the perk more useful. She didn’t find any, but part of the perk description she had previously overlooked did catch her eye.

Mana. That’s what separates monsters from animals. Normal animals don’t react at all if I use mana near them, and I didn’t get {Monstrous Encounter} from interacting with regular animals like fish, either. By contrast, the moment I use mana near spidercrabs, they immediately detect me and attack. It also offers a better explanation for how their biology works, since they shouldn’t be able to support their bodies if their biology is anything like a spider’s back on Earth. If they use mana as some sort of replacement for food, or oxygen, or both, the question of how their biology works is answered, at least to some extent.

In that case, had getting a magic seed actually screwed her over? Did monsters leave people alone if they weren’t mages? Alice didn’t know, and it probably wouldn’t have mattered in either case—she hadn’t exactly had a choice in her mana baptism, after all. However, if Alice’s new guess about monster biology was correct, she suspected that the reason spidercrabs were so bent on hunting her down and eating her was because of her status as a mage.

Day 31

Alice finally finished translating the other two kinds of magic seed described by the book she had found—and felt incredibly baffled when she looked over the names for the four basic magic seeds. The four basic seeds, according to the book, were electromagnetic, organic, kinetic, and thermal magic.

Electromagnetic and kinetic magic seeds were pretty close to the laws of physics, and she was kind of fond of those names. Kinetic magic had kept her alive for quite a long time in this world, and even though Alice doubted her rudimentary robot-programming experience would be useful in the near future, she liked the idea of electricity being a fundamental component of magic in this world. Electromagnetic energy was also one of the four fundamental forces of the universe, and so seeing it show up in this world made her oddly happy.

Thermal magic baffled her a little bit more. Temperature was, fundamentally, a measure of how quickly atoms in the air vibrated and moved around. If they moved quickly, the temperature was higher, and if they moved slowly, the temperature was lower. Therefore, the fact thermal magic was its own kind of magic seed, rather than just being part of kinetic magic, was something that confused her quite a bit.

And the last magic seed made Alice feel even more baffled, because she wasn’t quite sure what an organic mage did.

“What in the world is organic magic even supposed to be? Do they … manipulate organic material or something? That’s … that’s terrifying.” Alice suddenly had a vision of someone poking her with a mana tendril and warping her into a Cthulhu-esque monstrosity, or just denaturing all the enzymes in her body and instantly killing her. She had no idea what an organic mage was capable of, but the name alone made Alice feel very uneasy. She had experimented quite a bit with her kinetic seed and had naturally made some mistakes during her training. This had usually entailed accidentally throwing a rock in the wrong direction or dropping an item she was trying to throw.

The idea of someone messing up while playing with the fundamental building blocks of a plant or animal were much more concerning, because it seemed like it would make a five-headed horse or a superplague if someone messed up in the right way.

Alice twitched as she looked at the final kind of magic seed, trying not to think about the implications. That being said, if [Organic Mages] was one of the four basic kinds of magic and had dozens of ways it could go horribly wrong and end the world, what did nonbasic magic look like? Why was this planet still in one piece and populated? Alice was pretty damn sure that if nations in the Middle Ages had access to bioweapons, civilizations never would have advanced to even the Renaissance era, because the human race would have stopped existing long before that point.

Slowly, she calmed down, trying to think things through. “Maybe there are extra restrictions on organic magic, or something else I’m not seeing? It can’t just be straight-up manipulation of all organic matter, right? I can manipulate all kinetic energy in the surroundings, though … I suddenly have a terrible feeling about this.” Alice twitched. Maybe she was going to go upstream and find the ruins of a civilization that had created a zombie virus or seven different strands of the bubonic plague by accident? Though, she did suddenly find herself wondering if she was safer in the woods …

Day 33

With some of her spare time, Alice finally made an axe, intending to chop down some trees and use the lumber as building materials for her cave. She had often felt that the cave’s entrance was too open, and logs would provide a much more solid and sturdy way to close out her sleeping space from her surroundings and keep in heat. She had also recently realized that a spidercrab could, theoretically, waltz into her cave while she slept. However, if she built a nice, sturdy wall to finish closing off the entrance, it would at least help keep some heat in and random monsters/animals out.

She quickly realized that she had underestimated the difficulty of logging. However, it was still something she thought would be useful, and she now had enough food and water that she wasn’t quite so worried about supplies. She decided that even if cutting down trees was slow and difficult, it was worth it to keep going. Besides, Alice was hoping to pick up some sort of {Woodcutting} skill to make the work easier once she tried enough times.

Day 35

Alice confirmed that there was no lumbering or tree-cutting skill, or anything similar. This made Alice feel frustrated, but she kept working.



Chapter 11

Day 37

While Alice was logging, she finally got to observe the monster-sense component of the {Sixth Sense} perk in action. It quickly changed her opinion on the perk, making her feel that it was very specialized—but incredibly useful. The moment a spidercrab walked within about two hundred meters of her, she instantly noticed its mana. To her, it felt like a bright light had suddenly been turned on in the middle of the night. She could tell exactly where it was, and the spidercrab didn’t sense anything at all from her until it got much closer. She could even tell roughly how much mana the spidercrab had, although she didn’t know what to do with this information. She noticed, with some interest, that this spidercrab was also moving downstream for some reason. Perhaps the spidercrabs migrated downstream during the winter or something?

Either way, being able to tell the instant a spidercrab was nearby was incredibly useful. She was running a bit low on meat, and she still wanted to preserve her smoked fish as much as possible, so she moved to hunt down the spidercrab she had used as her test subject for her new perk. With her growing stats and skills, hunting a lone spidercrab when she had the element of surprise was no longer a challenge, and so she simply walked up to it, held it down with kinetic magic, and stabbed it a few times. She only got a single level in [Explorer of Magic] from the fight, probably because she wasn’t really surviving a threatening encounter anymore. As a result, [Survivor] got very little in terms of experience points, or progress towards the next level. At least, that was her current guess for why the fight gave so few status screen–related rewards.

Either way, it was good to know that the seemingly useless perk was pretty useful. It was just highly situational.

Day 39

Alice finally finished chopping down trees and building up the walls of her cave. Her shelter was finally complete—it was constructed of logs and sticks piled together. Alice hadn’t had a good way to make the logs stick to the ground properly, so she had ended up digging little holes to put the logs into, keeping them at least reasonably stable. However, there had been some gaps in between the log-based wall, so she had filled those in with rocks and sticks, making something that kept air and heat in reasonably well and blocked off monsters and animals. Even though it was far from perfect, Alice was still happy to improve her living conditions again.

Admittedly, her cave now looked like a beaver dam gone horribly wrong. However, it kept the cold out far better than before, and that was what mattered. She had a difficult time with smoke from her fires, since it didn’t leave the cave quite as easily now, but Alice could manually disperse it by temporarily opening a little chunk of the sticks near the top of her new wall with her kinetic magic to let out the smoke, so it wasn’t too big of a problem.

Her [Survivor] class jumped up two levels for the first time since it had reached level twenty-five, reaching level twenty-seven on the day she finished building her new set of walls. Alice grinned. Even though her leveling speed had dramatically slowed down after level twenty-five, it was nice to know that big accomplishments would still reward her with a good amount of EXP.

Day 40

[Scholar] finally reached level five, and Alice eagerly pored over the available perks.




	Improved memory

Requirements: Scholar level 5 or higher, Intelligence 100 or greater




	Greatly improves your ability to remember information.




	Speed reading

Requirements: Scholar level 5 or higher, Perception 100 or greater




	You read more quickly.




	Intelligent

Requirements: Scholar level 5 or higher, Intelligence 100 or greater




	Increases the effect of the [Intelligence] stat by 2%.






Alice quickly grabbed {Improved Memory}. The other two perks were kind of bland and unimpressive. She had always wished she had a photographic memory, and this seemed like a good way to get much closer to her dream. Besides, Alice felt that {Enhanced Memory} would probably help her level up some of her skills more quickly than before. Language, for example, was something heavily reliant on learning and remembering the vocabulary of a new language. Alice didn’t know if {Enhanced Memory} would actually increase the leveling speed of her language skill, due to the fact that the System controlled most of her language learning, but it seemed worth a shot.

Day 43

Alice found two spidercrabs at once while collecting firewood. She could only form one tendril of magic at a time, so even though she could easily kill one spidercrab, she wasn’t really that confident in taking on two at once. Her physical stats were improving, but they were still seriously lacking, even if she no longer found herself out of breath after a light jog through the forest for a few minutes.

Alice was certain that fighting them head-on would end poorly, but after thinking back to her first encounter with a spidercrab, she realized there was a way to exploit the low intelligence of the creatures. She first got near them, climbing up a tree. She watched for a few minutes as they bashed themselves against the tree trunk, making sure that their behavior wasn’t significantly different from that of other spidercrabs she had seen. Then, finishing her observations, Alice began manipulating her spear with her kinetic magic, trying to use her mana as a third hand instead of as a sling to hurl objects. It proved far more difficult than she had expected to hold an object in midair without dropping it or throwing it. To do so, she needed to apply exactly enough kinetic energy to counteract gravity without adding any extra mana, or she would accidentally send the spear flying into the air. However, she managed to accomplish her goal after some trial and error, after which she tried stabbing one of the spidercrabs with the spear without losing control of her projectile.

This failed, unfortunately. She launched the spear straight into one of the spidercrabs but failed to control the speed well enough to retract the spear afterward. The spear killed the first spidercrab before lodging itself into the dirt. It was out of range of her mana tendrils, so Alice gave up on experimenting with her new idea.

With one of the two dealt with, Alice slid back down a few branches, getting the other spidercrab in range of her mana tendril, and then picked up the monster and slammed it into the ground. While it was stunned, she climbed down, pulled out her stone axe, and brained it.

In addition to the meat, she got enough experience in [Explorer of Magic] to reach level twenty in one go, as well as push [Survivor] to twenty-nine. It seemed that her attempt at balancing her spear against gravity counted as experimenting with magic, giving her a bunch of levels in her magic class, while killing two monsters at once for the first time gave her some levels in [Survivor]. Since [Explorer of Magic] had reached level twenty, she also had a new perk slot. She looked over her options and found one of the perks a bit more interesting than what she was expecting.




	Mana interference

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 20 or higher




	Increases the natural resistance against external magic produced by your skin by a slight amount. Your [Magic] attribute moderately improves this effect. All levels, attributes, and skills very slightly increase this effect.






The first perk wasn’t that appealing, but it did indicate Alice was correct in her earlier assumption that living creatures seemed to resist external mana intrusion. If nothing else, having the System provide more confirmation for her theory was nice, although Alice wasn’t that interested in the perk itself right now.




	Kinetic senses

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 20 or higher, Kinetic Magic Seed at 25% or higher




	Improves your ability to sense kinetic movement and energy within ten meters. Your Perception stat increases this range.






Interesting, but not that appealing. Although it does seem quite useful to improve my senses by a bit … Hmm …




	Magic seed

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 20 or higher




	Allows you to grow another magic seed with a maximum of 29% mana conversion ratio.






Alice was still slightly interested in getting another seed, but she felt it was more important to develop her kinetic magic more. She didn’t have the time or training to pick up an entirely new magic seed yet, although eventually she wanted to for the sake of research purposes.




	Improved seed

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 20 or higher




	Allows you to improve one magic seed’s mana conversion ratio by 10%. This is only effective on magic seeds below 200% mana conversion ratio.






So 100 percent isn’t the maximum mana conversion ratio a seed can have. I had assumed it was, but now I’m incredibly curious. Alice had been wondering what “mana conversion ratio” meant for a while. It showed up in several of the perks she had been offered by [Explorer of Magic], but Alice had zero context for understanding what the term meant. The book she had been reading didn’t mention the term, either, so Alice was excited at the prospect of finally figuring it out. Since the other perks weren’t incredibly powerful, she decided that she would grab {Improved Seed} this time, just to learn some more. Besides, this perk seemed built to improve a magic seed, and since Alice wanted to concentrate on developing her kinetic magic, this perk fit her interests perfectly.

The moment she got the perk, she could see it move into her status screen, similar to other perks. However, unlike other perks, it also had a little plus symbol next to it. She concentrated on it for a moment, and it displayed a list of her magic seeds. Of course, Alice only had one magic seed right now. She selected her kinetic magic seed, and a moment later, the little percentage symbol next to the seed she had formed suddenly increased to 110 percent.

She frowned, trying to feel out the differences. It took a moment, but finally, Alice realized what had changed.

Her mana pool was suddenly bigger. She also noticed that it was easier to push kinetic mana through her mana tendril by a small but noticeable amount. If she was to keep comparing her mana tendril to a pipe and her mana to liquid she wanted to move around, this felt like she had expanded the pipe and lowered its viscosity, making it pass through her mana tendril more quickly and easily when she willed it to.

She manipulated the environment a bit, trying to figure out how much more mana she had than before and finally came to the conclusion that it was around 10 percent higher. Seeing that, she had a new guess. Maybe her mana pool for kinetic mana was her magic stat multiplied by her magic seed’s mana conversion ratio? If that was the case, it seemed to indicate every magic seed had its own independent mana pool.

Alice suddenly wondered if she had made a mistake in passing up so many other magic seeds. If every seed had its own mana pool, picking up a new magic seed would increase the amount of time she could fight, as well as the number of tricks she had in combat and the amount of mana she could spend on making herself more comfortable every day.

A moment later, though, she realized there was a significant problem with that idea. The higher the magic seed’s conversion ratio, the easier it was to manipulate that particular seed’s mana. In other words, the reverse would probably also be true—the lower the conversion ratio, the weaker her control of the seed would be, and the harder it would be to use the mana from it. If she formed a bunch of magic seeds left and right, while her maximum mana would increase by a fair margin, it would be too slow and difficult to use in an actual fight. Of course, if she found other ways to improve magic seeds, having more magic seeds would obviously be better. However, due to the differences in how easy it was to manipulate mana within a seed based on its conversion ratio, focusing more on one particular seed was probably optimal for combat.

Either way, it was a decision she could make again when she reached a higher level and saw her next round of perks. For now, she was just happy she had gotten so many levels from a single fight.

Day 53

Alice’s [Survivor] class reached level thirty while she was asleep. Alice wasn’t sure why. Her best guess was that perhaps something dangerous had prowled around the area while she was sleeping, or perhaps [Survivor] just passively got a little bit of experience from her continued woodlands survival each day. She was extra cautious as she observed the area that day, but she didn’t find anything particularly new or deadly and eventually decided her second theory was more likely.

She looked over the available perks and felt a surge of surprise. After she’d reached level twenty-five, the leveling speed of her class had slowed down dramatically. However, it appeared that the perks offered by her class also became far better.




	Stronger, faster, better

Requirements: Survivor level 30 or higher




	Your Strength, Endurance, and Dexterity attributes both increase 15% faster, and the effect of each stat is improved by 7%.




	Enhanced training

Requirements: Survivor level 30 or higher, have followed a rigorous training regime for 30 days or longer




	All stats grow 10% faster. You gain better comprehension of how to most efficiently maximize stat gains from training. For every 50 stats you have in 1 attribute, it gains 1% increased effect, up to 4%.




	Woman versus the wilds

Requirements: Survivor level 30 or higher




	If you have not had contact with civilization in the past 7 days, your awareness of the area around you is dramatically increased, you gain some limited ability to detect danger, and all your physical stats will be improved by 10 until you make contact with civilization again.




	Born of frost

Requirements: Survivor level 30 or higher, “Extremophile” perk unlocked




	Your body gains the ability to resist temperatures 40 degrees Celsius lower than was previously available. (This stacks with Extremophile for a total of 50 degrees Celsius.)




	Born of flames

Requirements: Survivor level 30 or higher, “Extremophile” perk unlocked




	Your body gains the ability to resist temperatures 40 degrees Celsius higher than was previously available. (This stacks with Extremophile for a total of 50 degrees Celsius.)






In general, while the perks before level thirty had been incredibly valuable for her survival, they hadn’t interacted so directly with other parts of the System. They had mostly focused on knowledge, her physical abilities, and empowering her to create the tools she needed to survive in this foreign world. However, at this level, it seemed like a lot of perks gave significant bonuses to attributes, as well as some sort of improved senses. The perks also had more requirements in order to make them work. Before this, there was never a time where she had a perk that could be turned off if she didn’t meet certain conditions. Now, {Woman Versus the Wilds} hinted that after level twenty-five, perks with certain conditions attached to them might start appearing more frequently.

Alice thought closely about the perks for a while before eventually choosing {Enhanced Training}. She wondered if she would eventually curse herself for being too greedy, but it seemed to have the most growth potential, and she was doing pretty well right now. She had food, water, shelter, and warmth, so she felt she could afford to plan for the future instead of only focusing on what she got the instant she picked the perk.

Furthermore, the [Endurance] attribute also directly helped her survive colder temperatures, meaning that this stat would eventually provide an extra way to deal with the cold. [Endurance] was far less useful than the {Born of Frost} when it came to dealing with temperatures, of course, but it also had a variety of other benefits, and {Enhanced Training} boosted all her stats. She also felt that whenever she found her way back to civilization, she wouldn’t have much use for {Born of Frost}, but {Enhanced Training} would prove its worth as time passed.

Day 60

Alice was growing increasingly tired of waiting for winter to end. It had only been a month since she had started counting the days, but she was lonely. Having a friend to talk to would make her ordeal in the wilds much more bearable. Her growing [Endurance] stat, along with {Extremophile}, enabled her to survive each day with increasing ease. So she gathered supplies, hunted a few spidercrabs from time to time, and trained and read her book. However, apart from that, there was nothing to do. She spent a good chunk of each day inside, reading her book over and over again. Illvarian language proficiency had nearly reached ninety already. It grew much faster than her other skills, although Alice didn’t know whether that was the influence of {Enhanced Memory} or due to some other reason.

Life was increasingly boring.

She couldn’t wait for spring to come.

Day 70

Alice had finally reached a point where she could converse fluently in Illvarian. After winter ended, she would need to use this language nearly constantly, so reaching a high level of proficiency in it made her feel much more secure about her postwinter plans.

Naturally, since there were no people and almost no animals in this region, she had a conversation with her newly found pet rock. She had named it Taps because she liked the sound it made when she tapped it against the wall of her cave. It was a reminder that even though this world seemed dead and silent, there was still something here with her besides horrifying monsters.

She had even drawn a little face on the rock. She knew it wasn’t alive, but it was something to talk to.

Day 85

[Explorer of Magic] hit level twenty-five partway through her training routine. After some thought, she chose {Seeds of Magic} from the options she saw.




	Seeds of magic

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 25 or higher




	You may gradually enhance one seed of magic and increase its mana conversion ratio by 25%. This perk may not increase a magic seed’s mana conversion ratio beyond 200%. This process will require that you focus on the concept governing your particular magic seed and understand the forces that govern that seed.






Compared to the other perks offered at the same level, it seemed rather impressive, even though the System had offered a 35 percent seed. Based on what she had seen so far, it seemed harder to improve seeds that already existed compared to forming new ones, and Alice thought that a 25 percent improvement to her kinetic seed could be incredibly useful for combat down the line. The fact that, as far as she could tell, the perk would put her in some sort of meditative state related to kinetic energy, was, if anything, a plus at this point.

At least it was something to do.

Although Taps didn’t seem to approve—Alice could tell from the way the inanimate object leaned against the wall. However, when Alice asked Taps what it thought she should pick for her perks, it didn’t give her any good ideas at all. Since Taps was so picky and unhelpful, Alice didn’t talk to it for the rest of the day.

Then Alice used the perk on her kinetic seed.

When she used the {Seeds of Magic} perk, it felt like she had flashes of insight pouring into her mind, like iron filling a mold and patching up holes she hadn’t known were there before. These flashes of thought, however, weren’t strictly new to her. It was like she was back in her high school physics class, except with far fewer numbers involved and a much greater focus on the concept of kinetic energy itself. When pondering these topics, she could feel the ideas whirling around her brain getting engraved into her magic seed. As her magic seed changed, the heat inside her chest grew stronger again for the first time in ages, shifting and changing as her magic seed improved. The perk worked slowly, but she could feel her mana pool improving over time, as well as her control over her magic.

[Scholar] leveled for the first time in weeks while pondering all this information. Previously it had stopped at seven once she had finished reading A Comparison of the Lesser Seeds and the Four Basic Magic Seeds. Alice quietly celebrated a bit with an extra serving of nuts that evening. She was getting quite sick of this food …

Day 95

The days were getting noticeably warmer. Alice was excited. Soon, she would be able to follow the river farther. The book had washed down from upstream, and whatever had killed the guy she had seen earlier was hopefully gone by now. Be it monsters or [Bandits], Alice hoped that they had moved on after several months. And the fact that a corpse had come from upstream meant that there must be people if she headed in that direction.

Day 99

Alice was pretty sure today was her birthday. She had lost track of time toward the beginning of her stay in this world, but she was still pretty sure that her birthday had either been a few days ago or was today. The System still claimed that her age was fifteen, which puzzled her, but she figured that maybe the System was trying to track her age from the moment she had arrived in this world, counting the first day here as her fifteenth birthday. It was a bit far-fetched of an explanation, but she didn’t have any better ideas to go on.

She quietly gave herself an extra serving of spidercrab soup, mixed with nuts, and celebrated her birthday alone in the forest, with no humans around for several kilometers in any direction. There was no cake, no parents or friends to talk to, and nothing to look forward to.

But on the bright side, Taps looked thrilled for her.

Day 105

It hadn’t snowed for a few days, and the deep blanket of white over the land was starting to disappear. She could now see sprouts of green poking up from beneath the snow, also heralding the arrival of spring. Just as she was deciding that she would leave within a few days, a terrifying roar sounded in the distance. Most concerningly, it was wholly unfamiliar to her. The spidercrabs did not make this sound—they hissed and screeched and sometimes made her want to claw her ears out, but they never roared.

This roar was different. When she heard it, she felt like a firefly staring at the sun. It wasn’t close enough for {Sixth Sense} to pick up the monster—which, honestly, she was thankful for. She quaked like a leaf in a hurricane as the terrifying roar echoed across the forest, far away but not far enough. She had thought, several times, that she was incredibly unlucky for getting dropped into this world near the start of winter. However, she had forgotten one thing.

Winter was when many predators hibernated. And in a world filled with magic and monsters, the predators at the top of the food chain were terrifying indeed.








	Name: Alice Verianna

	Age: 15




	Strength: 56 → 84 (104%)

	Perception: 103 → 109 (105%)




	Dexterity: 55 → 81 (103%)

	Intelligence: 154 → 155 (103%)




	Endurance: 63 → 89 (103%)

	Willpower: 123 → 125 (103%)




	Charisma: 125 (102%)

	Magic: 30 → 91 (101%)




	Primary Classes: 3/5

	Survivor: 23 → 34




	
	Explorer of Magic: 14 → 26




	
	Scholar: 3 → 8




	
	N/A




	
	N/A




	Secondary Classes: 1

	Fisherwoman: 3




	Perks:

	Survivor Perks:

Foraging (Survivor 5)

Microbe Resistance (Survivor 10)

Extremophile (Survivor 15)

Camouflaged (Survivor 20)

Sixth Sense (Survivor 25)

Enhanced Training (Survivor 30)

Explorer of Magic Perks:

Magic Proficiency (Explorer of Magic 5)

Enhanced Regeneration (Explorer of Magic 10)

Lesser Combat Spellcaster (Explorer of Magic 15)

Improved Seed (Explorer of Magic 20)

Seeds of Magic (Explorer of Magic 25)

Scholar Perks:

Enhanced Memory (Scholar 5)




	Skills:

	Academic Skills:

English (Language Proficiency): 100

Illvarian (Language Proficiency): 27 → 88

Magic Skills:

Kinetic Manipulation: 9 → 31

Mana Control: 9 → 17

Kinetic Force: 4 → 14

Mana Precision: 5 → 14

Crafting Skills:

Cooking: 4 → 12

Stoneworking: 6 → 11

Weaving: 11 → 27

Woodworking: 8 → 25

Spearmanship: 11 → 19

Climbing: 3 → 9

Sprinting: 6 → 13

Fishing: 7 → 9

Digging: 4 → 8

Dodge: 3 → 7

Basic Medicine: 3




	Magic Seed: 1/1

	Kinetic Seed (100% → 135%)




	Achievements:

	Outworlder (Rarity: 10)




	
	Baptized by Broken Mana (Rarity: 6)




	
	Monstrous Encounter (Rarity: 1)




	
	Monster Slayer (I) (Rarity: 1)








Chapter 12

Realizing that it was time to leave, Alice grabbed the supplies she felt she needed, such as food, and stored them in her basket. She also grabbed her spear, stone hatchet, and stone knife, because having some weapons on hand in case she ran into something else terrifying might be critical. She spared a glance at her cave, which she had slowly worked to transform into a somewhat cozy home, before she turned back toward the entrance. She didn’t feel regret over leaving it behind. It had been her home for four months, but she missed other people far more than she would miss her time in the wilderness.

The only other thing she brought along was her book on magic, which she had long since memorized. It had taught her magic and also a language, so she was reluctant to leave it behind. Besides, in less technologically advanced societies, paper was hard to produce. Alice had no clue whether books were easy or hard to produce in this world, but there was a chance she could sell her book for a fair amount of money when she reached civilization.

She left behind Taps, the pet rock that she had painted a face on a while ago. Before she left, she knocked him against the wall one last time. He could guard the cave for her and keep it safe. Then she took one last look at the cave before she turned to the sky above this world. Despite the fact that it looked similar to the sky back on Earth, Alice knew that she was looking at a completely different sky now. Her thoughts drifted back to home.

Sorry, Mom and Dad. I still don’t know how to get home. I wonder if you two are thinking of me right now? The cops must have declared this to be a missing-person case by now. They might have even decided I was dead. I wonder if they’ve stopped searching for me. I hope you’re doing okay. It might take a while, but I won’t forget where I come from. Someday, I’ll see you again. I’ll try my hardest to get back soon, so don’t feel too bad while waiting for me, okay?

After that, Alice grabbed her stuff and began walking upstream. She didn’t pick up any monsters with {Sixth Sense}, so the creature that had been roaring earlier wasn’t close enough for her to worry about yet. Based on that information, Alice kept a pace that would make good time but would keep enough energy in reserve to let her sprint away if need be. With how much tougher her body had grown during her time in the wilderness, she no longer feared her feet getting cut up, and any lingering remnants of winter and the cold didn’t pose any threat to her.

Another roar sounded in the distance, but as far as she could tell, it didn’t seem to be moving closer to her. Still, she felt uneasy and picked up her pace a little in hopes of escaping the territory of the creature in the distance as quickly as possible.

A few hours later, she heard another one of the terrifying roars. This time, however, it was much closer, almost on top of her. She froze, her heart hammering in her chest as she scanned each direction.

Something massive stepped into the range of {Sixth Sense}. When she turned to her left, she saw a bear towering over its surroundings. Its eyes were an inky-black color, and it was looking right at her. Alice paused in shock for a moment, wondering why the monster had locked onto her location so quickly, and then her brain unfroze. She began running for her life, following the river and hoping she could run faster than the creature. However, her hopes were in vain, and the creature quickly caught up with her. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see that even the plants seemed to be quivering under the lumbering strides of the creature.

Then a few blades of grass grew in length as they reached toward her ankles. Alice tore through them, since a few blades of grass couldn’t stop her from fleeing. However, ahead of her, larger, thicker cords of grass were forming. She realized that, somehow, the bear was controlling the grass around her.

Shit! That’s not one of the four basic types of magic!

Alice heard another roar, and she glanced over her shoulder, seeing the bear grow in real time as it rapidly closed the distance between them. Then, she realized it was literally growing. Before, it had stood two and a half meters tall on its four legs, but now it was closer to three. Panicking, she felt her stomach churn with dread as she realized she was going to die here. She was still trying to run away, tripping over the cords of grass and vegetation, but she wasn’t going to make it.

Half-blind as she struggled to focus, Alice took a misstep in the wrong direction and crashed into the thawing river. The ice shattered, and freezing water snapped her out of the primordial terror that had torn into her brain moments ago. She saw, in a brief moment of lucidity, the bear seem to shrink instead of grow, but before she could process what had changed, the bear also jumped into the water to keep chasing her.

Suddenly, she felt much heavier. At the same time, she realized that {Sixth Sense} was now picking up on the presence of two monsters instead of just one. Her eyes flicked down, and she saw a fernlike creature scuttling along the bottom of the river, its three-meter-long plant maw filled with teeth and opened wide as it pointed directly at her and the bear. She extended some tendrils of magic toward her makeshift toga and dragged herself upward, desperately trying to stay away from the river monster below. The creature’s mana felt like it was squirming around, and Alice realized that she hadn’t been imagining things earlier—the creature was somehow dragging her toward its mouth. However, the bear was much closer to the creature and much heavier than Alice.

The bear suddenly seemed to shrink into itself, and one of the trees from nearby tried to extend a helping branch toward the bear. The beast’s size continued shrinking as it desperately tried to swim away until its height shrank to two meters. Then its head dipped below the roiling current, and even its angry growl vanished beneath the waves. As Alice used her nonexistent swimming skills and kinetic magic to keep her head above water, the massive bear sank lower and lower into the water. Finally, the plant monster’s mouth snapped shut, and the vinebear stopped thrashing. The plant monster stopped using whatever magic it had available, and Alice popped straight out of the water as her kinetic magic dragged her upward.

For a brief moment, Alice flew out of the water, her kinetic magic launching her out of the stream like a cork from a bottle before her momentum faltered and she flopped back into the water. Alice struggled for a moment to get back into a swimming position before she looked down one final time. Whatever was at the bottom of the river was working on swallowing the bear whole and didn’t seem worried about her any longer. Terrified, Alice quickly swam back to shore, eager to get out of the way of the plant monster before it got hungry again.

After a brief swim, she collapsed onto the sandy riverbank, exhausted and terrified. It had only taken the blink of an eye for the newly awakened monsters of this world to nearly kill her. Even though her physical abilities had almost doubled since she had come to this world, she had barely survived. She couldn’t help but shake as she remembered how hopeless she had felt when she was being chased by the bear, as well as the strange abilities of the plant monster.

She took a few minutes to relax, just breathing in and out, before she finally checked her System notifications, realizing that this encounter had finally pushed her to level thirty-five in [Survivor]. She examined her surroundings to make sure she was safe before looking through her new perk options while praying they would give her new tools to survive the monsters she had just encountered.




	Sense hostility

Requirements: Survivor level 35 or higher, Perception 100 or higher




	Whenever any being gazes upon you with hostile intentions, you will sense it and sense the direction of the entity in question and its power relative to you. If said being is significantly stronger than you, or is too far away, locating them may be impossible. Improves the effect of the {Perception} attribute by 20%. Enhanced by your Perception attribute.




	Ambush predator

Requirements: Survivor level 35 or higher, Stealth-related perk unlocked at any point in time within the [Survivor] class




	While undetected, you gain the ability to see 20 meters around you in all directions with any senses available to you. When attacking a target that has no knowledge of your presence, you will be able to pinpoint its weaknesses more accurately, and it will lose blood much more quickly for two minutes after your first attack.




	Hardy

Requirements: Survivor level 35 or higher, Endurance higher than 75, Magic higher than 25




	Your body gains a significant amount of natural resistance against hard impacts and magic. Effects of the Endurance stat increase by 20%.




	Slayer of monsters

Requirements: Survivor level 35 or higher, Monster Slayer achievement, three stats at 100 or greater, no stats below 50




	If you have killed a monster within the last seven days, all your stats have their effectiveness increased by 15%. Your ability to track and locate monsters is improved. (When determining whether you have killed a monster, this perk only counts the final blow.)






Alice quickly knocked out {Hardy}—even though it would be useful to someone who already had some level of survival ability when fighting a monster, Alice was pretty sure that would just end up with her taking longer to digest inside a monster’s stomach. Her bones and physical abilities were so lacking compared to the creatures she had just seen that the perk was useless—even with a 20 percent bonus to Endurance and extra resistance, she would still probably die in one hit.

{Sense Hostility} was kind of tempting—even with the two-hundred-meter detection radius of {Sixth Sense}, the bear had been much faster than she had thought it would be. {Sense Hostility} had only bought her a few extra seconds to run. If she hadn’t been so close to the river, and if the plant monster hadn’t eaten the vinebear and ignored her, she would have died. Furthermore, {Sixth Sense} was obviously more geared toward sensing monsters and would probably be useless when she got back to civilization. Having {Sense Hostility} would be a useful backup for letting her know when humans had bad intentions toward her.

{Ambush Predator} seemed more geared toward some sort of stealthy attack, which Alice also felt would be useless. She didn’t have the combat proficiency to contest the bears she had seen earlier, and attacking one would just be suicide. {Slayer of Monsters} was the only other major consideration she had—and its effects were … odd. The other three perks had no real activation conditions—they were basically always on and always at least potentially useful. {Slayer of Monsters} was interesting but also had the requirement of having slain a monster in the last seven days. Alice wasn’t sure how useful that would be while she was trying to survive and reach a town, though—she needed survivability now, and she had no idea whether or not a week had passed since her last spidercrab kill. Increasing her stats by 15 percent also felt like it might or might not be useful—after all, the only stats she could really rely on when fleeing for her life were [Dexterity], [Perception], and [Magic].

After some consideration, Alice decided more forewarning was the most valuable perk, so she grabbed {Sense Hostility}. The moment she grabbed the perk, there was a stinging sensation in her eyes, and then suddenly everything was much clearer. She hadn’t had much growth in any of her mental stats so far, so this was her first time really understanding what [Perception] did. Alice had thought it might do something like make her eyes better or improve her hearing or something like that, but after the 20 percent increase in the effect of the stat, she realized that was only part of what [Perception] did.

Every single point in the stat seemed to slow down the world around her, making her feel almost as if she had been watching a video and switched to playing it on 90 percent speed. It made sounds and sights crisper and clearer, allowing her more time to think and making it easier to notice things happening around her. She staggered, feeling slightly drunk as she tried to command her body to move, but even though she knew on some level that she was moving exactly as quickly as she had been before, it suddenly felt like her body was slow and unresponsive, unable to keep up with her new perception. Then, as she got more used to her new senses, she began walking back up the stream, wishing that her [Dexterity] and [Strength] were higher. Right now, she certainly didn’t feel like she was fully using her new [Perception] effectively. Her body just couldn’t keep up with it. However, the boost to her [Perception] did also help her scan her surroundings, as she had hoped it would. Noticing a monster before it noticed her and hiding seemed like the most reliable way to survive, so Alice resolved to hide anytime she felt threatened.

Then she began creeping along the edge of the river again, hoping that she would reach civilization soon.

Two days into her journey, she was starting to realize just how good a decision it had been to take {Sense Hostility} together with {Sixth Sense}. The two seemed to feed off each other, giving her the ability to sense monsters in a certain radius around her with much greater efficiency than either of the abilities alone would have provided. On top of that, she could detect when monsters were looking at her, which gave her a much better idea of when she should just sit tight with {Camouflaged} and hope they didn’t spot her—and when she needed to run for her life.

This was even more useful than she had first expected, because during another monster encounter, Alice had learned that even spidercrabs were a threat during spring. Apparently, spidercrabs being alone only happened during winter. She had no idea whether or not spring was mating season or something, but after the snow had started to melt, Alice hadn’t seen a spidercrab traveling on its own even once. Instead, the little monsters traveled in packs of at least six and sometimes up to ten. She was pretty confident in killing them one-on-one—even two-on-one was pretty manageable for her these days. However, fighting six spidercrabs at once was suicide, even if she climbed a tree first. Her magic seed didn’t hold enough mana to kill all six yet.

In short, {Camouflaged} finally became an incredibly useful perk, saving her life in areas where the trees were less dense by keeping her out of fights with all the monsters she was running into as she traveled.

She also saw another one of the bears in the distance, but this time, it didn’t manage to detect her. Since this might be one of her only chances to figure out all this thing’s abilities, she had observed it from a distance. Eventually, she had finally understood why the creature had shrunk and grown during her fight with it. The bear had some sort of ability to manipulate fear. Whenever it roared, her body would instinctively flinch, cowering and waiting to die, and the bear seemed to magnify the size of its body whenever its victim got a face full of fear magic. When Alice watched it hunt a pack of spidercrabs, the creatures scattered upon hearing the bear roar, while the monster seemed to grow in size. Afterward, the bear would leisurely truss up its prey, using some sort of plant-controlling magic, before grabbing it and chowing down. They were the kings of the land, as far as Alice could tell—when they found spidercrab packs, they could simply stroll up and slaughter the whole group without any tension at all.

She also noticed that monsters seemed to be able to detect her if they were close enough, regardless of whether or not she was {Camouflaged}. For now, Alice wasn’t sure why this was. Fortunately, when she had discovered this, she had been close to a tree, so the spidercrab pack that had suddenly turned on her hadn’t been able to eat her. After tearing off tree branches and pelting them with sharpened stakes for a while, she had managed to kill one and injure a few more before they finally backed off.

These days, she also stayed away from the edge of the water. After her experience nearly getting killed by a plant monster, she knew the river was just as dangerous as land.

Another two days passed, and Alice’s hope of finding civilization finally bore fruit. One day, as she climbed to the top of a tree to escape a pack of spidercrabs, she spotted a giant wooden wall in the distance. Even as she looked at the group of monsters below, firing a sharpened tree branch at them whenever her mana recovered enough, she began smiling happily. Soon, she would be back in civilization. She would have people to talk to, and she wouldn’t be alone anymore.

After that, she began traveling toward where she remembered the town to be.

In addition, as she was traveling, she got a surprising System notification.




	You have gained an achievement!




	Survivor of Winter (Rarity: 3)




	You have managed to survive a winter away from civilization with no help from other humans. You are truly committed to survival!




	+15% class experience for the [Survivor] class and any further evolutions. Your body is able to handle temperature 10 degrees Celsius lower than before. +15% growth to the Endurance stat. During the months of winter, the effect of your Endurance stat is increased by 10%.






In addition, Alice got two final levels in [Survivor], pushing her to level thirty-seven. She looked at her notifications, especially {Survivor of Winter}, shrugged a bit, and dismissed her notifications. The achievement was useful but nothing groundbreaking. She was much more interested in when she would reach civilization. The walls were now visible in the distance, and they were getting easier and easier to see as she moved closer. Furthermore, as the walls grew closer, the monsters seemed to grow less active. Clearly, the humans here had put at least some effort into clearing out the nearby monsters, and so even though Alice hadn’t run into people yet, she was increasingly sure that she would soon. It was also getting easier to move around, since she had to spend less of each day fleeing or hiding from monsters.

After a few more days of travel, Alice was finally in range of the walls. She could see, in the distance, humans in uniforms wielding bows and standing on top of the ramparts, and she hadn’t run into a monster in the past few hours.

The trees around the walls had been chopped down for several hundred meters, making it difficult for any monsters to approach the walls unnoticed. About half of the distance between the walls and the trees was also filled with farmland, and people worked on clearing out more land and planting crops as Alice observed the area. They seemed to be using primarily iron or steel tools, as far as she could tell, and looked just like normal humans.

That is, if every [Farmer] had taken lessons from professional bodybuilders and had minor supernatural powers. Every single [Farmer] she saw had something unusual available to them. Some of them threw seeds into their farmland, only for the seeds to start sprouting at a pace visible to the naked eye. Others had fences that repaired themselves anytime they got damaged. It was obvious that perks, magic, or some combination of the two were so widely used here that it was practically universal.

In one case, Alice saw a [Farmer] fall off the roof of the house he was constructing. Rather than being seriously injured, he just seemed annoyed, despite the fact he had just fallen off of a two-story building and landed on a pile of construction materials. After shrugging it off, he climbed up a wooden ladder and got right back to it, paying no mind to the shattered log he had landed on. Below him, what she assumed to be his daughter cheered him on, laughing as a woman gently patted the little girl’s head while lifting up a beam with her other arm. Alice hadn’t ever seen someone on Earth lift a giant construction beam with one hand the way a random ordinary civilian could in this world, which was a pretty good indicator of just how different the two worlds were.

So this is what society looks like with a leveling System, Alice thought, dumbfounded as she watched the casual superhuman feats happening everywhere around her. It was with some relief that she noticed that, at least in her own age group, she wasn’t astoundingly weak—the few other teenagers she could see weren’t casually doing superhuman nonsense left and right, at least. They moved faster and more gracefully than she did, but she saw one of them at least get injured when a log landed on him, and he needed some help staggering toward what she assumed was a doctor after a bad injury. She didn’t notice anyone move with superhuman grace, either—even if the people here displayed a level of balance and dexterity that would have been hard to match on Earth, it was only around the level of a competent dancer. Which was still incredible, but nowhere near the level of casually shrugging off serious injuries.

As she observed the little farming town more closely, she realized that the age of people seemed to directly correlate to how superhuman their actions were. People around thirty and below still seemed somewhat similar to a mediocre Olympic athlete, while those between the ages of thirty and fifty seemed to be the ones who could give Olympic athletes a run for their money and also had a few supernatural abilities slapped on top of that. She also saw a few older people helping out, although they seemed notably weaker than the younger ones. Apparently, even the System didn’t prevent the physical deterioration brought about by old age.

Still, the casual superhuman strength everyone displayed was astonishing for Alice to see. While they were all significantly slower and weaker than what she had seen from the bears that controlled plants and fear, they were much stronger than she was. Alice had no clue what the [Soldiers] of this world looked like, but if these people were average [Farmers], she should probably expect something far more ridiculous from people actually trained to fight. Despite this casual superhuman ability, the [Farmers] kept one eye on the forest at all times, making Alice wonder if they were afraid of vinebears or monsters creeping up on them and attacking them.

As she walked closer, she could also see that there was a guard post of some sort outside one of the walls. A group of wagons approached the [Guard] on duty, resulting in some gesturing before the [Guard] began moving to check the wagons. Some sort of tariff, perhaps? Alice wondered as she observed the exchange. The wagons were pulled by horses, and she couldn’t find a single hint of automation or machinery anywhere. Therefore, the world she was currently in was somewhere in the Middle Ages. This was important information and made Alice somewhat more hopeful about the prospect of selling her book for some survival funds later.

Meanwhile, a large number of other people in plain clothes labored near the river, digging at the area for some reason. Back on Earth, the digging probably would have taken hours, or even days, while here it took mere minutes for visible progress to come from each [Laborer]. She was a little astonished to see the means of this new world at work as she watched some of the piles of dirt fling themselves away after people had stopped touching them, sliding away from the working site as if they were ice-skating on dry land.

Alice took a deep breath, before trying to look as natural as possible and hoping nobody would accidentally squish her in passing. Considering how strong these people were, Alice felt that a casual fistfight with a regular inhabitant might crush her rib cage or kill her on the spot. Then, working up her courage, she kept walking toward the town, homing in on the guard station.

Now that she was closer, she could see that the people around her weren’t quite as superhuman as she had first thought—while the [Farmers] and [Laborers] were, without question, far stronger and more durable than she was, she didn’t see people moving fast enough that she struggled to track them, or anything of that sort. Putting together what she had seen from her own perks beyond level twenty-five in [Survivor] and her rudimentary understanding of stats, she quickly realized that most of these people were probably several levels higher than her in some sort of [Farming] class, and that probably gave them several boosts to [Endurance] and [Strength]. At least, that was her best guess about why these people seemed to have such stilted physical attributes—their [Dexterity] was definitely higher than hers, based on how quickly they moved, but the difference didn’t seem to be overwhelming.

Finally, she reached the guardhouse. The people there were wearing leather armor and holding long metal pikes. Alice nodded to herself, more sure than before that the Industrial Revolution had yet to reach this world. Then she marched toward the second guard outpost, trying her best to seem normal while she fabricated a story. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do on short notice. Before that, she had to wait in line, since the [Guard] was apparently still checking the wagon in front.

While she waited, a group of kids playing scrambled by as Alice watched in bemusement.

“Tag! You got eaten!”

“Ahh! I got eaten again! That’s no fair!”

Another kid showed up, wearing a yellow armband. “Bzzt! I got the monster!” he said as he touched one of the other kids.

“Aww!”

“All the monsters are dead! Civilians and mages win the round!”

“Who are the mages this time?”

“I want to be a monster!”

“I got eaten three games in a row! I want to be something besides a civilian!”

The group of kids drifted off while Alice pondered. At the very least, it doesn’t seem like mages are hated here. That’s a relief. Although, if normal people can do this much, what the heck killed the guy whose body I found? I might have suspected a vinebear before, but there’s no way he got killed by a monster even I escaped from if this is what an average civilian looks like. There must be much scarier monsters than just vinebears somewhere around here. Or scarier people. Alice shivered.

The [Guard] finally finished checking the wagon in front of her, collected some silver coins from the group, and waved them through. Alice stepped up to the [Guard].

He looked at her and seemed surprised for a moment. Alice winced. Her “toga” was definitely weird compared to the other clothes she had seen—most people wore tunics and pants, dresses or skirts, depending on gender. She hadn’t seen anyone else wearing what looked like a clumsily folded piece of cloth. At least it still covered everything, although there were a few holes and bite marks here and there, but her attire definitely stood out.

“Name? Occupation? Actually, do you have an occupation? What’s your reason for traveling here?” the [Guard] asked, giving her a suspicious look. It was probably more than Alice deserved, considering that she had shown up looking like a filthy beggar, but the [Guard] didn’t seem to mind.

Alice took a deep breath before launching into her preprepared story. She wasn’t sure if the [Guard] would be able to tell from the minute twitches of her body or something equally ridiculous if she was lying, so she kept her statements as close to the truth as possible.

“My name is Alice. My father was a [Merchant], but I encountered misfortune, and I’ve been surviving in the wilderness alone ever since. I am here because I have been looking for a town or some other bastion of civilization, and I saw the walls from the distance.” Technically, everything she said was the truth—her father worked to sell electronics, which was a kind of [Merchant]. She wasn’t interested in divulging the fact that she was an {Outworlder} until she knew more about her situation—it was best to pretend to be a local for now. If she needed to run, she was pretty sure she had zero chance of escaping the civilians here, so she really needed to blend in … as much as she could when she walked slower than the average twelve-year-old and was covered in a few days’ worth of mud and dirt. At least her dunk in the river while fleeing from the vinebear had helped her clean up a bit, and after she had figured out how to boil water, she had begun occasionally wiping herself down with a wet cloth to stay clean. Otherwise, she might have smelled like a marsh monster. If she hadn’t managed to clean up at all, Alice wondered if the [Guard] would have chased her away before she could even enter the city.

The [Guard] raised an eyebrow, and suddenly Alice felt as if he could see through her for a moment. Then the feeling faded as he shrugged and waved her forward. “Do you have any perks that allow for the storage of items?”

“No?”

She felt as if the [Guard] was looking inside her again, although {Sense Hostility} still didn’t pick anything up. She tried to identify what was going on and, after a moment, made a guess. Some sort of lie-detection perk? It does seem to be in flavor for a [Guard], at least.

“Please read this statement out loud.” He handed her a block of stone with some words carved into it. Alice started reading the words aloud, feeling slightly more confused with each line.

“I am entering this city while bearing no hostile intentions toward the city, nor do I anticipate my intentions changing before I exit. I do not intend to physically harm any person within the walls, nor do I anticipate my intentions changing before my exit. I am not a spy of the Sigmusi Empire. I am not a spy from any other nations. I have no outstanding arrest warrants and do not intend to take any illegal actions while within the city walls.” The feeling of the [Guard] seeing through her returned. After a moment, he smiled and held out her hand for her to shake. Uncertainly, Alice shook it, and the [Guard] pointed at the gates again.

“Good enough. Welcome to Cyra! Go to the guardhouse just inside the gates and talk to the [Receptionist].” For the first time, Alice saw a hint of sympathy in the man’s gaze. “If you’re interested, at least. He can help get you caught up with whatever you’ve missed and possibly help out a bit with getting familiar with the area. At the very least, he can offer you some information.”

Alice nodded, trying not to think any more about her parents, whom she might never see again. For now, at least, she was in the company of humans for the first time in months. She had finally reached a town, and it seemed like monsters avoided this area. She stepped through the gates, filled with a mixture of nervousness and hope.



Chapter 13

When Alice stepped through the gates, her first impression was that the city was ordered chaos. Buildings were strewn about in seemingly random locations, regardless of how much sense each location made. Much of the town was still under construction—for every building fully constructed, there were five more with [Workers] laden with materials swarming about. There were also numerous vacant plots of land littering the landscape.

Most interestingly, in the distance she could see a harbor under construction. In front of the harbor, wearing a fancy white dress was a woman who was floating in midair and ordering around groups of [Workers]. Right next to the woman were giant blocks of wood and metal, which were also hovering in midair, and occasionally dove towards a building and then stopped in place while [Workers] hammered wooden beams in place and turned the construction materials into actual buildings.

This sight put to rest any lingering fears Alice had of this world being filled with witch hunters or of people being afraid of mages. Since this woman was openly using her magic and throwing orders at people, it was obvious that mages were accepted in this society, which was a relief.

Despite the seemingly random building placement and general chaos, however, Alice was also surprised to see some modern aspects of city planning. There were clearly marked streets and sidewalks everywhere, although most of them were still under construction. Furthermore, she could even an occasional ladder down into what she assumed was a sewer system, covered with some sort of reinforced wooden cover to prevent random entry.

In a daze, Alice stepped forward, trying to take her first steps in a city in over three months. Things she had tried to avoid thinking about in months flickered through her thoughts. There were people here. Just like at home, where Alice had friends and a family.

People she might never see again.

Alice shook away the dark thoughts and instead focused on scanning her surroundings. The [Guard] outside the gates had said to find the guardhouse, where she could at least get acquainted with the town a little bit. That was a good place to start.

The guardhouse wasn’t too hard to find, since it was one of the few buildings made out of stone. It also had a giant block of stone with the word guardhouse written on it in bright colors, highlighting the fact that nearly 100 percent of the adult population could read in this world.

She proceeded into the building, briefly surprised when she saw eleven more [Guards] sitting inside and eating lunch, their combat gear still half on. Alice wondered if they were wearing their armor in order to be prepared for monster attacks on the farmland outside before deciding it didn’t matter to her right now.

The person at the desk, by contrast, gave off a feeling Alice was well acquainted with from back on Earth; he had the atmosphere of someone working a boring desk job and waiting for his shift to end.

When he noticed her, he looked up. “What do you need, citizen?”

“The [Guard] outside the gates said you could help me? Something about getting acquainted with the town, or at least recent news?”

The expression of boredom on the man’s face didn’t quite leave, but at the very least, Alice could tell that he was paying a bit more attention now.

“What kind of information are you looking for? What are your circumstances?”

“I haven’t been in civilization for a few months—I need an update on what’s going on in the area.” The bored expression on the [Guard]’s face finally disappeared, replaced with a scowl. Alice nearly fled, uncertain why he was so angry, before she realized he wasn’t mad at her.

“If you’re asking about recent news, the damn Sigmusi have been everywhere lately. One of their spies even assassinated the mayor of Riverbranch and five of the city’s best mages in the middle of the night. How they managed to quietly kill five mages in the middle of town is beyond me. One of them was even rumored to have two post–level fifty perks and a combined perk, for System’s sake! I hear the whole town is up in arms.” He snorted. “Besides that, the Sigmusi have upped the bounty on mage cores again, trying to stir up troublemakers. They don’t even have the decency to declare war and be done with it. Worthless scum,” he said, snorting.

Alice frowned. Despite how random some of the statements seemed, they contained a wealth of information she needed to parse. The statement she had been forced to read before entering town had also mentioned something about the Sigmusi Empire. And, apparently, there was a bounty on mage cores?

Unless Alice was horribly mistaken, she was now a mage. She couldn’t help but think back to the feeling she had right after forming a mage core. During that time, a strong feeling of warmth had appeared right behind her heart. That warmth had helped her survive the early stages of winter, before she got more control over her environment.

Now that she thought about it, the corpse she had found was missing a heart. And that corpse had been carrying a magic book.

Alice was suddenly very, very nervous.

She was suddenly happy she hadn’t outed herself as a mage yet. She tried her best to put on a completely normal expression, before she realized that hearing about the murder of six (probably) reputable people should probably elicit some response from her—appearing too neutral would be weird. Therefore, she let some of the fear she was feeling appear on her face.

“They managed to kill five mages and a mayor in the middle of town?” she asked, hoping to prod the clerk into revealing more information.

“Crazy, innit? For an [Organic Mage] to die like that means they must’a sent some real tough bastards to kill him. It’s a damn shame so many good mages died like that.” The [Guard] suddenly seemed startled, and then he cleared his throat. “Not that it’s a concern for our fair town of Cyra, of course. With Lady Illa protecting this town, we should be fine.” The [Guard] himself only looked partially convinced by his words, which Alice guessed meant that his superiors were encouraging him to say what he’d said. Not to mention, his accent had gotten rougher and rougher when he was speaking, only to suddenly switch back toward a more normal tone of voice. Alice could easily tell which words were “policy” and which were his true feelings.

“That’s crazy indeed,” said Alice, doing her best not to look suspicious. If mages were being hunted down by a hostile country, she might get killed in the cross fire if anyone figured out that she was a mage. The fact that she wasn’t actually from this country probably wouldn’t make a difference, especially if the bounty was for mage cores.

“Apart from that, watch yourself in town. New decree from the crown is that minor criminals can have their crimes forgiven if they work in a labor gang for a few years. With the recolonization of the south, plenty of industries need more working hands, and plenty of petty criminals are taking up the offer. Even if people like murderers, rapists, and such aren’t getting out, plenty of thieves and minor offenders are. First batch just got their official releases, so plenty of former criminals coming down south to turn over a new leaf. Watch your pockets and anything valuable you own, since, while many of the former criminals were driven by necessity, plenty will fail and get desperate again. There’s no surer way to have petty crimes increase than increasing poverty.”

The [Receptionist] seemed to think it over and then shrugged. “I can’t think of anything else too important right now to keep an eye out for. Just stay in town—with the Sigmusi stirring up troublemakers, even mages aren’t safe outside the walls right now, much less ordinary folks. The scarier monsters are still hibernating, but that’ll probably only last a few weeks, so you really don’t want to be away from a city right now. I think that’s everything. Is there anything else you need?”

“Ah … no, I’m fine for now,” Alice said before thanking the [Receptionist] and leaving the building. Right now, she needed to process what she had learned.

She stepped out into the street again as she thought over her situation.

She had no money and probably couldn’t sell the stone tools she had used to survive the winter. The farmers outside had been using either iron or steel tools, so they definitely didn’t need homemade stone replacements. She needed to find a way to survive in this city. That meant finding a way to earn money. From there, she would have the space to continue researching magic and the System. With some luck, that would help her find a way home.

Her knowledge of magic right now was incredibly lacking—she could move stuff around near-instinctually at this point, but her control was limited, and she had a poor understanding of the theory behind her actions or what restrictions this world’s magic system had. The only thing she had confirmed for sure was that right now, she couldn’t control an object smaller than her fingernail. But that could be a limitation of magic, or it could just as easily be user error.

Since she needed information and needed a way to earn money, her ideal job would involve magic. However, that also carried a huge risk, since the Sigmusi Empire had apparently increased the bounty on mages recently. In other words, she was unlikely to be safe if she was a known mage.

Right now, the risk of taking a magic-related job is too high—I think. I need to know more. Dispirited and confused, she wandered around town a bit, hoping to find something to clear her head. She had finally reached civilization, but what now? She felt lost and afraid. Now that she had achieved her first short-term goal, she didn’t know what came next. How in the world was she supposed to find a way home, or pursue the truth behind the System and magic?

Her first instinct was to try to find a library; she loved books, and the thought of seeing shelves of books was comforting. If she could read some books about the local history and the geography of the region, she would have a much better idea what she was getting into. If books on magic weren’t too uncommon, she might be able to learn some theory about magic as well, which would help her greatly.

Alice decided to see if there was a library in town. It might not work, but it was a way forward, at least. She started heading toward the docks, since the area was more populated than other regions of the city. She could ask for more information there.

Once she arrived, it was even easier to see the difference between the docks and the rest of the city. On the outskirts of the city, there had only been dirt roads, but in the docks area there were wooden sidewalks. The idea of a wooden sidewalk was a bit odd, but she decided figuring out why the sidewalks were made of wood wasn’t important right now. In the docks area, most of the stores and houses were already constructed, and only the docks themselves were still completely unfinished.

As she walked down the sidewalks and observed the storefronts, she started to notice something interesting. In this world, people didn’t just use the System in their everyday life; if anything, they actively flaunted their levels. One of the stores she passed even had a wooden sign that said, “Level-sixty-two tailor—the highest-level tailor in Cyra! Moderate System enchantments available!” And another store said, “Level-forty-five tailor—excellent perks for making dresses.” There was even one that seemed straight out of a more traditional fantasy novel—but was even more confusing—that read, “Level-thirty-nine [Enchanter]/level-fifty-two [Blacksmith]. Light System enchanting, all traditional enchanting, and some consumable enchanting available. The best stop for [Adventurers]!” Although the sign seemed a bit run-down compared to the other more vibrant signs, it was fascinating to see a mention of enchanting as well as a mention of [Adventurers]. She decided she would look into it later.

She was also starting to realize her attire stuck out—and not in a good way. She had literally just folded a bolt of fabric around herself and called it a toga while out in the wilderness. It got the job done, but it was kind of dirty, and passersby occasionally gave her an odd look from the corner of their eyes. To fix her clothing, she needed money, which she currently didn’t have. After her seventh odd look, she decided to change her priority a little. Instead of finding a library, she would try to sell the book from the wilderness first.

She searched the town but couldn’t find a bookstore. Finally, she realized that at the center of town there was what seemed to be a wealthier district, where buildings were made out of stone and mortar instead of wood and houses tended to have three stories instead of one or two. She managed to find a shop that dealt in books.

Then she realized that even selling a book would be difficult for her. She had no idea what the value of her book was. If the shop owner decided to rip her off, she would have no idea until it was too late. This was her best opportunity to get herself back into presentable shape, and if she missed it, finding another opportunity would be very difficult.

Even worse, she had no idea what currency was used here. She had seen the [Merchant] in front of her use a silver coin, but that was all she knew.

Besides, as she currently looked, if she tried to sell the book—and books were as valuable as she hoped they were—the shop owner would probably think she’d stolen it. In order to sell a book, she needed to first look presentable, which she couldn’t do without selling the book to get money for clothes.

Quietly, she moved back to the docks section, searching for an area where she could sit back and observe for a while. After some searching, she found what appeared to be an open-air market and settled down to watch her surroundings.

It only took a few minutes for her camouflage skill to activate, although the [Guard] who briefly strolled through the market seemed to know someone was lurking around and spent a minute or two looking for her. He could clearly sense her and knew she was doing something, even if he couldn’t quite pinpoint her location. Once she noticed the [Guard] looking for her, she quietly retreated from the market, then deactivated her perk. She waited for several minutes, hoping the [Guard] would go away, before she moved back toward the market. She didn’t want to miss her best opportunity to sell the book, after all. This time, however, she avoided activating her {Camouflaged} perk—it seemed like it would be far more trouble to be caught using a stealthy perk in public than making people think she was a weird beggar.

Over the next few hours of observation, she found out that the kingdom used a coin system for currency, based around small and big coins of various metals. Small copper coins were the smallest denomination of currency, followed by big copper coins. One big copper was worth five small coppers. One big copper could purchase one skewer of meat and vegetables from one of the stalls in the area. Four big coppers made one small silver, and five small silvers made up one big silver. Ten big silvers made one small gold coin.

Luckily, she also saw a person selling books at a stall during her hours of observation. The man turned over three books to the [Merchant], and each book sold for a handful of large silvers.

After seeing this, Alice finally decided to try her luck selling her book. Trying to seem like she belonged, Alice walked up to the stall.

The stall keeper gave her a glance, and his eyes contained a gentle sparkle as he looked at her. “What can I do for you, miss?” His voice was calm and relaxed.

“I am looking to sell this book.” Alice pulled the book out of her makeshift basket and showed it to the stall owner.

The man frowned, looking over the book for a moment before turning back toward her. He looked much more closely than before, taking in her dirty appearance and her clothes before his gaze relaxed. “You aren’t used to this, are you?”

“Huh?”

“Poverty. You look like [Charisma] is above one hundred, right? Not to mention you were sitting at the edge of the market for a few hours, watching everyone to see how everyone was acting and how to copy them. You also move too slowly for your [Dexterity] to be above one hundred, although I would wager it’s pretty close. Slum girls don’t get that kind of stat build from living in poverty, and even if they come to the frontier afterward to make a new life for themselves, their stats take a while to fit into whatever life they’re making for themselves. Now, you could end up with a stat build like yours if you were a fallen [Noble],” he said, giving her a thoughtful glance. “However, you don’t have the demeanor of one of those brats.” Alice flushed and shook her head. The man let out a good-natured chuckle.

“So here’s what I’ll tell you. Your book there is worth a bit more than the usual ones, since it’s a book about magic seeds. In most frontier villages, there tend to be a few newly baptized mages that would value a book like this a lot. That being said, newly baptized mages are usually poor and desperate, unless they’ve found a master or joined an academy. Right now, this town doesn’t have even twenty mages between its walls, and every one it does have is experienced or already under a teacher. The people that come this far south are mostly the desperate and those looking to start a new life for themselves. Most mages still live up north, closer to the capital, and the newly baptized tend to stick to their academies, an [Enchanter], or the army. This book is quite valuable in the north, but down south the people that want to buy it don’t have the money. So it’s dead weight, I’m sorry to say.”

Alice felt incredibly disheartened. The stall owner’s demeanor had been open and honest the whole time, and she didn’t think he was lying to her. However, if her book didn’t have much of a market in this region, then it was truly dead weight. Gold was worthless if there was nowhere to spend it, and, similarly, the book wasn’t useful if she couldn’t sell it. Worse, if someone knew she had the book and tried to rob her, it would place her in a dangerous situation, which meant that the book was almost a liability at this point.

“However,” the man continued with a kind smile, “I’m a traveling [Merchant]. Since I move from town to town, I might actually have a chance of selling that book. It probably won’t sell for months, but you seem like you could use a little help right now. How about I buy it for a golden sun?”

“Thank you very much,” she said. She gave the [Merchant] the book, and he handed her a small golden coin in exchange.

“I hope that whatever is happening in your life, you manage to recover from it and move forward, young lady …” He gave her a good-natured grin. “Either way, I hope things turn out well.”

Alice’s hands shook a bit, and she turned back to the [Merchant]. “Thank you very much.” She repeated herself, her voice dropping a bit.

She turned around and left. She walked to the side of the road for a moment, clutching the golden coin tightly in her fist as if her life depended on it. She took a few deep breaths in and out, calming her nerves. Today, she had spoken to human beings for the first time in months, and she had been terrified. She had prepared and watched before talking to the [Merchant], running over possible scenarios in her thoughts over and over again, and it had turned out … fine. He had been nice.

After a few more minutes, she straightened up. She needed to find a tailor, maybe take a bath, get something to eat, and then she wanted to find a library, if there was one in the town. If there wasn’t, she would figure it out later. For now, she had things to do.

And as she walked, unnoticed by her, her footsteps were firmer than before. She moved with purpose that had been lacking for the past few months. She had something resembling a plan for the first time, something she hadn’t had since she had first been dumped in this dimension.



Chapter 14

After successfully selling her book to the [Merchant], Alice briefly debated her options, trying to figure out if it was better to head toward a tailor first or find somewhere to take a bath. Eventually, she settled on heading toward a tailor first—she hadn’t been able to take a proper bath during the entire winter for fear of freezing to death, but she had at least been able to dip a wet rag in some boiled water and wipe herself down from time to time. By contrast, her weird toga was both filthy and stood out like a sore thumb. It needed to go as fast as possible.

Alice strolled around town for a while after that, looking for a tailor, and realized something she hadn’t initially noticed about the town: the population ratio was seriously skewed toward males. She wasn’t sure whether that was because women were expected to stay inside the house in this era, or because there just weren’t that many females in the town, but even if women were expected to stay inside, she would have expected to at least find more females around places like the market. However, the number of females remained pretty low. The number of children was even lower—the farms outside had maintained a fairly reasonable ratio of children to adults, but the moment she had entered town, the population seemed to consist almost entirely of men carrying around logs and beams. Odd. Perhaps it was because the place was a frontier town? She decided that she would look into this topic later.

Finally, she backtracked toward the tailor specializing in dresses that she had seen earlier. She wasn’t a huge fan of dresses, but if she could get something like a sensible skirt and a shirt or blouse, Alice thought that would probably be for the best. Most of the women she had seen around town were wearing dresses or skirts, and while the occasional girl was wearing pants, they were also carrying around wooden beams along with the men. Alice didn’t have the ability to blend in with the [Laborers], and it was probably best to look as normal as possible right now.

She stepped into the store, and a pleasant jingling sound echoed from thin air in front of her. Alice looked around, startled, and found—nothing. There was no bell near the door that might have created the jingling sound, and this world didn’t seem to have any electronics. What had sensed her arrival and created the jingling? Alice frowned, scanning the area, before wondering if it was yet another use of perks.

“Just a moment!” a woman in the back called out, so Alice sat down on one of the chairs near the entrance. She looked around, noticing that while there were a few display clothes, there were no ready-made clothes that one could simply buy and wear immediately. It looked like the store only did custom orders. However, while there were no readily available clothes for purchase, there were a few items that one could buy and immediately exit the store with; specifically, the store sold a large variety of backpacks. Most of them cost a few small silvers, although there were two with notably increased prices that seemed no different from the other backpacks, save the fact that they were red and purple instead of generic gray or brown in color. There were also a few shoes lying around, although most of them were closer to slippers than real shoes. They were made of cloth, with some sort of wooden covering on the bottom. She decided to purchase a pair of shoes as soon as possible. While her feet had grown tougher and harder to cut during her time in the wilderness, walking across rugged terrain in her bare feet had still certainly given her a fair number of painful cuts and bruises, even if it also helped her level up her [Endurance].

A few minutes later, a woman came out from the back of the store. She wore a long green dress and a pair of cloth shoes that looked distinctly different from the ones she was selling. Alice placed the woman’s age at somewhere between thirty and forty, probably leaning more toward the latter.

“I’m Evalyn, owner of this shop. How can I … Oh, dear.” The woman turned toward Alice and seemed almost … offended as she stared at her. “That’s … Yes, you quite need my help, dearie.”

“Yes, I’m looking for new clothes.” Alice spun around once before gesturing back toward her toga-thing. “As you can see, my current attire is rather … rough.”

The woman gave Alice an appraising glance before nodding. “I can do new clothes. Are you looking for a dress or a work skirt? Or something fancier?”

“No, something a bit easier to move in. Just in case I need to run from monsters.” Or people. Just in case.

“Something a bit sturdier, then? I can make something that works for that … Let’s see … stand over here, would you? I just need to check …” Alice moved to the spot the woman had indicated, and the woman expertly pulled out some ropes with little numbers written on them. Alice had just enough time to recognize 80 cm as one of the numbers before the woman seemed to suddenly speed up. Before, she had been moving at almost the same pace as Alice, but now Evalyn was whirling around Alice as if someone had pressed the fast-forward button on the woman’s actions. She felt several measuring ropes briefly close around various parts of her body before quickly being released, as the woman muttered a jumble of numbers and words she couldn’t make out. Then the woman stepped back, her movements suddenly reverting to a normal speed.

“I can do a sturdier skirt and blouse combination with a {Modesty} perk to keep you from flashing the town if you need to move around a bit more, unless you would prefer an [Adventurer]’s dress? I have some other perks that could keep it from getting in your way, but they’re a fair bit less effective, since I haven’t gotten my first post-fifty perk yet. If you’re doing heavy labor or monster hunting, frankly, I recommend a skirt and blouse. All my work comes with a free {Sturdiness} perk enhancement as well.”

“I’ll take the skirt and blouse, please. What would the pricing be?”

“What color are you looking for? If you want green, white, or gray, it’ll be three silver crowns and two silver suns, plus an extra silver sun if you want the {Modesty} perk. If you want a second set of clothes, I can give you a discount and make it six silver crowns, and I’ll throw in the {Modesty} perk for free. If you want any of the dyes imported from the Corellion Empire, the price will at least double.”

So crowns are the big coins and suns are the small ones? Perhaps this nation worships the sun or something?

“A green skirt with a white blouse is fine. I’ll take two sets of clothing with the {Perk}, please.”

“All right. In that case, I can be done in a few hours if you’re willing to stay here, or you can pick it up anytime within the next few days if you need to do something else.” The woman gave Alice’s toga a dubious glance. “That being said, I recommend you don’t go outside wearing that abomination. People will give you strange looks.”

“I’ll stay here, then.” Besides, Alice was curious about the woman mentioning a perk that would stop the skirt from moving around too much. After all, some of the other shops she had seen had advertised “light System enchantments,” but this one did not. However, a perk that changed the way the laws of physics applied to the movement of her skirt certainly sounded like an enchantment to her. She was incredibly curious to know what the difference was.

The woman left for a moment before returning with a few bolts of green fabric. “Which of these colors do you like best?”

Alice spent a few minutes working through the more specific details of what she wanted. After that, she stood still while the woman worked, watching with fascination as the skirt and blouse literally formed around her. Strings and threads would occasionally adjust themselves after the [Tailor] stopped touching them, and strings and stitches took on a finer form than they had any right to. Most bizarre of all, both the woman and the threads moved faster than Alice could easily track. It was fascinating to watch, even if Alice was just standing there.

After a few minutes, Alice finally broke the silence. “What’s the difference between a System enchantment and a perk that stops clothing from moving around?”

“Welllthedifferenceisthat—” The woman’s words were also sped up to a ridiculous speed, and so Alice had no idea what she was saying. A moment later, Evalyn restarted her speech, this time making an obvious effort to slow down.

“The difference is that System enchantments grant minor bonuses to status screen–related things. Post-fifty, most production-related classes start giving options to do light enchantments if you have the right materials—monster cores plus whatever materials you need to grant some minor boons. If it’s done right, the result might grant some minor bonuses—a few points to an attribute, a level or two to a skill, something like that. I’ve heard that at much higher levels you can even create clothing that grants the wearer a low-level perk or removes the need for enchanting materials entirely. Though I haven’t spoken with many people above level fifty, so I’m not sure how true that is. And here, given how small the population is, people beyond level fifty are pretty rare.” The woman shrugged.

“Really, the difference a System enchantment makes is usually pretty minor, but plenty of people want to squeeze out whatever advantages they can. A noblewoman with a dress granting plus-twenty [Charisma] is showing not only that her house is wealthy and powerful, but after all the bonuses five classes focused on Charisma can grant to focused stats, she might end up doubling or tripling the bonus, at which point a moderate boost can make a huge difference. Oh, sure, plus-twenty Charisma isn’t amazing, but a girl with 250 Charisma is still certainly less pretty than one with three hundred Charisma after effect multipliers. And an [Adventurer] with plus-eight Dexterity might not have a huge advantage over their competition, but it’s still a small advantage that might make the difference between life and death while searching for enchanting materials or fleeing from a monster. Every bit helps, after all. Of course, traditional enchanting can grant much stronger bonuses with far fewer levels in {Enchanter}, but only mages can do traditional enchanting. Which makes the price go way up—and makes it much harder to get ahold of.”

Alice mulled over the woman’s words. If even a level-forty-five tailor was able to produce something that seemed “enchanted” to Alice’s eyes, it probably wasn’t too hard to find objects that were at least slightly better than their Earth counterparts. In fact, now that she thought about it, the book Alice had found seemed totally waterproof, despite the fact that it was made entirely of paper. On Earth, paper exposed to river water for several hours would turn into a soggy mess, but after she’d shaken the water off the book it had seemed perfectly fine. If a {Scribe} could just use a low-level perk to make a book waterproof, this made a lot more sense.

Alice spent the rest of the time the woman constructed her clothes mulling over what society looked like when perks could ignore so many limitations on creativity and materials. Finally, the woman was done, and Alice quickly used the shop’s changing room to take off her crappy toga before she replaced it with a proper set of clothing. She saved her pajamas for their sentimental value, even if they desperately needed a cleaning and some patching up. Now she finally had clothing that wasn’t caked in mud. She also spared a few moments to experiment with the {Modesty} perk.

Her new clothing’s perk enhancement was … interesting. No matter how she moved, the skirt would shift around in an obviously unnatural way, ensuring that it remained tethered to her body somehow and keeping everything above her knees covered while still somehow ensuring that it was completely out of the way if she needed to walk or run. Curious, Alice tried to shift the skirt around and see how the perk reacted. If she tried to tug the clothing around too much, it would jerk itself back in place, unless she wanted to take it off. If she put her other skirt on in a way it was obviously not meant to be worn, such as trying to use it as an armband or something, the perk wouldn’t do anything at all. However, if she did something that was only slightly off, such as putting on the skirt inside out, the skirt would work as if there was no difference at all.

Finally, Alice tried putting the skirt on her neck before thinking about how immodest it was to leave one’s neck exposed. The skirt, which had originally done nothing, started shifting around, covering her neck. Alice was satisfied, having finally figured out how the perk worked.

So it works off my Perception—if I perceive something as immodest, the skirt will adjust itself. If I don’t notice or don’t care, it does nothing.

Alice took the skirt off her neck and finally stepped out of the changing room.

“Took you long enough, girl. How low is your [Dexterity]?” Alice winced, realizing her experimenting might have taken a bit too long, before she decided to change the topic.

“My [Dexterity] has never been that high,” she said. “Ah, do you have any use for this fabric?” Alice didn’t want to keep carrying her crappy toga around now that she finally had real clothes.

The woman gave the fabric an appraising glance, then gave it a dubious sniff and wrinkled her nose. “I don’t want it. Just throw it in the trash.”

Alice shrugged before grabbing a backpack off one of the shelves. After some hesitation, she also grabbed one of the pairs of shoes off a shelf, not wanting to keep walking around town barefoot now that she was finally wearing normal clothing. After parting with eight silver crowns, she winced, staring at the two remaining large silvers in her purse.

“All right, bath time.” Now that Alice was finally wearing clean clothing, it was time for a real, hot bath.

She remembered seeing a bathhouse in the river district, so she headed back there, keeping a close eye on the people around her to make sure nobody stole from her or tried to assassinate her for being a mage. However, the people around her ignored her. Now that her clothing looked like something a normal person would wear, nobody seemed to care about her at all. Which was a relief.

It took Alice a few minutes to find a bathhouse. Apparently, public bathing was popular enough in this world for at least a few public bathhouses to be in business, especially near the docks where people were doing heavy physical labor.

Entering the bathhouse cost two big coppers, and some soap and a washing sponge cost another few small coppers, but when Alice stepped into a hot bath for the first time in over three months, she felt an unprecedented sense of happiness and relaxation. Ah, yes, so this is what being clean feels like. Alice spent a few minutes contentedly cleaning herself as she tried to figure if the bath was heated with a perk or with some other means. I have seen magic in this world, but based on the number of mages available in this town, it seems unlikely that a mage has enough spare time to heat up some water. So magic is unlikely. I think it would be pretty hard to keep this bathwater warm strictly by boiling the water or heating it up with other materials. So it’s probably being kept warm with a perk? Alice spent a while thinking about this and, out of curiosity, searched to see if she could find a heating mechanism in the pool. However, there didn’t seem to be any mechanism behind the hot water at all. Moreover, the water was mysteriously cleaning itself. Even as she watched, a speck of dirt from her hair seemed to dissolve into the water, disappearing into nothing at all. Definitely some kind of perk, then, she decided after some thought.

Finally, after far too much time, Alice got out of the bath, put her clothes back on, and dumped the sponge in a trash can. After that, she left the bathhouse and continued trying to find a library. Unfortunately, she had no luck, and when she tried asking one of the pedestrians wandering the street, the man simply gave her a mirthful chuckle.

“There’s no such thing as a library in this town, little lass. If you want to find one, you’ll have to go to a northern city. Even then, you’d need to be part of a mage academy to get access to a large quantity of books. A library is too expensive to maintain down in the south right now.”

After that, Alice stopped searching, because she caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of her eye. Something that was so patently ridiculous to her Earth sensibilities that she simply had to stop and figure out what was going on.

There was a building on the street, painted with a riot of colors and images. In one of the images, a [Farmer] looked over massive fields of wheat, taller than a human by almost a full meter. In another of the images, a [Swordsman] stood at the head of an army, swinging a sword that glowed bright orange and cast a hazy glow over both the army he led and the opposing side. Beyond that, there were other images as well—of a mage lifting a mansion by herself, a painter creating a giant painting that beggared the imagination when it came to both scale and detail, and many more. The paintings were a variety of different things, but they all had one thing in common—they showed a seemingly ordinary person doing something completely unimaginable by Alice’s standards. The building also used several different-colored dyes, including ones Alice now suspected were highly expensive in the kingdom she currently resided in. The building had four stories to it, unlike the other buildings nearby, which only had two or three, and at the top she could see a bell made out of copper. Compared to the relatively drab and humble surroundings in the rest of the town, the building practically reeked of wealth.

However, what was most ridiculous of all was the sign just outside the door. It was simple, as the signs for many of the buildings were, but the simplicity with which it announced the name of the building was the most confusing part.

The Holy Church of the Almighty System

“What the heck?” Alice asked, staring at the absurd building.



Chapter 15

Alice stared at the sign, trying to comprehend what she was looking at. The … Church of the System? The System is—huh.

Alice thought about what the System had done so far. It had “blessed” her with attribute boosts when she worked for them, granted her knowledge and abilities beyond what she had access to whenever she achieved a level, granted her “blessings” every fifth level that allowed her to dramatically improve her strength, showed her the right way to do things whenever she got enough skill levels for it …

On further reflection, worshipping the System as a god seemed surprisingly reasonable. Alice didn’t think the System was sentient, but if she was wrong, the System was the most qualified god she had ever heard of. Still, to see something she suspected was an inanimate object being worshipped as a god was … jarring, to say the least.

More out of morbid curiosity than any desire to pay respects to the “god” of the church, Alice stepped inside.

The inside of the church was another riot of color, deepening Alice’s impression that the Church of the System was wealthy. Earlier, the [Tailor] had mentioned something about dyes imported from the Corellion Empire being more expensive. While Alice didn’t know what colors the Corellion Empire exported, the church had a variety of paint in every color adorning the walls.

However, upon seeing the images, Alice was even more baffled. The images outside had been of individuals doing incredible feats by themselves, which she had assumed might be some sort of gimmick about how “even you can do this if you worship the System” or something. However, inside the church, more humans were on display, rather than some sort of iconography related to the System. They were all humans doing incredible things, but ultimately, they were still humans.

The inhabitants of the church didn’t clarify things much for her, either—she could see an incredibly attractive man who looked to be in his forties speaking with some children, apparently teaching them mathematics while they did a variety of physical exercises. The [Priest] wore a rich purple robe, a color Alice hadn’t seen anyone else wearing, and although it didn’t really match with the rest of his attire, he still looked stunningly handsome. There was a variety of symbols stitched onto the robe—a symbol of an eye, a plow, a knife, a sword, and a variety of other tools related to different professions, some of which Alice could identify and some she couldn’t.

The children were much more diverse, and most were between the ages of six and twelve. All of them were doing a variety of physical exercises, such as push-ups and sit-ups. This gave the entire class a somewhat comical feel, since it looked like the [Priest] had combined a physical education class with a math class for some reason. Alice assumed this was some sort of optimized way to raise stats and skills, but it looked decidedly odd to her.

Alice felt her eye being drawn back toward the man over and over again as she tried to analyze the rest of the group, something she found increasingly frustrating and difficult to tolerate. Finally, she remembered the [Tailor] mentioning something about noblewomen using [Charisma] boosts to make themselves more attractive—perhaps the [Priest] also had [Charisma]-boosting clothes, or his perks gave him boosts to his stat? It did seem like [Charisma] would be useful for a [Priest], after all. With a mental tug, she forced herself to stop staring at the man.

Alice was also pleasantly surprised to see children in the church. Alice had wondered why there were so few children around town, but if the church handled education of children, it explained why there were so few of them on the streets. There still weren’t more than a hundred children or so in the building, but Alice had no clue how many churches there were. The mystery of the missing children, at least, had been solved. However, she had no clue what the beliefs of the church were at this point, beyond the fact that these people worshipped the System.

She stepped up to the group, and the [Priest] gestured toward one of the seats near the back of the group. Taking that as an indication she should wait, she listened in on the lesson while waiting for the group to finish up. Her curiosity was burning at this point.

“So, if that’s the case, what’s four times four?” the [Priest] asked, looking at the children. Sixteen, obviously. It’s nice to see that math never changes, even in another dimension.

“Sixteen!” one of the boys near the middle of the group called out.

“Well done!”




	Through training, you have increased a skill!




	Basic Mathematics: 0 → 122






Upon receiving this skill, Alice felt … nothing change at all. She’d already known how to add, subtract, divide, and multiply small numbers together before she earned this skill. It was interesting that the System hadn’t noticed her basic math proficiency until now, even though she had done some basic addition when looking at her status screen in the wilderness. Maybe “acquiring” the {Basic Mathematics} skill required a classroom environment? Odd, and it hinted that maybe the System had some fairly specific requirements for accessing certain skills.

It also indicated that skills could go beyond one hundred, which was kind of interesting but currently irrelevant. Still, she was a bit curious about why {English} language proficiency was at exactly one hundred, which she had previously assumed was the maximum level. Perhaps it was just an incredible coincidence that her English skill was at exactly one hundred? Or maybe language skills were special or something? Alice had no clue.

After a few more minutes of basic math questions and push-ups, a loud bell sounded from somewhere near the top of the church.

“All right, that’s it for the day. I hope everyone managed to get a few skill levels or attribute points!”

“Thank you, Mr. Friedheim!” a girl called as the group of children dispersed toward the entrance to the church. Parents started streaming in from the back and quickly began to depart with their children in tow.

“Now, how can I help you, young lady?” The [Priest] gave her a benevolent smile, and Alice was suddenly struck again by how incredibly attractive the man was, even if he was a bit on the older side, before she shoved the thought away with a wave of irritation.

“I … Um, I’m not from around here, so I was wondering if you could tell me about the church? I’m really curious to see how the church as an institution … changes from region to region! Yes, I’m looking to get some levels in [Scholar], and I thought examining the church might be an interesting way to do so.”

The man simply gave her a flat, inquisitive gaze for a moment. “Young lady, even though you aren’t tripping my lie-detecting perk, I’m still pretty sure that was mostly nonsense.”

Alice winced. “I am actually really curious about the church—I come from somewhere where I haven’t heard much about the Church of the System, and I want to know more about it.”

At this, the man gave Alice a smile, and she got a point in [Willpower] trying to resist staring at him. “Did you, perhaps, come from a region where the Church of Mana is more dominant? Even if you’re from the Corellion Empire or the Central Continent, there’s no shame in wanting to rectify your ignorance about the System. I, at least, take pride in educating those who come from other traditions.”

Even though the [Priest] was acting magnanimous, his tone was slightly condescending. Alice decided to ignore this; even if it was a bit irritating, she wanted information right now.

“In that case … what exactly is the Holy Church of the Almighty System? I mean, what are your beliefs?”

“Well, the primary difference between the Church of the System and the Church of Mana is that the Church of the System knows that the System is the one true god of humanity. While only scattered fragments remain of the time before the System, we know that humanity lived in tiny pockets of scattered hunters throughout the Central Continent, eking out an existence at the bottom of the food chain, at the mercy of the monsters. But then the System revealed itself to the world, showering its benevolence upon the human race. Thus it was that we are now permitted to gain levels, attributes, and skills, enabling humanity to expand from a tiny species barely surviving at the fringes of existence into the sprawling and glorious kingdoms of humankind today.

“Of course, such blessings are only bestowed upon those who are worthy—the System does not care for those who do not work hard. Rather than simply blessing everyone indiscriminately, the System only rewards those who are willing to put in effort—in short, you must earn everything you want to gain. That is the purpose for which the Immortals exist—to show us the pinnacle of human achievement and motivate us to work harder, knowing that if one gains enough levels, they may also be freed from the shackles of age and achieve an existence far beyond the mundane people of this world.”

“Did you say the System showed its benevolence to humanity? Does that mean monsters and animals cannot gain access to the System?” Alice asked, curious.

The [Priest] gave her a smile. “Indeed. The System is exclusive to humans. There is no other species in the world that is favored, and the reason we know that is that we are the blessed children of the System. Monsters are unable to gain levels or skills of any sort—they can sometimes metamorphose or increase in strength if they consume enough mana, but such cases are rare. By contrast, even the most ordinary human child can start gaining levels and attributes through their own efforts once they are at least six years old.”

Six, huh? Is it to ensure toddlers don’t mess up their main classes or something? Alice could certainly see that being an issue—a two- or three-year-old picking a class might cause all sorts of absurd problems. And in this world with perks and attributes, age wasn’t always an indicator of strength and ability. A two-year-old with a knife and the right perks and attributes might be just as dangerous as a toddler on Earth holding a handgun with the safety turned off.

Then Alice realized the [Priest] had used an incredibly important term. What the heck was an Immortal? She could guess from the name, but it opened a whole new can of worms. Alice had an interesting thought—what did it mean for someone to not age in a world with stats and levels? If there wasn’t some sort of level cap, then, theoretically, would one just keep getting stronger and stronger as time passed—until they could topple continents with a flick of their hands and break planets with a thought?

She almost blurted out, “What’s an Immortal?” but managed to stop herself in time—the [Priest] acted as if knowledge of Immortals was simply common sense. She didn’t want to expose too much ignorance, because if she didn’t know what an Immortal was, she might stand out way too much for all the wrong reasons. How could she—Ah.

“How do you become an Immortal, then, Sir Friedheim? I’ve always looked up to them, but nobody can tell me.”

The [Priest] seemed to consider her a bit backward and simple-minded, on account of her supposed “differing faith.” There was no harm playing into that if it got her more information.

He actually snorted a bit. “One cannot simply become an Immortal, girl. No one knows the exact requirements of becoming an Immortal, as it appears to vary from person to person, but whenever one reaches a high enough level in one of their classes, one is said to be worthy of immortality. Most guesses put that at somewhere around the twenty-fifth level of a second-tier class, a rare and exceptional achievement even for the most talented and dedicated. It requires decades of hard work, and you must grind your levels and achievements in order to slow down your aging until it finally stops entirely. During that time, you must avoid the vagaries of age, along with the dangers and difficulties you will face while advancing to heights beyond mortal reach. I’ve had plenty of people ask me about an easy way to skip these difficulties and just become an Immortal, but such a method doesn’t exist. You cannot cheat the Almighty System of the hard work it demands of you. There are no blessings for those who are lazy!” The [Priest] sounded annoyed when he said this, and Alice realized she might have stepped on a land mine. She quickly tried to redirect the subject toward one of the other terms the [Priest] had used during his explanation.

“A second-tier class?” Alice was incredibly confused. None of her classes seemed to have tiers when she looked at them in her status screen. What was a second-tier class?

“Oh? You aren’t even familiar with second-tier classes?” The [Priest] seemed genuinely surprised before his gaze turned surprisingly gentle, the haughtiness and disdain in his eyes fading away. “Are you an orphan, dear? I find it hard to believe that anyone wouldn’t at least be familiar with the idea of second-tier classes …”

“My parents are fine.” Alice hissed the words out, not realizing until this moment how afraid she was. She had been dumped into this world with no warning and nothing but the clothes on her back. She had been assuming … No, she had been hoping that her friends and family were still on Earth, alive and well. However, she had practically died of mana poisoning within hours of coming to this world. If her parents had somehow come here as well, and she couldn’t find them … maybe they were dead somewhere. Or mana might have flooded into her home dimension when she crossed over here and killed her parents that way …

Alice shook her head. Her parents were alive and well, on Earth and wondering where their daughter had gone. There hadn’t been any other signs of humans near her in this world for months, and she had wandered around the forest with the broken mana for hours before mana poisoning had restricted her movements. If they were there, she surely would have run into them. She comforted herself by listed all the reasons her parents were definitely fine before shaking off the train of thought.

The [Priest]’s gaze turned even gentler. “There’s no fear in being abandoned or having no parents, young lady. The System embraces all, regardless of their circumstances. Here, if you really don’t know …

“There are three tiers of Classes in the System, although only two are formally listed. First, there are tier 0.5 classes, or half-tier classes. These are always classes with names such as [Apprentice], [Student], or [Disciple], followed by whatever profession you are learning. For example, [Apprentice Blacksmith] or [Disciple of Wayward Swordsmanship]. These classes offer bonuses to learning, leveling speed, and memory, and people take them, early on in order to learn more effectively from their parents or teachers. After that, at level twenty-five, they evolve to a tier-one class, which also doesn’t receive any special designation from the System. The class is reset back to level one, but all perks are retained, and most people spend another year or two chewing back through their early levels. Most people aim to hit about level thirty-five or forty by the time they reach the end of their “golden years,” which is between age twelve and age twenty. Surely you have noticed that you level up and gain stats much more quickly than you did when you were six or seven? That is because during your growth period, you also gain stats and levels more quickly and easily than during your childhood phase. Of course, you can still level up even after you turn twenty, but your speed will definitely slow down a bit.”

Alice was taken off guard by the [Priest]’s suddenly kind words and intentions, and she tried to switch her thinking back on track and suppress her emotions. While the [Priest] seemed a bit too full of his own religion, he didn’t seem like a bad person, even if he could come across as a bit of a jerk at first.

“Are there any kingdoms or major powers run by Immortals or destroyed by them?” The [Priest] seemed a bit taken aback, and Alice realized she had completely derailed the subject again. However, if anything, his gaze became even kinder, to an almost painful degree, and Alice felt a sudden desire to leave the church and avoid this situation. She felt … uncomfortable and … lost. She shook her head, concentrating on the conversation. The [Priest], seeming to realize she didn’t want to talk about it, simply cleared his throat and pretended her statement hadn’t been a non sequitur.

“An Immortal toppling a nation by themselves is impossible. The only nation that could possibly be destroyed by a single person is a nation that is already so weak and beset by problems that a stray breeze could topple it. Realistically, an Immortal is a pinnacle of human achievement, which one can strive for in order to showcase the superiority and pinnacle of humanity. However, no person can fight an army alone. Even the Sun Knight is only estimated to be the equivalent of a few hundred elite [Soldiers] on his own—while he safeguards and protects Illvaria, he is famous as a general, not as a single fighter, because no single fighter can turn the tides of a war. This is true even if one is an Immortal well into their second-tier class. Of course, a well-placed Immortal at the right time might push over a country already on the brink of collapse. An [Assassin] killing a [King] and setting off a succession war could be said to have toppled a country by themselves, I suppose. But it’s impossible for a single Immortal to destroy a prosperous, stable nation by themselves. No human is that powerful.”

The [Priest] shrugged. “As for Immortals founding nations, plenty of more powerful empires have Immortals as [Emperors]—the advantages of having an unaging and incredibly powerful ruler who can afford to think in centuries instead of years or decades should be self-evident. Not to mention the perks a [King] gets would obviously be much better if they were a high-level Immortal. Of course, Immortal [Kings] are far more common in the Central Continent—here in the Shil Confederacy, most nations don’t have many Immortals, although the larger nations can at least call on a few. Combined, the Shil Confederacy can field a fairly sizable group of Immortals—a few hundred—which even the Sigmusi Imperia wouldn’t be able to ignore. Of course, nobody on the Central Continent can afford to ship a few dozen Immortals to the Southern Continent, either—they have much bigger concerns on their home continent, after all.”

Alice closed her eyes, spending a few moments trying to refocus herself on the conversation. It didn’t really work. For now, she was pretty sure that Immortals were probably limited somehow in power, at least enough to not be the kind of existential threat she was worried about, but for the life of her she couldn’t focus on extracting more information out of the conversation. After being reminded of her parents in all sorts of uncomfortable ways during this conversation, she needed a few minutes to settle her emotions. It was time to get out of here and cool down.

“Thank you, [Priest] Friedheim. I really appreciate you taking the time to speak with me.”

“May your struggles be fruitful, child.” The [Priest] simply gave her a gentle smile as she wandered out of the church.

After Alice left the building, she walked back toward the river that wound its way through the center of town. When she reached the river, she sat on the grass as she watched the dimming light of the sun as day gave way to night. She hadn’t seen any other signs of any other humans the whole time she was here, or anything else from Earth—even her bedroom had failed to make an appearance, which made Alice suspect that her parents simply hadn’t been dragged to this world with her. They were fine. They were fine.

She stared at the sky for almost an hour, worry and anxiety churning in her mind. In that time, her only companion was the alien moon, so similar to Earth’s and yet always carrying a subtle feeling of being different, as it slowly rose over the horizon and the sun’s light faded. Her thoughts were of home.



Chapter 16

As night started to fall, Alice was startled out of her stupor by the loud clang of a bell in the distance. It rang seven times before falling silent. She realized that she was sitting around and moping at a terrible time. She still needed to find a place to sleep, as well as a hot meal. She hadn’t had anything to eat for several hours, and she suddenly realized she was looking forward to her first proper meal in months. She could put investigating the Church of the System to the side and deal with it later. For now, she needed to focus on food and shelter again.

She got up and went back to the dock district, hoping she could find an inn to stay the night. The two big silvers she had left should cover a room and a meal.

It took another half hour of searching, but eventually she came to a building. The sign outside read, “Room and Board for one silver sun a night. Daily special (meal) available for two copper artisans and three copper paupers.” Alice was pretty sure copper artisans were the big copper coins and copper paupers were the small ones, meaning a meal cost about half a silver sun. Since a meat and vegetable skewer costs around one copper artisan, this seems like a decent price? Although it depends on quantity as well. Still, worth checking. She stepped into the building before she had another idea.

If I’m careful about this, I could probably learn a lot—I have a good idea what some aspects of this world look like, but I have no clue what the geographical situation looks like at all, or what the recent news being passed around among random people looks like. If I just find a place to sit down and listen in as people talk, I could get a great deal of useful information. If this inn serves alcohol, that would be even better, since people are less likely to mind a random person asking questions if they’re drunk.

After getting her head back into gear, Alice had several questions she wanted to confirm. For one, she wanted to know how rare mages were. The [Merchant] at the square had claimed there were fewer than twenty mages in town, and Alice hadn’t seen anyone use magic besides the woman lifting construction materials at the docks. However, while she didn’t have a population census in front of her, she had seen hundreds of people in this town during her walk here. The town’s population was probably somewhere between one and five thousand people. If there were fewer than twenty mages in town, that meant mages were very rare in this world—but that could also be because this was a frontier town. The people she had talked to earlier had mentioned that most mage academies were in the north and that most people came to the south to start a new life. If mages were wealthy and powerful, they had little reason to move here, which might mean mages were more common in the north than here.

Apart from her questions about mages, she wanted a better grasp of geography. She wasn’t particularly interested in getting caught up in the cross fire between the Sigmusi Empire and whatever country she was currently in, so Alice was debating whether it was possible to move somewhere else. Preferably where she would be able to get access to research about dimensional travel, or the System, or both, and a nation where she could take advantage of being a mage without getting assassinated. If she could find an area where her life was safer and more comfortable, she could devote more time and energy to her research.

She stepped into the inn. She took a look around and realized that the building was far more populated than she had expected—she hadn’t been sure how many people would be staying at the inn, but it looked almost like the inn doubled as a restaurant, with several [Workers] happily eating and chatting with each other.

A [Barmaid] continuously ferried meals and alcohol between the kitchen and various tables, moving faster than she had any right to, but still not fast enough to keep pace with the incoming orders. Apart from that, a man also whisked coins off tables and helped the [Barmaid] when he had time, while occasionally firing a joke or a smile at one of the customers. Alice looked around the room, not quite sure where to go to ask for a room and a meal. Was there some custom here she was missing? There didn’t seem to be a counter of any sort that she could simply walk up to. What was she supposed to do?

Hesitantly, she stepped inside, and the man who was moving around the room gave her a broad smile. “Welcome, come in! Take a seat.”

Alice looked around, trying to find an empty table. There were none, but she realized after a second that this might actually work to her advantage—if she could just chat with her tablemates some, it would probably be much easier to learn what she wanted to know. She looked for the busiest table she could find and sat down with a group of five [Laborers], four men and one woman. A few seconds later, the man who had been collecting coins earlier stepped up to her.

“Hey, lass, what can I get you? Meal, bed, or both?”

“I’m looking for a room and a meal—I need a place to sleep for the night.”

“That’ll be one silver sun, two artisans, and three paupers—if you want breakfast tomorrow, I can make it a round two silver suns instead?”

Alice involuntarily winced a little. That was another tenth of her remaining money. Perhaps the [Innkeeper] had seen her wince, but he had a thoughtful expression when he looked at her. After a moment, he spoke up again.

“Hmm … Lass, if you’re interested, you could work for your meal instead. Tessa is my only [Barmaid] tonight, so I’m a bit shorthanded, and none of the [Laborers] would be interested in extra work after a full day of hard labor. If your effective [Strength] and [Dexterity] are above seventy-five, you have any sort of memory-boosting perk, and you’re willing to work for the rest of dinner and tomorrow morning, I’m willing to waive the fees for the meal and a bed for the night. Are you interested?” The man gave her an easygoing grin. Alice tried to think—she really was short on money, but would this make it harder to gather information?

After a few moments, she realized that it wasn’t a bad idea. In fact, working as a [Barmaid] for a night might make it easier to gather information. She would have an easy excuse to be moving around the room, chatting with customers, and popping in and out of conversations. As the night moved on and the [Laborers] became more and more drunk, it would probably also be easier to gather information from them. Her previous plans had involved her trying to eat as slowly as possible to stick around these conversations, but it would seem much more natural this way …

“Sure, that sounds good to me. Can I eat dinner first and then get started?”

“Perfect! Daily special and no drink?”

“What’s the daily special?”

“Potato, corn, and spidercrab stew with spring aelthys.”

What the hell is aelthys? At least I recognize corn and potatoes … and spidercrabs again? Hmm … They seem pretty abundant in this part of the world, so I can see why they’re a common food, Alice thought absently.

“Sounds fine to me.”

The man disappeared back toward the kitchen before reappearing with a hot bowl of stew. Alice could clearly identify the potatoes and corn in the stew—they looked exactly like the familiar vegetables from Earth. Mixed into the stew were bits of spidercrab, which, at this point, she was rather sick of. Finally, there was … some sort of round white-and-gray plant pod mixed into the stew? It looked rather unappetizing. The color made it look like someone had mixed a pinch of ashes and some liquid hand soap before throwing it into her stew.

Morbidly curious, she took a wooden spoon and hesitantly put one of the plant pods into her mouth—before her face lit up. Even though it looked gross, the flavor was actually sort of close to carrots, though the texture was oddly foamy. It was a little strange, but it complemented the potatoes and corn well.

As she began eating, Alice finally started listening to the conversation of her tablemates.

“—with the pay here, it’s not affordable. Is it really worth it? [Organic Mages] cost an arm and a leg, and a regular [Doctor] can still help out, right?” a man wearing scruffy trousers and a tunic said.

“It’s too specific for a normal [Doctor] to help out with—we got a level forty-seven [Doctor] to take a look at it, but he couldn’t do much about it, and there’s not enough time to get him to someone with a perk specialized in fighting it off. The [Doctor] said it might be a fungus instead of disease causing it, so we’re trying to figure out how the heck he could have gotten it. We don’t have it, and he shouldn’t have wandered near the woods, so I’ve got no idea where it came from. Since most [Doctors] get perks specialized for diseases, finding one specialized in fungus is nearly impossible in this town.”

“Hell, Marc, I’ll pitch in a bit. I owe ya one for helping me find him when mah fool son tried to get a mana baptism two years back. Since your kid’s in danger now, you can have some money from me. Use it to hire a good [Organic Mage].” The man reached into his pocket and dug out one silver crown and two silver suns before handing them over to the man who had been talking earlier.

“I don’t mind helping a bit—I can skip drinkin’ for a few days, even if it’s a damn shame. I hope he makes it through.” The woman at the table flipped over a few silver suns.

“My little girl is turning ten soon—help me catch a spidercrab for her first {Achievements} after your son gets better, all right?” One of the others gave the man a few silver coins.

Uncomfortable, Alice turned back to her meal as the final member of the group wordlessly handed some money over to the man whose son was having fungal problems, while he thanked the others. A few moments later, he gave them a giant bear hug while making blubbering sounds. Even though the conversation held a wealth of information for her, she felt that it wasn’t right to keep listening in—it was obviously a private conversation.

Still, she filed away what she had overheard for future reference. She had learned a lot—[Organic Mages], [Doctors], and this world’s knowledge of diseases were all quite different from back on Earth. Even more surprising, these people seemed to have a pretty good idea about the various causes of diseases. Alice guessed this was due to some quirk of the System, but there were plenty of other reasons that people might have advanced medical knowledge as well.

A few minutes later, she finished eating and went to find the [Innkeeper]. She had learned a lot just from the first little conversation snippets she had overheard, and she was eager to start hitting the other tables to see what she could find.

“Are you ready, lass? All right, so your job isn’t too hard—just grab the meals and move them to the table in question. We use a table number system, with that table being table one and the one closest to the door being table sixteen. Just bring drinks and meals to the appropriate tables—there’s only one meal and one kind of alcohol, so it should be pretty easy to remember. We aren’t one of those fancy restaurants in the capital or the like. Apart from that, when you get some time, chat with the customers who don’t have anyone to chat with, all right? Keeping the positive atmosphere in the inn is important, after all.”

“Got it,” said Alice. Probably in order to make sure that she understood what she was doing, the [Innkeeper] watched her while she was making a few of the meal deliveries before he started to drift back toward his regular routine of whisking coins off tables and chatting with the customers.

It was another four hours before Alice finished up, but as the patrons got progressively drunker, she was finally able to start extracting some useful information from people instead of random disconnected tidbits about their lives. After her shift finally ended, she lay in her bed, looking at the ceiling and thinking about what she had learned.

Apparently, she was currently living in the kingdom of Illvaria, which was the westernmost country in the Shil Confederacy. The Shil Confederacy was basically an alliance of smaller countries that had banded together to fend off their more powerful western neighbor. Each individual nation varied wildly in size and strength, with some nations being the size of a city of a few thousand people, and some being closer to Illvaria in size, which had almost a million inhabitants.

Just west of Illvaria was the Sigmusi Empire. Since the two bordered each other, whenever the Sigmusi Empire tried to expand, Illvaria bore the brunt of the empire’s might. As a result, Illvaria’s military was excellent. The nation specialized in training mages, boasting the best magical academies on the continent, and the country also had several laws that favored mages. Currently, Illvaria was trying to recolonize its southern region, which had been uninhabited due to the aftermath of a war with the Sigmusi Empire about seventy years ago. For reasons she wasn’t entirely clear on yet, the king of Illvaria thought that right now was a golden opportunity to resettle the south, and he was making a massive effort to support the recolonization project. Right now, anyone who managed to found a city with enough population had a good chance of getting a royal charter for the region, and if they held on to it for five years, they would get an inheritable [Noble] title as well.

This had spawned a wave of rich [Merchants] and some wealthier [Noble] families founding towns in the south, either to expand their family holdings or to officially get into the noble circle. The Sigmusi Empire, unenthusiastic at the prospect of their eastern neighbor gaining strength, had launched a campaign of harassment against the recolonization effort, which had begun a few years ago with the open bounty on killing mages, as well as various kinds of espionage and saber-rattling at the border. Most Illvarian mages hadn’t been interested in moving south even before the Sigmusi Empire started making trouble, and after the assassination campaign began, even fewer were willing to move into the less secure south.

To the north of Illvaria lay the Green Wastes, where a large number of nomadic raiders known as the Rakari Tribes lived in a vast plains area. They frequently raided south into Illvaria but were usually kept at bay by a huge line of forts on the border between the two. Even farther north, between the Green Wastes and the coast, lay the Free Trade Cities, a group of city-states that were united in their hatred of the raiders and worked together to fend off attacks but competed fiercely over trade on the seas. From across the sea to the north of them was the Central Continent, where the majority of the human race lived. Apparently, the capital of the Sigmusi Empire was also on the Central Continent, and their presence on the Southern Continent was actually a large colony of the main empire. The two were respectively known as the Sigmusi Imperia on the Central Continent, and the Sigmusi Colonia on the Southern Continent, but most people just called them both the Sigmusi Empire.

Farther east was the Corellion Empire, also known as the Celestial Empire. It lay in an area rich in both farmland and resources and was relatively geographically isolated. Its coasts gave the Corellions free access to the Free Trade Cities, and they also had some southern passes that gave them access to the Shil Confederacy, but the rest of their country was closed off from the continent due to their extensive mountain ranges. As a result, the Corellion Empire didn’t interact with the rest of the continent very much, outside of trade. They controlled most of the dye production on the Southern Continent, which, when coupled with their incredibly fertile farmlands, gave them a huge population and incredible amounts of wealth.

To the south of Illvaria, Sigmusi, and the Corellion Empire was … unknown. People basically just knew that the mana got more and more dense the farther south you went past Illvaria, and thus, the monsters grew stronger and stronger. People referred to the area as the Mana Wastes, because the mana was so dense it was functionally a wasteland of death and monsters.

It was only after getting a rough summary of the continent that Alice understood how difficult finding a new home would be. She wanted to leave the Illvarian south because of the huge threat to her life as a mage, but her odds of surviving if she ran looked slim. If she ran south, she would probably become monster food. Whatever lived there was much stronger than the vinebears she had encountered so far, and those were already hard for her to handle right now. To the west was the Sigmusi Colonia, where she was likely to get her core harvested if anyone discovered she was a mage. Not to mention, Illvaria and the Sigmusi were more or less semi-openly skirmishing right now, so going west would be like traveling through a war zone.

The Shil Confederacy, to the east, might be united against external threats, especially the Sigmusi Empire, but that was far from being united whenever war wasn’t imminent. Anytime a bigger threat wasn’t present, the four hundred–plus nations in the confederacy reverted to a giant mess of squabbling, conflicting sovereignties, meaning there was always a war going on inside the confederacy. Even if the Corellion Empire to the east would be Alice’s first choice if she could choose where to live, getting there alive would be hard for her.

If she wanted to move, the best place she could reach without dying was northern Illvaria. The north was the heartland of Illvaria, and it was considerably safer than the south. However, first she would have to exit Cyra, with stronger and stronger monsters wandering around the area as spring came. As time passed, most of the monsters would be put down by the army, but right now monster season was just picking up, and this area was newly settled. Monsters were just outside the gates, sometimes literally. Most people came south or returned north with escorts to deal with monsters and stray outlaws, unless they had perks to ensure their safe passage—and she had no way of affording this passage, since the cost would be measured in gold coins. Not to mention, if they found out she was a mage, she had no way of guaranteeing they wouldn’t turn on her for a bigger payday, since the Sigmusi bounty on mage cores was far higher than whatever payment she could scrape together. There was also, apparently, a much higher bounty on live mages. The Sigmusi Empire was renowned (and reviled) for legalizing slavery and for forming [Soldier] regiments from their slaves. And war prisoners. Alice was not interested in joining the Sigmusi Soldata Magicka.

In other words, she was stuck here for the foreseeable future. If she got strong or wealthy enough, she might be able to leave this area for the north, but she was stuck in Cyra for now. That wasn’t to say that living in this country was terrible; Illvaria was renowned throughout the Southern Continent for its mages and magic academies. As a mage, there was nowhere better to live—if you could manage the occasional bounty hunter egged on by the Sigmusi.

Alice also realized, after a night of eavesdropping, that getting home might be even harder than expected. Nobody in the inn had mentioned anything about “heroes from another world” or even just “another world,” so Alice thought it was likely that people from another dimension were at least rare, if not unheard-of. There was no easy way home because nobody here seemed to have heard of Earth in the first place. Alice held a little hope that maybe if she traveled to the north, she might be able to find more information. But at least in the south, knowledge of other dimensions was completely nonexistent.

As an interesting side note, she had also discovered that the people of this world had an excellent understanding of the human body and could directly and accurately reference all the purposes of the internal organs as if they were obvious, common knowledge. Alice found this a little curious, because it seemed to confirm that humans on this planet weren’t some sort of humanoid species that just resembled her on the outside. People of this world were exactly the same as her, biologically speaking. Furthermore, the study of medicine in this world was surprisingly advanced compared to the technology available here, but there were very strange blind spots in this world’s knowledge. People had an understanding of microbes, diseases, the heart and lungs pumping blood and oxygen throughout the body, but even though [Organic Mages] had clearly developed people’s knowledge of medicine, other mages had completely failed to do the same. Even though [Electromagnetic Mages] existed here, there were no electrical appliances in this world. Alice found herself both intrigued and confused by this fact. Did the mana in this world somehow interfere with electrical gadgets or something? Alice thought about how she couldn’t change temperature with kinetic magic, either.

In theory, temperature was just the movement of atoms, but kinetic mages didn’t seem to be able to interact with temperature at all, and there was even a separate category of magic called thermal magic, which focused on temperature manipulation. For all these questions, she had a single, burning question: Why? Why and how did all this work?

For now, she had no answers. Before trying to experiment on her own, it would be best to look at what the natives of this planet had discovered—something she would need books for. And in the south, unfortunately, there were few books available, and those that were actually available were expensive, costing at least several silver crowns. Worse, books on magic usually cost at least a golden sun. Her ability to piggyback off others’ research and really figure out how this world worked was very limited right now.

She sighed, staring at the ceiling while lying on her bed. Even though she was still determined to find a way home, it really didn’t seem like it was going to be easy. Her parents and friends would have to wait—she was stuck here for the time being.

She eventually fell asleep, but only after several hours of fitful and uneasy staring and thinking. She did not sleep well.

The next morning, Alice had a breakfast of a few eggs and some sort of vegetable dish mixed with chewy spidercrab. She had expected meat to be expensive if this world was like medieval Europe, but she saw meat products for sale pretty frequently—maybe it was surprisingly cheap due to monster activity?

She helped the [Innkeeper] take orders and shuffle meals around during the breakfast rush—as far as she could tell, the inn was more of a restaurant than a hotel, which was amusing to think about. The conversations in the morning were much quieter, probably because the patrons were a fair bit less drunk. As a result, Alice didn’t manage to extract all that much new information. However, she still felt less directionless than before—at the very least, she had a rough idea what the surrounding countries and geography looked like. With free room and board and two free meals, she felt like she had gotten a good deal.

“You do good work, lass. On nights when my [Barmaids] aren’t around, you’re welcome to come back if you want somewhere to work.”

Alice simply shrugged—she wanted to find something that paid better while she explored this world, preferably where she would be able to look at books and do some research in peace—and without getting hunted down and murdered by the Sigmusi. Even though she had originally been thinking that keeping her magic hidden was the best option, getting at job at the bookstore she had seen earlier would probably be ideal. If that didn’t work out, she might need to accept the chance of getting assassinated and work as an [Enchanter] or something.

Her tentative plan was immediately interrupted when a loud knocking sound came from the door, followed by two [Guards] stepping into the room.

They looked toward her, and a moment later, {Sense Hostility} began picking up mild amounts of animosity in both of their gazes. Not a lot, and certainly not to the point where the perk was screaming at her, but it was more than enough to make her want to run.

“Miss Alice? I am going to have to ask you to come with me.” One of the [Guards] looked at her with a menacing expression. Alice briefly debated trying to run away, her thoughts turning into chaos in seconds. The [Guards]? Why? What did she do?

If she ran, there was no way she would escape—she had no doubts that the average person in this world was far stronger than her, and the [Guards] would be even more physically fit than the ridiculously strong [Farmers] she had seen outside the city. One of the [Guards] held up a badge, which bore the insignia of a pile of coins sitting underneath a silver sword and a silver eye, and the {Innkeeper} immediately got out of the way, as if he had just discovered Alice had the plague.

“May I ask why?” Alice managed to squeeze the words out of her throat, panic rapidly overtaking her as the {Guards} stared at her like pythons looking at their prey.

The {Guard} said nothing in reply, simply speeding up. In the span of seconds, he appeared before her and then seemed to accelerate again before he grabbed her wrist and then jerked her body forward. Suddenly, the strength drained out of her body, and she could feel her movements become sluggish, her physical stats suddenly draining.

“I have her. Let’s go.” The other [Guard] quickly grabbed her other wrist, and she could feel even more of her physical stats drain away. Then she was walked out of the inn, her body struggling even to stay upright between her captors as her strength plummeted, her limbs like heavy lead and her stomach churning with anxiety.



Chapter 17

Alice stared at the walls of the cell the [Guards] had put her in. Her memory of being dragged through town was hazy and disjointed, save that the cell she was put into was much smaller than what she might have expected back on Earth. Furthermore, the cell door had some kind of mechanism that allowed for a prisoner’s arms to be forced outside the cell, where two [Guards] were continuously touching her wrist. While she wasn’t sure what perk they were using, there was some sort of weakening perk continuously being applied to her.

She waited in uneasy silence, trying to figure out what happened. She didn’t even know what she had done, and the idea of something horrible happening to her because of it was terrifying. Had she violated some law she had no knowledge of? She hadn’t done anything that she hadn’t seen other people doing, though. Why had this happened?

She waited for an unknown length of time, falling into a fitful and uncomfortable sleep once and then awakening when, finally, the door swung open. Two new [Guards] relieved the old ones and grabbed her wrists before dragging her forward. In short order she was moved to a much larger, much more ornate square hall, where she could see several people sitting in chairs of varying heights.

In the center of the room stood a raised stone platform, with a single wooden chair in the center. To each side of the room were benches, all constructed out of high-quality wood. There was also one medium-height wooden box off to the side. Finally, in front of the wooden benches and behind the dais in the center were five boxes, all occupied by [Guards] holding up wooden sticks for some reason. On one side of the room were five tall chairs, four of which were occupied.

On one of the taller chairs sat a woman wearing a rich blue dress with silver trim, as well as a prominently displayed badge with an insignia of a pile of coins sitting underneath a silver sword and a silver eye. She also wore a silver bracelet with a single metal disc on it, bearing a much larger insignia of the same eye, as well as a golden ring on her finger. She had deep-blue eyes and black hair, and Alice felt her eyes continuously drawn toward her—something she was already coming to recognize as the effects of a high [Charisma] stat. She was probably in her midtwenties and moved with an easy confidence and grace as she looked down on the courtroom.

The other woman sitting in one of the higher chairs also wore a silver bracelet with an eye on it, but her dress was much more expensive-looking. She didn’t have the same easy grace as the first woman. The impression Alice got from the dress was that of someone flaunting their wealth. Her dress was a deep red and didn’t go very well with her blonde hair and green eyes. Even though she had higher [Charisma] than the first woman, she looked less natural and graceful. She looked like she was in her late teens or perhaps very early twenties.

The [Priest] she had met yesterday also sat in one of the chairs, although his chair was lower than the five high chairs. He had several scrolls of parchment in front of him, as well as an ornate bottle of ink and a quill.

The third high chair held an impatient-looking old man whose white hair looked like it had been electrified. He also wore an eye insignia bracelet, although this one was made of copper instead of silver. He wore simple white pants and a gray shirt, and his plain and tidy clothing created a strange contrast with his chaotic hairstyle.

The fourth high chair was empty.

In the fifth high chair sat a man who was somewhat thin and wore a gold ring and a golden necklace with a pair of scales inscribed on it. He wore rich burgundy clothes and looked to be in his early forties.

Apart from that, other people sat on some benches on one side of the room. With some surprise, Alice noticed the [Merchant] she had sold the book to yesterday, as well as … Were those the [Guards] she had spoken with on her way into the town? Apart from that, there was a harassed-looking teenage girl with dark circles under her eyes, as well as a few other people Alice couldn’t identify.

The woman in the blue-and-silver dress cleared her throat before she began speaking.

“We are here to formally discuss the potential crimes of one Alice, specifically investigating the potential murder of [Enchanter] Eric Lehmann. Is this acknowledged by the court?”

“Acknowledged,” chorused the other three people sitting in the higher chairs.

Murder? What? I haven’t killed anyone! Alice was increasingly sure she was here due to a misunderstanding.

The [Priest] began rapidly scribbling down notes on a sheet of parchment, the warmth in his eyes that had been present yesterday replaced with a chilly stare.

“I am Illa Weissarus, representing the first estate of the royal crown in this judgment.” The woman in the silver-and-blue dress spoke, her voice clearly chiming through the room as the [Priest] copied her words.

“I am Ellen Vallis. As there are currently no landed [Nobles] in Cyra, I represent the second estate of landed [Nobles] by proxy, due to my heritage and current standing in the Vallis house,” the woman in the red dress said next.

“As there are no Immortals nor representatives thereof present in Cyra, and as this is a lower court proceeding, the third estate, the Estate of Immortals, is considered to have forfeited its vote in this trial,” the [Priest] spoke up, even as he rapidly recorded his own words.

“I am Mellyre Heizel. Due to my standing and authority among the [Merchants], by popular vote, I am the current representative of the fourth estate in Cyra, the estate of the people in this trial,” the pudgy man spoke next.

“I am Jasper Heis. By popular vote among my peers present in Cyra, as well as the fact that I am the highest-level mage who does not already represent another estate, I represent the fifth estate, the estate of the mages in this trial,” the final man, who was wearing a copper eye on a bracelet, spoke.

“The five estates have either acknowledged their right or forfeiture of rights to pass judgment in this proceeding. The court is now in session,” the [Priest] said calmly. Immediately, the [Guards] holding wooden sticks turned to stare at Alice, and she felt as if a pair of eyes were gazing deeply at her again. Lie-detection perks? Alice shivered slightly under the uncomfortable feeling.




	[Priest of the Church of the System] Friedheim has offered to officiate a contract between Alice and Illa Weissarus. Do you accept?




	You are obligated to:
You may not lie for the next six hours. Any knowing falsehood, omission of truth, or failure to report information after a query from a member of the court will be considered immediate violation of the contract. Attempting to flee from the Court of Five Estates will also be considered a violation of the contract.

The other party is obligated to:
You will be given a fair and just trial at the Court of Five Estates. Failure to properly maintain a fair and legal ruling will be considered a violation of the contract.




	Penalties for breaking the contract:
-62 [Charisma], -30 [Dexterity], and -19 [Strength] for 29 days and 3 hours













	Yes

	No






Out of nowhere, a System message she had never seen before appeared right in front of her. Alice stared at the notification, and Illa impatiently drummed her fingers.

“Well?”

Alice swallowed and quickly accepted the contract with a nod. The System message disappeared.

“Very well. We shall begin with the accusations, as well as obtaining a record of the events that transpired for submission to the crown’s records. You stand accused of the murder of Eric Lehmann, father of one living daughter, as well as an [Enchanter] and [Smith]. He may not have been a particularly talented mage, but he was still a decent man and an asset to the town. The reason you stand accused of this is due to the number of crime-related perks that have been used to scan you and shown you to be both evidence of a crime, and that you are involved in a crime in some way, as well as the fact that you sold a book two days ago that has been identified as having once belonged to Eric Lehmann,” Illa said as she stared at Alice with a cold expression.

“I call the first witness to the stand. Merchant Anton, you may begin your testimony.”

The [Merchant] walked up to a raised platform in the center of the room, then looked at Alice. Today, there was no warmth in his gaze. Instead, there was … uncertainty? And irritation. Some of the [Guards] shifted to looking at him, and all of them raised their wooden sticks into the air.

“I am Anton Frein, a level-forty-seven [Traveling Merchant]. Two days ago, I bought a book titled A Comparison of the Lesser Seeds and the Four Basic Magic Seeds from this young lady. She seemed like she was struggling, and {Analyze} and {Detect Illegal Goods} found no problems with the book—it is neither stolen nor a fake book on magic trying to deceive the unaware. I thought it wouldn’t be a problem to offer a better price for the book than I normally would—I was about to head back to northern Illvaria anyway, and since neither Cyra nor the Allaren duchy has a tariff on paper goods, I thought that it wouldn’t be hard to get rid of the book with a few months of work. Since {Analyze} stated the book should be worth around one golden sun and two to three silver crowns, I gave her a golden sun for the book. I am not against a little charity here and there, after all, and I—”

“Please cut the chatter and focus on the question regarding your interaction with the suspect.”

“Yes, Lady Illa.”

“You said she seemed to be struggling. Why?”

“She was wearing a ragged cloth, fashioned into the shape of a toga, and wore no shoes. While she could have had some sort of perk that allowed for item storage, I thought it was unlikely given her age and the fact that she carried her belongings in a poorly made basket.”

“After that, what happened?”

“I gave her a gold sun. A few hours later, I met up with my contact in Cyra, got the enchanting materials I wanted to buy, and started preparing to head back north. After attempting to leave town yesterday morning, I was stopped by the [Guard] and brought here for questioning.”

“Very well. That answers my questions regarding your participation in the events thus far. Do any of the other estates have questions they wish to ask the [Merchant]?”

“Did you use any other perks to analyze the goods in question?” asked Lady Ellen Vallis, the noble representative.

“I did not—most of my perks from before level twenty-five are devoted to making travel easier and safer, especially those from my main class. My other classes are only at thirty, since I had to switch one of my classes a few years ago when I got married. I didn’t have a slot open for [Caring Husband] at the time. As a [Traveling Merchant], I don’t see combat much, but I need to stay ready for monster attacks, so my combat-related classes don’t usually get many experience points. This is why I’m a bit low-level compared to my age.”

“Understood. I have no further questions.”

The other two estate representatives shook their heads.

“No further questions. You may step down. [Guard Captain] Luka, please take the stand.”

Another man made his way up to the raised dais. “I am Luka Aalto, a level-fifty-two [Guard Captain].”

“Hmm.” Illa simply drummed her fingers against the arm of her chair in thought for a moment. “May I ask how this young lady managed to enter town with a clearly suspicious book without tripping any perks that should have brought her in for questioning sooner?” she asked the man on the dais.

“Lady Illa, the book does not trip any perks besides {Detect Suspicious Object} and {Clue Analysis}. Most other similar perks come up blank when looking for the book. However, Alice herself sets off several more perks. Perks such as {Detect Crime}, {Detect Suspicious Object}, and {Criminal Analysis} all report that she is part of a major crime,” the [Guard Captain] smoothly replied. “While the fact is that most perks claim she is evidence of a crime, there is a chance that she has somehow taken part in the murder and found a way to fool some of the more overt perks, or that she is planning a crime and that is why she trips the perks in question without tripping others yet.”

“And yet the book doesn’t count as stolen? If she had killed the owner or participated in his death in any way, it should be showing up for almost every perk, not just the perks in question.”

“Lady Illa, it does not seem to count as a stolen book.”

“How did it enter the town in the first place?”

“Lady Alice appears to have brought the book into Cyra a day ago, around mid-morning. One of my lower-level [Guards] were keeping watch to grind some experience points during lunch break. He says that she got in line behind a traveling [Merchant] caravan bearing some construction supplies and a few luxury foods, was assessed to have no items that are subject to tariffs in Cyra, and passed the lie-detection statement test with no issues. She was let into the town shortly after. He also directed her toward the guardhouse, since she asked for some information from the surrounding area, and further claims that {Detect Illegal Goods} was used to check the objects she was carrying, and she passed the entry requirement test while under {Detect Falsehoods} and {Detect Lies}.”

“I am done with my questions. Do the other estates wish to make an inquiry?”

Lady Vallis piped up after a moment. “Did she have a mage core or any other suspicious materials with her when she entered? Furthermore, were there any indications of the {Murderer} or {Humanslayer} achievement, or an [Assassin] class, or some other [Criminal] variant?” Illa frowned a bit at that, directing a cold stare toward the other woman, for reasons Alice couldn’t understand.

“No to all of the above, Lady Vallis. If there had been any indications of such, she would have immediately been pulled into the guardhouse for further questioning.”

“Any further questions?” The other three representatives looked at one another for a moment before shaking their heads.

After a few more moments of silence, Illa spoke up again.

“I call the [Guard] who let her into the city up to the stand.”

“Yes, Lady Illa.” The [Guard Captain] stepped down and was shortly replaced by a younger [Guard] whom Alice recognized.

“Young man, state your name and what you remember of the encounter yesterday.”

“I am Rick Starker, level-forty-three [Guardsman]. Yesterday …” Rick quickly recounted a story that matched both Alice’s memory and the [Guard Captain]’s report.

“So she passed the stone tablet with {Detect Falsehoods} and {Detect Lies} going at the same time?”

“Yes, Lady Illa.”

“Why do you have both perks?”

“They’re supposed to combine into a pretty good perk at level fifty-five, according to the [Priest] at home. I decided it was worth front-loading my lie-detecting ability a bit, so I grabbed both perks.”

“Very well. Would you be willing to read the entry requirement stone to us again?”

“Certainly, Lady Illa. It reads, ‘I am entering this city while bearing no hostile intentions toward the city, nor do I anticipate my intentions changing before I exit. I do not intend to physically harm any person within the walls, nor do I anticipate my intentions changing before my exit. I am not a spy of the Sigmusi Empire, or from any other nations. I have no outstanding arrest warrants and do not intend to take any illegal actions while within the city walls.’ ”

“Hmm … We should add in a sentence about any currently unresolved crimes to our city’s version of the entry stone. See to it later, [Guard Captain]. Do any of the other estates have any further questions?”

Lady Vallis spoke up yet again. “Did she seem at all suspicious to you?”

“No, Lady Vallis. She seemed quite ordinary at the time.” Vallis frowned a bit at that but, after a moment, nodded and sat back down.

“I call the suspect up to the stand. Young Alice, would you care to explain how this book came to be in your possession?”

Alice swallowed, the cold knot of fear in her stomach surging as the [Guards] finally released her, allowing her to walk to the raised dais in the center of the room. She looked up at the five raised chairs.

“Ever since a few months ago—”

“Please start by stating your full name and highest-level class, for the purposes of record keeping,” said Father Friedheim. Alice swallowed before starting again.

“I am Alice Verianna, level thirty-seven [Survivor]. I have been living out in the wilderness somewhat away from Cyra. One day, near the beginning of winter, while I was fishing, a book floated downstream. I wasn’t sure what it was, but after I picked it up, I saw a corpse float downstream right afterward. It looked really battered, and its heart was missing. After seeing it, I panicked, so I ran back to the cave I was living in at the time and hid.”

Illa frowned and gave the girl on the benches a small, sad glance. “It isn’t confirmed to be him, but …”

“It’s fine. I … I already expected it. He didn’t come back for the entire winter, after all. Papa always said that he would do his best for me, but—” The girl sniffled a bit, made a few incoherent noises, and retreated to the edge of the courtroom. The wizened old man who had been sitting in a seat previously moved over to the girl for a moment, and she gave him a hug before she started sobbing. He gently patted her back as an awkward silence descended upon the room. At the same time, Alice felt a great deal of the hostility in the room decrease significantly.

“Did you ever see the person in question alive? Did you participate in injuring, killing, or plotting to kill them?”

“No—I never harmed the owner of the book. I had no knowledge of their existence before I found their corpse—in fact, I didn’t even know where the town was before I found the corpse.”

“Hmm. In that case, you shouldn’t have triggered most of the perks activated—they indicate that you are part of a massive crime. Do you know why these perks are activating?”

“I honestly have no idea at all.” Alice let some of her fear and desperation bleed into her voice. She hadn’t the foggiest idea what was going on, and she was terrified.

“Are you involved in any crimes that are currently ongoing?”

“Not to the best of my knowledge.” She didn’t know the local laws, after all.

“Are you planning to commit any crimes in the future?”

“No.”

“Odd.” Illa absently tapped her pinkie against her cheek in what was probably some sort of tic.

“Very well. Read your status screen out loud to the court, child. If you have some sort of [Criminal] class, it may shed more light on your future intentions.” Illa’s gaze suddenly turned very sharp. “Rest assured that if you have already atoned for your crimes and been punished, the court will not treat you unfairly. However, if you are planning something …” For a brief moment, her gaze became cold and threatening.

“All of it?” Alice started to panic. If they learned she was a mage, it might not be long before criminals or [Bandits] learned as well. She didn’t want to get killed by [Bandits] due to a war she had no part in.

“Yes, all of it, child.”

Alice couldn’t find a way out. She could still feel several different lie-detecting skills targeted at her, and the contract was still in effect. She could feel the weight of the need to tell the truth settle in her core, somehow able to detect what she thought of as a lie or a lie by omission.

Slowly, hoping that a miracle would somehow save her, Alice began reading out her status screen. She started with the attributes, none of which elicited any particular response … until she tried to skip the [Magic] stat and felt the contract begin to tighten. Immediately, Alice went back and read out her [Magic] stat.

“Magic?” One of the [Guards] actually looked concerned for a moment, and Illa and the other members of the court spent a few moments looking confused. Then, Illa shook her head. “No one is above the law, even a mage. Lady Alice, continue.”

Shaking, Alice read out her [Survivor] class next. There were no responses to the class at all, nor any of its perks. Alice read [Scholar] next, which seemed to actually get a slight nod from the wizened man representing the mages. Then she read out [Explorer of Magic], which finally got a frown from the [Priest] recording the court proceedings. Illa seemed to pick up on it and turned toward the man.

“Is there a problem, Priest Friedheim?”

“I have never heard of that class before.”

Illa turned toward Alice. “What are the requirements and perks for [Explorer of Magic]?”

Alice read out all the perks she had for the class before finally coming to the requirements. She didn’t have a backlog of System notifications or any way to check older notifications, but fortunately—or unfortunately—she still remembered the requirements clearly, due to {Enhanced Memory}.

“The requirements for [Explorer of Magic] are to survive mana poisoning … and to have the {Outworlder} achievement.”

“{Outworlder}?” Illa seemed stumped for a moment, turning back toward the [Priest]. “What is {Outworlder}?”

“I don’t know. The church has excellent records for most classes, achievements, and skills. It could be an achievement formed by specific circumstances, perhaps? Or something that is simply not recorded by the church. I know some Immortals prefer to keep knowledge of a few high-rarity achievements to themselves to pass on to their children.” Father Friedheim frowned. “But based on her own account, it doesn’t sound like she has met the requirements for a circumstantial achievement formation, and I also doubt she could have managed an achievement that an Immortal found worthy of keeping hidden either. Therefore, this makes no sense.”

Illa turned back toward Alice immediately. “Child, read out your {Achievements}.”

“I have {Monstrous Encounter}, {Monster Slayer I}, {Baptized by Broken Mana}, {Survivor of Winter}, and {Outworlder}.”

“So few? What are {Outworlder}’s requirements and effects? And why did you use broken mana instead of regular mana for your baptism? The effects of the achievement for broken mana are barely better than the effects for the regular {Baptized by Mana} achievement, so there shouldn’t be any need to take the extra risk, is there?” Illa’s gaze was turning more and more odd.

“Regarding broken mana, I didn’t have a choice in the matter—I stumbled across the area and was under the effects of mana poisoning before I could leave. As for {Outworlder} …” Alice read out the effects of the achievement and then the description and requirements for the perk.

Suddenly, hostility exploded from the entire room. “She has violated the dimensional taboo! She must be from the Society of Starry Eyes!” Lady Vallis hissed, her face twisting with fear. In an instant, several wooden planks in the few meters around Lady Vallis tore out of the floor before the tips sharpened into spearheads and fired themselves at Alice.

“CALM DOWN!” Illa snapped.



Chapter 18

Awave of pressure fell upon the room. The crude spears suddenly dropped out of the air before slamming back into the ground. It took a moment for Alice to figure out what she was feeling. It was mana, and for once {Sixth Sense} was actually doing its job, letting her vaguely feel the mana Illa had released.

“She does not seem anything like one of the Society of Starry Eyes, or we would have already had a much bigger problem. Furthermore, she trips nowhere near the number of perks a member of the society would have. Even if she has the [Spy] class or something like that, she shouldn’t be able to dodge so many different perks being used on her right now. Besides, if she is recently baptized, as the mana density in her body indicates, there is no way she could have been involved in something on the level of dimensional manipulation. And Lady Vallis—” Illa turned toward her, and Alice could actually feel the woman’s glare, even though it wasn’t directed toward her. “You attempted to attack someone whose safety I have guaranteed until the end of the trial. If I had been a second slower, I would have violated a System-enforced contract.” Her voice dropped dangerously low, and Alice could feel her hair begin to stand up. Some instinct, perhaps from her levels in [Survivor], was telling her that Illa was very dangerous.

“If you try to forcibly break my contract with Lady Alice, with me as the endangered party again, I will drive you from this town and whip you until you are nearly dead. Then I will have one of my subordinates heal you and I will do it again. You may be the only valid noble representative in this town, but you tried to force a break in a [Priest of the System]–enforced contract with me on the other end. I am familiar with your past. I am also aware of the fact that the penalty for breaking this contract is quite minor and will only last twenty-nine days. I don’t care. I am still very displeased. We will settle this later.”

The woman’s expression shifted, sliding from fear and hostility toward just fear for a moment, before it slid back toward a more normal expression. Alice could tell that the woman was still restraining the urge to glare at her, but the {Sense Hostility} detected in the room decreased significantly.

“Explain to me in detail what happened,” Illa said, turning back toward Alice. “Start from right before you arrived here—I want to know what happened.”

“I am … I was a student in my home dimension. I did my homework, chatted remotely with some of my friends for a while, and then I went to sleep for the night after eating dinner. My parents were upstairs in our house. Then I woke up in the middle of the wilderness with no clue where I was or how I got there. There was a huge amount of broken mana around me, so I contracted broken mana poisoning within a day or two. I luckily survived my baptism. After that, I survived on my own for a while before I eventually managed to find my way here. I don’t know where I am or how I got here.”

Illa glanced toward the people in the back of the room, who were holding up sticks.

“None of our perks detected lies, Lady Illa. It seems unlikely that she would be able to foil five different perks and the {Trade Contract}. Her stats just don’t add up to what they would need to be for her build to be focused around breaking lie-detection abilities, as far as I can tell.”

Illa turned back toward Alice.

“So you were taken from your home then? Ah, but the {Outworlder} perk should indicate a much longer journey …” Illa frowned for a moment. “Where is your home?”

“Planet Earth. My home is a planet we called Earth.”

“I have never heard of it before. Did you have any contact with the Society of Starry Eyes?”

“No. I was simply at home one day, and then I was here. To the best of my knowledge, there was no interaction with a human being in between these steps.”

“Did the mages at your home have any potential ability to move you here, either on purpose or by mistake?”

“At home, there were either zero mages, or all the mages in the world were hidden from the public eye. I don’t know which is accurate, but I think it’s highly unlikely I am here as a result of a mage from home taking action. As far as I know my home world contains no mana.”

For a moment, Illa seemed like she was trying to chew a particularly hard piece of gristle. Then she shook her head and turned to the [Priest of the System]. He shook his head. “A world that sustains life, yet has no mana at all? That’s impossible, I think, but perhaps I am mistaken,” the [Priest] said as he shrugged. “I’m a simple [Priest], not a [Scholar], so I wouldn’t know. Either way, I have never heard of the achievement she mentioned, and while I can send a query to one of the churches farther north, I suspect I would get the same result. It is also, by far, the worst rarity-ten achievement I have ever heard of—most rarity-ten achievements give something along the lines of doubling multiple stats, maybe tripling or quadrupling leveling speed for several different kinds of classes, and then having a few extra effects similar to perks mixed in. For a rarity-ten achievement to do so little is unusual. I am certain I would have remembered this achievement for that reason alone if I had ever seen it mentioned before. The mention of ‘increased support from the System’ in the text of the achievement is also unique. Perhaps the Almighty System has taken an interest in her, somehow?” Father Friedheim asked, giving Alice a more curious look. Most of the fear and caution in his gaze had disappeared.

“In that case, perhaps one of the members of the society tried to do something with dimensional magic and succeeded?”

“They could be hiding farther south, but the monsters living there should have hunted down anyone living in that area. For the society to survive there easily seems … unlikely, especially if they had enough mana to fuel a journey to an entirely new dimension. Perhaps they set up a massive enchantment there to fuel Alice’s journey here? But how could they have set up a huge ritual in the middle of the wilderness? And why would Alice have escaped them if that were the case? There’s no way they would have gone to the trouble of dragging her here and then just … left her.” The [Priest] shook his head. “No matter how I think about it, it doesn’t make any sense. If I may be a tad presumptuous and make a suggestion, I think we should send an expedition to investigate the site later, to see if we can learn anything.”

Illa simply tapped her finger against her chin for a moment, thinking. “I agree. We will discuss the details later.”

Finally, Illa turned toward the other four occupied seats.

“First, I would like to make a vote on guilt for the murder of a mage. All those in favor of moving to a vote?”

The other three assented.

“On the charges of murdering the mage Eric Lehmann?”

“Not guilty.” Nobody, not even the noble representative who seemed to have a problem with her, disagreed with this verdict.

“By a vote of four to zero, with one abstaining, Alice Verianna is cleared of the charge of murdering the mage Eric Lehmann.”

The moment Illa finished speaking, Lady Vallis piped up again.

“What about the dimensional taboo? Regardless of whether or not she has murdered a mage, the fact remains that she still represents a risk. The tragedy of Allenheim need not repeat itself if we destroy any risks. Killing her is the safest option for all of us.” Alice felt chills crawl down her spine at how easily Lady Vallis mentioned killing her.

“She is a child caught up in circumstances beyond her control. Killing her for that reason is absurd,” said the scholarly mage.

“She is nearly sixteen! She might even be sixteen! She is no longer a child, and she represents a possible threat to the entire town! And worse, if the society catches wind of her existence, she might bring about an even worse calamity! Her mere existence is a problem!” Lady Vallis yelled.

“If I might interject,” said the [Merchant] representative. “Regardless of whether or not she is an adult, the fact remains that she had no control over her arrival here, and she also has no willing association with the Society of Starry Eyes. Killing her is both premature and unjust. I do not support murdering a young woman because of a half-baked assumption that she represents a threat. The tragedy of Allenheim was brought about by a variety of circumstances, including mages failing to take proper safety precautions and the exact same group of mages having a budget that rivals the national income of some smaller nations. While dimensional magic cannot be allowed to exist, she is neither tainting the area with dimensional magic nor a dimensional mage. She only has a kinetic magic seed, which is one of the four basic seeds. The Society of Starry Eyes is certainly not a threat to take lightly, but killing her is unnecessarily unjust and cruel, especially since she poses no major threat to the town.”

“She does not emit any broken mana. Presuming she is willing to let an [Organic Mage] look over her and remove any possible contagious diseases, I think that having another mage in Cyra is not a problem, and harming her would be unfair,” said Illa, frowning. “Though I would very much appreciate it if she were willing to lead an expedition to the place where she arrived on this world. In order to deal with any latent dangers to my town in advance.”

“What if she has a way to fool the perks present here? The Society of Starry Eyes is a danger to us all!” Lady Vallis’s words rose to a near shriek at the end, and Alice recognized some mixture of hatred and fear in her tone of voice. However, Alice was already starting to feel oddly … relaxed.

Three of the four people with power in this room seemed to be on her side.

“Then let us call it to a vote. Those in favor of voting?”

Three of four people agreed.

“On the question of Alice violating the dimensional taboo, the crown estate votes not guilty.” Illa simply ignored Lady Vallis completely.

“The [Nobles]’ estate votes guilty! If she lives, it might mean the death of us all!”

“The people’s estate votes not guilty. She is an innocent girl caught up in matters beyond her understanding and does not deserve to die for that.”

“The mage estate votes not guilty. This is a court of law, not fear. And so far, this girl has not broken any laws. There is no reason to punish her.” Alice could practically hear the mage sneering, purely through the tone of his voice.

“By a vote of three to one, with one abstaining vote, Alice is absolved of the suspicion of violating the dimensional taboo.” Illa turned back toward Alice and gave her a regal nod.

Alice sagged in relief as the perk that robbed her of her physical strength simply disappeared. The [Guard] who had been applying the perk stepped back, and [Strength] flooded her body again. Her knees, which had previously felt like they would give out any moment, became firm again, and her body was strong once more.

“Alice, the court expects you to assist an expedition of mages in finding the area where you entered this dimension, so that we may examine the area and investigate any potential wrongdoing. If possible, we will also purify the broken mana there. Furthermore, you are obligated to go through a checkup with an [Organic Mage], effective as soon as possible, to resolve any potential contagious diseases. Are these terms acceptable to you?”

Alice swallowed, her relief somewhat short-lived as she tried to muster up her courage. It was now or never.

“If … if a mage was responsible for me coming here, is it possible that they could also help me return? Or that there might be some research notes or something, somewhere in the broken mana area that I could use? If I assist you guys in finding the area, would you help me go home if it’s possible?”

Illa shook her head. “I think you misunderstand why dimensional magic is banned. About eight hundred years ago, scholars theorized the existence of other dimensions, as a half-baked theory to investigate. Mages tried to form dimensional magic seeds as a form of experimentation, and thus the first dimensional seeds were formed. However, that was also where experimentation ended, due to broken mana production and the ridiculous mana costs associated with even the smallest experiments. As well as a few historical incidents that went … poorly.

“All magic is imperfect—what we do with a magic seed is, fundamentally, to impose our will upon reality using mana. In the process, we directly overwrite the world around us. The more we fight back against ‘reality’ as it currently exists, and the less we understand about what we’re manipulating, the more ‘broken mana’ we produce in the process. This mana, unlike natural mana, is very, very toxic to everything besides monsters. In short, the less a magic seed fights against reality, the less broken mana is produced, and the less harm to the surrounding environment. An ordinary mage with, say, a kinetic magic seed produces so little broken mana per day that it’s negligible, usually losing less than 10 percent of their mana as broken mana per interaction. A little cleanup once a week is enough to keep even an average mage academy pretty clear of the stuff, preventing any harm from befalling the mages attending there, or the surrounding populations.

“On the other hand, in order to produce a dead zone you could literally wander around in for hours requires both absurd inefficiency, as well as far more mana than an individual should ever have access to. Even two or three Immortal mages working together probably couldn’t produce that much broken mana. In other words, a large group of mages spending several days on a ritual to try to play with dimensional magic would probably be required, possibly sacrificing hundreds of monster cores in the process. And in doing so, they would create enough broken mana to flood a huge region of the world with toxic air that will kill anyone who comes in contact with it.

“It is probably impossible to return, both for economic and safety reasons. Your presence here is already a massive anomaly, and I doubt it is possible to replicate whatever brought you here. Even trying would cost absurd amounts of mana and resources.” Illa’s eyes softened for a moment. “I … apologize, for what it is worth. However, sending you back is far more likely to kill you than return you home, and anyone who tried to help you might die as well. You should give up.”

Alice felt a heavy sensation at that. She had, somewhere in the back of her mind, always assumed that her time in this dimension itself would be something of a short trip. That, somehow, she would be home soon. Even when path after path back home was shown to be impossible, she had still retained the belief that she would somehow leave soon and wouldn’t have to think about this strange dimension with different rules anymore. She had originally wanted to explore the System, but as time had passed, she had felt more and more that this was like a bad dream—one she would wake up from whenever she got back.

That was apparently no longer an option. No, it had never been an option in the first place—she had simply hoped that it would be. However, she was now stuck in this dimension, and regardless of what she did in the future, that would probably remain true. She might never see her home, never see her family or friends ever again.

Alice closed her eyes and felt hot tears start to well up. She hadn’t cried when she had suffered from mana poisoning, even though she had screamed in pain multiple times. She hadn’t cried when she had endured endless months in the cold wilderness, alive only due to some quirk in how mana heated up her body and the help of the System. However, now she finally broke down, accepting that maybe the hope that had kept her going for months had been impossible from the beginning.

At the same time, she finally let go of a belief she hadn’t even realized she had been carrying this entire time. She had been … arrogant. In many ways. She had assumed that this world was illogical and that she would soon be back home, where things made sense. Thus, she had subconsciously rejected many components of her new reality, believing them to be similar to a dream—she would wake up from them sooner or later, so there was no need to look at the deeper principles of reality and where she might be wrong. She was, after all, someone who had come from another world—the knowledge she had built up from ten years of mandatory education should count for something, right?

Wrong. She was, in many ways, crippled in this society—she had no understanding of the System, was several years of hard work and grinding behind most people, had a much weaker physique, and had only average or slightly above-average mental stats. She had no connections at all. She hadn’t even finished high school back on Earth. She knew a few things but nowhere near enough to understand this world and how it worked. Worst of all, she had thought herself above this world. There was no need to form close relationships, even if people were friendly, because she would leave them behind soon. No need to study up on things that didn’t make sense to her because she would be home soon. No need to really accept that she was wrong about the fundamental nature of reality, because once she got back home, she could just keep following her original plans for her life, thinking about the System and mana and their implications once she was safe and back among those she cared about.

She had been wrong from the very beginning. In her time in the wilderness, she had only gained eight levels in [Scholar] and had never questioned why. She had assumed it was due to the lack of books and things to research—even though, most days, she had thought at least a bit about the implications of the System. [Survivor] had reached level twelve in less than a week. Why she only gained seven levels in [Scholar] over the course of three months, then?

Obviously, it was because something had been wrong with her thinking from the very beginning. If she believed that her home world was correct about everything, she would be throwing away the reality in front of her eyes. Reality was that which did not go away when you stopped believing in it. Similarly, it was obvious that Earth had several things fundamentally incorrect about the nature of reality, since magic clearly existed. She wasn’t planning to throw away her beliefs about reality entirely, of course; the thousands of years of studying the nature of reality at home still held plenty of value, and there were things she could learn from it. However, this world knew a lot more about magic and mana, and since she was able to view magic unfold right before her eyes, it was obvious that she needed to try to find a way to understand it as well. Assuming she had an advantage in knowledge was wrong—in fact, she might be further away from understanding the truth about the world than an average child in this world. So, she had to think of herself as a learner who had room to grow and think.

She closed her eyes again and, finally, cast aside the notion that she was special somehow. It seemed like she had just been brought here as a fluke from some mages practicing illegal magic. That was it. No grand quest to save the world, no demon king to defeat. No grand purpose behind her arrival here. Nothing but some jerks messing up her life by pure mistake. She had no purpose in being brought here—it was just a huge accident.

She thought back to when she had survived her mana baptism. Suddenly, it seemed like a giant metaphor for her entire existence in this dimension so far—she had nearly died less than two days after she arrived here and survived as a result of luck. Apparently, the odds of survival for a normal mana baptism were 4 percent, and those odds were much lower if one was exposed to broken mana instead. She had survived, not because of some hidden talent or virtue, but by sheer dumb luck. When she was bumbling around in the wilderness, she hadn’t relied on her great problem-solving skills or someone helping her—she had gotten lucky and barely managed to find what she needed before she died. If mana hadn’t caused her body temperature to rise, or if [Survivor] hadn’t helped her solve her heat problems, she would have died in the frost of winter. {Foraging} saved her from starvation in the nick of time. She had failed to start a fire over and over again before she finally got lucky and managed to get one started. The only reason she had lived thus far was a series of lucky coincidences.

She had made blunder after blunder and been bailed out by her luck and nothing else.

If she really wanted to survive on this world, she had to grow—not just in her status screen, but as a person. She had made many, many bad decisions in the four months she had been here. Now that she was trying to think clearly about it, she could see that. A status screen was important, but it wasn’t just some gimmick of this world that she could exploit before leaving and forgetting about it. It was a component of this world she needed to accept and seriously work to understand. And even the System wouldn’t save her from making stupid decisions if she didn’t help herself first. Thus far, she had barely scraped out an existence in this world, surviving on the edge of catastrophe. She couldn’t go home, so instead, she should start working toward having a life here without regrets. Instead of just surviving here, she should start living here.
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Alice hesitated a moment. Then, instead of immediately accepting or rejecting the class, she decided to consult with the [Priest of the System] first. Blind assumptions about what the best choice was when she had little evidence would get her nowhere productive. And making a decision when she barely knew what she was doing was just absurd; it was better to ask someone who actually knew what they were doing. She would still make her own decisions, but there was certainly value in getting input from someone who studied classes for a living—and, if she wasn’t mistaken, that was what [Priests of the System] did. Asking about what people usually did for their build and learning from that was something she should have done yesterday, honestly. There was no reason to make a decision about her primary classes immediately, after all, and consulting someone who was older and had more information was just common sense. It was something she would have done back on Earth in a heartbeat, so it was embarrassing that it had taken her so long to do the same thing here.

Still, the knowledge that she was probably never going home weighed her heart down like a ton of bricks.

Alice looked around, blinking tears away and looking at the world with new eyes—and realized that everyone was staring at her. Why were they—had Illa asked her a question?

“I—I’m sorry, could you repeat that?”

“Do you find the conditions acceptable? You must lead us to the site of broken mana so that we may purify and investigate it and have an [Organic Mage] look you over to make sure you aren’t carrying any contagious diseases. Apart from that, you are under no legal obligations. Is this acceptable to you?”

Alice closed her eyes, thinking for a moment. She didn’t really mind having an [Organic Mage] look over her—in fact, it might help ensure that she didn’t get killed by some sort of weird mutated version of the common cold from Earth that somehow turned into a superplague after touching mana. She had become a mage after touching mana, so in a sense, this was actually a huge benefit to her.

As for helping a mage expedition find the place where she had arrived, this was also in line with her goals. She wanted to know what had happened in detail, and to make absolutely sure that her parents hadn’t somehow been brought here, too. She didn’t have the ability or knowledge to make heads or tails of the area, but being there while a bunch of powerful, knowledgeable people scoured the area for information was exactly what she needed. In fact, since she wouldn’t have to pay the people for their time, it was much better than anything she could put together herself.

“Yes. Thank y—I thank the court for its mercy,” Alice said, trying to sound as formal as possible.

“Very well. Finally, we must discuss secrecy regarding this court session—Priest, would you mind forming contracts to avoid people discussing the {Outworlder} achievement? If the society learns of this, while unlikely, it might lead to some of those damn lunatics sneaking into my town. I could do with fewer headaches. If I had known this case might involve violation of the dimensional taboo, I would have gotten much heftier legal and perk-related penalties tied to the secrecy of this meeting. Luckily, I can still fix it.” Illa broke off into irritated muttering.

“I do not have enough contracts for the week remaining,” said Father Friedheim. “My cooldown will end in three days, so perhaps we should use some form of people watching each other instead? If we have each person responsible for keeping track of another person, that might be a way to get around the two-person limit for each contract, with an assumption that one person spilling information regarding the fact that a living example of something from another dimension exists is grounds for violating the contract. Once my cooldown is over, I can finish setting up contracts, and if the first set expires in ten days, I can set up a new round for the first set of contracts right afterward. If the penalty is changed to reducing [Intelligence], the dissuasion effect could—We could also …”

Illa and the [Priest] moved closer together, discussing things for several minutes. Eventually, of the twenty or so people in the room, seven glanced at the air in front of them, likely reading System notifications of their own. Alice imagined that they were seeing contracts similar to the one she had signed at the start of the trial. They scanned it for a few minutes before they gritted their teeth and muttered something. Meanwhile, Alice pondered upon her insights, trying to think of any instances where she may have made errors in her judgment and needed to reflect on her actions. In the midst of this, after some more words and statements were passed around the court, Illa eventually made some references to Illvarian law that Alice couldn’t understand, seemingly to reference secrecy statutes.

“With that, the court is dismissed. Ah, and young lady, if you are willing to, come speak with me outside. I have an offer you may be interested in. Although, even if you aren’t willing to discuss it, you still need to see me for the [Organic Mage] checkup. I don’t know what diseases are common in your world, but dealing with those is critical to ensuring the safety of the town. In this, at least, I must insist.”

The other three people in the room got up and left, Lady Vallis shooting Illa a wary glare, the [Merchant] seeming totally uninterested in her now that the court was over, and the old mage giving her a curious glance before he shuffled out.



Chapter 19

Alice took a few moments in the courtroom to simply breathe in and out. The feeling of relief that she felt when the court pronounced that she was innocent was a huge weight off her shoulders. At the same time, the knowledge she would never be going home was like a stone in her heart. Still, after taking a few minutes to cry herself out in the now-deserted courtroom, she got up and tried to focus on the bright side of things.

She had walked into this courtroom with the fear that she might be executed or imprisoned, and compared to that, the end result was … basically fine. She had been exposed as a mage, so she would need to survive possible bounty hunters, and even if Illa and the [Priest] had stated that revealing her {Outworlder} nature would be a violation of the law and had taken some steps to enforce that, nearly twenty people knew that she was an {Outworlder} now. If this was Earth, word would probably spread sooner or later, though it was hard to say whether that was still the case in this world of levels and magic. She also needed to figure out what the Society of Starry Eyes was, since it had been mentioned as a potential reason for her summoning, and also a potential threat. She also wanted to keep improving her combat proficiency, as much as she wished she could ignore fighting and focus on research.

But at least for now, she was safe.

In addition, she felt, for the first time in months, like she was thinking clearly. If she couldn’t return to her life on Earth, she would make a new life here. She hoped that she could see her friends and parents again someday, but even if she couldn’t, she wanted to live a life that her parents and friends could be proud of.

After taking some time to sort out her feelings, she walked out of the courtroom. Outside of it, she found Illa discussing something with the old man who had represented the mage estate, before Illa turned toward Alice. She noticed Illa glance at Alice’s slightly red and puffy eyes before the woman politely ignored them.

“Ah, there you are, Lady Alice. I’ve already sent my servant to request one of the [Organic Mages] come over. I’ll pay for it, since it represents a possible threat to the town, and so it’s my duty to resolve it. Until then, let’s talk.” Illa paused for a moment, as if she were trying to organize her thoughts, before she started speaking again. “If mages were either nonexistent or not public knowledge in your home dimension, you must have a lot of questions. Do you have anything in particular you want to know? Ask away.”

“That would be really useful, but … why are you helping me? I’m grateful, but I’m also confused.” Alice had seen Illa step forward to help her multiple times by now—granted, some of that seemed to just be shutting down Lady Ellen Vallis, whom Illa didn’t seem to like very much, but the woman’s behavior was still odd.

Illa drummed her fingers against her leg for a moment before finally shrugging.

“I don’t know how negotiations and such are done on your home world, but I was a [Warmage] for a decade and a half, not a [Diplomat], so please excuse my bluntness.” Alice looked at Illa, who looked like she was in her midtwenties. A decade and a half as a [Warmage]? She had … aged very well.

After that, Alice remembered that the [Priest] had mentioned something about slowed aging and levels. Perhaps Illa was just a practical example of someone aging more slowly due to being high level?

“Frankly, Lady Vallis and I do not see eye to eye on a lot of things—she is not a bad person, per se, but she is a noble brat who has no clue what she’s doing and a habit of messing things up.” Illa frowned. “No, perhaps this isn’t the right way to start this conversation. I’m not sure how much you know about this world, since you’re new here, but I’ll give you a very brief overview of the political climate right now. Recently, the crown has been encouraging people to resettle the southern region of Illvaria, which was depopulated seventy years ago due to a war. Our western neighbor, the Sigmusi Empire, is interfering with this by assassinating mages and mayors, which is putting a lot of mental pressure on the mages in my town. Some of them are even talking about fleeing back north, which is obviously bad for me. Once the crown mobilizes its troops, they should be able to remove the Sigmusi influence.

“However, winter has just ended, and low-level [Messengers] and military personnel have a hard time moving about in bad weather conditions. Thus, we’re still waiting for a proper response, which is part of why everyone is so jumpy about suspicious individuals in the town. Lady Vallis is one of those who wishes to flee back north, in particular. Since Lady Vallis was basically exiled here due to her noble house’s internal politics, I think she wants to use this as an excuse to return, while the rest are just scared and looking for a reason to flee. It makes sense that they wish to leave and wait for things to calm down, but my town is one of the few towns in the south that isn’t horribly understaffed with mages. Even though we only have seventeen here, that’s almost a full 1 percent of our population, and each of them was hired through diligence, connections, and a great deal of money. If Vallis manages to take any mages back north, many of them won’t return, and it would be a huge waste of time and money for my husband and me, as well as detrimental to the safety of the town. I wish to discourage them from fleeing north. However, actively restricting them is something I will not do, and while I have raised their pay a fair amount, other measures are also needed.

“Therefore, what I propose is such—you will work for me for a few months to a year, depending on how long it takes the crown to mobilize and clean up the south. During that time, you will help out around the town, especially with construction, as well as a variety of miscellaneous tasks, in order to build up your reputation and be publicly seen. If Lady Vallis and the others see that a young, newly baptized mage is bearing the risk of staying in the south and working toward building up Cyra, it will weaken their resolve to leave quite a bit. If the other mages flee while you stay, the comparison will seriously damage their reputations—Lady Vallis in particular is already in hot water with her house, and even if she personally doesn’t care much about her reputation, if she becomes known as a weakling or a coward, her family will not be pleased. In other words, I want you to embarrass the mages into thinking they would be cowards if they fled the area.

“In exchange, I will provide food and shelter for you, as well as magical education and one golden sun a month for any additional expenses. If you impress me, I’m even willing to talk about writing an introduction for you if you want to go to one of the mage academies in the north, and if you pick up other useful skills like enchanting, I will increase your pay accordingly. In short, I’ll give you some of the magical education that you’re lacking and, in exchange, you help me with the political situation in Cyra.

“You are, of course, free to refuse this offer. However, I wish to be upfront about using your age and status as a newly baptized mage and offer you a deal we can both benefit from. At least in most circles, that is worth something.”

Alice took a moment to think over the offer before deciding she didn’t know enough. Illa’s offer actually seemed quite reasonable, and it would give her access to a few things she wanted. However, she also didn’t know much about this world’s economy, as well as any other potential jobs she might be able to find. She also wanted to find out more about Illa before jumping into an agreement with a woman she barely knew.

After a moment, Alice frowned. She would probably need to gather information somewhere other than the inn, since its inhabitants had last seen her dragged off by the [Guard]. Which was annoying.

While Alice was mulling over the offer, a middle-aged man wearing a silver bracelet with an eye insignia walked up to the two of them.

“Is she the one you think might be sick?” the man asked, cutting out any potential chatter.

“She is. She spent a while in a broken mana zone—all sorts of weird diseases floating around in those, so I thought it was best to have her checked over before she infects the town with something. Newly baptized by the zone, too,” said Illa.

“Baptized in a broken mana zone? Why? The bonuses are barely better than the regular achievement. I understand wanting to get ahead, but youngsters are really too reckless with their lives …” The middle-aged man shook his head before sighing and giving Alice a closer look.

“Here, let me just take a quick look …” The man looked at Alice, seeming to wait for something. After a moment, seeing her confusion, Illa gestured toward Alice’s wrist. “Give him your wrist and concentrate on giving him permission to inspect your body for diseases. It won’t totally kill the resistance against mana all living creatures have, but [Organic Mages] get some perks that can reduce mana consumption if the patient consents first.”

Alice did as she was told, and a moment later, the man laid a single finger on her wrist. She felt a strange tickling sensation under her skin, which quickly spread throughout her entire body.

“As far as I can tell, lots of strange diseases, but for some reason most of them seem to have died quite a while ago, possibly as a result of contact with mana. I did notice some remnants of the swelling sickness, but it looks like her body fought it off already, and she shouldn’t be a carrier, either. Even if she was, since there isn’t much broken mana here, the disease shouldn’t be a problem. Let’s see … done. I flushed out everything I could find. I’m done, Lady Illa. Will that be all?” The [Organic Mage] was already turning toward the exit as he spoke.

“Yes. Thank you for your assistance, Mage Gustav,” Illa said as Gustav worked his way toward the exit.

“So you don’t have any diseases left to deal with. You also need a mage insignia …”

Illa looked around for a moment, thinking, and then, a moment later, a small chunk of stone ripped itself out of the ground, then floated toward Illa and halted in midair. Illa looked at it, frowning, and Alice watched as chunks of rock slowly began to peel away from the stone. After several seconds of work, the chunk of rock began to become more and more distinct and started to take on a medallion shape. At the same time, an insignia started to appear in the center of the stone. It took Alice several seconds to figure out what Illa was doing, but finally, she realized Illa was making an eye insignia on the stone medallion.

It was the same eye she had seen a few other people wearing, including Illa herself, although the medallions she had seen were mostly made of silver or copper.

“Here you go. This is a symbol that shows you are a mage. For any nonmage to wear it is illegal, because doing so is to impersonate a mage. It will help you get around town and speak with people—I strongly recommend wearing it when you’re in public, although you aren’t obligated to do so if you don’t want to. I’ll get a metal medallion made at the town’s [Blacksmith]—you can pick it up later. Consider this one a temporary medallion. If you end up working for me, I can also have my [Maid] fetch it for you. There’s no distinction between using a stone or silver medallion, but most mages like to use the most expensive metal they can afford. It’s a status symbol of sorts.” Illa gestured toward her own silver eye. “It’s a pointless bit of showmanship, but it’s still not a bad idea to wear a decent-quality insignia if you can. Maybe I’ll get one made out of gold sometime if I get around to it. Anyway.” Illa cleared her throat.

“That’s your insignia taken care of. A few other things you should keep in mind. As a mage, you’re entitled to certain rights and have some status in society. If someone calls you by name and doesn’t add in the ‘Lady’ first, and you were wearing your insignia, you can have them fined. It’s not really worth the trouble, but if someone is pissing you off, you can at least make them pay a bit for disrespecting a mage, especially if it’s in public. Don’t bother trying it with upper nobility, obviously, although most of them will still refer to you as ‘Lady’ unless they don’t like you. You’re also effectively a half noble, at least legally speaking. Your financial situation, and your actual status in society, may differ quite a bit depending on how skilled you become, but all mages are at least treated as pseudo-nobles. Apart from that, you have a few other legal protections that you should know about …”

Illa spent a few hours going over some more specifics of what mages meant to the population before Alice finally got around to asking a question she had been curious about for a while.

“How rare are mages, exactly?”

“Hmm. It’s a bit difficult to say with specificity, because the numbers tend to get a little weird from country to country. Mana baptisms are always a path for the desperate, and how well treated mages are in a particular country can drastically change how many people are willing to risk a baptism. Still, most estimates put mages between 1 and 2 percent of the population, usually closer to 1.5 percent.”

Alice was surprised by how low the number was. She had expected something … quite a bit higher, really. She had heard the note of pride in Illa’s voice when Illa had said that the town’s population was nearly 1 percent mages, but she had chalked that up to this town being in the south. Hearing that they were so rare put a lot of people’s attitudes regarding mages in a much different context—suddenly it made sense why mages were treated as something like nobles.

Eventually, after chatting with Illa for a while longer, Alice excused herself. She still wanted to investigate what the political landscape of Cyra was, and it was best to do so away from Illa so that she could verify some of the woman’s claims. Illa had told her that the expedition to the broken mana zone should be formed within the next two weeks. If Alice accepted Illa’s offer to work for her, Illa would inform her directly, but if she didn’t, Illa would send her a notification when more details were figured out. Apart from that, Alice should seek her out when she made up her mind about Illa’s offer. Alice simply nodded before moving away.

Her first stop was the Church of the System. A moment before she crossed the threshold, she paused as a thought crossed her mind.

She didn’t think much of the church as a religious institute, but the System really was quite similar to a god in a lot of respects. And now that she was trying to look back at her past decisions and her analysis of this world in general, she started to wonder—was she actually correct in her speculation that the System wasn’t intelligent?

Oh, sure, it didn’t seem intelligent sometimes. However, there were several possible explanations for what she had observed from the System so far. The System could have some sort of intelligence and was just partially automated for dealing with more routine stuff, for example.

She had probably been too hasty in her first assumption. Something to keep in mind for the future; at the very least, the System was still granting her levels and skills, so believing the System to be nonsentient hadn’t stopped it from helping her out. Still, she would keep an eye on things and see if she could dig up some more information later.

In fact, now that she reflected on her actions, why had she been so insistent on thinking of the System as unintelligent?

A moment later, it hit her—she had been afraid. The thought of something intelligent looking over her thoughts as they formed, possibly tinkering with them, placing skills and knowledge and god knows what else into her mind, terrified her. She had been eager to push away any idea that it might be possible, even if it meant that she had concluded the System was unintelligent with almost no evidence to confirm that theory.

She closed her eyes, trying to fight off a wave of dread that even the thought of the System being intelligent brought about. She thought more closely about her entire train of thought all those months ago and quickly realized something—she hadn’t actually chosen the most logical conclusion. Instead, she had found the most logical train of thought that led to the conclusion the System wasn’t intelligent. She had started out trying to prove one particular idea instead of trying to assess what the truth was. That was one of the biggest flaws one could have as a [Scientist] and a logician. The idea of the System being intelligent filled her with such dread that she had actively avoided thinking about it after coming to her conclusion.

If the System actually wanted to manipulate her thoughts and memories, she didn’t think she could do anything about it. The idea filled her with fear and helplessness, which she wanted to avoid at all costs, even if it meant sacrificing any true explanation of the System she could have found. She couldn’t do anything about that directly—even now, the idea of an intelligent System quietly manipulating her thoughts and feelings filled her with a sense of fear and desperation that made her want to do anything to avoid it. She had no evidence that the System was doing so, but the thought was still terrifying. She also realized that, especially in situations where she felt fear, she might leap to conclusions quickly and without information or evidence. That had been most of her time in this dimension so far, which meant she seriously needed to rethink a lot of things.

Later. It had already been a long, stressful, and tiring day. She would deal with all this later.
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Well, gaining a level in [Scholar] was encouraging. It indicated that she was probably moving on the right path, at least.

Finally, Alice snapped back out of her thoughts. She stepped through the door of the church, taking a moment to scan the paintings on the walls of people achieving superhuman feats, before turning to the [Priest]. He was still annoyingly handsome in an incredibly distracting way, and Alice felt herself grow irritated as she waited for him to finish a conversation with another person. Finally, the other person left, and Alice walked up to the [Priest].

“Oh? If it isn’t you again, Lady Alice.” The [Priest] had a complicated expression on his face when he looked at her now. It wasn’t quite the same mild condescension he had displayed when he had thought she was from another church, nor was it the warm, fatherly expression he had worn when he had assumed she was an orphan. Now, it was a sort of strange in-between expression—a bit of pity, a bit of interest, and a bit of warmth.

“I wanted to know more about classes.”

“Ah, that’s right—you said mages were either hidden or nonexistent in your home world, yes? In that case you must have lots of questions relating to mages and mage classes. Just for reference, what did combat classes look like in your home world? I can’t help but admit I’m very curious to know what classes would be available in a world where magic was so cleverly hidden.”

Ah … Alice suddenly realized that she hadn’t mentioned the System not existing at home. She had mentioned that magic didn’t exist, but she didn’t recall saying anything at all about the System. Come to think of it, she also remembered the [Priest] briefly mentioning that this world had a time when the System hadn’t existed as well—that probably meant that discussing the System’s nonexistence at home might be fine. On the other hand, it also might not be—she had no way to tell at all.

For now, she defaulted toward pretending that the System had been in place—even if the [Priest] of this church might find it interesting, he might also take offense to her suggestion that the god he worshipped was not present in her world. She didn’t know—and didn’t want to find out, just in case. Religion was a topic she didn’t want to touch, at least right now.

“We mostly had people specialized around various weapons at home if they did combat, as well as some people who had hobby classes for fighting in tournaments and stuff. Really, combat classes weren’t too popular at home.”

“Combat classes weren’t popular? How could that … Ah. You said there was no mana, right? I must say, the idea of a world without mana is … bizarre. How did you actually live without mana? It’s just … It should be impossible, right? Life without mana …” Father Friedheim frowned before shaking his head. “Maybe I’m just misunderstanding something. In any case, were there no monsters at all in your world?”

“No, there weren’t any. How did you figure that out so quickly?”

“It’s a well-known fact that monsters can’t exist without mana—it’s the very factor that distinguishes them from humans and domestic creatures. A few centuries ago, during the era of broken mana studies, there was a famous [Scholar] who took a bunch of monsters and placed them in rooms which were enchanted to keep out mana. Every single monster died within a day or less—some of them died within minutes, in fact. All monsters both use and need mana. If your world had no mana, it’s natural that no monsters would survive there. It also makes sense that your world would have fewer combat classes—while the monsters are a test given to humanity by the Almighty System, to allow us to grow and achieve greater things, it may have chosen different tests for your world. The System recognizes all paths, after all.”

“Huh.” Alice was glad that, at the very least, her speculation about the System’s designation of monster vs. nonmonster was correct; monsters were distinguished by mana.

“What I really wanted to know about was more about classes—how do people build themselves in this dimension? Is there anything I should know? My parents … uh … didn’t tell me much about classes, and the System seems to be different as well. Basically, is there anything I should know in order to better build myself up? Ah, actually, is there any sort of book or list of common classes and theories on builds I could look over?”

“Hmm … You only have three primary classes right now, right? In that case, am I correct in assuming you’re looking for what to fill in your last two slots with? Even if you’re a bit late in getting your last classes, there’s nothing that can’t be overcome with more hard work and effort. As for books, there is one … How about … hmm …”

The [Priest] went toward the back of the church and emerged with a thick book. “Here—you can look through this as long as you don’t take it out of the church. It contains a lot of information about classes, skills, levels, perks, and achievements. If you seek a more … personal connection with the System, I don’t mind letting you look through it, considering how many challenges and problems you’re going to face from the Society of Starry Eyes. Those misguided children are barely better than monsters, and you’ll need all the help you can get. If you have any questions, you can come and ask me.”

“Thank you,” Alice replied with a nod before she moved over to one of the benches at the side of the room. It was time to do some reading.



Chapter 20

Alice spent several hours looking through the church’s holy book. While part of the reason she spent so long reading the book was to plan out her fourth and possibly fifth classes, she also took reading as a chance to unwind a little. Reading about the variety of classes and perks that existed in this world was surprisingly interesting, and she had only read one other book besides this one since coming to this world. They were too expensive for her to afford right now.

Granted, the book itself wasn’t terribly relaxing the way a nice novel might have been. Though, now that Alice knew magic and other worlds were both real, she doubted she would ever look at a fantasy novel the same way. But all the same, she appreciated having a few hours of peace and quiet to shake off some of the stress of her trial. Thankfully, after their brief conversation, the [Priest] seemed to have picked up on her desire to be left alone and made himself scarce.

Finally, after thumbing through the book and reading some of the more interesting and bizarre requirements for some classes, and finding a few achievements she might be interested in earning in the future, Alice closed the book and took a moment to reflect on what she’d learned.

First, it was possible to change main classes and perks from earlier levels. However, doing so required a [Priest of the System] to assist you—and could only be done once a year for perks and once every five years for classes. Trying to change perks or classes without waiting out the aftereffects would cause serious health problems such as organ failure, internal bleeding, and vomiting, among other things. Furthermore, the [Priest of the System] needed to be higher level than the class or perk in question or removal was impossible. Alice wasn’t entirely sure she intended to make use of this, but it was something worth thinking about. The fact that she could only use perk removal once a year meant she needed to think about it carefully, and most of her perks had some potential for being useful in the future, even if they weren’t useful now. However, she would at least consider changing one of her perks that was more focused on wilderness survival, such as {Foraging}.

Another thing worth noting was that most perks had multiple versions. By meeting higher stat and skill requirements, one could get a slightly better version of the same perk. There were, however, some perks with no different versions, and also some perks with dozens of different versions. {Barmaid’s Smile}, for example had seventeen different versions listed in the book, which made trying to figure out the tiny differences between each version headache-inducing. Apparently, the System had far more than just five perks available at each level, as well—in most cases, there were dozens of different perks available, and then the System gave you options from the available pool of perks based on your desires.

Finally, secondary classes were nearly useless—they suffered from an 80 percent experience penalty and only gave a perk every ten levels instead of every five—and every single time you got a perk from a secondary class, it was at only half of the class’s real level. In short, at level ten you got a level-five perk, at level twenty you got a level-ten perk, etc. All this made secondary classes a massive waste of time for most people.

As another point of interest, there were references to the System changing perks around as time passed and even creating new classes, perks, and skills as new discoveries and inventions circulated through the world, which Alice found fascinating. The System, apparently, was far from static and would continuously adapt to the world around it. Perks related to making steel, for example, had started out as level-thirty-five [Blacksmith] perks in the distant past—and the level requirement had lowered over and over and over again as the discovery became widespread, until now, {Steel-Making} was available at level ten. Granted, the perk had also become much weaker, especially once it dropped from a level-thirty perk to a level-twenty-five perk, but Alice found the idea that perks could change requirements, effects, and so on over time to be fascinating.

Apparently, these changes wouldn’t impact people who had the perk already. Once one had a perk, it wouldn’t change anymore. However, the idea that progress literally changed how the System worked was something Alice resolved to keep in mind in the future.

Finally, Alice had scanned the book to search for any clues about whether the System was sapient or not.

Frustratingly, there was no information on the subject. There were no direct references to the System ever messaging anyone or making its intentions known, or any similar communication attempts. In fact, there was nothing related to the System’s intelligence at all. Alice was now actively trying to rechallenge some of her older and possibly more flawed ideas, but at least so far, she had learned nothing useful from the exercise. The System creating new classes and skills could mean it was looking at what people were doing and then adapting accordingly—or it could mean that the System had some sort of automated response that allowed it to adapt to changes. There was no concrete proof of anything at all.

The church worshipped the System as a god, but it never investigated the System’s inner workings. It investigated classes, perks, skills, and levels, but never the actual mechanics behind how those worked, meaning Alice was still just as clueless as before about what, if anything, allowed people in this world to level up, slow down their aging, and perform impossible feats of strength. People accepted levels and slower aging as miracles from their god and moved on with their lives, no questions asked. If she wanted to figure out what mechanics lay underneath it all, she would need to start from scratch.

However, there was one brief mention that gave her an idea for a possible avenue to research, if or when she found enough time and materials for it—a mention that all people had mana inside them and all higher-level people and people with higher attributes had more mana than those who were weaker or lower level. Alice had been startled by this idea at first. According to her assumptions, mages should be the only ones with mana in their bodies. That was how it worked in most fantasy stories, and before she double-checked the facts, she had assumed this world would work the same way.

Instead, this served as another lesson to Alice about how she should review her assumptions before she took them for granted.

After her initial surprise, she started to think about why people might have mana in their bodies even if they weren’t mages. On Earth, people exercised to get stronger, and as far as Alice knew, this involved no mana at all. Why was it that in this world, it was taken as common sense that someone with a higher [Strength] attribute would also have more mana inside their body? That was something she was eager to investigate whenever she actually got the ability to see mana. Which apparently wouldn’t take too long—even if for some reason her [Explorer of Magic] class hadn’t offered her any sort of {Mana Sight} ability—which was apparently a fairly common perk in most magic-related classes—[Scholar] offered several options for observing mana at level fifteen. Unlike her wild theories and speculation so far, the idea that mana somehow increased physical ability was very testable if she could find the right approach.

In other words, there was a promising avenue for research available whenever she finally got her feet under her. She had noticed that people in this world were, almost without exception, stronger than their Earth counterparts, often by a huge margin. The average random person on the street in this world could probably compete with an Olympic champion on Earth with just a mildly physically oriented build, and apparently Immortals were leagues beyond that. This made Alice wonder if mana played some part in why physical stats increased so much more quickly and why people were so much stronger. Her first test would be to see if people “spent” mana while doing physical activity at superhuman levels, or if mana was somehow involved in exercise here. She didn’t have an exact idea for how to test this second idea yet, but she could certainly feel the roots of a future experiment forming.

For now, however, she closed the book. As always, she had a shortage of both the ability to measure anything and a problem with materials and funding. Neither of these were problems she could solve yet, although she had ideas for the future now.

Alice’s stomach rumbled, and she finally realized how long it had been since she had last eaten. She was hungry.

The [Priest] seemed to hear her stomach growl. He reappeared like a phantom before handing her some strange meal without a word. It resembled a calzone, but it was packed with unidentifiable meat and vegetables and seasoned with a wide variety of spices. Ravenous, she tore into it. She had no clue what she was eating, but it was delicious.

“Thank you,” Alice said absent-mindedly.

Father Friedheim was silent for a moment before clearing his throat.

“I know I didn’t exactly leave the best second impression, due to the trial, and I apologize for what you had to go through. While you did trip a lot of suspicious perks—and people who trip the same category of perks without having a criminal class are often plotting something dangerous—Lady Vallis’s reaction was … extreme. You’ve been put through a lot more than you deserved, starting from the moment you were dumped on this planet. I’m sorry, Lady Alice.” Another awkward pause. “Do you want to talk about anything? You seem … nostalgic. And lost,” the [Priest] said.

She closed her eyes, thinking. The knowledge of home was like a heavy stone in her heart, and carrying it alone was … deeply exhausting. She had to keep many facts about home secret, but talking about ordinary, mundane things … that was something she craved. She felt tired and alone, and it had never been worse than today, when she had learned she might never return. She hesitated for a moment before she spoke.

“My home was really different. There were no mages, so we had lots of, um, really specialized tools instead. My family had a little house we lived in, and I went to school to learn things. When I went to school, I got to play with the robo—with some of the specialized tools we made. My friend Maya always went with me, and we were learning how to code—erm, how to give instructions to the tools properly. I wasn’t that great at it yet, but I was really enjoying picking it up. I miss that, and I miss her, and … my parents.” Alice felt her voice falter for a moment. The raw wound was there, stronger than it had ever been, even though she’d thought had made terms with it already.

“You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, child. I mostly came here to apologize and see if there was anything you needed.” The [Priest] reached out toward her shoulder for a moment before he hesitated and moved his hand back.

Alice shook her head. The [Priest] hadn’t directly had a hand in forcing her to reveal her classes or endangering her, and she could faintly recall him glaring at Vallis when she had started launching an attack during the trial. She was afraid of this world, but the secret of her being an {Outworlder} was already out, in a limited way. There was no reason she couldn’t talk about home a bit, although she would stay quiet about the specifics of technology for now.

“I … I want to talk about it. My mother and father …” Alice took a deep breath, choking down a lump in her throat.

“My mother was a normal mom. She cooked my favorite meals for my birthday and took care of me when I was sick. My father sold a kind of tool called electronics. He was at home less often, but whenever I did well in school, he would have a little grin on his face that let me know he was proud of me. When I did well on an AP test or something, he would throw me a little celebration with ice cream the day after. I just …” Her voice faltered, much more heavily this time, and a hot sensation started forming near her eyes.

The [Priest] was silent, as if mulling over either her words or his. His annoyingly handsome face twisted into a perplexed state for a moment before he cautiously ventured a question.

“I wish I could tell you that it will get better, but honestly I can’t, can I? The System creates trials for all of us to allow us to grow and reach greater heights, but sometimes they can be cruel. While effort is rewarded, similarly, some trials can be difficult for us to face. However, as long as you’re still alive, you always have the potential to keep moving forward. The System creates struggle and reward equally. And if it gets too hard for you to bear, you’re free to take time away from things. It’s important to take mental breaks every now and then or you’ll collapse.”

Alice mulled over his words. She didn’t have any particular desire to worship the System, but she was starting to see the appeal, in a sense. The belief that your struggles were always meaningful, and the knowledge that succeeding would cause your god to reward you. The idea that she might never see her family again was so painful.

“If I— … No, never mind.” It was a stupid wish. She had wondered, for just the briefest moment, if maybe the System really could be something like a god. If maybe she could be rewarded for her struggles by seeing her family again if she passed the right trials.

But empty wishes and hopes wouldn’t get her anywhere. She needed to be practical about this.

The [Priest] raised his arm again, and after hesitating for a moment, he patted her on the shoulder. She could feel something she hadn’t felt before, especially in the cold trial room. It was the feeling of kindness.

She tried to keep her emotions steady. She was going to think carefully about everything, and she needed to make a plan about what she was going to do next. She had no place to sleep and nothing else to eat, and she needed to …

She had to make plans …

It was too much for her. Her eyes were getting hotter and hotter, and for the second time that day, Alice cried. This time, instead of crying alone in a courtroom where she had narrowly escaped disaster, she sobbed into the [Priest]’s shirt like a child while he gently patted her back.

The next day, Alice woke up in a small bedroom. Next to her bedstand was a plate of hot eggs. The eggs had clearly been there for quite a while, but through some perk voodoo, they were still piping hot. She ate them and then walked into the next room, where she could see the [Priest] puttering about, moving around a few boxes filled with objects and referring to a book with numbers on the front.

“Good morning, Lady Alice,” he said.

“Good morning, [Priest] Friedheim.” Alice was much calmer now. She could, vaguely, remember Father Friedheim giving her something to eat and then leading her to a room in the back of the church yesterday.

“Did you like your breakfast? I wasn’t sure if spidercrab eggs would be to your taste or not.”

“I liked the eggs. Thanks. Erm … Thank you for yesterday as well. I … Sorry.” Alice wasn’t actually sure why she was apologizing, only that it felt wrong not to.

[Priest] Friedheim chuckled a bit. “You don’t have to worry about it, young Lady Alice. Everyone needs a helping hand from time to time, after all.” The [Priest] gave a light chuckle. “Do you want to talk about it again or end this discussion here?”

After a while, Alice decided that she wasn’t in the mood for talking about home anymore. Right now, the emotional wound just felt too raw. Especially after breaking down yesterday. She wanted to make plans, though, and for that she needed more information.

“What’s the Society of Starry Eyes? Why did Lady Vallis have such an extreme reaction to the term? Also, what’s the tragedy of Allenheim?”

“Lady Vallis is … not a bad person, but she is … impulsive. Do you know—Of course you wouldn’t, you’ve been in town for less than a few days, no? In that case, you should know that the Vallises are a viscount family, and Lady Vallis is from one of the branches of that house. However, since she is a mage, she has high value if she marries someone influential. For this reason, the main Vallis branch adopted her—you see, mages have a higher chance of producing magically gifted offspring, which means that most noble families are eager to marry their children to other nobles who are mages whenever possible. Most mages avoid this fate, since the more powerful a mage is, the more influential they are, and thus the less control others have over their lives. However, Lady Vallis is both incompetent and a mage. In an attempt to make her a little bit stronger, her father took her to a town that had reported a sighting of some odd creatures, likely thinking it would be a good place to train some levels by fighting monsters, and that Lady Vallis might gain a bit of real-world experience as well.

“The odd creatures were not monsters. Apparently, two [Organic Mages] of the Society of Starry Eyes had captured some of the villagers who they assumed wouldn’t be missed and tried to create the ‘ideal form of humans.’ The results were … disastrous for the people involved. People with too many eyes, not enough limbs, their bodies twisted and warped …” The [Priest] shook his head. “The two mages were captured by the [Guards] and summarily executed, of course. The Vallis viscounty hired [Organic Mages] to work with the survivors, and they’re doing better now, but by all accounts, the initial effects were … horrifying. And more than a few of them were children.

“A few years after the incident, an earl’s son told Lady Vallis to her face that her viscounty was cursed and that was why they were wasting money feeding and healing monsters. The argument escalated until she beat him into the ground, right in front of his friends. The Vallis family was most displeased with her behavior, since she shouldn’t have escalated the fight, so they sent her to the south to get her out of the public eye for a while.

“Her history with the Society of Starry Eyes is pretty heavily influenced by that. Once she calms down, I don’t think she’ll do anything to harm you, but you are a delicate subject. I recommend avoiding her. She likely sees you as a pointless, dangerous risk, because you are a remnant of dimensional magic, and that is the kind of magic the society is most known for experimenting with.” Father Friedheim paused for a few moments before sighing.

“As for the society itself … The Society of Starry Eyes is a large organization of rogue mages that experiment with forbidden magic—chief among these are human experimentation and dimensional magic. They interact with other forms of forbidden magic as well, but those two are the most feared and well-known.”

Alice winced. She still didn’t like the other woman, but at least her knee-jerk reaction to Alice seeming to be from the society made sense now. At the same time, Alice felt a surge of fear as she realized how dangerous her arrival in this world had been. If she really had been summoned by the Society of Starry Eyes, she was very lucky she hadn’t been caught and turned into a test subject by them.

“As for the tragedy of Allenheim … A century ago, [Scholars] first started theorizing about dimensions. They also theorized the possibility of moving from one place to another instantly, as a consequence of dimensional studies. Most nations jumped on the idea, as did many mages. People in those days went mad imagining what a world of instant transportation would look like and how it would revolutionize trade and logistics forever and start a new era for humanity. Famous mages started jumping in to research the topic, because whoever solved the final problems in making dimensional teleportation a reality would surely be remembered for ages to come. Not to mention, they would get a ridiculous number of levels and high-rarity achievements if they made such a groundbreaking discovery. Speculation, both scholarly and economic, was rampant, and mages started forming dimensional magic seeds and experimenting.

“This era of theorizing was cut short. A group of around nine hundred mages from a smaller member-state of the Shil Confederacy managed to … sort of succeed in doing dimensional magic. They were stationed in a country called Allenheim. They formed a portal from the capital to the largest trade city in the country by spending more money than some smaller nations do, spending a ridiculous quantity of resources to work around their limited mana pools and getting an enchantment to do most of the work. They were backed by one of the larger [Merchant] organizations in the Shil Confederacy.

“And then, several times the amount of mana they used rapidly broke on both ends of the portal they opened. More than half of both cities went through a mana baptism shortly afterward. The initial release of broken mana was simply too dense. The survival rate of those afflicted was only 0.8 percent, and fewer than a tenth of the original mages survived the effects of the broken mana poisoning and were able to go to trial. Worse, a few of the people who survived the baptism began creating broken mana on their own—the mana that came into contact with their bodies would randomly turn into another patch of broken mana for unknown reasons. As a result, the people who rescued the first batch of survivors suffered their own broken mana baptisms in turn. The kingdom was fairly small to begin with, so after the royal family and most of the capital died, and the largest trade city in the country collapsed, the country basically fell apart. Ever since then, countries have adopted a slightly more … cautious approach to dimensional magic. It holds great promise. But if there are enough mages pouring time and money into it, dimensional magic can have catastrophic consequences. The most notable researchers of dimensional magic in this era belong to the Society of Starry Eyes, though some Illvarian mages who are highly respected also have permits to study the branch of magic in limited ways. You can understand why Lady Illa is so concerned over the idea that the Society of Starry Eyes might have been actively studying dimensional magic close to Cyra.”

“How likely is the society to come after me?”

“Well, it depends. Illa and I are working to make sure that nobody talks about your more … unique aspects, since the society might come after you, and by extension the town, if they knew. That being said, if they were the ones who summoned you in the first place, it probably won’t matter too much, since they probably already know. And while it’s illegal to share details of a criminal trial outside of court, and we’re using all the perks we can to ensure no information leaks, it’s still possible that some information might leak out eventually. I recommend you keep an eye out. Take some combat [Classes] and get some real training. It’s better to be safe than sorry, just in case it comes to that.”

Alice nodded. She wasn’t very interested in fighting, but if she needed to learn self-defense, she would do it. Being able to protect herself from harm wasn’t a bad idea. Then Alice decided to change the topic. Father Friedheim could help her gather opinions on Illa, something she also needed to do.

“What do you think of Illa? I mean, overall?”

“She made you an offer, did she?” The [Priest] gave a chuckle. “Illa is one of the strongest mages of the last generation. She made a name for herself fighting the Rakari nomads to the north for over a decade, fought directly under the Sun Knight, and she’s probably above level seventy-five in her [Warmage] class. I know for a fact she’s level thirty-four in [Town Leader], despite having had the class for less than three years, and probably has around fifty or sixty levels in some sort of [Kinetic Mage] class, thirty-one levels in [Powerful Wife], and forty-two levels in [Teacher]. She has a decent reputation and strong connections in the north, since her husband is a very successful [Merchant]. She is a very competent lady and has a very good reputation for keeping deals she makes.” Father Friedheim paused. “She is, however, very pragmatic. Never malicious, but very pragmatic,” he said.

Alice paused, parsing the information the [Priest] had just given her. “Why don’t you know her levels in [Warmage] and [Kinetic Mage], if you know all her other classes and levels?”

“It’s considered very impolite to ask about combat-related classes. However, most people actively boast about noncombat classes—especially craftsmen. I’ve seen plenty of shops where the craftsmen just directly list all their perks somewhere so that they can drive up the prices people will pay. After all, making sure people know just how amazing your products are is basic business. However, keeping your combat abilities secret might save your life someday. That’s this world’s common sense, at least.” Alice was happy to hear about this tidbit of information. It was good to know more about this world’s cultural customs and common sense.

“Thank you, Priest Friedheim. I appreciate your time and help.” Alice stood up from her chair.

“It is no trouble, child. Providing spiritual guidance is the duty of all [Priests of the System], after all.”

Alice nearly departed from the church before she finally remembered why she had come here in the first place. Even though she had already accepted the [Scientist] class, she could definitely do with some advice on her build right now.

“Priest Friedheim, would you mind talking about my classes with me? I need some advice.”

“Ah, you have two class slots left, yes? In that case, let’s talk.”



Chapter 21

Well, to start off with, how do people usually go about dealing with their classes? How do people choose what to take as a primary class?” Alice had looked through the holy book of classes, and there were literally thousands of classes someone could take. Plenty of them were a lot harder to stumble into than the classes she had ended up with, requiring some specific action, but the fact remained that it felt more like she was overwhelmed rather than starved for choices. How did people usually deal with this?

“What do you want to do? The System does not frown upon any specific path—ultimately, what matters is that you work hard at it in order to succeed. What might you want to do in the future?” Father Friedheim asked, looking at her.

Alice hesitated for a moment before she replied. “I want to learn more about magic. It didn’t exist at home, and I am fascinated by it. Therefore, I want to spend a lot of time and energy learning about what it is and how it works.” She kept quiet about her intention to explore the System. Telling a [Priest] to his face that you intended to study what his god was and what made it work was probably quite rude.

“Hmm … the majority of people start out with a student or apprentice class that they deem their core class—usually whatever profession they want to go into. [Apprentice Farmer], [Apprentice Rancher], [Apprentice Blacksmith], [Apprentice Soldier]—that sort of thing. They get that class to level twenty-five, where all [Student] classes max out, and then evolve it to a tier-one class. Along the way, they usually grab one or two utility classes. These might be classes that are a little different from their main class, but they are usually still linked to their main class. For example, many mages pick up [Scholar] in order to boost some of their mental abilities and make research easier.” Father Friedheim paused. “Taking a student class is usually only done for your main class, though. It gives you a total of five extra perks, which is very useful once you get past level fifty and start combining perks. People who are more ambitious might deviate from the previous advice I mentioned and instead take multiple apprentice classes, but I don’t think that’s optimal unless you have good boosts to growth speed.

“After picking a main class and one or two supporting classes, most people grab another class that gets experience from sources similar to their main class. For example, a [Soldier] who is a [Scout] in the army might also grab [Survivor], since they expect to be in dangerous situations and in the wilderness a great deal of the time, and then pick [Hunter] or something because it gets experience for the same things [Survivor] and [Scout] do. Then, if people have a class slot left over, they might pick up something weird but useful.” Father Friedheim grinned at her. “For example, a mage targeted by the Society of Starry Eyes might pick up [Survivor], since it offers some useful combat perks at higher levels that work well with magic.”

Alice chuckled weakly.

“You said you intend to focus on magic? Honestly, there is a reason mages are valued as highly as they are in the country—a mage at the same level is almost always stronger than a nonmage when it comes to combat. In addition, mages are capable of creating two of the three major types of enchantment.” Father Friedheim paused again. “Well, technically there are four major types of enchantment, but one isn’t particularly relevant for most people. Anyway, even when they aren’t focused on combat, mages are still usually strong, because magic is incredibly useful in a fight. The only exception would be [Thermal Mages], since they tend to focus on item creation, but even then, in theory a [Thermal Mage] can put up a good fight against a similarly leveled enemy if they need to. And, of course, some [Thermal Mages] specialize in combat as well, although it tends to be rare.

“For your personal classes … I recommend you focus a bit more heavily on combat, and if you can find good opportunities, maybe keep leveling [Survivor] when you can. One of the easiest ways to kill a mage is a surprise attack, and [Survivor] can single-handedly remove this weakness. At its heart, the [Survivor] class can specialize in dozens of different directions, but you already seem to be taking it on the route of threat identification, which is exactly what I think you should be focusing on. I assume you’re planning to get some of the endurance or healing perks a bit higher up in levels, as well?”

Alice nodded. One of the perks the church’s holy book had described, which was available at level forty for [Survivors], looked incredibly appealing. It let her heal a large amount of damaged tissues every day, basically healing her instantly in an emergency. Even if the perk was limited to once a day, being able to quickly heal critical damage could save her in an emergency if the society ambushed her.

The [Priest] continued speaking. “Furthermore, sensing your environment is an excellent combination with [Kinetic Mage]. I have no idea what [Explorer of Magic] does as a class, but I would probably keep it around—it seems to be a decent mage class? Maybe? In any case, it’s worth exploring.

“[Scholar] pairs reasonably well with most mages because it offers a few useful perks here and there—of course, frankly, the class is quite replaceable as well, and if you get a better option for an intelligence-boosting class or just a more interesting option in general, I would probably trade out the class. The class is quite useful, but you already have a utility class in [Survivor] and an unknown class in [Explorer of Magic], so whittling down the number of classes you have outside of your core build might be useful for you. But that’s also up to you; plenty of mages value some of the higher-level perks from [Scholar], and it isn’t like the class is completely useless in combat. Like most classes, it can give you combat effective perks if you level it enough.

“Oh, I do think you should grab [Kinetic Mage] if you want to expand your combat potential. It’s a class most mages with a kinetic seed have, and there’s a reason everyone picks it up if they can. [Kinetic mages] are often referred to as combat mages, because they can outright prevent most physical objects from being a problem for them, once they can track objects without needing their eyes. A high-level [Kinetic Mage] is a terror on the battlefield, and it will definitely go a long way toward keeping you safe.

“For your final class … I recommend you pick something that would either help you establish your livelihood or that improves your combat potential some more. Young lady, do you have any affinity for close-quarters fighting or any talent in the subject?”

“No.” Alice didn’t need to think much about the topic—she had basically no talent when it came to fighting. The only reason she was able to fight monsters was because she had quickly learned how to let her magic do most of the work for her, meaning that at the end of the day she was just stabbing helpless monsters after holding them down with her kinetic magic. If she got into a real fight with another person, which was what the [Priest] seemed to be referring to, she doubted she would win unless she simply overwhelmed the other person somehow. She gave the [Priest] the details of some of her fights with monsters, and Friedheim fell into a thoughtful silence as he thought over the details. Finally, he spoke again.

“In that case, the [Brawler] class is probably a bad fit, even if it has some perks you would probably find useful. Hmm …”

The [Priest] pulled out the book of classes and began flipping through pages. Alice took a moment to watch, finally realizing that the [Priest] was somehow flipping through far more pages than the book could have reasonably contained—come to think of it, she had seen detailed, multipage breakdowns for multiple classes, each of which featured thousands of perks. The book also recorded thousands of classes. There was no way that could have possibly fit in a book this size—if she had been paying more attention yesterday, she would have noticed how impossible it was that thousands of classes were contained in a book that was probably only a few hundred pages long at most. However, she was starting to get used to seeing absurd things, so after pondering it for a moment, she just attributed it to a perk and ignored it.

“You know, you could try taking a weapons class as well. [Swordsman] tends to be weaker than [Spearman] before level twenty-five due to the difference in the range of spears versus swords, but they get much better perks after twenty-five. Alternately, you could grab [Spearman]. Hmm … actually, scratch that—it still runs into the problem of your lack of talent, and it also fails to account for situations where you don’t have a weapon readily available. If you have no natural talent in fighting, it’s best to either abandon close combat entirely or spend multiple classes and perks to make up the difference. With your current position, you definitely can’t abandon combat proficiency, but I don’t think you can fix your weak talent with just one or two classes, especially if you don’t level them up very quickly. Hmm …”

Finally, the [Priest] shook his head. “You know what, actually, I think you might benefit from [Enchanter]. If you’re going to take up Lady Illa’s offer, you’re going to want to prove your worth, both to her and to the town. Furthermore, if you’re going to be researching things, you need a way to generate income, and while you’re going to first burn a pile of money learning the profession, high-level [Enchanters] can make a lot of money once they know what they’re doing. Furthermore, it could probably level your [Scholar] class as well, since you said there was no magic on your world—just studying the nature of enchanting would probably get you several levels. Furthermore, I think it would combine well with your [Explorer of Magic] class, if my assumptions about the nature of the class are correct. And if you apply it right, it could also work well with [Kinetic Mage], since non-System enchanting is pretty magic-heavy work. Getting extra levels in your magic classes would probably be more useful to you than a bunch of scattered levels in classes that don’t match you. Of course, I recommend first checking to see how good of a head you actually have for enchanting, but it’s my best idea right now. If it doesn’t work out, maybe grab another mage class at some point if you get another magic seed? I wouldn’t say that’s really optimal, but it’s an option, at least. [Organic Mage] might be your best bet if enchanting doesn’t work out. It helps you with healing and boosting your physical abilities, and both are helpful in a bad situation.”

Huh. Alice hadn’t really considered enchanting before, but it would probably provide several unique and interesting insights into the nature of magic. And more importantly, if she wanted to experiment with mana and magic and figure out what made them tick, having more ways to interact with mana would actually be incredibly helpful. The idea lined up with her goals a lot better than she had thought it would. And, although [Enchanter] didn’t directly increase her combat abilities, working with enchanting would level her magic classes, which would give her a direct boost to her combat abilities. Better leveling speed for her main combat classes would probably make a much bigger difference in her ability to defend herself than a half-baked melee class.

“Yeah, all right. I think my final recommendation is to pick up [Kinetic Mage] and [Enchanter] as your two final classes and see if you can find something more useful than [Scholar] if you were thinking about switching out a class in the near future.”

Alice slowly thought over the [Priest]’s recommendations before she thanked him. She had already accepted [Scientist] after seeing what the class offered—unlike [Explorer of Magic], it was a class that was well documented, at least before level seventy-five, where the details on most classes started to get pretty fuzzy. However, now that she thought about it, the biggest question was whether she needed both [Scholar] AND [Scientist]. [Scientist] was almost literally a direct upgrade to the [Scholar] class, at least for her purposes. And given her current circumstances, she suspected the answer was no. She wanted to do research, and she did genuinely consider herself to be a [Scholar]—but in many ways, [Scientist] offered most of the same things [Scholar] did but was more tailored to her needs. And she needed good combat classes if a society of psychopathic researchers was out for her blood and her mage core was worth a fortune. Even though she felt a great deal of reluctance, ultimately, [Scholar] probably needed to go.

However, it also felt incredibly bad—she had just made a plan for her first experiment, and she had been relying on one of the {Mana Sight} perks she had expected to get from the class. [Scientist] offered a wide variety of things she would find useful for experimenting and gathering information, but the class didn’t offer a perk for {Mana Sight} as low as level fifteen—it would require many more levels. Actually …

“Does [Kinetic Mage] or [Enchanter] offer a good option for {Mana Sight} of some sort?”

“Both do, actually—in fact, I’m quite a bit more surprised that [Explorer of Magic] hasn’t offered you an option for it yet. Most classes related to magic offer one by level ten.”

Well, at least that was one concern dealt with.

“Is it possible to get a main class removed?”

“Ordinarily, it would cost you a few silver crowns—my perk only lets me do it twice a week, after all, and most people only swap a class out for some sort of [Husband]- or [Wife]-variant class when they get married—both classes are pretty critical to cutting down on the child mortality rate. However, I don’t mind if you want to switch one of your classes around. I recommend waiting a bit longer first, though—see how you feel, figure out exactly what you want, and take your steps carefully. After all, you can only change a class from a primary class to a secondary class once every five years, and so you should have a good idea what you really want before you start messing with it.”

Alice was fairly sure that she would end up following the [Priest]’s recommendations. She desperately wanted to keep exploring the world around her, but she also needed some real combat ability for when she was thrust into emergency situations, and she needed a way to make money. She did feel kind of bad abandoning [Scholar], but ultimately, she felt that [Scientist] was a much better choice, and trying to hold on to both classes would probably be overkill. She just needed to get [Scholar] to level ten first so that she could keep her level-five {Enhanced Memory} perk functioning, since the perk would deactivate if she no longer met the requirements for it and secondary classes were counted as half of their real level.

She thanked the [Priest] and walked out of the church. Now she needed to think about Illa’s offer. For that, she had a few more things she wanted to find out, and the best way to do so would be to just ask around town.

Alice spent a few hours wandering around the market, listening to people as they discussed things. At first, she was nervous that she might be recognized because she’d been dragged off by the [Guard] the previous day. However, if anything, people who noticed her gave her a wide berth and gave her respectful nods as she went on her way. It took Alice a while to realize the difference. It was the insignia on her wrist. Previously, she had been a nameless nobody drifting through the town, so most people had ignored her—people had more important things to do than obsess over someone else’s weird clothing style, and apart from the fact that Alice’s physical stats were a bit lower than average, nothing else had stood out about her.

However, she was now dressed in new clothes and, more importantly, she had a mage insignia on her wrist. Cyra only had seventeen mages in total—eighteen now, including her. Most of them were probably recognizable simply by face, and while some people seemed a bit surprised when they saw the insignia on her wrist, people actively gave her respectful nods and moved out of her way once they saw it.

The conversations at the market she was able to listen in on … were not very enlightening. People seemed to actively note her presence and moved out of her way while she walked, but this was a problem, since her plan was to eavesdrop. Finally, after a few hours of trying to gather information, with no results, Alice realized there was no longer a reason to hide that she was looking for information. She had done so out of habit, since she had been afraid and impoverished when she first entered this town. But now, at least as far as everyone else could tell, she was a respected mage. So she simply walked up to one of the passersby as he tried to get out of her way. He seemed surprised for a moment before turning to her.

“Yes, Lady Mage?” The man gave her a respectful nod, despite the fact that he looked to be in his midtwenties and Alice was unmistakably still a teenager. When it was a much older person actively showing her respect, Alice found the whole situation to be even more bizarre, although she tried her best not to show it.

“I was wondering if you could tell me anything about Lady Illa? I’m new to town and was wondering if anyone knew anything about her. I’m thinking of seeking employment with her.” Alice did her best to project an air of confidence, even though she was really nervous. Even if she wasn’t doing anything wrong, some part of her still instinctually recoiled from actions that brought people’s attention. However, after her realization that she was afraid of a sentient System, and she had made questionable decisions because of that, she was trying to let fear influence her actions less.

“Certainly, Lady Mage! I know that Lady Illa doesn’t mind outside mages too much—in fact, she and her husband put forth great efforts to get mages to move south while they were setting up the town. I hear her husband and her children are still recruiting manpower and gathering construction materials in the northern cities, actually, and are even sometimes active in the capital. If you’re afraid of stepping on her toes, you don’t need to be worried …”

After that, Alice went through a quick interrogation of the man, trying to verify the [Priest]’s information. As far as she could tell, there weren’t any major problems with Illa—she was known to be hard but fair, had acquired a great deal of fame in the north as a young and powerful [Warmage], retired from the army and taught in a mage academy for a couple years, and then married her childhood friend who had founded a successful [Merchant] organization centered around enchanting materials. Three years ago, she and her husband had founded Cyra in an attempt to leave behind a proper [Noble] title and class for their children along with a source of income. Overall, Illa really did seem like a decent person to have as a backer.

A few more random interrogations and an hour later, Alice found herself standing in front of Illa’s mansion at the center of the city.



Chapter 22

When Alice arrived at the mansion, the [Guard] at the gate quickly waved her through. Clearly, she had been told to expect Alice’s arrival.

After entering the estate, she was directed to a small waiting room and a [Maid] made her some tea. Alice absently noted that the water seemed to heat itself up and the tea tasted perfect despite having taken less than thirty seconds to steep, but she quickly attributed it to a perk. Less than ten minutes later, Illa stepped into the room. She gave Alice a cursory glance and after a few seconds of examination, gave Alice a relaxed smile.

Alice waited a few moments to see if the other woman would say anything, but after a few moments of silence, she decided to broach the topic herself. “I have come to the decision that your terms are acceptable, with a few conditions of my own.”

“Oh? What specifically do you want?”

“I want all the information you have available about the System, as well as about magic. Apart from that, I want materials for research. I want to conduct experiments, but that requires funding and materials.”

Illa considered Alice’s request. “Information about magic and the System is fine. I can let you read through my personal library. But …” She paused for a moment. “The funding for conducting experiments would be quite expensive. What makes you think you’re worth so many resources? Research equipment can sometimes run dozens of golden crowns, and unlike if you start enchanting, there’s no improved visibility around town, meaning I’m not guaranteed to get anything out of it. Also, it would be far more money than I’m willing to spend.”

“If you weren’t afraid of losing some of the mages in town, you wouldn’t have made your offer to me in the first place, right? The more active I am around town as a mage, the more it seems like I’m participating in building up the town, despite the danger to me. In particular, running experiments is something that would help me level [Scholar], and if I made any discoveries, we could use them to publicize my presence. Even if I don’t manage to make any new or interesting discoveries, the simple fact that I’m conducting research in the ‘highly dangerous’ south should be a good way to prove that I’m unworried about getting attacked by any mage hunters, which would send the desired message to the other mages. The fact is that most research requires a great deal of time and a lot of equipment—if it looks like I’m investing a lot of time and energy into setting up experiments that might take weeks or months to complete, it would send a message about how safe I feel in the town. Ultimately, I think this is something that helps you as well as me.”

Illa tapped her fingers against the table as she stared into space, seemingly lost in thought. Alice was beginning to wonder if it was a nervous habit of some sort. Finally, Illa came to a decision. “I’m not willing to fund your experimentation directly, and I’m certainly not going to build you a laboratory, since the costs are far higher than what your labor is worth right now. Your arguments kind of make sense, but I definitely think you’re stretching here. Instead, I am willing to allow you to use any magical materials I have lying around as a foundation for your experiments. As well as my personal notes. It will not quite compare to directly ordering new enchantments, but I have a decent collection of minor enchanted objects on hand from my teaching days. Besides, ordering new enchantments is quite difficult these days, since Eric just died and his daughter’s levels aren’t quite up to par. Is that acceptable?”

Alice thought it over for a while before she finally nodded. If there was nothing that could be done about it, then that was that. And in truth, she didn’t have any particular experiments in mind that she needed any equipment for—yet. Mostly because she was so lost when it came to magic that she didn’t even know what she was missing in order to make an experiment. She was completely out of her depth, honestly. She just wanted to see if she could open up the option for later, since she knew she would ultimately need equipment and supplies if she wanted to experiment more with magic and the System. For now, using Illa’s old enchanted stuff would be good enough.

Truthfully, Alice hadn’t had much of an expectation for this demand being met at all—while Illa’s direct pay couldn’t be called generous by mage standards, that was only if you didn’t include the fact that Illa had offered to train her, something that could cost an exorbitant price in the north. Magic training was expensive—it was why most mages joined the army to pay for their education, and the reason Illvaria invested so heavily in its magic academies. Illa teaching her and possibly helping her get a recommendation to a magic academy could go a long way toward paving her way in the north if she was interested in joining an academy later.

“You mentioned that you would be willing to pay me extra if I learned a useful skill like enchanting, right? Does that mean you’re willing to pay for me to learn more about the subject?”

Illa gave Alice a small shrug. “I’ll think about it, at least. What specifically do you have in mind?”

“I talked with the [Priest] earlier, and he mentioned that [Enchanter] and [Kinetic Mage] would be good as the final classes for me to pick up. I have the {Outworlder} achievement, so I’m going to get levels in both more quickly than I normally would, and I have a higher chance of paying off any investment in my education as an [Enchanter]. Because of my {Outworlder} achievement, if you invest my [Enchanter] levels early, we would both benefit. Right? If I become known as a decent [Enchanter], my name will spread through the town more quickly.” Alice gave Illa a grin, hoping the older woman would agree. Much like her hope for a lab, this request was a little dubious. But even though it was unlikely to work, Alice thought it was worth a shot.

Illa drummed her fingers for another few moments before she sighed. “You’re determined to make me bleed gold, aren’t you? Fine. I suppose this argument has enough merit for me to invest a little in it. The costs of learning to enchant are much lower than building a new lab, at least. And the more [Enchanters] we have, the better. Especially since enchanting materials, and thus practice as an [Enchanter], are much cheaper in the south. I will pay up to one golden sun a month for you to learn enchanting IF you can get Eric’s daughter to agree to teach you. There are no other [Enchanters] left in the town, so it’s her or no one.” Alice winced. She hadn’t paid very much attention to Eric’s daughter during her trial due to her own circumstances, but now that she thought about it, she had basically looted Eric’s corpse and brought his daughter the news of his death. Now that she’d had time to process what had actually happened, she felt pretty bad about the whole situation. Regardless of whether or not the girl was willing to teach her enchanting, Alice realized that she should at least apologize to her for her loss.

Unaware of Alice’s internal dilemma, Illa continued speaking.

“Cecilia—Eric’s daughter—is a decade and a dozen levels behind her father in terms of skill, but she can teach you the basics, at least. If she agrees to teach you, I will also reduce your pay per month from one golden sun to five silver crowns. However, in exchange for the five silver crowns you will be losing from your pay, I will instead give Cecilia up to one golden sun a month as part of your tuition fees. In total, this would mean you will be paid five silver crowns directly, and one gold sun as tuition to Cecilia. I’ll also throw in food and a place to sleep to make your financial situation easier. Fair?”

It was probably the best she was going to get. ”That works for me,” she said.

“Good. Then, to reiterate and clarify, what I expect from you is that you will work for me for a up to a year, or until the crown clears out the [Spies], [Deserters], and …” Illa actually scoffed at the next word. “[Assassins] running around the region. During that time, I will provide you with one hidden [Guard] while you engage in mage-related activities around the town, especially those that are more openly visible to other mages and the public. You will primarily be involved in construction and enchanting, as well as various publicity-raising actions and events. In exchange, I will provide you with any research materials I have lying around from my time as a teacher in a mage academy, room and board, food, basic magic training, five silver crowns a month, plus one golden sun in tuition if Cecilia agrees to teach you. If she does not, you will simply be paid one golden sun a month. Are these terms acceptable to you?”

“Yes,” Alice said as she nodded her head.

“Then let’s shake on it.” Illa stuck out her hand.

“No contract? I was expecting something of the sort, perhaps officiated by Priest Friedheim.”

“Not every law is enforced by contract, nor every agreement—in fact, it’s actually a fair bit less common for a {Trade Contract} to officiate an agreement. There are always far more agreements being made a week than there are {Trade Contract} uses available from all the [Priests] in a town, after all. Just because it isn’t backed by a System contract doesn’t make the law any less applicable. But in this case, I don’t think we need an official document backing up our agreement. It would be a mite inconvenient if people knew I was providing you with a hidden [Guard], after all. The rest can more or less be publicly known, but I would like to keep that tidbit hidden. If all goes well, you will never see the [Hidden Guard], and everyone else won’t even know of their existence.” There was a note of amusement shining in Illa’s eyes as she said that.

“Fair enough.” Alice shook Illa’s hand.

The two spent a few minutes after negotiating the agreement simply drinking tea while Alice settled her nerves. Finally, Illa turned back toward Alice.

“One of the fundamental points of our agreement was that I would teach you magic. I have some time free today, since I’m still waiting for some people to send [Messengers] back to me. Would you like to begin your first lesson?”

“That sounds lovely. What should I do?”

“Before we go any further, let me see what you’re able to do now.” Illa looked at the teapot, and a moment later, the teapot lifted itself up and poured another serving into Illa’s cup. The movement was elegant and graceful, and the casual ease with which Illa manipulated the objects was something Alice immediately envied.

“Do your best to pour some tea into your own cup,” said Illa. At the same time, from underneath the table, several cleaning rags floated out of a small container before scattering themselves across the table, ready to soak up any spilled tea.

Alice concentrated on the teapot. Lifting the pot wasn’t too difficult for her at this point—she had practiced a lot with moving objects. However, lifting it only enough to raise it above the cup, tilting it to the side just enough to pour tea, and moving everything precisely enough to avoid spilling, was completely foreign to her. On her first try, she fumbled, dropping the teapot. On her second try, the teapot moved a little higher before she lost control of it. Before the teapot could crash back onto the table, Illa caught it with her own kinetic magic before carefully guiding it back onto the table.

On her third try, she applied too much mana. Instead of dropping the teapot, the teapot became airborne, flying toward the ceiling before Illa stepped in and caught it again. Several drops of tea nearly splattered Alice, but Illa caught the drops with her magic and guided them back into the pot—although Alice noticed that Illa didn’t actually catch all of them. Perhaps two-thirds of the spilled liquid was saved, but the last third instead splashed onto the towels. Alice gritted her teeth and looked at Illa, who, if anything, seemed amused. A moment later, she gestured toward Alice.

“Try again!” she said cheerfully.

Alice tried to pour a cup of tea over and over again. On the bright side, it was good for her skills—her kinetic magic–related skills were all getting some decent levels out of this. This was the kind of targeted training that required a careful control that Alice had lacked all this time. On the other hand, failing over and over again was frustrating.

Thirty-two tries later, she managed to pick up the teapot successfully. She tried to tilt the pot toward the cup but accidentally overcorrected, spilling some tea on the floor. By this point, after struggling to precisely manipulate her mana for so long, she was beginning to feel a bit light-headed, her mind and magic seed straining to keep up with her demands. Illa laid a hand on Alice for a moment, and the effects of her mana deprivation became easier to ignore. They weren’t gone, but Alice could feel that they weren’t as painful anymore. Illa grinned while Alice stared at her, baffled.

“It’s a perk from the [Teacher] class. It helps [Students] stay focused. Now, that’s enough trying to lift the teapot. I have a rough idea about your skill level now.” Illa frowned. “You have practically no precision at all, and no real training of any sort. But you do learn quickly.” She looked directly at Alice. “Since you’re low on mana, I’ll ask for one last test before we move on from the magic portion of your training for the day. Come with me.” Alice followed her to another room, which was more obviously set up for training.

Alice looked around and saw a variety of equipment. A lot of it seemed to be meant for physical training, like something she’d see in a gym back on Earth, but there were other things she couldn’t make heads or tails of, which she assumed meant that they were built for either training specific skills, or it was enchanted equipment that did something she didn’t understand.

“Lift that metal block with your magic as high as you can. This is the last magic-related test,” Illa said, pointing toward a block of metal lying in the corner of the room.

Alice reached out a tendril of magic toward the hunk of metal before trying to lift it up and was surprised to find that even though the block seemed to be rather small, only the size of her fist, it was incredibly dense. She struggled to push it upward and only managed to move it a few inches before it dropped again. She heard Illa mutter a few things that Alice thought were numbers, and then Illa turned back toward her.

“All right, you’re done with the magic testing bits for now. Don’t use magic for the rest of the day—your seed is probably tapped out. What was your recovery rate from your perks again? Something like 15 percent from {Baptized by Broken Mana} and then 10 percent from one of your perks? In that case, it should be … exactly forty hours to recover to full mana.” Illa nodded. “Remember this. Your base regeneration rate is 2 percent of each seed’s maximum mana per hour. From there, your two perks give you 15 percent and 10 percent extra mana regeneration. In other words, you regenerate 0.15 times two and 0.1 times two extra mana per second, for a total of 2.5 percent mana recovery per hour. You can use that to time when you should be training and when you should be resting. When you have more mana, I’ll start running you through precision training. Right now, your control is atrocious. While you’re recovering, I’ll help you with your physical training.”

“Why physical training? Aren’t I supposed to learn magic?” Alice asked, feeling confused.

“Your physical stats aren’t at one hundred yet. It’s not critical for mages to have high physical stats, because we tend to fight with our magic seeds, but when you’re in combat, you’ll be very glad if you’re able to dodge a hit or survive an otherwise lethal injury. [Strength] is a less useful physical attribute, but considering how much easier it is to level stats before the second growth penalty your stats face after reaching one hundred, we might as well get it up to that point before we apply heavier focus to the stats that matter more. In addition, I figure you probably haven’t worked under any sort of [Trainer] or [Teacher] class before, right? Both classes and their variants boost the rate at which you gain attributes, levels, and skills by varying amounts, as well as providing a lot of other useful perks to boost training speed. Many of them are simply more useful for higher levels than you are currently at, or they require a classroom of students instead of just one, but I’ll still show you the more interesting ones when you actually have the qualifications to interact with them. I will have my books on the System and other magic seeds sent over tonight, and you may look them over at your leisure.”

Illa thought it over for a moment, absent-mindedly tapping her lip with her finger. “Apart from that, I will be doing some sparring with you eventually, to get you some of the other skills you will want if you are going to have some level of combat readiness. You will want several skills that most brawlers and fighters have, because some of them are quite important. I will probably wait a few days before concentrating on those, though.”

“That sounds reasonable to me.”

“All right, let’s see … for physical training.” Illa grabbed some weights and threw them at Alice. “A good way to train all three of your stats at once is with weighted jogging. Therefore, go put the red iron weights over there on and start running around.”

Alice did as Illa directed and found that the weights caused her just enough strain to make it difficult to move, but it wasn’t impossible. Then, as she was instructed to, she began slowly jogging around the room. She was a little surprised to experience firsthand how much her [Strength] and [Endurance] had improved since coming to this world. Now, even though she guessed the weights probably weighed around ten or twenty kilograms, she could lift them easily and they didn’t cause her much strain while jogging. Alice seriously doubted this would have been possible back on Earth, where she was quite unathletic—but with her System-enhanced muscles, it was surprisingly doable.

About half an hour later, Illa threw a bean at her head. She didn’t notice it until it hit her in the forehead.

“Ow! What?!” Alice stopped and turned to Illa.

Illa just chuckled. “You didn’t dodge the bean or stop it with your magic. You’ve had half an hour—you should have recovered a bit of mana by now!”

“You threw a bean at me! Why?”

Illa snorted. “[Kinetic Mages] are combat specialists for a reason—a [Kinetic Mage] who’s paying attention can stop most melee combatants and [Archers] dead in their tracks by applying some mana to an incoming sword or dagger, and they can even push a hail of arrows off target. Stopping a bean doesn’t cost much mana—you should learn to deal with surprise attacks like this if you want to keep your organs in one piece through a surprise attack. After all, unlike an [Organic Mage], you don’t have the benefit of being able to regrow your lungs on the fly if you need to. A [Kinetic Mage] who can’t stop ambushes before they get hit is a dead mage. Now get back to running! I didn’t say you could stop! You’re only four and a half hours of training away from the [Kinetic Mage] class! Now get to it!”

Alice gritted her teeth. She was already getting tired, and if Illa was going to start throwing things at her, this promised to be a long and annoying exercise in frustration as well.

At least her skills and attributes were leveling pretty quickly.



Chapter 23

After two hours of grueling training, Illa finally allowed Alice to stop. Alice took this as permission to drop dead, not even bothering to find a place to lie down before collapsing onto the floor. The waves of exhaustion she had been suppressing for hours crashed over her instantly. Her arms and legs trembled, and now that she had stopped moving them, Alice didn’t know if she could lift them even if she wanted to. On Earth, this training program wouldn’t have worked. The damage done to the body over the course of just this session would pose much greater problems than any of the benefits gained.

However, on this planet they had the System, which seemed to negate these problems. If she were less exhausted, she might have analyzed how this was different or how this was possible. But she was too tired to think straight.

Illa actually laughed at seeing Alice sprawled on the floor, moaning in exhaustion. After watching Alice and chuckling for a while, Illa finally took mercy on her. Alice felt her clothes tighten around her body and then they began floating, gently lifting her into the air. Then, Illa moved her toward a dining table, where a meal was laid out. Alice didn’t really want to move, but seeing all the food made her realize she was hungry. Finally, with her limbs shaking every time she tried to pick something up, Alice began eating while she took a look at her status screen.








	Name: Alice Verianna

	Age: 15




	Strength: 84 → 88 (104%)

	Perception: 109 → 110 (125%)




	Dexterity: 81 → 85 (103%)

	Intelligence: 155 → 157 (103%)




	Endurance: 89 → 92 (103%)

	Willpower: 125 → 132 (103%)




	Charisma: 125 (102%)

	Magic: 91 → 96 (101%)




	Primary Classes: 4/5

	Survivor: 34 → 37




	
	Explorer of Magic: 26 → 27




	
	Scholar: 8 → 9




	
	Scientist: 1




	
	N/A




	Secondary Classes: 1

	Fisherwoman: 3




	Perks:

	Survivor Perks:

Foraging (Survivor 5)

Microbe Resistance (Survivor 10)

Extremophile (Survivor 15)

Camouflaged (Survivor 20)

Sixth Sense (Survivor 25)

Enhanced Training (Survivor 30)

Sense Hostility (Survivor 35)

Explorer of Magic Perks:

Magic Proficiency (Explorer of Magic 5)

Enhanced Regeneration (Explorer of Magic 10)

Combat Spellcaster (Explorer of Magic 15)

Improved Seed (Explorer of Magic 20)

Seeds of Magic (Explorer of Magic 25)

Scholar Perks:

Enhanced Memory (Scholar 5)




	Skills:

	Academic Skills:

English (Language Proficiency): 100

Illvarian (Language Proficiency): 88 → 92

Magic Skills:

Kinetic Manipulation: 31 → 38

Mana Control: 17 → 21

Mana Precision: 14 → 19

Kinetic Force: 14 → 18

Crafting Skills:

Cooking: 12

Stoneworking: 11

Weaving: 27

Woodworking: 25

Physical Skills:

Sprinting: 13 → 14

Climbing: 9

Fishing: 9

Digging: 8

Dodge: 7 → 8

Stealth: 4

Basic Medicine: 3

Spearmanship: 19




	Magic Seed: 1/1

	Kinetic Seed (135%)




	Achievements:

	Outworlder (Rarity: 10)




	
	Baptized by Broken Mana (Rarity: 6)




	
	Survivor of Winter (Rarity: 3)




	
	Monstrous Encounter (Rarity: 1)




	
	Monster Slayer (I) (Rarity: 1)






She had gained two to three points in all her physical stats, along with four points in magic, as well as a few levels in most of her mana-related skills. She had also picked up a point each of [Willpower] and [Perception] somewhere along the way. [Explorer of Magic] had also gained another level, probably as a result of trying to pour herself a cup of tea using only her magic. In the wilderness, she had started to see a stat increase only once every two or three days, so seeing such a huge difference in growth speed was rare. Of course, it was probably due to the equipment and Illa’s presence, as well as the fact that her stats were still below one hundred. This meant they only faced a single growth penalty for being above fifty, rather than facing two major growth penalties for being above one hundred. Still, it felt very nice to see her stats improve, even if she was so exhausted she could barely move.

As she raised her quivering fork filled with some sort of green-and-yellow vegetable toward her mouth, Illa ate her meal in silence. The only sound came from Illa occasionally tapping her fingers against the table, as she seemed to ponder something. Eventually, Illa turned back toward Alice.

“How do you feel right now?”

“Exhausted? My body is having a hard time moving, and my magic is still nearly tapped out because I had to deflect beans …” Alice tried not to glare at Illa, nearly dropping a piece of food as her arm shook with exhaustion.

“I mean emotionally,” said Illa, amusement gone and her expression replaced with seriousness.

Alice paused for a moment, thinking about it. She felt … better. Perhaps it was because she had something to focus on now, or just because she had more time to process the fact that she was probably never going home. Or maybe it was just because her brain was too exhausted to process grief anymore. Alice slowly closed her eyes while she was thinking, nearly falling asleep in her chair, before she realized she was still in a conversation.

“I’m feeling better.”

“I’m glad to hear it. You seemed frustrated after the trial.”

“I was.” Alice was silent for a while, then changed the subject, since she didn’t want to think back to the court trial. “Can you tell me more about mage academies and how they take in students? I want to know what education looks like in this world.”

“Well, they accept students who either pay for their tuition or join the army and have the crown pay for their tuition. Of course, there are a lot of components to joining, especially if you aren’t joining the military. A letter of recommendation helps a lot, and it can also help you find a patron to pay for part or all of your tuition. As I said earlier, if you impress me, I’m willing to help you get in—a letter of recommendation from me would be quite helpful in most academic institutions. After joining, one is basically free to access the library and submit research documents, and it also gives them access to a lot of useful resources for education. One signs up for classes, which they then attend throughout the week. The time not taken up by classes still belongs to the [Students], who use it for a variety of purposes.” Illa hesitated, as if worried that broaching a topic would be a bad idea, before she pushed forward anyway. “What were schools like in your world?” She was staring closely at Alice’s face, as if searching for something.

Alice wondered if she was ready to talk about home. The topic was still a bit of a sore subject for her, but it hurt … less now. Just as long as she avoided any topics about her friends or her parents, she could stomach a bit of conversation.

“Hmm … Education is free for every citizen up to a certain age in my home country. In my world, the skills for speaking a language and writing a language were different, so people had to learn them separately. Therefore, everyone usually learned to speak from their parents or caretakers, and then they would learn basic math and writing from schools funded by the government.”

“Why?” Illa seemed completely baffled. “I don’t understand why the government would bother paying for schools for regular citizens. What’s the point? Also, how can you have two different skills for one language? That seems really complicated. How do people know if they’re spelling words correctly, or keep the written and spoken language linked together if they aren’t one skill?” Illa sounded genuinely curious, although her words were mixed with a slight tinge of disbelief.

Alice actually chuckled a bit at Illa’s response. “In my world—at least in my home country—most people are able to both read and write, but a lot of that is because of the school system. After all, being able to use the written word to communicate opens a lot of doors for a nation as a whole—being able to properly pass down knowledge, create signs and databases, and understand the world around us is based on our ability to read and write, isn’t it? If everyone has those skills, the nation can communicate more easily and effectively. Communication is the heart of a nation, after all.”

“What is a ‘giant collection of numbers and words relating to information used for statistical analysis’?” asked Illa, seeming a bit annoyed by the long phrase.

Huh? That’s not what I … Alice thought back to what she had said as she bit into another roasted vegetable. Then, finally, she realized. Ah. That’s how language skills work—it’s translating anything I hear to whatever the closest mental equivalent I have is, and when I want to say something, I just automatically use whatever the best word in the local language is. I won’t even notice it if I’m not paying attention. She wondered if there were any important distinctions the skill missed—how did it translate colloquialisms, for instance? Suddenly, she was curious.

“Spidercrab,” said Alice, listening closely to what she actually said. However, Alice was distinctly aware that what she actually said in Illvarian was “Zorastruess,” which seemed to translate roughly to … Many-legged scuttling annoyance? That … fits?

“Huh?” Illa seemed baffled at Alice’s sudden random word thrown into the conversation, and Alice realized she had totally departed from the topic. She shifted gears away from trying things out and reminded herself that she had been explaining what a database was.

“It’s a giant collection of numbers we used at home to gather information about specific ideas, as well as figure out general trends of things that could be expressed in numbers. So it could be used for something like, for example, finding out if the number of mages in a population has been increasing or decreasing over a period of time.”

“Hmm …” Illa seemed to think it over. “I can see the use for that, but not why it would be useful to educate the entirety of a nation. The cost must be enormous; it makes far more sense to just educate a handful of the upper class of a nation, such as mages, and then let the rest figure it out themselves.”

“Aren’t you forgetting about taxes? I don’t know how the taxation system works in Illvaria, but at home the government keeps track of every purchase people make and then takes a small cut, as well as a fraction of the money everyone makes as well. That also means that if everyone in the country is richer and more productive, the government also makes a larger amount of money. Not to mention, people who are happy with their life and have their basic needs met are much less likely to rebel, whereas people who are impoverished, discontent, or struggling to feed themselves are more likely to rebel. Therefore, education that improves the productivity of the populace is ultimately one that improves the government’s tax revenue, yes?” Alice shrugged. “At least, that’s what I suspect the philosophy behind it is. Admittedly, I was just a student, and my knowledge of a lot of things is rather shallow. But our system worked reasonably well.”

Illa appeared to think about it, sinking deeply into thought. After a while, she shrugged. “That actually doesn’t seem like a bad idea, if your taxation system works that way. Here, every person above ten is responsible for paying a certain number of coins to the crown each year, a few to the [Noble] owning the land, and then there’s a separate tax on property based on size, location, et cetera. But how does the government keep track of every transaction?”

Alice sighed and began trying to explain the concept of computers and machinery to Illa. It didn’t help that unless Alice was paying attention, her language skill would cause her to use some incredibly convoluted phrases. In the end, Alice wasn’t really sure how much of the concept Illa grasped, although she looked fascinated at the idea of carriages that ran without horses and machines that could do the work of dozens of humans if fuel was applied. Alice distinctly avoided mentioning firearms—she didn’t know how to make gunpowder, but with the existence of [Kinetic Mages], she suspected it probably wouldn’t be too difficult to create some sort of weaker facsimile. Alice didn’t want to be the one to introduce modern firearms to this world.

Eventually, partway through the conversation, Alice’s exhaustion finally caught up to her, and her eyes began drooping more and more. Before she could fall asleep on the table, Illa gestured toward a [Maid], who helped Alice exit the room, leading her to a room with a bed in it. Alice wobbled over to it, collapsed, and fell asleep nearly the instant she hit the covers.

Illa drummed her fingers, a nervous habit left over from her younger years, as she considered the question of her newest student. The world that the young teenager had spoken of was … odd. In more ways than one. A world without mana? Wasn’t mana essential to all life in order to survive? Illa was baffled by the assumption that a world could exist where life didn’t require mana to continue functioning.

That wasn’t all—the machines the girl had spoken of were strange, something that Illa had never even considered before. Bits of metal that could do the same work as a high-level person, over and over again without needing perks to do so. And the school system Alice had spoken of also interested her greatly. Even though Illa only had [Scholar] as a secondary class, it had actually leveled just from listening to Alice talk about her home world for a few hours. It was an interesting indicator of how much information was packed into the way Alice’s home world had worked.

“Mistress, Lady Alice has gone to sleep,” said Ellia. Her movement was fluid and graceful, far more than an ordinary [Maid]’s movement should have been. Of course, it was only natural for a [Combat Maid] to have higher [Dexterity] than a [Maid] who only worried about cleaning and maintaining a house.

“Thank you, Ellia,” Illa said with a small smile. “What is your impression of her?”

“She’s a bit dangerous—having her by your side has a small chance of eventually attracting an attack from the Society of Starry Eyes. Even if they don’t have the ability to maintain a strong presence in the north of Illvaria, the south is already a messy pot on the verge of boiling over, now that the Sigmusi Colonia is making problems and the organization level of this region is still weak. It might be better to send her out of town to die and avoid any future problems. However, as a person, she is not a bad girl, although a bit young.” Ellia’s voice contained no traces of emotion at all—just the cold, emotionless calculation of cost and benefit.

“Is that all of your assessment?”

“Her training speed is faster than it should be,” Ellia said after a moment of hesitation. “It is odd. Even accounting for her {Outworlder} achievement and other factors boosting her training speed, she is accumulating levels and attributes more quickly than she should. It isn’t to such an extreme extent that it’s totally outside the norm, but it’s definitely noticeable. When I was watching her train, I think she got multiple points in most of her physical stats over the course of a couple hours. Her speed subtly increased multiple times, and her [Endurance] also gave her a few bursts of stamina. That shouldn’t have happened, even with the {Outworlder} achievement. Unless you suddenly picked up several levels in [Teacher] without me knowing, at least.”

Illa snorted. “It’s all her—my levels in [Teacher] are exactly the same as before. There is something even more interesting about her. Do you know that her body has very little mana in it? It is much lower than it should be, considering her levels and attributes. It is the only reason I am even willing to entertain the idea that her former dimension has no mana on it—the quantity of mana in her body is so low that it’s as if her first interaction with the substance was only a few months ago. A six-year-old child with magical ability who has just unlocked the System often has more mana than she has in her body right now.” Illa gave a rueful chuckle.

“While interesting, I cannot see how that actually matters, my lady. Perhaps she is some slightly different species of human that can live without mana, or her body is simply trying to make up for its lack of the substance so far. After all, humans can live without the nutrients their body needs, just not well. It might not be impossible for humans to do the same when it comes to mana, since nobody besides the society has actually tested the theory that humans will die without mana—at least to the best of my knowledge,” said Ellia.

“And the machinery and societal structures she spoke of don’t interest you at all?”

“They do, but not much. I can’t see us successfully implementing half of the things she talked about even in someplace as small as Cyra—our budget may be very high for a new town, but it isn’t anywhere near what we would need to continuously fund something like universal schools.”

“You’re correct. However, the ideas behind them are interesting, aren’t they? It’s expected that I’ll chat with her anyway, since she’s my [Student] now. Maybe there’s an idea or two that’s actually useful there. And if not, it’s not a big deal—ultimately, as long as the less-loyal mages here learn that a fifteen-year-old girl has the courage to face what they wish to flee from, they shouldn’t be so quick to leave.” Illa gave a small chuckle at the thought.

“As my lady wishes,” Ellia said with a slight bow.

“Ah, don’t be like that. If you really think otherwise, we can discuss it further. I still think of you as the friend who fought in the north with me all those years ago, after all. Your opinions are useful.” Illa felt her thoughts momentarily drift back to the times she and Ellia had fought in the army together. Although her attention quickly snapped back to the present. “Do you really think it’s such a bad idea to keep her around?”

“I hope my lady will forgive my presumptuousness. I do not think having her around is a terrible idea—it represents an opportunity to learn about another world, and she also fits the requirements for helping settle the political situation. However, this opportunity is a fair bit more dangerous than the usual ones, and I do not think we need to engage with her to keep steadily growing and advancing. While some of the mages trickling back north might be painful, it ultimately doesn’t mean that the situation will fall to an unrecoverable state. If the Society of Starry Eyes actually musters its forces together and tries to retrieve her, it might cause a great deal of damage to the town, and it represents a greater level of danger.”

Illa sighed. “Correct, but there are a lot of strange points in her presence as well. If the society summoned her and any of the society members survived the attempt to contact another dimension, she shouldn’t have escaped them. For now, I think it’s best to keep her around until we further investigate the place where she was summoned. Hopefully the monsters haven’t eaten all the corrupted mana in the area yet.”

“My lady makes a fair point. What are you planning on doing for her hidden [Guard]? You promised the girl that you would provide her with one.”

“I intend to assign Emanuel to her for now—he’s high-enough level that it should be hard for him to be noticed, and he’s quite competent. Apart from during the expedition, of course—in that case, since I’ll be nearby, I doubt anyone would be foolish enough to attack us. And if there really are still [Spies] and [Assassins] prowling about, which I doubt, Emanuel would not be able to deal with someone able to actually threaten me.”

Ellia seemed to think it over for a while before she agreed with Illa. “That is quite reasonable.” She fell silent again. “How committed are you to her education? She will be consuming quite a few resources, and some of the expenses from your agreement with her seem … unnecessary. Especially the bit about research materials and enchantments.”

“It gives her good motivation to keep working hard. You noticed it, too, right? She has a certain tendency to hide from danger rather than face it head-on. That’s fine—it’s normal for those who haven’t fought before to shrink away from death and things they fear. However, it means that if we don’t provide any incentive, she will try to stay hidden, regardless of how well that would actually work. If it costs me a bit more gold to keep her around, then it costs a bit more gold. Besides, she levels quickly. It’s good for my [Teacher] class.” Illa shrugged.

“Thank you for answering my questions, my lady.” Ellia simply stood, thinking, for a while. Then she seemed to remember something. “Ah, your children and husband sent back some letters from the north. It looks like they’re over a month old, so communications are still a little slow due to the snow. Still, I put them in your study, since I thought you would want to look at them as soon as possible.”

“Is that so? Excellent.” Illa felt a smile tug at her lips as she hurried over to her study, tore open the letter on the table, and began reading it. Even if Illa’s husband and sons weren’t magically talented, they were the reason she was willing to invest so much time and energy into running Cyra and increasing the influence of the little town in the south. Since they hadn’t inherited her talent as a mage, Illa would ensure her children inherited a barony instead so that they would have a real financial position and place in noble society. As she read over the letter, a warm smile decorated her lips.

If any of the [Soldiers] who had served in the army with Illa had seen the terror of the northern forts smiling warmly while reading over the letters from her family, they probably would have fallen over from shock. However, the only person in the room besides Illa was Ellia, a former [Soldier]. Softly, Ellia deactivated {Heartless Clarity} before grinning. Even if the south was a bit chaotic, it was good to be away from the northern wall with her old friend and leader.



Chapter 24

The next morning, Alice’s entire body hurt. She had hoped that perhaps the System would fix sore muscles, but unfortunately it did nothing of the sort. Groaning, she flopped out of bed, her arms still twitching occasionally as she wobbled around. She took a quick look around the room, noting that it was lightly decorated and sported decent-looking wooden furniture, but nothing spectacular or expensive-looking. Illa had given her a better room than she had expected. Alice wobbled into the hall. A [Maid] was waiting outside, and she led her to a small dining room table. On it, Alice saw a plate of hot eggs, some sort of potato product, and a few vegetables that she couldn’t identify. Alice quickly dug in.

Apart from that, she finally took a moment to look over her perks for level ten of [Scholar]. The class appeared to have leveled up sometime after her training yesterday while she had conversed with Illa about her home world. Alice supposed that sharing information about new and exciting discoveries was at least a relatively scholarly thing to do, and she intended to take advantage of her newly unlocked perk for as long as she could, even if it would probably get disabled later.




	Accelerated thinking

Requirements: Scholar level 10 or higher, Intelligence 125 or greater




	Slightly improves your thinking and processing speed.




	Lesser reduced sleep requirement

Requirements: Scholar level 10 or higher, Endurance 75 or greater




	Your body needs 10% less sleep every day, and your sleeping habits will be better optimized for the amount of sleep your body is able to function with.




	Speed reading

Requirements: Scholar level 10 or higher, Intelligence 100 or greater, Perception 100 or greater




	You read words in books somewhat more quickly and process the information in them more quickly.






Alice looked over the perks for a moment, immediately excluding {Speed Reading} from the choices. It wasn’t bad, but right now she didn’t have many books to read outside of Illa’s library. Alice had always been a fast reader back on Earth, and since Illa had mentioned her library was rather small due to the high cost of books, she thought she would finish reading through Illa’s library before she left Cyra, making the perk basically useless. Besides, the other two choices were simply more appealing. As far as she could guess, {Accelerated Thinking} would probably act as something akin to an amplifier for her [Intelligence] stat, improving her ability to think quickly. It would probably also help her use her magic more effectively—being able to process information quickly was vital to actually keeping her mana tendrils focused on the object she wanted to move, as well as making fewer mistakes and wasting less mana. By contrast, {Lesser Reduced Sleep Requirement} would allow her to get in some more training time. An extra half an hour of training a day wasn’t massive, but it certainly wouldn’t hurt, either. It was a useful long-term investment, which would boost Alice’s leveling speed and study time and reduce the risk of being attacked by the society while she was asleep. Both had their benefits.

After hesitating for a while, Alice grabbed {Lesser Reduced Sleep Requirement}. An extra half hour of training every day would have more long-lasting use in the long run and would also help her grind stats like [Intelligence]. Those improvements would last even after the [Scholar] class was moved to a secondary class later on.

“When am I expected to start working on helping around town and assisting people with construction?” Alice asked the [Maid] in between bites of breakfast.

“Lady Illa has stated that you can think of the time period between now and the expedition as training time and not worry about your obligations. However, starting the moment the expedition departs, you’re expected to start contributing,” she replied. “During the expedition you will be responsible for making your face well-known to the mages, ensuring that they’re aware of your presence. Illa said she would fill you in on other details later.”

So I have a little under two weeks. That’s probably sensible—enough time for me to pick up the class I need and ensure I won’t embarrass myself and her, but still making sure she gets at least two and a half months of work out of me. Fair enough. For now, she resolved to make the most of her training time.

“Lady Illa and I agreed that I would be allowed to look over her library of books, yes? May I ask where they are?” Alice asked as she finished her last bite of potatoes and put down her fork.

“Follow me, Lady Alice,” said the [Maid]. The [Maid] led Alice to a room that was … quite different from what she had imagined. She had been expecting a room filled with books, similar to one she might find back on Earth.

Unfortunately, because of how much more expensive paper and ink were in this dimension, Illa’s library only consisted of fifty or so books, arranged on a single bookshelf in the center of the room.

The rest of the room was filled with comfortable furniture, as well as a teapot and various flavors of tea and snacks suitable for light reading. Briefly, Alice wondered why Illa would put water near the highly expensive and valuable books, before she remembered how easy it had been for her clothes to get some perks attached to them. Even the random book she had encountered in the wilderness was completely waterproof. Alice wondered how common waterproofing perks actually were. Perhaps waterproof books were extremely common? It was an odd idea to her, but it was a plausible explanation for why someone would leave a bunch of books right next to a source of liquids.

Alice thanked the [Maid], who gave her a half bow before leaving the room. Alice turned back toward the small collection of books and, with a sigh, started scanning the titles, looking for anything relevant to her interests. The books were about a variety of scattered topics, but Alice quickly found one that interested her, titled On the Formation of Lesser Seeds. She opened the book and, without another thought, started reading.

She spent several hours thumbing through the book, learning more about the differences in magic seeds. Apparently, the basic four magic seeds were fairly standard choices for most mages because of their highly efficient mana conversion—almost no broken mana produced, and since people had at least relatively decent understanding of the themes of the four common seeds, people often formed “perfect” magic seeds with 100 percent initial mana conversion ratio. Since the mana conversion ratio directly equated to how much of one’s magic stat was converted into available mana, having a subject where people usually formed 100 percent magic seeds and then didn’t break much mana when they used their seed was incredibly valuable.

However, lesser magic seeds weren’t anywhere near as uncommon as Alice had thought they were. Higher-level mages often grabbed one or two lesser magic seeds even though they wasted more mana, specifically because they could produce a nasty surprise in a combat situation. Magic seeds could also be nearly anything if one didn’t mind how much mana some concepts wasted. Basically, the process of creating a magic seed amounted to turning one concept into a magic seed. This seed allowed one to spend mana from inside the seed to convert the world around the user into whatever concept their seed was based on. That concept could be anything—singing, healing, kinetic energy, or even more abstract ideas like justice or hope. However, the more abstract a seed was, and the less it conformed to the laws of physics, the worse the broken mana production would be. Something like a magic seed of hope, for example, was estimated to waste over 90 percent of its mana trying to create hope in the surrounding environment, and it was often difficult to tell what the seed was actually doing besides polluting the environment with broken mana.

However, [Enchanters] had much greater use for lesser magic seeds, because traditional enchanting and consumable enchanting required one to have a magic seed similar to the force one was attempting to manipulate. In other words, to create a healing stone, one needed to have a healing magic seed. This seed produced far inferior results to the work of an [Organic Mage] in most situations and had higher mana costs. However, a healing magic seed could work even without an intelligent mind directing it, whereas an [Organic Mage] who didn’t know what they were doing was prone to accidentally killing their patient. In short, [Enchanters] took weird and suboptimal magic seeds to create objects that didn’t need a human mind controlling them.

Alice was amused by how well [Enchanter] synergized with [Explorer of Magic]. The class offered her ludicrous quantities of magic seed slots, and while Alice had ignored those perks so far, most [Enchanters] were limited by their number of magic seed slots. Alice would suffer from no such problem in the future. Assuming that Lehmann’s daughter was willing to help her, Alice probably had a lot of future potential as an [Enchanter].

Finally, after she’d read for hours, the [Maid] informed Alice that Illa was prepared for their lesson. Grudgingly, Alice tore herself away from her book and returned to the training room where she had suffered yesterday.

Alice glanced suspiciously at Illa’s hands the moment she entered the room. Sure enough, there were more dried beans in Illa’s hand …

However, thankfully, it didn’t seem like Illa planned to throw them at her today. When Illa saw Alice walk in, she shot her a grin that contained a hint of both mirth and warmth.

“You should have regained a bit of mana while you slept, yes? And the [Maid] says that you also spent the morning reading, so overall, you should have about twelve or thirteen hours of mana regeneration stored up?”

“Yes, Lady Illa,” said Alice. “I have enough mana to work on some basic exercises.”

“In that case, today I intend to teach you the basics of how [Kinetic Mages] fight.” Illa let go of the beans in her hand. Instead of clattering to the ground, all twenty beans floated in midair. “The core aspect of a [Kinetic Mage] is using our environment as a weapon. In other words, tree branches, cobblestones, and, if we’re lucky and they don’t have perks defending against it, our opponents’ clothing are all weapons we can use to destroy any enemy we come across.”

The beans began orbiting Illa before all of them suddenly launched themselves toward Alice. They all froze a moment before they touched her face.

“[Kinetic Mages] specialize in combat because we can stop a sword or an arrow dead in its tracks and, in some cases, even use it as a weapon against the person attacking us. And, of course, in the military we’re also far easier to move around than siege equipment, meaning that taking down or defending forts by chucking huge rocks around is fairly common for a [Kinetic Mage]. However, in single combat, we can also use lots of smaller objects to attack and defend ourselves.” The beans that had frozen in front of Alice all spun around, pointing toward a wooden board propped against the wall. Then they launched themselves at the floorboard beneath her. Instead of just bouncing off the floor, as Alice had expected them to do, they sank almost a full centimeter into the floorboard before collapsing into mush. Alice was pretty sure that beans weren’t normally that hard, so she had to wonder just what was reinforcing them. Perhaps another perk? Still, totally normal dried beans drilling halfway through a wooden board was impressive.

“The first thing I’ve noticed about you is that you have a hard time splitting your focus, which is vital to a [Kinetic Mage]. You need to be able to focus on more than one thing if you want to optimize combat. You also struggle with noticing objects, probably because you don’t have any perks or skills reinforcing your ability to detect the world around you. Your [Perception] stat isn’t going to cut it by itself unless you pour perks and training into it. That isn’t practical for most people, so it’s usually better to just get a specialized perk or two and some skills to back up your vision.

“[Kinetic Mage] has several options, but I’m going to focus on skills for now. The most useful one I want you to get is {Projectile Awareness}, which you should get if you actually start blocking the beans with your mana instead of letting them hit you in the face. That skill helps you detect objects in your surroundings. The other skill I want you to get is {Divided Attention}, which helps you multitask. What I want you to do right now is try to focus on making these beans orbit around your hand, as a way to improve your fine control over your mana while also getting you closer to the {Divided Attention} skill. Once you’re almost out of mana, we’ll swap back to running while I throw beans at you.”

Alice picked up the beans with her magic and began trying to cause them to orbit her wrist. Almost immediately, most of them fell to the floor. Alice dully watched the beans fall before she picked them up and got back to the exercise.

After another few hours of exhausting exercises, Alice finally got a notification for her fifth class.




	You have unlocked the class [Student of Kinetic Magic] as a result of having a kinetic magic seed at 40% mana conversion or higher, having at least a rudimentary understanding of kinetic energy, and having trained under a [Kinetic Mage] for at least 5 hours. Would you like to make this class a primary class?




	Yes/No






Alice immediately grabbed the class as a primary class—she had been waiting for it for a while, and the class would help shore up many of her weaknesses as a fighter. Even though she still intended to pick up other magic seeds in the future, she still needed one core fighting ability, and kinetic magic fit that role nicely.

After her training session with Illa, Alice nearly collapsed again. She briefly debated going to see Eric Lehmann’s daughter, since she would need her help to pick up [Enchanter]. However, the other girl had just received news that her father had died as a result of Alice’s presence a few days ago. Alice decided she would wait a week. She wanted to apologize to the girl, regardless of whether or not Cecilia helped her learn enchanting, but the girl probably needed some time to grieve with friends and family first.

For now, she would focus on gaining levels and training with Illa. In seven days, she would go talk to the [Enchanter]’s daughter.

The next five days settled into a routine. Alice would wake up and then read books on magic and magic seeds to improve her understanding of the theory behind magic. After that, she would have a training session with Illa, in which she got hit in the face with dried beans while she tried to dodge or block or tried to pour herself a cup of tea using magic or tried to move objects that were hidden from her physical sight. While she often failed the magic exercises, or only succeeded after a great deal of difficulty, she was getting much better at manipulating things and moving them around. She was also picking up useful skills. She could tell how much she was improving every day, and it was gratifying to see, especially since her physical stats were getting quite close to one hundred now.

Apart from that, she gained multiple levels throughout the week. [Explorer of Magic] shot up to level twenty-nine, only a single level away from the next perk. Now that she had been actively exploring the books in Illa’s library with the intent of correcting her deficient knowledge, rather than just trying to compare it to her old world’s knowledge, she was gaining decent levels in the class, and [Scholar] had already reached level thirteen. She was a bit sad to know the class would probably be a secondary class soon. She had also picked up the skills {Projectile Awareness} and {Divided Attention}. Both of them were useful, allowing her to multitask and sometimes sense objects even when she wasn’t actively paying attention to them. Even though most of Illa’s beans still hit her in the face, with {Projectile Awareness} and {Dodge}, she was starting to at least dodge or stop one out of three.

However, what she was most excited about was [Student of Kinetic Magic]. After all, she had made plans for how to use some form of {Mana Sight} to do some testing on how mana and physical exercise interacted with each other, and the [Priest] had mentioned she should get the option to see mana at around level ten. And just today, during her training session with Illa, she had reached level ten in [Student of Kinetic Magic].

She had hit level five earlier in the week and had seen a few options for the class’s perks. However, none of them were terribly interesting.




	Object control

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 5 or higher, Perception 100 or greater, Intelligence 100 or greater




	Enhances your ability to predict the trajectories of nonliving objects around you, as well as any objects you have interacted with via magic within the past 5 minutes. You also gain greater comprehension ability when it comes to moving objects using mana.




	Disciple of magic

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 5 or higher




	The effect of your magic stat is improved by 3%.




	Kinetic seed improvement

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 5 or higher,




	Your kinetic seed’s mana conversion ratio is improved by 5%.




	Proper disciple

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 5 or higher,




	You gain a greater understanding and ability to remember any concepts taught to you related to kinetic magic.






Two of the four options were just minor attribute boosts, which, while not bad, weren’t particularly excellent, either. {Proper Disciple} had at least been an interesting choice, but it overlapped far too much with {Enhanced Memory}. Honestly, Alice didn’t think that the perk was really that useful in comparison to {Enhanced Memory}, either, since it was way more specific. She could see the appeal, but it just wasn’t useful for her.

However, {Object Control} felt way stronger than a level-five perk had any right to be. She hadn’t expected much after reading the description—even though it sounded pretty useful, it was, ultimately, a level-five perk, and Alice knew that the lower level a perk was, the weaker it tended to be.

But the perk overhauled how she used mana. After she took the perk, it was tighter, more efficient, and cleaner in nearly every respect. A small, subtle change, but she could definitely feel the difference when she used her magic. She was probably able to avoid wasting almost 5 percent of the mana she’d previously failed to use effectively. Even better, the perk gave her the ability to vaguely sense anything moving around her, within about five meters of distance. She couldn’t detect exactly where the object was, or how fast it was moving, but every time something moved, she could at least get a vague sensation of where and how big it was. Combined with {Projectile Awareness}, Alice was starting to be able to detect objects coming toward her with relative ease.

Of course, she couldn’t stop objects she wasn’t facing yet. If someone tried to shoot her in the back of the head with an arrow, she would probably die. But Alice knew she would get better at sensing objects around her with more levels in {Projectile Awareness} and a few more perks. During some of their training sessions, Illa had demonstrated awareness of nearly the entire room at all times and the ability to manipulate any object with perfect precision regardless of where Illa was looking. Alice looked forward to reaching the same level eventually.

For now, however, Alice looked at the perks for level ten of her [Student of Kinetic Magic] class.




	Proper learning

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 10 or higher, Intelligence 100 or greater




	Increases the effect of the intelligence attribute by 5%.




	Disciple’s kinetic seed improvement

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 10 or higher,




	Your kinetic seed’s mana conversion ratio is improved by 8%.




	Resistance-piercing

Requirement: Student of Kinetic Magic level 10 or higher,




	Your mana becomes slightly better at piercing through the resistance all living creatures have against mana.




	Range improvement

Requirement: Student of Kinetic Magic level 10 or higher,




	The range of your magic tendrils is increased by 1 meter.




	Above-average mana sight

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 10 or higher, Perception 100 or higher, Magic 100 or higher, have interacted with magic for at least fifteen hours.




	Your eyes gain the ability to see mana around you with an above-average level of detail.






Alice scanned the perks briefly before she grabbed {Above-Average Mana Sight}. She had already started to notice that [Scientist] wouldn’t level up unless she actually did proper experiments. [Scholar] allowed her to accept the results of other people testing things out, as long as she was properly trying to learn from the source of information. However, for [Scientist] to level up, it seemed Alice needed to actually experiment and test things out herself. And that meant, to do her first experiment, she needed to actually be able to see mana. None of the other perks were comparable to how much she needed to be able to detect mana, since {Sixth Sense} was mostly geared toward sensing monsters.

After taking the perk, she felt the brief sensation of her eyes itching before the feeling disappeared. She looked around the room, and for the first time, she could see floating wisps of colored light. They didn’t obscure her ability to see the room, but they were quite distinct. She could see two colors in her room—one was a solid gray color, sort of monotone in nature and a bit grainy. The second color was much, much sparser and could only be seen occasionally. It was closer to a solid white color, and it was only detectable in tiny floating wisps here and there. If she had to guess, there were probably only ten or twenty little specks of the white color within the entire room, and everywhere else was simply filled with gray mana. She also noticed that she could see mana outside the room, even through solid walls and doors, although it was a bit more grainy and difficult to see.

Alice tried reaching out a mana tendril toward one of the wisps of white light and tried to sense it. However, her mana tendrils gave her the same amount of feedback as usual—namely, the only thing she could tell was that there was no solid object there. However, she was actually able to see her mana tendril now—it looked kind of like a long rope extending out from the center of her chest, and like the rest of the room, it was mostly gray in color. She tried pushing some mana through her tendril and watched as the inside of the tendril guided along a pulse of mana before it exited the other end of the rope and pushed the air directly around the tendril. As she watched, she noticed that not all the mana she had sent through the tendril actually turned into kinetic energy—instead, small bits and pieces of it seemed to collapse into themselves before they also turned into little wisps of white mana.

Ah, the white color might be broken mana, she thought as she watched little chunks of her mana break off from the main flow here and there before turning into specks of white.

Then, Alice began cackling as she looked at the room around her. She could finally start her first experiment! When she was training tomorrow, she just had to watch the flow of mana around her and inside her body while she exercised—even though it was a bit harder to see through her body, her newfound ability to see mana was only partially hindered by physical objects. Therefore, she could actually see mana flowing through her body, especially her muscles, as she watched. In other words, she could definitely observe what happened when she did her training.

Tomorrow, she could finally start her first experiment on this world. It had been months of hard work, most of which she had spent just barely surviving, and she had grown a lot as both a person and in terms of levels. Finally, she was set up to start a real experiment.



Chapter 25

Alice spent the night in nervous anticipation. She started out the next morning by reading through more of Illa’s library, but she couldn’t focus on the words in the books.

Today, she would finally test one of her theories. She had generated dozens of them during her time in the wilderness and Cyra, as she wondered what the System was and how it worked.

Finally, after a few hours, the usual time for Alice’s training session with Illa came. Alice stepped into the room with far more eagerness than she usually felt at the prospect of having beans thrown while she ran herself to exhaustion. She ignored the strange look Illa gave her as she practically bounced up and down on her feet, waiting for the training to start.

Alice’s theory about mana and its relationship to how muscles worked was a bit underdeveloped at the moment. It was more based on a rough assumption rather than a well-built hypothesis. Her current materials for experimenting were also incredibly crude; she only had her eyes and her body right now. However, Alice wasn’t looking for a great experiment just yet. What she was doing now was closer to a very rough test—not intended to create a specific conclusion, but just to generate some observations she could do more specific tests with later on. Instead of a perfect experiment that impeccably isolated variables, double-checked for any errors, and had a flawless methodology, right now she just needed some food for thought to figure out what direction she should be heading. It was also the best idea she had at the moment.

As for what Alice wanted to test … The books that both the church and Illa’s library contained mentioned that people who had higher stats, levels, and skills all consistently had more mana in their bodies than those who had lower levels, stats, and attributes. Even nonmages had plenty of mana in their bodies. Illa’s books confirmed this statement, which struck Alice as odd.

Since Alice had also noticed that people in this world were much stronger than those at home, Alice theorized that, somehow, the bodies of people in this dimension were using mana as a fuel source to make themselves stronger. Specifically, Alice theorized that, maybe, people were burning mana in place of fat or something when they used their seemingly superhuman strength and abilities, which somehow translated to the extraordinary feats of human strength and endurance that rivaled an Olympic athlete. She had no idea how that would work from a biological perspective, or even if it was correct. However, if she was wrong, it wasn’t a big deal. It would only cost her a few hours of wasted concentration, and maybe a slightly embarrassing memory. She might even learn something interesting during her experiment, even if she turned out to be incorrect.

To test her hypothesis, she wasn’t doing anything complex. She was just going to use her {Above-Average Mana Sight} to carefully observe the mana inside her body and muscles while she exercised. What she expected to see was mana inside her muscles continuously decreasing as she exercised, assuming her theory was correct. Or, alternately, perhaps mana would continuously flow into her muscles from the air around her at a much faster rate than usual. The mana in the air already flowed in and out of her body, as she had observed last night, but it usually did so at an extremely sedate and stable pace. The amount of mana she absorbed from one moment to the next didn’t really change, and after staring at it both at night and this morning, she knew how quickly she absorbed mana while at rest. She wasn’t exactly sure whether this was normal or not, and none of Illa’s books referenced it, either, but she was at least confident in noticing if her mana absorption rate changed. And if she saw either the mana in her muscles decreasing or the rate she absorbed mana increasing, she would know that she might be on to something. If neither happened, she was probably wrong and should scrap the idea and search for another angle to start investigating the System.

And so, Alice started her weighted jogging. As usual, Illa would occasionally randomly throw a bean at her, and Alice would do her best to sense it and stop its movement before it hit her. However, while she ran, she paid very, very close attention to the mana in the air around her.

As far as she could tell, her initial hypothesis … seemed to be correct? The mana in the air around her was continuously drifting into her and was absorbed much more quickly than it had been when she was resting or reading. It was still small enough that she wouldn’t have noticed it if she wasn’t paying attention, but she could definitely tell that her mana absorption rate was increasing while she was exercising. In addition, if she slowed her jog or took a break, the mana absorption would immediately slow down. In short, the amount of mana she was absorbing from the air around her was always directly related to how much she was exerting herself.

She was about to pat herself on the back for making a good first hypothesis, thinking that she was on to something, when something totally out of her expectations happened that immediately threw her hypothesis out the window.




	Through training, you have increased an attribute!




	Endurance +1






The moment before she gained an attribute point, the mana in the air around her grew much denser. Then, suddenly, all the mana in the air around her swarmed toward her, like a group of piranhas that had smelled fresh blood. In an instant, mana was suddenly invading her body much more quickly than it had been mere moments ago. The amounts of mana involved were still tiny—if she hadn’t been paying such close attention, she wouldn’t have noticed anything at all. However, since she was watching the entire thing as closely as she could, she knew that the mana swarming into her had happened exactly the moment before she had picked up an attribute point.

The excess mana that had invaded her body swirled inside her muscles and bones, quickly assimilating itself into her body. She could barely make out what was going on once the mana was actually inside her body, since her flesh at least partially obstructed her view. She could tell that whatever was happening, it was complicated. Way, way beyond anything Alice could process, even with double or triple her [Intelligence] stat. It was like watching somebody perform calculus when you barely understood basic algebra.

Right on time, Alice felt the typical small improvement in her abilities from gaining an attribute point. It was subtle, but she could feel her body become the slightest bit sturdier, her stamina just the slightest bit better. Just like usual.

And, most importantly, the mana in her body was, ever so slightly, more dense than it had originally been. Especially in the spots where the mana swarm had targeted—her bones and muscles.

What did I just see? Alice tried to stop her imagination from running wild—however, it was impossible for her to not start feeling wild anticipation build up after seeing the way the mana had behaved. She had been expecting to either be totally correct or totally incorrect when it came to her theory—after all, being wrong wouldn’t have been too strange here, and she had already mentally prepared herself to start over completely and design a new observation test.

Instead, it looked like she had been somewhere in the ballpark of the right answer but totally wrong in several aspects of her original hypothesis. Or, at least, she might have been. Alice gritted her teeth and continued jogging—it was possible the mana surge had just been some sort of anomaly. She should at least double-check and see if she saw the same thing happening when she gained her next attribute point.

However, at the same time, Alice began to quietly wonder what her observation meant. Her first theory was probably wrong, or at least only partially correct. However, there was another way to explain what she was observing, and it also accounted for her new observations. What if mana wasn’t being used as some sort of fuel source, as she had first imagined? What if, instead, mana was somehow being used to build up muscles or something like that? Or was it being used to replace muscle fibers? She was having a bit of a hard time visualizing that, because she couldn’t understand how mana, which seemed to mostly act like a gas, would turn into physical matter, but it would explain what she was looking at.

Alice paused for a moment as she felt a trickle of cold sweat. She thought about the first part of her experiment. For a moment, she had felt confident that her theory was correct since the observations she had generated seemed to match her expectations. If she hadn’t been bailed out by the fact that she had gained a stat point at the right time, she might have kept pursuing her first theory for weeks or even months, wasting huge amounts of time and resources.

Clearly, she was missing several things when it came to setting up proper experiments. She needed more rigor, control groups, ways to check for false positives, things like that. If possible, having an assistant would also help her avoid stupid mistakes, if she could find someone who was actually interested to bounce ideas off and help check her work and ideas. A fresh pair of eyes would go a long way toward improving her ability to find and correct minor mistakes and errors in her experiments. That way, instead of crappy science, Alice would actually be able to engage in good science. Otherwise, she would just generate another terrible scientific paper, akin to the kind that showed up in the news because the results were shocking. Never mind the fact that the results had a fifty-fifty chance of being shocking because the experiment was done incorrectly.

In fact, after a moment of thinking, Alice realized that there was yet another possibility—mana might be related to the supernatural strength of people in this world, but it was also possible that there was some other factor and mana was just reacting to it. Or that both mana and the System were just reacting to an improvement in her physical abilities rather than causing them. While it seemed unlikely, it was still entirely possible. She needed to come up with ways to test all of the above.

Still, at the very least, this experiment had given her some food for thought. Alice continued to watch the mana in the air around her as she ran and began trying to see if it consistently reacted to her gaining an attribute. She would need to test it against other people in this world, but she wanted to see if the mana surge was a consistent reaction for her gaining an attribute.

Out of the corner of her eye, Alice could see Illa frown. However, Alice ignored it for now in favor of continuing to run—she wanted to see what happened next.

It took less than an hour for Alice to next observe a surge of mana. Once again, she stopped for a brief moment, ignoring Illa’s increasingly bizarre gaze, while she stared at the mana. It quickly restructured itself before surging toward her moments later.

Another attribute gain?

Less than a second later, a System notification appeared with a pleasant ding.




	Through training, you have increased an attribute!




	Strength +1






Once again, mana flooded into her body. However, this time, she was able to notice a few slight differences from the way the mana had reacted when she had gained a point in endurance. Instead of mana flooding into her bones, muscles, stomach, and throughout her body, this time the mana primarily seemed to accumulate in her muscles, especially her arms and legs.

Hmm … For now, Alice decided to try to find a control group for this experiment before proceeding any further. The [Priest] at the church taught children twice a week, right? There were probably at least a few kids who would gain attributes in that environment. She should see if the [Priest] minded her dropping in and asking kids to let her know when they gained stats. If she was able to predict who gained a stat before they said anything, it would lend credence to the idea that the mana surges and stat gains were a regular phenomenon in this world instead of some weird mutation brought about by her {Outworlder} achievement or her previous world’s lack of mana or something. After all, Alice had already noticed that the amount of mana in her body was much lower than everyone else she had seen in Illa’s house. She wasn’t sure whether Illa’s mana was simply abnormally dense or Alice’s mana was abnormally low, although she was betting on the latter.

Alice had, at the very least, discovered one thing as a result of her small experiment—she could tell that there should be some sort of relationship between mana and stats, even if it was completely different from her first hypothesis. Rather than mana being some sort of fuel the body burned in place of fat, it seemed far more likely that mana was somehow improving her stats by … replacing her muscles as she exercised? Something like that? Unless, of course, one of the other possible explanations proved to be more correct. However, it was a good enough theory to at least base some future experiments on. She could work with that.

And then, with a sense of confusion, Alice watched as the mana in the air began to grow far, far denser than it had been when she had just picked up a point or two of attributes. Instead of just a thin extra layer that invaded her body and then broke apart, this looked more like a tidal wave of mana.

It surged into her skin, exactly the same way it had when she had gained an attribute. She braced herself for … something. Pain, strange sensations, anything. Instead, she noticed absolutely nothing—besides the fact that a huge string of notifications suddenly popped up.




	Through training, you have increased an attribute!




	Intelligence +1, Perception +2




	You have gained an achievement!




	Seeker of Truth (I) (Rarity: 8)




	You have gained a singular glimpse into the mechanics of the System and at least partially understood it, allowing you to understand more of the truths of mana and the world around you.




	+1 primary class slot(s), +40% class experience for all research-related classes, +10% effect of Intelligence, +15% effect of Perception. Your ability to see mana is significantly enhanced.




	You have leveled up!




	Scientist: 1 → 9

Scholar: 13 → 15

Explorer of Magic: 29 → 31






Huh? Alice looked at the string of notifications. The levels in [Scientist] were, more or less, what she had been expecting. If anything, she thought the System was being quite generous, since it was giving her eight levels for a half-baked, low-quality experiment on how mana and muscles interacted. The number of levels she’d gained in [Scholar] seemed a bit low, probably because the class was more geared toward books and knowledge than experimentation and knowledge. The attribute increases also made sense, since she was doing research and had focused a lot on her observational skills to do so. However, what the heck was {Seeker of Truth}?

Did it mean she was on the right track? Alice frowned for a moment before she started to feel uncertain.

Alice had already started to work out how many of the mechanics behind leveling and attribute growth went. The System didn’t necessarily reward correct actions and assumptions. Instead, it rewarded critical thinking and planning, regardless of how correct or incorrect one’s conclusion was. If she did an experiment that proved that the System was intelligent, even if the System wasn’t intelligent, it would still give her levels in [Scholar]. It was like her math teacher—it would reward her work, giving her plenty of points even if she got the final answer wrong, as long as the steps leading up to that answer were reasonable.

However, the {Seeker of Truth} achievement seemed to more directly imply that her idea was correct. At the very least, one of her ideas during this experiment was probably on the right track toward understanding the System.

Alice had started out with the theory that people in this world used mana as some sort of fuel source in place of the regular energy supplied by the human body, and she had nearly decided she was correct before she luckily gained an attribute point and realized her theory was missing something. Most people in this world accepted the current theory that was promoted by [Scholars], which claimed that mana was something similar to air—human bodies needed it in order to survive, and so humans naturally breathed it in every second through their skin. The theory Alice had ended up was that maybe mana was somehow reshaping the body as it passed through it. Was the System implying this theory was correct, or was it implying one of her other ideas was correct instead?

Alice shook her head. For now, she would do her best to be careful. Even in this experiment, she had nearly messed up and only succeeded through pure luck. She didn’t want to keep stumbling by on pure luck. She couldn’t improve too much right now—her methodology for her experiment had been dubious, but none of Illa’s enchanted stuff could be used to measure mana in the air or inside her body, and she simply didn’t have the materials to do more rigorous experiments. Illa DID have a tool to measure broken mana, which was mostly used to help staff figure out when an area needed to be cleaned up before it became toxic, but that was hardly useful for her current experiment.

However, at the very least, she could put more time and energy into removing the more obvious loopholes in her experiments—as well as finding an actual control group.

She looked around the room, trying to get a sense for what {Seeker of Truth} was improving. The sensation of her mind moving too quickly for her body to keep up with increased, just like it had the first time Alice’s [Perception] had improved. Her thoughts were also clearer—in fact, they were clearer than they had ever been in her life. She quickly did some math. The effect of her [Intelligence] stat had just improved by 10 percent, so that was about the equivalent of adding fifteen points to her [Intelligence] total? It was certainly noticeable now that she was getting so many points at the same time. Her ability to see the world around her and think were both much clearer. Her ability to process information became faster, and everything was easier to understand. There was something else, too … She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but after gaining so many points in [Intelligence], something else felt different as well. For now, since she couldn’t figure out what that something was, she set it aside.

Of course, far more notable was her ability to see mana. Before, she had mostly seen the world with a sort of colored film over it, but making out individual swirls of mana had been difficult, especially farther away. Now, however, Alice was seeing something else entirely—her vision was much, much clearer. She could see that the broken mana in this room, for example, was two very slightly different shades of color. One of them was obviously Alice’s broken mana—as she deflected another bean, Alice could see a very small chunk of her mana, perhaps 4 or 5 percent of it, break off and form another little speck of broken mana. The other color, by simple elimination, should probably belong to Illa, since she was the only other mage in this mansion.

That led to the question of what broken mana was—nothing she had read or heard about indicated that there was a major difference in the broken mana produced by one person versus another, but she could clearly see that there was some sort of difference. Another question to investigate when she had more time and a better idea of what she was doing. Alice closed her eyes, trying to adjust to the feeling of her new stats as her body tried to compensate for assumptions about how she moved and saw things that simply weren’t true anymore.

Apart from that, she also had an extra primary class slot. Suddenly, the knowledge that she was going to lose the [Scholar] class in the next few weeks just … vanished. If she had six class slots, she didn’t need to give anything up. It was an unexpectedly liberating feeling—she had acknowledged that she needed to focus on her survival, and the {Sense Hostility} perk was simply too useful for her to abandon right now. This meant that she felt the need to keep [Survivor] around. However, she certainly hadn’t felt good about giving up [Scholar]. Now, suddenly, she didn’t have to give it up. Most of the achievements she had seen in the church’s holy book that granted something like an extra class slot were rarity nine or ten and involved such ridiculous feats Alice was absolutely confident she would die if she tried for them. However, even though she didn’t remember seeing this perk in the church’s book, she now had one final class slot. She breathed a quiet sigh of relief before she focused again, trying to redirect her attention to what she needed to do.

In the next two days, she had two things to do. First, she needed to find a control group. Hopefully Priest Friedheim didn’t mind her sitting in on the lessons he conducted. Second, in two days, Alice needed to visit Eric’s daughter and discuss enchanting with her. Alice still didn’t even understand the different types of enchantment, and she had no ability to start learning enchanting by herself at all. Of course, before that, she had perks to select. One in each class, in fact.

“If you are done staring at your System notifications, may I ask what exactly you’re doing?” Illa asked, staring at Alice and frowning.



Chapter 26

Huh?” Alice gave Illa a dumbfounded look.

“You’re obviously up to something. You’ve been acting strange all morning—first you looked excited for training, which you never do. I know my training methods are a bit harsh, because it’s a basic version of what my military instructors used to train up basic survival skills for mages. You being excited makes me wonder if I failed to include the proper rigor in each part of the exercise. However, even disregarding your sudden enthusiasm for weighted running and projectile awareness training, you’ve stopped running twice, the mana in your body suddenly increased, and your facial expressions have been jumping all over the place. It would be strange if you weren’t up to something under these circumstances.”

Alice winced. She hadn’t thought much about her behavior from an outside perspective. However, now that she thought about it, it was kind of rude to half ignore the person who was training you, and her behavior had been rather obviously off. She searched for a reasonable explanation.

“Ahem. Ever since I got to this town, I’ve been thinking that people in this world are stronger than in my previous one.”

“Stronger? Do you mean physically or in another aspect?”

“I mean physically stronger. The average person in my world would probably have significantly lower stats than the average teenager here, and so the difference is really noticeable. I was trying to figure out if mana had any sort of role in improving physical strength, since it’s one of the most noticeable differences between this world and my old one. So I was trying to observe how mana moves while it’s inside my body and see if it was influencing my muscles or something.”

“Hmm.” Illa actually appeared thoughtful at that. “What did you find?”

Alice hesitated for a moment, wondering if she should really just hand over her hard-earned insight. However, Illa had also helped her in the courtroom when Lady Vallis had attempted to skewer her. Furthermore, she had a decent working relationship with Illa overall—not to mention that, right now, Illa was her teacher and might have useful insights on how to progress her experiments further. Alice had a unique edge in having an outside perspective on a variety of topics, but that wasn’t always an advantage—like in the case of selecting her classes. Having the input of a native from this world was something she would need if she wanted to get the most out of her future experiments.

“I found out that every time I get an attribute point, there’s a surge of mana that gets added to my body,” Alice said truthfully. “My body seems to absorb mana at a somewhat consistent rate even when I’m doing other things, but that bit seems to vary from activity to activity. However, right before I gain an attribute point, I can see a big surge of mana about to enter my body.”

“That makes sense—after all, mana is needed for life to thrive and exist—” Illa looked like she was reciting something she had heard a thousand times, a sort of unconscious, reflexive urge. However, partway through the sentence, she suddenly snapped to attention, as if she had suddenly noticed something. “Hmm … at least, that was my understanding a week ago, but the fact of the matter is that your body far, far outperforms what it should, given my estimations for how much mana you have. And you also mentioned that there is no mana in your previous world. Is mana really critical to survival? Hmm … but monsters all die if they are isolated from mana, at least in all the experiments performed so far …” Illa frowned. For the first time since Alice had met Illa, the woman seemed … uncertain.

“I don’t understand. Even livestock have traces from mana and get weaker if they are cut off from it. Not to mention, in the very few and rare historical cases where people were cut off from mana due to extenuating circumstances, they reported feeling weak and dizzy, similar to being cut off from oxygen. Does that … Hmm …” Illa suddenly looked as if she was deep in thought.

“You say that your original world had no mana at all in it, right? I’m not misremembering or misinterpreting that statement?”

“To the best of my knowledge, yes.”

“And the amount of mana in your body increased by far too much when you observed the differences … That makes no sense, unless …” Illa started pacing, thinking, as Alice lost track of her mumbling. “Did you get an achievement today?”

Alice twitched. This woman was disturbingly good at finding things out—or her mana senses were incredibly acute. Come to think of it, the surge of mana when she had gained her levels and achievement a few moments ago had dwarfed that of the mana surge when she had gained an attribute. Did mana somehow influence levels and achievements as well?

Alice decided that there was no harm in elaborating on her previous idea. She began by describing her theory about how mana might be used as an energy source by the body, perhaps somehow improving people’s muscles in the process. It was more of a half-baked theory she had wanted to try looking into, but she did her best to describe what she was looking for and why. Illa had simply waited for Alice to finish her explanation. However, once Alice began describing how she sensed a rush of mana whenever she gained an attribute, Illa’s eyes popped open.

“Wait, so you mean that whenever you get an attribute, you can tell before you get a System message?” Illa said. “I’ve never heard of that … How odd. It could still make sense with the old explanation for mana being required, if we assume the body is upgrading itself and requires more nutrients, or, in this case, mana to do so. However, that seems decidedly … odd, as far as explanations go. Hmm …”

“That’s not all—I gained an achievement called {Seeker of Truth} when I was thinking that maybe mana was reshaping the body somehow every time you get an attribute point. From that perspective, maybe every attribute point notification is actually just a record of mana altering your body? Or something along those lines? I am beginning to at least suspect that the body improves before the System notification occurs, meaning that perhaps the notification is just a … notification. Not … I mean …” Alice struggled for a moment with describing what she was thinking. If mana upgraded the body before a System notification, that might totally flip around her assumption on cause and effect. She had previous assumed the System was granting a notification as an upgrade happened, or perhaps the notification caused the upgrade somehow. It had at least seemed logical. However, what if the System was just recording what was already happening to her body?

Or something like that. Frankly, she needed far more research and investigation to conclude anything.

Illa simply frowned. “That is a … strange theory. I will have to think more about it. For now, tell no one of your thoughts on attributes being records of mana—I will send a message to the north and ask if there have been any similar lines of scholarly research in the past couple centuries. It seems unlikely that no one else has encountered this particular phenomenon, so I’ll see if I can get any results on what’s happening on that front. The snow has already melted, and so the faster [Messengers] are already starting to make the transit between the north and south again.” She paused for a moment, glancing at Alice’s expression, and then her eyes seemed to lock onto the air in front of her. Undoubtedly, she was scanning her status screen as she looked for something. Seemingly dissatisfied, she frowned as she returned her attention to Alice. “By the way, what does {Seeker of Truth} do? If it is combat-related, feel free not to tell me, but I am curious, and it may help me tailor my training for you a bit.”

Alice debated whether she should tell Illa before she decided it wasn’t a huge problem and listed the effects of the achievement. “I already have plans for the extra class slot. I was planning on ditching [Scholar] down the line, because it doesn’t level much from experiments, and I had another class I’m interested in. However, if I can keep [Scholar] as well, it would mean I don’t have to give anything up, and it would probably still help me in the future.”

“Reasonable. [Scholar] has a lot of nice perks that assist mages and research. None of it is critical, but it doesn’t hurt to have. However, the fact you got a rarity-eight achievement so easily feels strange to me. Hmm …” Illa gave Alice a more curious glance. “What do you know about achievements?”

“Uhh … they give bonuses and you get them for … achieving stuff?” Truthfully, Alice hadn’t thought about achievements very much since she came to this world. With everything else that had been going on, it had been set on the back burner and then overtaken by more important questions.

“That is both correct and incorrect. An achievement’s rarity is based on two things—how many people have the achievement and how hard it is to gain the achievement. For example, {Baptized by Mana} is a rarity-five achievement because somewhere around a quarter of mages have the perk, at least in Illvaria. Mana baptism is always an option for the desperate to lift themselves to a new life, catapulting themselves from a nobody to a highly valued member of society. If they can survive, at least.

“{Baptized by Broken Mana} is only rarity six, even though almost nobody has the achievement. This is because the conditions for gaining the achievement aren’t much harder than {Baptized by Mana}, and that drops the rarity, despite the achievement’s singularity. The amount of effort you put into the achievement is a big part of an achievement’s rarity. Does that make sense?”

Alice nodded, and Illa continued.

“Apart from the achievements everyone can achieve, however, there is another kind of achievement—achievements created based on unique feats or events. For example, I have the {Fifteen Heroes of the Winter Siege} achievement based on a particularly massive raid from the northern nomads, when I and fourteen other mages held off over two hundred nomads for three hours, even though they had some high-level [Raid Leaders] and incredibly dangerous perks. We used a massive number of enchanted items to help us survive the encounter. While half of us died, we held them off long enough for the army to reinforce us and clean up the battlefield. I suspect your achievement is of the latter type—an achievement based off a unique circumstance.

“The fact that you got a rarity-eight achievement for your little discovery means you stumbled onto something a lot more interesting than just disproving a single scholarly theory, though,” said Illa as she absently tapped her fingers. “I advise you to be careful about discussing it. While it would not matter in Cyra, if you intend to go north in the future, talking about theories regarding how the System and mana interact might be frowned on by the church or [Scholars] with some amount of influence. They won’t do anything too bad, but it could still be irritating, at least if you intend to enter an academy. And, of course, most works that are read in public are written by [Scholars], so they can affect your reputation as well.” Illa shrugged. “Really, it is dependent on your future plans and how much they can be influenced by such things, but your choices are your own. And just mentioning that you have a high-rarity achievement related to your research should be fine, as long as you don’t mention how you got it or what its effects are. Plenty of people are reluctant to talk about high-rarity achievements, after all. Still, tread cautiously. It depends what you intend to do in the future, though.”

Alice thought it over. She was still focused on surviving now, but the expedition was coming up soon. Then she would have a period of working for Illa, but … what came after? Going home was either impossible or unachievable in the short term. What did she want now?

After some thinking, she realized that she wanted to explore the mysteries of magic and the System. How could she do that? At least for the next few months, she would be working for Illa. By the time she was done, she would have much better understanding of this world, and the knowledge she’d gained might totally change her plans for the future. She decided to take this one step at a time.

“For now, I want to focus on what’s in front of me. I’ll figure out what comes next later on,” Alice said after some thought.

“Fair enough,” Illa said, slowly seeming to recover her more confident demeanor.

The training session resumed, although this time, Illa permitted Alice to stop and look at mana whenever she needed to. Alice did so semifrequently, trying to observe what exactly the mana in the air and in her body was doing. She could now predict, with certainty, when she was about to gain another stat point, but she still couldn’t really confirm why she was absorbing mana when she wasn’t gaining any attribute points. Perhaps it was making progress toward the next attribute point? Perhaps it was being used as fuel, and her first theory was still partially correct?

She had no answers by the end of the training session.

Afterward, she took the time to look over the new perks she had unlocked at the same time she had gained her new achievement.




	Precise mana measurement

Requirements: Scientist level 5 or greater, [Explorer of Magic] is a primary class, perk related to seeing mana has been taken from ANY class




	If you concentrate on a single area for a moderate period of time, you will begin to accurately measure how much mana there is in that area, rounding to the nearest tenth of a Marium.




	Precision

Requirements: Scientist level 5 or greater




	If you are using a tool to measure something in your environment, that tool will slowly repair itself and improve its ability to accurately take measurements. Works up to a specific, bounded upper limit—cannot improve the same tool infinitely.




	Discovery

Requirements: Scientist level 5 or greater




	If you have made a discovery in any subject you have studied within the past year, the effects of the [Intelligence] and [Perception] stats are improved by 7% each.






Without hesitation, Alice grabbed {Precise Mana Measurement}. She had heard of tools that could be used to measure mana in the surrounding environment, but all of them were incredibly expensive, and none were available in Cyra. If she wanted to get access to a tool for this, it would take her months to even be able to see one. Worse, she would lose the three months of time she could have spent working on her [Scientist] and [Scholar] classes more effectively—many of the experiments she was likely to do in the future would probably require the ability to quantify mana, and this perk did exactly that. {Discovery} was sort of interesting but not really appealing enough to pull her toward it. After all, it was ultimately just a stat boost, and while those were useful, they weren’t what she wanted to prioritize here. {Precision} was quite a bit more interesting, but as of right now Alice owned no tools to measure anything, meaning it was also unlikely to be useful in the near future. Illa had a few instruments of measurement, but none of them covered what she needed to measure the most—mana. Even if {Precision} would be useful in the future, she needed {Precise Mana Measurement} now if she wanted to keep doing experiments and leveling up.

Immediately after picking the perk, Alice felt a kind of … certainty as she looked around the room. She had been able to make rough guesses for how much mana there was around her before, but it had been extraordinarily imprecise, like looking at a patch of grass and trying to guess how many blades there were inside it. Now, instead, Alice had both an instinctual understanding of how much mana there was in the air around her, and, if she concentrated on any specific area, she could tell how mana was inside it.

The term Marium was used to measure Mana. One Marium was equivalent to the amount of mana granted by one point in the magic attribute inside a magic seed with exactly 100 percent mana conversion ratio. Alice had stumbled across this term while looking through Illa’s small library.

Alice looked at her room, and while the mana in the air around her continued flowing around, she was able to tell after a bit of concentrating that it contained around 675 Mariums of mana, give or take around ten, based on simple movement every second. When she looked inside her body, she could tell that it contained around sixty-seven Mariums at a given moment. Even after she took into account the fact that her room was much larger than she was, she was sure that the room’s mana was denser than the mana inside her. She didn’t know the height of the room, but if she roughly guesstimated, she figured her room was around four and a half meters by four and a half meters by … maybe two and a half meters large? And she had been around five feet and three inches tall last time she had gone to the doctor’s office. If she assumed she had grown a little bit and translated that into meters, it should be … around 160 centimeters? Give or take a bit? How did she translate her height into volume, though?

She frowned, trying to come up with a mathematical equation to help her and drawing a blank. In any case, she was sure that the mana in an average chunk of her body was lower than in the room around her. Still, it would be interesting to know if mana behaved like a gas, as Alice currently thought it did. Did it move from high-pressure to low-pressure areas? If so, it might have been invisibly assisting her stat growth the whole time.

Questions to be answered with more experimentation. She could test this as well, now that she could actually measure mana. But first, she had more perks to pick.

Next.




	Cracked seed

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 30 or higher




	Allows you to gain another seed of magic, which has a maximum mana conversion of 40%.




	Converted mana

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 30 or higher




	You gain the ability to absorb mana from the air around you, allowing you to replace nutrition and, in especially mana-dense areas, oxygen entirely with mana if you are able to absorb it quickly enough. Absorption ability is limited by mana in the air around you and your own abilities. Only works if you devote attention and focus to the task of converting and absorbing mana. Increases the effect of the [Magic] attribute by 10%.




	Three seeds

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 30 or higher, Perception 100 or greater, Magic 100 or greater




	You may form three more magic seeds, with a maximum mana conversion ratio of 10% each.




	Improved seed capacity

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 30 or higher




	One magic seed of your choice gains a 35% improvement in its mana conversion ratio.






Hmm. {Converted Mana} was sort of interesting. As far as Alice could tell, it would basically allow her to use mana in place of food, as long as she meditated or whatever the equivalent demanded by the perk was. Still, she wasn’t really hurting for food right now, so it wasn’t something she necessarily wanted to focus on. And unfortunately, it didn’t allow her to do something like absorb mana from the air to replenish her magic seed, which would have been far more useful. While the perk was fascinating, she didn’t feel that it was actually that useful, in practical terms, at least right now.

{Improved Seed Capacity} was kind of nice, but her kinetic seed was already at 135 percent mana conversion ratio. Considering the fact she was planning on picking up enchanting soon, she would much rather get a new magic seed to give her more versatility in the subject. She still wasn’t exactly clear on what the difference between System and non-System enchanting was, or what other kinds of enchanting existed, but she did know that she needed the right magic seeds to make one of the most popular kinds of enchantment. In which case, {Three Seeds} would be incredibly valuable.

After a bit of hesitation, she decided to wait and see if Cecilia was willing to teach her enchanting. If she was, Alice would grab {Three Seeds}, since while the mana conversion ratio would affect her ability to make high-quality enchantments, the effect of a seed’s conversion ratio was much, much lower than it was when it came to actually doing magic in the heat of the moment. By contrast, if Cecilia was not willing to help Alice with enchanting, she would probably still grab {Three Seeds}, but she would at least think {Cracked Seed} over more carefully. She was particularly interested in trying to grab an organic magic seed, for example, since having a decent organic magic seed would get her some useful perks from [Scientist] and [Scholar] if she wanted to get a better look at what was happening inside people’s bodies.

She closed her perk selection screen for [Explorer of Magic] without making a selection yet, and then opened it for [Scholar], her final class that had gained a perk level recently.




	Written word

Requirements: Scholar level 15 or higher




	Your handwriting becomes significantly easier to read, and you will more easily find words that are likely to be easier to understand. This will make it easier for others to understand your ideas when they are written down. Warning: will not correct your ideas or persuade others.




	Rhetorical flourish

Requirements: Scholar level 15 or higher




	Your ability to construct a logical argument while debating verbally with others in an academic setting becomes slightly improved. While debating an academic topic, you gain 5% effect of [Charisma].




	Mana sight

Requirements: Scholar level 15 or higher, any magic seed at 100% mana conversion rate or greater, Magic stat 50 or higher, Perception 100 or higher




	You gain the ability to see mana in the world around you. This effect is weakened for mana inside living organisms.




	Waterproof books

Requirements: Scholar level 15 or higher




	Any book you have owned for at least three months becomes waterproof so long as you are still considered the owner.






Alice looked over the perks and wasn’t particularly impressed by any of them. {Written Word} was … uninspired. Her handwriting was already quite neat, and she did not think the perk would offer anything useful for her. {Rhetorical Flourish} was … interesting? But it was far too specific. She hadn’t even made up her mind on whether or not she intended to share her ideas with the world around her. The fact that the perk was so specific and applicable to only a single field was a major demerit. Especially since the perk noted her ability would only be slightly improved.

She was a bit surprised the class still offered her {Mana Sight}, considering the fact she had already acquired it from {Student of Kinetic Magic}. She had already checked around, and having multiple perks with the same effect did absolutely nothing until after level seventy-five, when one could start to combine perks from different classes together instead of perk combination being restricted to the same class, as one was after level fifty. Maybe it was still worth picking up, with the assumption it might be useful someday for perk combination purposes?

As for {Waterproof Books}, Alice was already quite used to keeping her books safe, considering how many of them she had back home. She wasn’t too worried about destroying her books, so the perk was irrelevant.

Finally, after debating a bit, she went back to the perk choices that had been available at level ten of [Scholar] and grabbed {Accelerated Thinking}. Even if the perk seemed to mostly be a way of boosting the [Intelligence] stat, it was still at least somewhat useful. And more importantly, it could probably be combined with {Enhanced Memory} from level five of [Scholar] to make something cool after level fifty, if Alice reached that level.

She felt her thoughts grow clearer. She could think slightly faster and had an easier time thinking than before. It was especially notable once she tried to solve a few math equations in her head—she felt the speed at which she went over her work and arrived at the answer improve. However, it felt … less effective than a normal boost to her [Intelligence] stat did. It was like this boost to her [Intelligence] was missing something. However, she had already expected that, since the perk noted it improved some aspects of her thinking rather than just improving the effect of her [Intelligence] stat. At the very least, it was still providing a slight effect, even if it was minor.

Finally finished grabbing perks for now, Alice collapsed into bed, exhausted by the events of the day. She tried not to think about the next two days. Tomorrow, she would check to see if others had the same surge of mana she did when she gained an attribute point. That would be fun and might net another level or two in [Scientist] if she was lucky.

However, ultimately, Alice felt her nerves clench for a different reason. Soon, she would need to go and face Eric’s daughter.

That was a conversation Alice wasn’t looking forward to.



Chapter 27

The next day, Alice headed to the church in order to sit down and verify her thoughts on mana and attributes. Alice got Priest Friedheim’s permission to observe his lesson with the children of the town, as long as she was not disruptive. As children started to show up for the lesson, Alice spent a few minutes getting permission from the children to play a “guessing game” about when they gained an attribute, much to Friedheim’s confusion. The [Priest] did, however, promise to use his lie-detection perk to double-check whenever Alice was checking whether someone had gained an attribute point or not.

She found out that, exactly the same way she had drawn in a sudden surge of mana when she gained an attribute, so did the children in Priest Friedheim’s classes. After a bit of practice, Alice could guess with near-perfect accuracy when a kid got an attribute point. She couldn’t always tell which kind of attribute, but she could tell when someone got SOME sort of System notification.

Her testing method worked for more than just attributes. Levels and skills were subject to the same surge of mana as attributes were. Which made it very hard for her to distinguish which kind of System notification someone had gotten. The only difference she noticed was the fact that the first time someone leveled up, half of the surge of mana went toward the heart and half went toward the brain. However, the second level up Alice witnessed looked no different from an attribute point, leaving Alice very baffled.

It seemed like whatever the System was doing, it was much more closely related to mana than Alice had first assumed. Alice was quite curious to know if the two were actually separate entities—it seemed like the System and mana were always working together somehow, after all. This was something else Alice decided she would need to test in the future.

As the lesson progressed, and Alice’s accuracy in “guessing” each attribute and skill notification was fully displayed, Priest Friedheim looked very interested in what she was doing. Alice managed to brush him off by giving him a similar, if somewhat abbreviated, version of the explanation she had given Illa—she was experimenting with whether mana played some role in physical or mental growth, because people on this world were stronger than in her home world.

Priest Friedheim still looked interested, and Alice had the feeling she would need to explain her experiment more thoroughly in the future, but for now, at least, she had a bit more time to think. Or avoid the question, which was what Alice was beginning to recognize she was actually doing. Still, she had enough on her plate already, with magic training, the upcoming expedition, and her experiments. She would discuss mana and the System with the [Priest] … eventually. Probably.

Alice thanked Priest Friedheim for allowing her to sit in as the kids learned and play her guessing game, and then she moved on. For the rest of the day, she wondered why the {Seeker of Truth} achievement had such high rarity. According to Illa, achievement rarity was determined by a mixture of how much effort Alice put into acquiring the achievement, and how rare it was. Since Alice hadn’t needed to put an extensive amount of work into getting {Seeker of Truth}, it implied that the achievement was quite rare.

And the fact that the achievement was rare greatly confused Alice. It seemed so … easy to get the achievement. It wasn’t that hard to stumble onto the chain of thought that led Alice to get the achievement, so why had so few people acquired it across the world? Surely someone with basic mana sight would have noticed a surge of mana when people gained stats and levels, regardless of how much people believed that mana was some sort of oxygen equivalent … right? And once someone had the achievement, they would obviously know there was more to the story. So why had so few people stumbled onto this? Alice might have overestimated how easy it was to see this because she came from a world where mana wasn’t present, but it still seemed odd to her.

Another thing to think about.

She went to sleep troubled and confused, but with a budding sense of excitement as she thought about what else she could discover. However, even her excitement at making new discoveries couldn’t dampen her dread at the thought of the upcoming meeting with Cecilia, Eric’s daughter. Tomorrow, she would have to face her.

The next day, Alice found herself outside a run-down sign. It read, “Level-thirty-nine [Enchanter]/level-fifty-two [Blacksmith]. Light System enchanting, all traditional enchanting, and some consumable enchanting available. The best stop for [Adventurers]!”

Alice thought back to when she had first entered this town, almost a week and a half ago. At that time, she had seen this sign, hadn’t she? Even back then, she had thought that the sign seemed a bit decrepit, but she hadn’t thought about it further. However, now that she was looking at the sign and knew the story behind it, everything made more sense. If the main [Enchanter] in the shop was Eric, and he was dead, obviously the shop would begin to struggle financially, especially if the only person helming the shop was a girl her age.

Alice took a deep breath, trying to toughen her nerves before she knocked on the door.

Just doing so gave her a point in [Willpower]. It took her an extra few seconds to realize that this shop was still a shop, and so there was probably no point in knocking; she could have just walked in and asked to see the shop owner. Instead, she was treating it as if it were Cecilia’s house.

The shop was silent. She stood in front of the door, awkwardly shuffling. Should she knock again? Should she just go in? As she was hesitating, finally, the door opened.

The girl Alice remembered seeing from the trial, Cecilia, stood in the doorway. She looked different from when Alice had last seen her. Stable. Her blonde hair and green eyes looked a bit brighter than they had during the trial, although she hadn’t gotten that good of a look at Cecilia with all the other things happening back then. However, the taller girl seemed to at least be adjusting to her grief well.

At least, on the surface.

The girl’s eyes were still puffy. Her face was also … focused. Not in a good way. It was more like she had the eyes of someone trying to avoid thinking too much, and so they hyperfocused on whatever task was put in front of them and threw themselves into it.

Alice shuffled awkwardly before she managed a smile that was unfortunately closer to a grimace.

“Hey.”

“Oh. You’re the {Out—} … the girl from another area.” The girl’s speech was toneless. It wasn’t angry or happy, or even sad. It was just … empty. Alice took a deep breath.

“I just wanted to come and say that I was sorry. About your father, I mean. I … I would understand if you didn’t want to see me, since I’m the one who more or less confirmed his death, and while I didn’t know it belonged to him at the time, I did steal the book from his body, and I sold it because I needed the money …” Alice trailed off, unsure where she had been intending to take the conversation.

“Were you the one that killed him?” Cecilia asked. For a brief moment, Alice saw a spark of anger in the other girl’s eyes. It wasn’t directed at her, but she could easily see the raw fury in Cecilia’s expression.

“No. I just found his body.”

“Then you have nothing to be sorry for. At the very least, I prefer knowing what happened instead of spending the rest of my life wondering,” said Cecilia, although it was closer to a hiss. “The bastards that should be sorry are those fuckers in the Sigmusi Colonia who set the damned bounty, or the people who killed my father because they wanted the money.” Cecilia glared at nothing for a moment before she refocused on Alice. Slowly, her tense expression relaxed, and in moments she had visibly calmed down. Alice wasn’t sure whether Cecilia had an innate level of control over her emotions or whether there was a perk involved.

“You wouldn’t have come here if that was all, would you? I understand you sold the book because you needed to. You don’t have to feel bad about it. If anything, I’m glad it returned to somewhere it would be of use. Most people who hunt mages ditch the valuables because they’re more likely to get hit by perks from [Guards] and get traced back to them, especially if they’re bulky or hard to hide. Some [Bounty Hunters] have storage perks, but since the [Bounty Hunter] class and most similar classes don’t offer a storage perk, they have to go into some pretty weird and suboptimal classes to pick up the option. In any case, I doubt you came just to apologize.” Cecilia’s expression was flat, but her tone was calmer now, and more analytical. The girl seemed all too eager to throw herself into a different topic, regardless of what it might be.

“Yeah. I … I wanted to know if you would be willing to teach me enchanting?” Alice felt like there was probably a much better way she could have broached this topic. However, while Cecilia seemed to be upset, she also seemed like someone who preferred getting to the point sooner rather than later.

Cecilia gave Alice a simple, flat gaze, seemingly thinking it over. Finally, she sighed.

“I am not opposed to the idea. I expect you to pay for tuition, however, either in labor or in gold. Furthermore, I expect you to either provide or pay for the enchanting materials you are going to ruin. Everyone messes up when they start enchanting, after all.” Cecilia’s face remained flat. Alice had, at first, attributed her certain … lack of facial expressions to grief. However, her tone remained quite neutral, even now. Alice briefly thought back to the Cecilia she had seen at the courtroom, crying and hugging the older mage while mumbling something about her father. Perhaps that was an unusually high level of expressiveness for the girl?

“Of course! I was ready to pay for my tuition. And my enchanting materials. How much would it cost?” Alice asked, trying to avoid stuttering.

“In that case … Hmm …” Cecilia seemed to be doing some math. A moment later, her eyes lit up, before they dimmed and she frowned instead. “I’ll want one gold sun per week, which would also cover the cost of any materials you ruin. Which, I know, is probably pretty expensive for you right now. Since you’re paying for the materials, if you make anything usable, I’ll sell it in my shop and give you the money as a bonus, because fair is fair.” Cecilia winced. “I know it’s pretty expensive, but there aren’t many [Enchanters] in the south, and enchanting is very expensive to learn because of the cost of burning enchanting materials each lesson. Even the northern magic academies tack on extra fees for learning enchanting through them. Given all that, I think the price is fair.” Cecilia sighed. “If you’re still interested, please also keep in mind that I will be leaving in about two months. Also, I’m only willing to do up to eight lessons a month. Two lessons per week. I have other things I need to do as well, after all. However, that should be enough time for you to pick some enchanting up and at least start making some money back, even if your level will be pretty low when I leave. But you should have enough understanding of enchanting to make money instead of losing it when you create new enchanted items, which means you can level up and earn money at the same time afterward.”

Alice winced. Paying for this would cost more than she made every month. She was, once again, made aware of how good a deal she had with Illa. Let’s see … my salary and Illa’s payment for my education combined comes up quite a bit short if I want to get all eight lessons this month. If I need to pay four gold suns per month for lessons, I am about two and a half gold suns short … Maybe I can make up the difference in other ways? Alice frowned. A moment later, she remembered that Cecilia had originally mentioned she was willing to allow Alice to pay with labor instead.

“What would it look like if I paid you in labor?”

“I would expect you to spend a lot of the mana from your kinetic magic seed assisting me in trying to get the blast crystal formula correct. They are a certain type of consumable enchantment I have been trying to get right, because they’re quite popular in mining operations in the north. My kinetic seed is pretty low, so I don’t have much mana to test out every day, but I have a perk that lets me ‘borrow’ mana from people who are willingly helping me and have a seed. At a terrible efficiency ratio, but still. You would be donating mana in exchange for money, basically.”

“How would that work out, moneywise?”

“I would pay you … one copper artisan per ten Mariums of kinetic mana? I have a perk that lets me measure things, and it is correct to the nearest Marium. You can double-check the quantity if you want to and have a way to do so.”

Alice did some math. One Marium was the amount of mana one point in the magic stat produced when it was in a seed with 100 percent mana conversion ratio. She had … 104 Magic right now, and a total multiplier of 102 percent effect of the magic stat for a total of 106 or so. Then, her kinetic seed had a mana conversion ratio of 135 percent, so she needed to multiply the 106 by 1.35, for a total of 143 or so Mariums of kinetic energy–based mana? And it took her forty hours to regenerate right now? If she rounded that to two days to make the math easier, that meant she would be producing … around ten copper artisans, or two silver suns and two copper artisans, every two days, give or take a bit, right? That would mean she was generating a little under one golden sun every twenty days, roughly. That would help pay for her tuition, although it wouldn’t pay for everything she needed. Though, Alice’s stats and perks would also improve over time, and she might be able to pick up some extra enchanting materials along the way, which would reduce the cost of her tuition by quite a bit, if Alice was understanding the price of materials correctly. Alice sighed before frowning. She didn’t have a way to pay for every class Cecilia was willing to teach, but maybe Illa could be convinced to lend her some enchanting materials as well, or she could find another way to increase her income. She would need to think about it later. At the very least, she could pay for two weeks of tuition a month comfortably, so she decided to start with that and figure out the rest later. She could start her lessons after the expedition, as well; that would give her a little more time to figure out her financial situation and make plans from there.

“I want to pay in a mixture of gold coins and labor, as my time and mana permits. Lady Illa is willing to help me pay for some of my tuition, and I’ll see if I can find a way to pay for the rest on my own. But I should be able to at least afford two weeks of tuition a month.”

“That’s fine. Honestly, I figured you were probably going to pay in labor, since you seem kind of short on cash,” Cecilia said as she began absently twining her fingers, fiddling with a small purple … something that Alice hadn’t noticed she was holding. “Are you just going to stand in the doorway? Come in.”

Alice realized that she had, in fact, been standing half in and half out of the shop for the entirety of this conversation. She had simply felt too awkward interacting with Cecilia at first, and so she hadn’t actually entered yet. She stepped inside.

Her first impression of the entire workspace was that it was very cluttered. Alice looked around the room, trying to figure out what the materials lying around were. At least half of them looked like the strange purple object Cecilia was holding. The rest were more scattered and random—weird plants, metals that Alice didn’t recognize, and various colored chunks of rocks that looked as if they were partially made of glass.

On the other side of the wall, there were also several crates. Some of them were closed already, but several were still open and unfilled.

“Since you’re going to be learning from me, I don’t mind giving you a quick rundown of enchanting for today, to help you to specify what you’re interested in learning. How familiar are you with enchanting as a whole? I’ll need to know what you want to learn so that I can make a more detailed lesson plan.”

“I admit that I didn’t really have a solid plan beyond the idea I should learn enchanting,” Alice said after some thought. “I know that there are multiple kinds of enchanting, and that one of them is System enchanting. The other two kinds of enchantment are consumable and traditional, right? I don’t know what any of those mean, though.”

“Technically, there are four kinds of enchanting—it’s just that the fourth kind is artifact creation, and is basically only used by Immortals. I don’t actually know much about that branch of enchanting, honestly. But I’ll give you an introduction on the three common types of magic enchantment, since those are what’s relevant to you.

“Traditional enchanting is what most people are referring to when they talk about magic enchantments. That kind of enchantment is very different from System enchantments, because System enchanting is limited to buffing whoever wears an enchanted item, giving them some sort of stat or perk or skill advantage. However, that kind of enchantment can’t do anything to affect the world more directly. It improves its wearer and does nothing else. However, the upside is that System enchantments also require no fuel source.

“For traditional enchanting, an item can be used over and over again, but it needs a power source to keep it working. This power source is usually monster cores. It can do much more than just buff the wearer. Like … Hmm.” Cecilia moved toward one of the crates and began rooting around. After several moments of digging, Cecilia pulled out a simple ring.

“You’ve got a kinetic seed, right? Throw something at me with it.”

Alice hesitated for a moment, not expecting to have the other girl suddenly demand that she attack her. She looked around, trying to find an object that she could use as a projectile.

“Here. Use this,” Cecilia said after noticing Alice’s problem. She chucked a small iron disc at her. Alice managed to catch it with her magic, her training with Illa finally paying off as she managed to avoid dropping it.

She looked back toward Cecilia. “Are you ready?”

“Yeah. Shoot.”

“All right.” She flung the weighted piece of iron at Cecilia, carefully aiming to her left in case something went wrong.

A pulse of mana extended outward from the ring, locking directly onto the piece of iron. The moment it got within three meters of Cecilia, a pulse of mana extended out of the ring and locked onto the disc. The piece of iron stopped dead. Curious, Alice tried to apply some more force. The tendril of mana that extended out from the ring flashed with another pulse every time Alice tried to move the disc, foiling her efforts to push it toward Cecilia. Even though Alice was fighting the ring and trying to move the piece of iron around physically, nothing was happening except it was floating in midair. Finally, fed up, Alice tried to drag the item back toward her. The ring fought her over that as well, and she was unable to make the object move another centimeter forward or backward. Finally, the tendril of mana from within Cecilia’s ring seemed to deflate, collapsing into nothing. Alice gave the iron disc a final tug, and it shot back toward her. Alice barely managed to catch it with another tendril of mana before it hit her in the face.

Cecilia grinned at the sight very slightly before she launched back into her explanation.

“As you can see, this ring was enchanted using a kinetic seed to prevent any movement that surpassed a certain speed as long as the ring still had fuel. However, it eats through energy fairly quickly,” said Cecilia. “It was one of the first things I successfully enchanted. At the time, I was really excited because I had just unlocked a perk that helped my enchantments ‘find’ objects traveling at certain speeds, which is really hard to do with no perks. Its fuel efficiency is … very bad. It wastes a lot of mana. But you get the idea. Traditional enchanting is the art of making an object take on some sort of magical property, similar to a mage taking action. It needs mana to work, and you can get that from monster cores. The more similar the mana inside the monster core is to your enchantment, the less waste it produces, and the less strain it puts on the enchantment. Of course, any monster core can still theoretically work, if you don’t care about keeping the enchantment in good shape and you’re ready to clean up a lot of broken mana. Try to keep your monster cores compatible with your enchantments when you can, though, or you’ll grind your enchantments into waste products within a few months instead of keeping them around for years.

“Now, by contrast, consumable enchantments are one use only. They are made with monster cores as the base, rather than just as a power source.” Cecilia closed her eyes for a moment and then dropped the thing in her hands. For a moment it glowed, and then Alice felt a wave of weak force expand outward from the stone. Most of it turned into a very light breeze, although Alice could see a few objects also shiver in the surrounding radius before things returned to the exact same state they had previously been in. Most interestingly, the mana she was expecting to come along with the pulse of force was strangely absent—it appeared that, rather than the consumable object using mana every second it was running, there was only one second where the mana in the object flared up, and then the monster core became completely empty. It took Alice a moment to realize that the reason was because all the mana had been converted into physical force, meaning there was no mana left to observe. Then the purple object crumbled away, collapsing into dust moments after it was emptied of mana.

“Of course, this consumable enchantment was also rather poorly made, since it’s an experimental product. The well-made versions of these blast cores are quite valued in mining, since they can blast away chunks of rock and ore. I’ve been trying to figure out how to get it right, but thus far, all the cores I’ve created seem more interested in creating a light breeze than a blast of force useful for mining.” Cecilia shrugged. “Anyway, the upside of consumable enchanting is that you can put a lot more mana toward a specific task at once. It produces more broken mana, and it also has worse mana efficiency, but you also use the whole monster core up in an instant, giving you a bigger burst of power. And, of course, both are better than System enchanting in most cases.”

“Thank you!” said Alice, surprised by what she had seen so far.

“Where do your interests lie? Does either kind of enchanting … speak to you? Or do you want to learn both? I mostly specialize in consumable enchantments. Papa does—did the traditional enchantments for the shop. However, I teach both.”

Alice winced a bit internally as the girl’s expression started to twist for a moment. Then her control was back.

“I want to learn both if I can. However, maybe I would prefer to focus on consumable enchantments first?” After all, it was Cecilia’s specialty, and Alice doubted she would be able to pick up everything the girl knew in just sixteen lessons. If Cecilia was only willing to teach two lessons a week and was leaving in eight weeks, Alice would need to learn everything she could in that time. It probably made more sense to learn what Cecilia was best at, since Alice would probably need another teacher eventually anyway.

“That’s fine. In that case, I’ll expect you soon,” Cecilia said with a very small grin.

Alice wondered just how poor she was going to be when Cecilia left Cyra. She had known that she wasn’t making much compared to a regular mage, since she was mostly being paid in education, food, and room and board. Still … one gold sun a week really stung.

Still, she needed to learn enchanting, both for her research and for her income. She just needed to keep in mind that, in the future, she would also be able to make absurd amounts of money if she kept at it. All she needed to do to confirm that was a quick glance around the shop, where most items were priced in silver crowns, although some were priced in golden suns. There were even a few items priced in gold crowns. She had no idea what the material costs of those items were, but [Enchanters] clearly made good money once they were high level. With a final, envious glance at the absurd prices in the enchanting shop, Alice thanked Cecilia for her time and left. She was already mostly out of mana from Illa’s training today, and emotionally drained as well, but she would be back tomorrow to start working on paying for her lessons. And Alice needed to report to Illa that Cecilia was willing to help her.

Still, she had faced her fear of confronting Cecilia. And it turned out to be fine. Alice was starting to notice a trend here—if she actually tried to talk about her concerns and fears with people, it usually didn’t turn out too poorly, at least here in Cyra. By contrast, things turned out much worse a lot of the time if she tried to hide from danger. Most of the people here seemed like decent human beings, and as long as she communicated with them, they were usually willing to work with her.

Hopefully this trend would continue when the expedition started. It was less than a week away now.



Chapter 28

That night, a thought occurred to Alice.

Why were there 143 Mariums of kinetic energy mana in her magic seed if there were only sixty-seven Mariums of mana inside her? That … that didn’t make any sense, did it?

Granted, the first time she had measured the Mariums inside her body, it had been after a training session with Illa, so she had been nearly empty on mana. Maybe that was the cause of the seemingly inconsistent numbers? She had spent around six hours reading after she had returned from Cecilia’s shop, fully finishing the fifth book in Illa’s library, and that should have been enough time to regenerate a good chunk of her mana. Surely the amount of mana in her body should have changed, right?

Alice took another look at herself using the {Precise Mana Measurement} perk, trying to figure out how many Mariums of mana were in her body right now.

She currently had somewhere exactly sixty nine Mariums of mana in her body. And her kinetic magic seed was about 15 percent full. She should have gained around twenty-one Mariums of mana in her magic seed, but the number of Mariums in her body had only increased by two.

Something was definitely wrong with how the math was working out here.

Even though she should have twenty-one more Mariums of kinetic mana inside her body, her perk claimed that there were only two more Mariums total of mana inside her body. Alice had also gained a point in [Willpower] earlier, which should have increased the amount of mana in her body by a small, unknown amount as well. That meant that having twenty-one Mariums of mana in her mana seed might increase the amount of mana in her body by as little as zero Mariums, or as much as … two.

What?

Alice pulled her covers away from her, jerking out of bed. She put her clothes back on before quickly striding out of the room, looking for Illa. She had to test something, right now.

The customary [Maid] wasn’t there when Alice exited the room, but that was fine. Alice headed toward the training room first, just because that was where she was used to seeing Illa. Illa was not there, because training had ended, but there was a [Maid] there, repairing some of the equipment.

Alice focused on the [Maid] and quickly measured the number of Mariums in her body. Four hundred and nineteen Mariums. Alice tried to figure out what the woman’s stats might be but had a hard time—in the first place, Alice would have needed to know the average amount of mana each stat gave and how much mana each level and skill gave as well. Since she didn’t know those things, the information she was currently getting wasn’t particularly useful. Alice did note that this [Maid] was not the one who usually served her breakfast, but she didn’t spend more time thinking about it.

“Excuse me, do you know where Illa is?” Alice asked, twitching in impatience.

“May I ask why you wish to see Lady Illa?” asked the [Maid], her voice oddly toneless and emotionless. Alice took a closer look at the [Maid]’s face and noted that it seemed to be oddly … stiff. However, even the [Maid]’s seemingly emotionless exterior didn’t quite prevent her from looking at Alice like she had lost her mind.

Alice ignored her expression completely. She had more important things to focus on.

“I want to check something involving mana. I noticed an oddity in the way one of my perks measures things, and I was hoping Illa would be able to explain what’s going on or might have some ideas,” Alice said, practically bursting with impatience.

The [Maid] looked even more confused as she stared at Alice. Then, strangely enough, her facial expressions suddenly switched off completely, as if someone had just unplugged her emotions completely. “Follow me.” Her voice was clipped and cold. Not hostile, just … detached.

Alice didn’t notice this because she was caught up in her thoughts about numbers.

The [Maid] led Alice through several rooms in the mansion before she arrived at a particular room. The [Maid] softly rapped on the door twice and then waited. Alice waited as well, absently using her perk on herself over and over again to confirm what she already knew.

The number of Mariums of mana in her body was sixty-nine.

Sixty-nine again.

Still sixty-nine.

Her head was starting to hurt from using the perk over and over again, and her eyes were starting to sting. It was a strange sensation, similar to putting salt in an open wound, except for the fact that Alice didn’t actually have any open wounds on her body right now. Finally, she stopped. If the perk was going to be a strain to use repeatedly, she would need to save some uses for when she measured the number of Mariums inside Illa.

Alice was practically humming in impatience when Illa came out. Her usually prim clothing was a bit messy, as if she had hastily thrown it on a few seconds ago. Alice could still see a hint of Illa’s nightclothes poking out from one of the sides of her white-and-green dress.

“Well? What is it? The sun has already set. I expected you to be reading in my library or something.” Illa’s voice was a bit bleary, but her eyes were still sharp and focused.

Before saying anything, Alice used her perk again, this time on Illa.

Eight hundred and twenty-three Mariums. Something about the perk’s feedback felt more vague than usual, though—Alice wondered if the perk was having a hard time measuring the woman’s mana precisely? However, Alice didn’t feel like the perk feedback was entirely wrong; just a bit more off than usual, perhaps by a few Mariums.

Alice’s eyes were starting to hurt more. But that wasn’t the important thing! She just needed to use it a few more times anyway, so it wasn’t a big deal!

“Illa, how many Mariums of mana do your magic seeds provide?”

“That’s a very personal question, Lady Alice. May I ask why you want to know?”

“It’s because the numbers don’t match!”

“Huh?” Illa gave Alice a dumbfounded expression. Realizing she had jumped ahead a bit in her explanation, Alice tried to rewind a bit.

“I got a perk that lets me measure the Mariums of mana in my body, and my magic seed produces way more mana than I have inside my body. Something about the math is off!”

“And so your first thought was to come to me in the middle of the night and ask me what was going on, instead of just waiting until our training session tomorrow morning?”

“Yes!” Alice was afraid that she might have forgotten her exact plans by tomorrow, and she wanted to take this opportunity to solve her questions. Science needed to be done.

Illa sighed and pressed one of her palms against her forehead. Alice distinctly thought she heard her mutter something about “this child” before Illa finally looked back at her.

“All right, fine. How many Mariums of mana does it say there are currently inside my body, great [Scholar] Alice?” Alice didn’t miss the tinge of sarcasm in Illa’s voice but decided to ignore it.

“It’s currently making the claim that there are 823 Mariums of mana in your body, although I’m getting the feeling that the numbers might be a bit more off than usual when I use the perk on you.”

“Is that so? It might be … Hmm.” Illa squinted for a moment, staring into space with a zoned-out expression. A moment later, she turned back toward Alice. “Try now.”

Alice used the perk again. This time, she didn’t get the feeling that something was off with her numbers.

“There are now 826 Mariums in your body.” Unlike before, the numbers felt solid. Precise.

“Is that so? How shocking.” Illa’s tone was flat. Alice was starting to hear a few warning bells, but she was also excited about what she might figure out.

“Usually {Contest of Range} also obscures the amount of mana in my body almost entirely from lower-level perks. Let me try …” Illa extended several tendrils of mana out of her body. For a moment, Alice felt like she was looking at an octopus—the tendrils of mana extended out of Illa’s body and filled the room, touching practically everything at once. Illa rapidly pushed out a huge quantity of mana, and several objects in the room shifted slightly to the right and then back to the left, vibrating in place. The objects shuddered left and right over and over again, rippling and making the entire area look like it was going through a small earthquake.

If Alice was in her normal mood, she might have been awed by the casual display of magical prowess. However, she was too caught up in her own ideas to properly focus on Illa’s extraordinary mana and skill.

Then, suddenly, the objects completely stopped. “How about now?” asked Illa, looking back at Alice.

“Eight hundred and twenty-two Mariums? But you just spent a lot of mana in the surroundings. There’s no way you only spent four Mariums there …” Alice frowned. Illa had probably spent at least thirty or forty Mariums of mana there. Why had the Mariums inside her body only decreased by four? Once again, the math was proving to be extremely inconsistent. “So are magic seeds … not part of the body or something?” asked Alice as she tried to make sense of then nonsensical information she was getting. “I was calculating the number of Mariums inside a person, but maybe it’s not counting the mage core? Is that even where magic seeds are stored?”

Illa, who looked increasingly annoyed at the fact that she was still awake, still gave Alice a proper explanation. “Most [Scholars] suspect that’s where magic seeds are stored, but it’s pretty hard to get a good look at what’s going on inside the mage core. It’s just as, if not more, complex as the brain, and [Scholars] have been trying to figure out the specifics of both for centuries now. However, [Scholars] and mages alike have confirmed there are large quantities of mana passing through that small core located behind a mage’s heart every minute. Usually, the amount of mana is far greater than what is contained in the rest of the body—and only mages have it, obviously. Furthermore, if it is destroyed or seriously damaged and the mage somehow survives, they are usually unable to use magic at all unless they get it healed, usually through some sort of superspecialized perk. Of course, it’s pretty rare for this kind of injury to appear, since the mage core is located so close to the heart. If something damages your mage core, you usually bleed out.”

“I see …” Alice trailed off, lost in thought. This just seemed wrong—very wrong. She couldn’t figure out how it all made sense, but it felt like there should be a way this all fit together, and …

Oh.

Oh.

OH!

Alice had a sudden flash of insight. There were two main ways she could think of that would resolve what she was looking at.

One, somehow, magic seeds weren’t part of the body, or her perk couldn’t see inside a mage core.

Alice thought this was actually entirely possible. The fact that [Organic Mages] still hadn’t figured out exactly how mage cores worked was good evidence for this, actually—many [Organic Mages] often complained that even when they had most regular perks that let them see inside human bodies to diagnose or heal patients, it was nearly impossible to look inside a mage core. However, even though this was an entirely plausible theory, and one that could very well be correct, Alice felt that there was something off about it. She couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was, but she wouldn’t discount the theory entirely. However, she had another idea.

Two, magic seeds stored broken mana.

This was something Alice had been wondering for a while. What was broken mana? Why was a little bit of broken mana produced every time someone did anything? Illa and Alice both produced little speckles of broken mana every time they used any amount of magic. What was broken mana, though? Why did dimensional magic produce such a weird overflow effect?

However, perhaps Alice had been failing to understand what broken mana was, properly.

What if broken mana wasn’t something uniform at all? What if, instead, broken mana was just mana that had taken on some sort of pattern? And what if her perk was just failing to take into account the broken mana inside a body and only measured pure mana or had some other specific setting?

Alice had never intentionally tried to produce broken mana instead of pure mana, but part of the amount of broken mana produced was based on the mental image and understanding of whatever subject she was trying to manipulate. Alice intentionally threw every single thing she understood about kinetic energy into the trash can and tried to perform a bit of magic, intentionally messing up as much as possible to produce more broken mana.

Several wisps of broken mana were dumped outside of her newly formed mana tendril. Alice didn’t manage to use a totally incoherent version of kinetic energy—after all, it was impossible to totally ignore everything she understood about the concept. However, the broken mana pushed out the pure mana in a very small area, and Alice immediately used her perk to measure mana in that very specific patch of air …

And came up with less than a Marium of mana in the patch of air she was measuring. She tested it on a similarly sized clump of air halfway across the room and came up with about seven Mariums.

Her perk did not seem to factor in broken mana. Illa stared at the massive patch of broken mana before turning to Alice and frowning. A moment later, Illa stuck a mana tendril into the patch of broken mana and closed her eyes. The broken mana quickly began to evaporate, seeming to disappear on contact with Illa’s mana tendril. She turned back toward Alice and opened her mouth, getting ready to ask questions, but before she could, Alice butted in.

“Illa, what exactly is the current theory for what broken mana is?”

Illa seemed more and more confused by Alice’s questions, but perhaps realizing Alice wasn’t going to let her sleep until she knew the answer, she still answered clearly and concisely.

“Until about a century ago, people referred to broken mana as corrupted mana instead. It was thought to be the sign of monsters and evil, since humans react so poorly to it, and it was considered cursed. A century ago, the idea came about that perhaps broken mana is simply the natural effect of using magic and monsters were simply better suited to deal with it than humans. However, nobody is really willing to put much time or money into studying the substance further. The fact that it has a chance of causing a second mana baptism in mages and requires a much lower concentration to force a baptism means that not many people are willing to get near it. It’s basically a waste product, after all.”

That was … fair. Alice could see why people wouldn’t be willing to mess with the highly lethal and dangerous kind of toxic mana that was likely to kill them. It was probably similar to how people on Earth might think about doing experiments with radiation or might react if you asked them to walk around Chernobyl for a while with no protection to see what happened. Especially since, at least according to Illa’s library, even [Organic Mages] seemed stumped by the question of how to make mana baptisms safer and had a very long history of failing to make the process anything remotely close to safe. Since there was no way to protect yourself from the dangers inherent in a mana baptism, it was natural people weren’t too interested in risking one if they weren’t desperate.

“Does that mean people don’t understand broken mana very well?”

“That is exactly what it means. It’s one of the bigger gaps in the understanding of modern magic. However, due to the risk inherent in the field and the occasional catastrophe involving broken mana escaping testing facilities and killing people, it’s a field of study that remains chronically understaffed and underfunded. Not much more to say about it, really,” said Illa.

“I’ve been thinking … What if broken mana is just mana that has adopted some sort of … identity, for lack of a better term? Mana itself seems to be some sort of gas-like substance that reacts to thoughts, right? That’s my current understanding of it, based on the way magic seeds work. In that case, what if broken mana is just mana that, instead of being neutral, has adopted some sort of idea?”

“I’m thinking … that this could wait until morning,” Illa said, looking at Alice.

“I’ve just been wondering what broken mana was for the longest time. And why dimensional magic caused some sort of strange overflow of broken mana. However, what if the idea of dimensions or whatever dimension seeds work off just has some sort of … way of transferring their idea from one chunk of mana to another? I have no idea why that would be the case, but I think it might be really interesting to look into. In that case, it could work like some sort of virus, hopping from one patch of mana to another and ‘infecting’ large amounts of mana. It was … just a thought I had,” said Alice.

“Plausible. Is that all?” Illa looked toward Alice.

“Well, I kind of wanted to ask you—”

“Lady Alice. Do you think that perhaps you could take a piece of charcoal and a wooden board or something and then write down these questions?”

“Erm … yes?”

“Good. Please do that. I will see you tomorrow for our training session.”

Alice paused, and then turned towards the door. Then, she realized she had forgotten something. She turned toward Illa and gave her a grateful smile. “Yes, Lady Illa. Thank you for your time.”

As Alice turned to return to her room, she could briefly see Illa and the [Maid] conversing out of the corner of her eye. The [Maid]’s facial expressions returned to normal, as if someone had plugged her emotions back in.

“Such a strange new student, Lady Illa.”

“My [Teacher] level is going to shoot through the fucking roof just based on how fast she’ll level [Scholar].” Illa paused for a moment before she added, “If I don’t throw my mansion at her first.”

“My lady, if you throw your mansion, you would need to rebuild it. Again.”

“I have the money for it …” Illa’s voice sounded both absent-minded and drowsy again, as if she was gradually drifting off.

The rest of their conversation was lost to Alice as she returned to bed for the night.




	You have leveled up!




	Scholar: 15 → 17




	Scientist: 9 → 12








Chapter 29

Alice started out the next day by taking a new perk for reaching level ten in [Scientist].




	Experimental procedure

Requirements: Scientist level 10 or greater




	Assists you in locating minor problems or alterations to any experimental setup you have created, as well as assists in locating any flaws in your methodology when conducting an experiment. Note: perk makes you more likely to perceive things—it cannot fundamentally totally overwrite any major shortcomings, especially if you are not paying attention.




	Sample collection

Requirements: Scientist level 10 or greater




	Allows you to store a limited number of items inside a special item box separately from each other. You must be holding the object in your hand. Note: it is recommended that you pay attention to the amount of resistance living objects have, as living beings will heavily resist being stored and may break out if they are sentient. Also note that time is not stopped or altered inside the storage box—if you attempt to store something in the item box, it will likely suffocate or die of mana deprivation, depending on circumstances.




	Proper observation

Requirements: Scientist level 10 or greater, Perception 100 or greater




	If you focus on one object or area for an extended period of time, you will gain the ability to zoom in your eyesight, allowing you to get a better view of smaller things you might ordinarily miss. Can also be used to increase the distance of your vision.






Alice dismissed {Experimental Procedure} first; it was neither interesting nor useful to her. More problematically, though, was the note; it assisted her, but that didn’t necessarily mean that it would solve problems in her methodology. If she wasn’t paying enough attention, she might still miss important problems in the way she was conducting her experiments, even under her most optimistic projection for how useful the perk might be. And in the worst case, the perk might do practically nothing.

{Sample Collection} was interesting. It … sounded like dimensional magic, and it also sounded very useful to be able to stuff lots of items into a perk. While that was mostly her assumption, it could still prove a viable source of information in the future. And the idea she could explore something that resembled what she thought dimensional magic without being persecuted by the legal system was very appealing, even if it she felt that studying the perk probably wouldn’t provide her with any useful insight.

{Proper Observation} was also interesting, because it might allow her to replace microscopes or telescopes in the future. Alice wasn’t sure how much she could zoom in while trying to observe something with the perk, but it at least seemed like it might be useful. Right now Alice had very little equipment to work with, even with Illa’s old teaching supplies, and having ways to substitute perks for those missing pieces of equipment wasn’t a bad idea. After all, lack of equipment restricted her ability to conduct experiments, which in turn restricted her ability to level up and gain more perks. However, the perk was too vaguely worded. What was the maximum amplification? If she could only zoom in her vision to twice what she normally could, for example, it wouldn’t be very useful. Not to mention, [Scientist] had plenty [Perception]-boosting perks, and this one was ultimately pretty replaceable if Alice wanted to see better.

Alice hesitated, but ultimately she chose {Sample Collection}. It was the closest thing to “safe” dimensional magic she knew of, and she was highly interested in trying to figure out how it worked. Furthermore, she could use it for all sorts of things—storing enchanting materials, maybe storing a bit of food for if something went wrong and she needed to avoid starvation again. Really, the idea behind the perk was what fascinated Alice the most—even if she might not learn anything from it, there was a chance the perk could help her learn more. Alice could see a lot of potential long-term use for it.

After that, Alice decided it was time to use one of her newly acquired spare magic seeds. She still had plenty of time before training with Illa, and since Cecilia had agreed to teach her, Alice had also picked up {Three Seeds} from her earlier perk slot. This meant she had three new magic seeds to work with. She intended to save two of them for grabbing some stuff useful for enchanting. However, she had a lot of ideas for what she could use her knowledge of physics for, and she wanted to figure out how several things worked. For example, why did thermal seeds exist? Theoretically, Alice remembered that heat was just supposed to be the speed at which atoms were moving. In other words, she would have assumed that seeds like kinetic seeds were able to manipulate temperature already. However, even though Alice had infused all her knowledge of physics and kinetic energy that she was able to into her kinetic magic seed, she was totally unable to manipulate small objects with her mana. She had at first attributed this to the idea that maybe her control just wasn’t good enough, but she was beginning to wonder if it would be impossible to do with her kinetic seed, even though she should be able to manipulate small objects like atoms.

After all, this world’s understanding of things below a certain size was pretty … patchy. The books in Illa’s library could describe in great detail how internal organs worked and look at a variety of problems in the body and give detailed instructions on how to fix them with organic magic, and they even contained case studies of unique perk combinations and how they played into some treatments.

However, once the books started talking about cells, they started to get vague. This world knew that cells were there and that they made up the physical bodies of humans, but no one really knew much about how they were constructed or what they were made of. They also didn’t really understand the size differences between things like viruses and bacteria; in this world’s eyes, both were “stuff smaller than a cell that causes problems when inside the body,” and they didn’t understand much more than that. Alice was willing to bet that the System probably played a huge role in the fact people even knew they were two different things. The perk she had picked up at [Survivor] level ten explicitly mentioned it fought off both, and although she didn’t know what the exact text of the perk was to someone from this country, she was willing to bet some perks in classes like [Doctor] probably explicitly mentioned both and helped fight them off. However, people didn’t really know much about the differences between the two.

Because of this, Alice figured she could probably do better by using her knowledge from Earth.

The first thing she wanted to do was make an atomic magic seed. She thought it would be useful for figuring out why she had such a hard time manipulating the motion of atoms, and the seed would probably be useful for a variety of other things as well. For example, Alice knew that different numbers of protons, neutrons, and electrons could create different substances—maybe she could do some sort of crafting with an atomic seed? There were probably other uses, but Alice was having a hard time imagining them off the top of her head. Still, she could definitely do a lot of interesting things with the ability to manipulate atoms.

Alice sat down on her bed as the morning sunlight streamed in her window. She focused on the concept of atoms, of protons and neutrons and electrons. While she knew it wasn’t a perfectly accurate model of an atom, she tried to imagine the model she had seen in her physics textbook as well; she wanted to have a magic seed that could manipulate atoms. Alice felt something react to her thoughts, shifting ever so slightly.

This time, she knew that she was probably feeling mana—it was reacting to her idea and trying to help her form a magic seed. She smiled before shifting her focus back to her magic seed. She pulled the mana deeper inside her, trying to weld it together into a solid concept. The idea of atoms, of protons and neutrons welded together in a solid core by some of the strongest forces in the universe while electrons danced around them in a cloud of orbits.

She felt the mana gathering together, solidifying as it began to pulse in tune with her body. She felt a rush of heat from just behind her heart, her mage core activating and helping her process the mana inside her body. She drew the mana closer together …

And then it suddenly vanished. It was as if Alice had been tirelessly working to create a sandcastle, and then someone had simply taken a vacuum cleaner and sucked up all the sand she had been using. From a half-solidified magic seed she had felt inside her body, there was now nothing.

Huh?

Alice’s eyes snapped open, and she looked at her body. The mana in her room looked to be a little lower in quantity than usual—her mana-measuring perk informed her that there were around two hundred fewer Mariums of mana in the room than there had been when she took a measurement before starting to form her seed.

The amount of mana in her body was still sixty-nine Mariums. No change from this morning, since she had regenerated some more of the mana in her kinetic seed.

Where had the mana she was gathering gone? Where was her magic seed?

Her status screen didn’t show anything unusual; she still had three unused magic seeds, each of which had a maximum of 10 percent mana conversion ratio.

Alice wondered if she had been dreaming about forming a magic seed and had somehow mistaken it for reality. She closed her eyes to try again.

Gathering mana, focusing on the concept of atoms, building an idea …

Shortly after she started, the mana disappeared again. Alice had no clue where it went and no clue what went wrong. One moment, there was a magic seed on the verge of forming, exactly the same way she had felt her first magic seed form. The next moment, there was a sudden void in her chest. No mana. No magic seed. The only evidence that she had been working on a magic seed at all were the lingering traces of warmth near her heart, rapidly fading as the seconds passed.

What the heck is going on?

Alice frowned.

She was sure that her understanding of atoms wasn’t so terrible that she was unable to form a magic seed. She hadn’t been expecting much, but for it to fail completely in the process of forming was … odd. Unheard-of, even. Even people who had no understanding of a subject, when trying to form a magic seed, would usually just form a magic seed with a terrible mana conversion ratio, forming a 2 percent or 3 percent seed. However, there weren’t any records of people failing to form magic seeds at all, as far as she knew.

Since there was some sort of unknown problem with forming an atomic seed, maybe she was having a hard time forming magic seeds? Had something gone wrong and destroyed her ability to form magic seeds?

At that thought, a twinge of panic started to form in Alice’s stomach. If she couldn’t form magic seeds, it would be a massive problem for trying to become an [Enchanter].

She tried to think of other seeds she could create that would exploit the gaps in knowledge that seemed to be present in this world.

Space-time?

She failed to form a magic seed based on that idea as well.

The fabric of reality? Alice didn’t understand it that well, but she could at least vaguely remember some of it and felt she should be able to form a weak magic seed on the subject.

For a moment, Alice could feel the sensation of a magic seed forming—an incredibly weak magic seed.

And then, just like before, Alice felt the sensation of mana being … deleted. One moment it existed, and the next, it was gone. Nothing remained except lingering heat behind her heart. Desperate now, Alice began throwing concepts of physics at the mana around her, hoping for anything to work, regardless of how well she understood the concepts she was trying to form seeds based on.

Strong nuclear force?

Weak nuclear force?

Black holes?

Photon manipulation?

Alice tried several dozen ideas out. Everything failed. The sensation was always exactly the same—mana was deleted, and then there was no magic seed.

After two hours of trying to put together Alice’s second magic seed, she had a long string of failed seeds and her entire chest was starting to feel like it would literally catch on fire if she didn’t stop. Alice felt like she was about to go insane. What was wrong with her magic seed formation ideas? Why was it that magic seeds were theoretically able to encompass any idea, but any idea she tried to use to exploit the laws of physics failed?

Desperate now, Alice tried to construct one of the basic four magic seeds. She wanted to see if anything worked. Was there some sort of problem with her? Could {Outworlders} have some sort of flaw that made it impossible for them to make new magic seeds?

The answer was … no.

She tried to form an organic seed, and this time everything went as planned, with basically no oddities at all. Mana gathered as it reacted to her understanding of organic matter; heat welled up behind her heart. The odd sensation of mana suddenly disappearing from inside her body never happened. She simply formed a magic seed, the same as usual.

Alice felt relief at that.

But that brought up another question. What the heck was going wrong with her seed formation? The whole concept of magic seeds failing was weird in the first place. In fact, books actively advised new mages to make absolutely sure they knew everything they could easily learn about a specific topic before they made their magic seed, since there were no do-overs. If you messed up your magic seed, you might be saddled with a meager 30 percent or 40 percent mana conversion ratio seed, weakening your control over the related type of mana and reducing your maximum mana.

Nobody had ever mentioned anything about a magic seed failing entirely. And it seemed … to only apply to concepts from her old world?

Why?

Alice had no idea what to make of that, or any idea what could be causing it. Some quirk of how mana really worked, a topic Alice barely understood? Some failure in her understanding?

She had no clue.

Confused and frustrated, Alice began to open the door to her room. And, to her shock, the wooden handle of the door started deforming. It didn’t burst into flames or transform from solid to a gas. Instead, it looked kind of like Alice had dumped a massive container of acid on the wood—it started deforming, collapsing into … something. The wood started turning darker and began to look more and more like putty. She pulled her hand back, shocked, and the door immediately stopped melting.

Huh?

Alice finally paid more attention to the gathering heat inside her body. She had previously thought the temperature difference couldn’t be that much—the heat generated from creating a mana seed was relatively minimal, after all. Books even mentioned that, while mages would often be a little hotter temperature-wise after forming a mana seed, it usually decreased after a few days or a few weeks and frequently didn’t matter much.

Clearly, none of those people had ever tried to form so many failed seeds at once. The heat wasn’t harming her while it was inside her chest, but the moment she touched anything, she could feel the temperature difference. However, the heat from her body wasn’t solely what was causing the problem; something strange was going on with the mana inside her. It was still the same number of Mariums it had been this morning, but it was behaving … erratically. It was spinning and cycling through her body like sand blown around by a wind current, and anytime she touched something, her mana started surging toward it, desperate to escape. Equally bizarre was that, whenever a bunch of the mana in her body escaped, a bunch of the mana from the surrounding air would also rush toward her, surging inward. Shortly after touching her body, the color would shift by a slight amount, and then it would join the madly swirling whirlpool of chaotic mana inside her.

What the heck is going on? Alice was starting to feel terrified. Had she somehow killed herself with her experimenting? She hadn’t thought of forming magic seeds as an inherently dangerous task before. This was just terrifying, though. What if it liquefied her organs, or killed her, or did something else?

The whirlpool was getting worse and worse, and Alice was beginning to feel the boiling sensation in her body also grow worse along with it. The mana was getting more and more chaotic, and Alice was truly beginning to panic.

Another surge of mana flickered toward her, and for a moment, Alice saw a System notification spring up.
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Alice could see System notifications suddenly start ringing out like crazy. However, a fraction of a second after an error message would open, it would immediately close, leaving her dazed as she tried to figure out what was going on.

A second later, Alice could see several fragments of the mana in the surrounding air suddenly stop. They formed an incredibly intricate web of something—the color of the web varied wildly, and Alice couldn’t understand the mana pattern at all. It looked like a three-dimensional fractal made of colored unicorn puke. With a start, she realized that what she was looking at wasn’t a web—it truly was an unending fractal of billions of different connections and strings of mana, pulsing in the air around her and interlocking with her body. Maybe it was impossible for a human mind to understand whatever this was, at least not without a ridiculous amount of stats and other System-based enhancements.

In response to the swirling web of madness that had suddenly appeared in the air around her, the chaos inside her body began to calm down. Second by second, the madly dancing mana began to ease. The horrifying heat boiling up from behind her heart began to cool, and the sensation that she was burning alive from the inside out began to ease.

Slowly, second by precious second, the pain that had started to rack her body began to ease.

Four minutes later, the mana in her body had settled back down. The heat had also decreased, and she felt close to normal again. The strange, multicolored web of mana also suddenly blinked out of existence, as if someone had accidentally dyed the air rainbow and then sprayed the colors away with a fire hose.

Before she could think further, another surge of mana rushed toward her, followed by a System notification.




	Error Resolved!




	Response Code: 01010011 01110101 01110010 01110110 01101001 01110110 01100001 01101100 00100000 01110010 01100101 01100011 01101111 01110010 01100100 01100101 01100100






For a moment, Alice could swear that, unlike before, the System message somehow communicated a feeling of … smugness?

And then the System message deleted itself, completely unlike how normal System messages waited for her to dismiss them.

Alice sat down on her bed, thankfully no longer melting everything she touched. Her hands shook, and she tried her best to breathe deeply and slowly. However, she couldn’t quite suppress the terror that pervaded her being. She had … She had almost died.

She had almost died, and something insane had happened afterward. None of the books in Illa’s library mentioned anything like this, and Illa herself hadn’t mentioned anything dangerous related to forming new magic seeds. And the strange web of rainbow mana appearing in midair was something Alice had never seen or heard mention of before, either.

What had just happened?



Chapter 30

After the near catastrophe during her failed seed formation, Alice realized she was missing something—an incredibly important piece of equipment that one might consider critical to [Scientists]. Beyond a place to scream and when experiments took a turn for the terrifying, which Alice also recently found herself in need of.

Shakily, Alice got up and looked around. Her room’s door was still messed up, but nothing else was broken or damaged. The horrifying heat that had leaked out of the core behind her heart … the way everything touching her hands had broken and melted like putty … all those were gone. For now.

And, luckily or unluckily, nobody had noticed the melted and splintered chunks of door yet. Alice would have to tell Illa what had happened during their training session later today, but she had a few hours to decompress and figure out why she had suddenly almost burst into flames. Alice shakily got up and began walking out of her room. Her footsteps were unsteady, but she managed to get back to the room where Illa had stored all her old teaching equipment.

Quietly, Alice looked through the piles of lesser enchanted items. A few textbooks that Alice had already looked through, a variety of enchanted materials used for teaching exercises that Alice couldn’t do yet … and a few notebooks in Illa’s own handwriting, long since abandoned.

Alice grabbed one of them and flipped through the pages until she found one that was only partially used up. Paper was expensive, and Illa hadn’t given any to Alice, but the empty pages here were fair game, right? Illa had told Alice she didn’t mind her using any of her old teaching equipment, and this notebook was old teaching equipment. Almost half of the book was still available, although the first half was filled with lesson plans for how to improve skills once they reached the first growth reduction at level fifty. Alice ignored that—[Kinetic Manipulation] was getting close to fifty after the time she had spent training with Illa, but it wasn’t there yet.

Alice could use charcoal in place of ink for now. What mattered was having a way to write.

Alice had noticed that it was getting too difficult to remember everything she wanted to investigate and everything she had observed, and she was beginning to realize that even with {Enhanced Memory}, things were starting to slip through the cracks. Since she hadn’t seen another memory-enhancing perk yet, writing could help her remember things. This was a critical tool for any [Scientist]—a method of documenting and recording her ideas, observations, and the methodology behind any experiments she did in the future.

She tried to suppress the trembling in her hands as she began writing. She needed something to focus her mind on. Something to deal with the crippling fear of nearly dying, and trying to break down what had just happened would work perfectly.

She started out with a single page.

 Observations:

—Mana surges toward people whenever they gain an attribute, skill, or level. This occurs before a System notification pops up.

—There are a lot of plants and animals here that closely resemble those from Earth (fish, trees, etc.).

—Broken mana has a lot of different colors associated with it, and this seems to correlate to the concept inside a chunk of mana? (Note: May need further investigation to confirm—more of an untested hypothesis for now.) My perk also cannot pick up the mana inside a magic seed and also cannot record broken mana.

—Magic seeds may possibly store some sort of broken or partially broken mana inside them, rather than pure mana?

—Hunch—maybe broken mana is mana with some sort of imprinted identity in it? If so, why do some seeds produce more broken mana than others? Very odd. Look into further.

—It is a well-known fact that monsters die when separated from mana for long periods of time. Humans have also been observed to grow weaker and feel light-headed when separated from mana (similar to asphyxiation? Figure out how to investigate further—seems odd).

Alice’s hands started trembling for a moment before she recorded what she had seen an hour or two ago.

—Some mana seeds cannot be formed, especially those using some of the knowledge of physics from Earth. No atoms, lesser nuclear force, strong nuclear force, etc. can be formed into a seed, even though books claim any idea can be made into a magic seed. Very, very dangerous to interact with—do not mess with until a much clearer idea of what I’m messing with is obtained. Dangerous.

Alice wrote the word dangerous twice in her final note to remind herself just how desperate she had been a short while ago, when objects had started melting like putty when she touched them. Then, after writing everything down, Alice noticed something.

Where had the mana gone? Her perk for measuring mana in her surroundings had definitely informed her that the mana in her surroundings had decreased. She had eaten through a huge amount of mana in the room every time she had nearly formed a new seed, and even though it had rapidly been replaced by the mana from outside the room, it was obvious she had used a pretty significant amount.

No new broken mana was created, though. And as of right now, Alice had created one new seed and failed to create several dozen—and the total number of Mariums in her body was seventy-one. Considering how many hundreds of Mariums she had eaten through trying to make a magic seed, that made no sense. It was like someone had just taken the mana and … deleted it. Now that she thought about it, Alice had also noticed a similar phenomenon when Illa had removed the broken mana in the room last night.

Last night, the broken mana hadn’t been replaced with mana. It hadn’t been purified back into regular mana or something, either. It just vanished from the world.

Alice frowned before she wrote down another observation.

—Mana seems to be literally getting deleted when some interactions happen. Does mana … not follow the idea of conservation of energy?

If it didn’t, Alice wouldn’t know how to respond to that. The idea of something not following the law of conservation of energy was simply absurd to her. On Alice’s earth, energy could not be created or destroyed. It simply changed forms. However, she also had no clue where all the mana or broken mana she should have observed had gone.

And if mana really had as little regard for conservation of energy as it seemed to …

It would have staggering implications. If energy was being created or destroyed by mana, what did that mean? Was mana just ignoring energy conservation entirely? Did it obey the laws of thermodynamics? She had no clue if she was just incorrect or missing something obvious, but she was certainly interested in testing it later.

Unnoticed, Alice’s hands had finally stopped shaking. Even though she was still terrified of what she had seen happen earlier, at the very least, she had something to take her mind off things for a while.

Finally, she moved on to the next part of her notebook.

Possible Experiments to Perform

—Check to see if someone else is also able to see mana surges before stats or skills are gained—the heart of science is replicating things and proving something isn’t just coincidence.

—Possible sub-idea: See if others can get any sort of achievement for discovering how mana and stats are related? If they can, possibly a good idea to sell this to people.

—Sub-idea of sub-idea. Maybe see if I can use this to pay Cecilia for some of my lessons. People in this world like achievements, right? Maybe she would be willing to trade the possibility of getting an achievement of unknown rarity for some of my education. This could also serve as a way to verify my experiments. Ask Cecilia later.

—See if there’s a way to nail down how much mana each stat, skill, and level gives—if there is any consistency in them. (Maybe not. Something to check later.)

Alice frowned, tapping the hand that wasn’t stained with charcoal against her cheek as she tried to think. What other experiments did she need to perform that would provide her with more information?

—Check to see what happens if I am separated from mana for a long period of time. Get someone to watch over me so that, if the experiment proves to be dangerous, someone can swoop in and stop me from dying or getting hurt. It seems odd to me that mana would be fundamental to life, because there is no mana on Earth (as far as I know), so I need to know whether some sort of fundamental change happened to me whenever I got a status screen, or whether something else is happening here.

Another thought occurred to Alice, one that she hadn’t noticed before.

Why were humans so bad at dealing with mana?

It was a well-known fact on this planet that monsters didn’t fear broken mana, nor did they fear dense concentrations of mana. In fact, almost every kind of monster on the planet had the ability to use magic, as well. Only the weakest species of monster, like spidercrabs, didn’t use any sort of magic and survived mostly due to the absurd reproduction rate of those species. By contrast, humans underwent mana baptisms whenever they were exposed to a high enough density of mana. That density changed some from person to person, based on their attributes, levels, and other factors, but the fact remained that, seemingly unlike monsters, humans had a 96 percent chance of dying on contact with one of the most common airborne substances on the planet.

That … did not seem like a logical way for a species to evolve. And that wasn’t even including the fact that monsters could universally consume broken mana as nutrition. None of them showed any particular caution when it came to consuming broken mana at all. But, unlike monsters, humans had a much higher chance of dying on contact with universal mana.

Why?

After a moment of thought, Alice wrote out another potential experiment.

—Grab some monster eggs or something and see if there’s any sort of mana baptism process monsters go through. Maybe use spidercrab eggs and throw them in a cage and see what they look like? May need to check what mana baptism looks like in humans first. Still, the survival rate of the eggs would at least give some level of indication about whether I’m on to something or not. Humans having a 96 percent fatality rate when dealing with mana seems absurd. If monsters just go through the mana baptism process as eggs or something, maybe it makes more sense, but if almost all of them survive, something weird is going on. Maybe?

—Think more about this experiment later. Probably missing several things to make into a proper experiment.

—Maybe grab some eggs during the expedition. Spidercrabs lay eggs during late spring and early summer, right? Investigate further in the future. There might be a few spidercrabs that lay eggs early or something. Keep an eye out. But only if I can find some eggs in a safe fashion. My safety comes first!

Alice paused, trying to think about if there were any other pressing questions she could actually test and answer. After a moment, the question about mana came back, but in a slightly different form.

—Where does the mana inside my body come from? The mana my body absorbs was my original best guess for where the mana in my magic seeds come from, but that seems like it’s linked to my stats and skills instead. While they might still be related, it seems strange to me. I have noticed most of my food has mana in it. Maybe check to see what happens if I stop eating food with mana in it? Does my ability to use magic decrease or go away? If I can safely stay inside an environment without mana, check to see if I can still use magic even if there is no mana in the air around me. Worth investigating.

—I still currently have no way to cut myself off from mana in the air around me. Need enchanted materials for this. Buy? Make myself? Worth thinking about.

A few hours passed after Alice started writing in her new notebook. She had calmed down enough to read a bit after making her list, which helped get more progress toward the {Bookworm} achievement, an achievement she had noticed while reading through the holy book of the church. Apart from that, she tried to destress for a while. Even though she had pulled in a lot of mana from her surroundings, nobody seemed to have noticed. Alice didn’t find that entirely unusual, though—in the first place, the only person in the mansion besides Alice who could see mana was Illa, and she wasn’t always at the mansion. If she was out of the area, it was totally natural nobody had seen Alice burning through the mana.

Finally, it was time for her training session.

When Alice stepped into the training room, Illa regarded her with a stern expression. There was a chilly look in her eyes, and when Alice looked at her right hand, instead of the usual dry beans, she saw she held little marbles. Even if they wouldn’t cause any damage, they would probably hurt a fair bit more if they hit her …

Alice finally remembered, in her excitement, she had woken up Illa halfway through the night.

“I apologize for waking you up—I should have waited until morning,” Alice said after a moment of hesitation. “I would also like to note that during an experiment this morning, I accidentally melted the door to my room—it is … erm … liquefied?”

Illa’s expression, which had previously looked like she was considering the best way to make Alice’s training hell, calmed.

“You melted your door? How did you manage that?” Illa’s tone held no reproach—only curiosity.

“A lot of the books in your library detail the conditions for forming a magic seed, yes? I saw a lot of them saying that a magic seed can theoretically be formed from any idea, and the less they need to interfere with reality, the less broken mana they consume. In my former world, we had a lot of ideas about the fundamental nature of reality, so I tried to form some mana seeds based around those ideas … and broke everything.”

“Broke everything? Wait, what do you mean?” Illa frowned and gave Alice a much more appraising look. “Like what?”

“Erm … one of the bigger ideas at home was the idea that all reality is actually comprised of lots of really tiny objects called atoms, and they’re supposed to be much, much smaller than cells. I tried to form a magic seed based off that idea …” Alice trailed off, starting to feel a little embarrassed about how thoroughly she had nearly killed herself before she pushed forward.

“And?” Illa’s attention seemed to drift off for a moment, as if she were wondering why Alice had stopped describing her experiment. Then, seeming to come to a realization, she refocused her attention on Alice. “If you formed a good magic seed based on it, I would be willing to trade for more details on that knowledge. And you don’t have to worry if you accidentally melted the door experimenting with it—the wooden doors aren’t that expensive, and while replacing them is a pain, a good magic seed is more than worth it. We can talk—”

“It failed to form.”

Illa frowned. “Wait, what? That’s … that’s impossible, right? Even if your idea of reality is ridiculously wrong, you should form a trashy magic seed, like a seed of hope or something that basically just spews out broken mana and doesn’t do anything useful. To fail to form one entirely …” Illa’s expression changed into a solemn one as she thought over Alice’s words. “I have never heard of that. I’ll send another inquiry north. What happened next?”

Alice described the process the rest of her morning had gone through—the panic, the melting of the door, and, after some hesitation, the strange System messages she had seen. Alice didn’t know binary well enough to remember what the System messages had said, especially since she had barely seen the messages before they had disappeared, so she was only able to describe the oddity in the messages themselves—the fact they had deleted themselves without Alice acknowledging them, the way the mana in her body had started to spin out of control before suddenly settling down.

However, by the end of Alice’s explanation, for once, Illa even looked anxious.

“That sounds … really familiar, but I can’t quite put my finger on why. It feels like something I’ve heard before …” Illa’s face started to relax as she seemed to focus on her thoughts instead.. “But I can’t put my finger on it.” Illa shook her head.

“I’ll contact some of my acquaintances and see if anyone knows anything about why forming multiple seeds would cause problems, and I’ll speak with Friedheim about the System messages. I don’t … think there’s anything in the contents of that experiment that would be problematic if someone else found out, and he would be the one to talk to about System messages. All right?” Illa looked at Alice.

“If you think it won’t get me in trouble, I don’t mind talking about this one. The results were … scary,” Alice said after thinking for a moment.

“From a religious perspective, this is a case of you getting saved by the System, or at least that’s what it sounds like, so there’s no problem theologically. If anything, the church might trumpet it a bit before moving on. And I’m incentivized to protect you anyway—[Teachers] can get some pretty serious EXP penalties if they willingly put their students in danger or fail to protect them. It’s almost like—Ah.” Illa’s eyes widened.

“Illa?”

“I finally remember why your case sounds familiar,” Illa said.

“Familiar? Do you mean it has happened before?”

“Not recently. In fact, not within the past few thousand years.”

Alice frowned. That was … a long time, especially because she didn’t know how long written records, or Immortals, had been around. How reliable was information from thousands of years ago?

“Thousands of years ago, supposedly, humanity was at the bottom of the food chain, and the System had yet to reveal itself to the human race. At that time, according to church theology, there were mages that helped the humans to survive in environments where most humans were devoured by monsters if they were found. However, the church’s theology also claims that most mages died of a variety of strange problems afterward—their bodies melting, their internal organs cooking themselves … among other things. You described your body heating up unnaturally, and you melted my door, right? It sounds … similar.”

Alice frowned. Suddenly, the church seemed FAR more interesting to her than it had a moment ago. She hadn’t thought very much about the church’s historical records before, because she was used to history being recorded in books. However, she recalled the [Priest] mentioning something about a time before the System. Maybe there was a lot of information buried in those records of the church?

It seemed worth investigating in further detail.

Illa didn’t seem to have anything else to say on the matter, so Alice’s training session resumed. Today, Illa had a penchant for pegging her face with marbles. Alice could somehow feel Illa’s frustration from last night as each marble bounced off her forehead.

And thus, the rest of the training session passed, with Alice continuously getting beaned with marbles. Illa seemed to particularly emphasize spots that wouldn’t actually injure Alice while still stinging like crazy. Alice could see the woman’s mirthful grin after the training session ended and hoped Illa wasn’t going to keep harassing her over Alice’s attempted late-night experimenting

Absently, she rubbed her forehead. It still stung from being pegged with marbles.



Chapter 31

After her training session with Illa, Alice went to the church. It was on the way to Cecilia’s shop, and Alice wanted to see if there were any records about unusual magic seeds or the weird System messages she had seen yesterday. Apart from that, she wanted to see if the church had any records from before the System. It might prove valuable as a new source of experiment ideas if she could get some solid details on what mages had been like before and after the System “revealed itself” to humanity. Of course, Alice would need to take any records from the church with a grain of salt—if there was one thing she was familiar with, it was that history written by any organization was likely to have some … biases written into it. Especially if the organization wanted to make itself look better. And every organization wanted to make itself look better.

Still, it was a place to start.

When Alice stepped into the church, Priest Friedheim gave her a surprised look, followed by a courteous nod.

“Lady Alice. I was not expecting you today. What brings you here?” he asked.

“Hello, Priest Friedheim. I was wondering if you have any records of times before the System?”

“Before the System?” Priest Friedheim said as he frowned. “There aren’t any written records of times before the System that would be available in a little town like Cyra—besides what’s written in the holy words.” He gave Alice a thoughtful glance. “Say, have you actually read the holy words of the Almighty System? If you haven’t, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to introduce yourself to the faith. Why do you want to know?”

Alice paused for a moment before she described her failed attempt at forming magic seeds, complete with all the bizarre System notifications. She noticed, with interest, that Friedheim’s expression became more and more curious the more she spoke. After she finished speaking, he was nearly squirming in his seat.

“So you had such an experience! Surely now you can see how wonderful the System is, yes? You can clearly feel its benevolence and kindness!” said Friedheim, and Alice felt a bit of an internal wince. Priest Friedheim was a decent enough person, but he got very … passionate about his religion. Still, she couldn’t really disagree; if the System had been what stopped the mana in her body from melting, she was grateful.

“Erm … yeah. I wouldn’t mind taking a look at it,” Alice said after some thought. She had originally come here to learn more about history, after all, and the holy words of the Almighty System would surely have some nuggets of information buried in the religious propaganda.

Priest Friedheim seemed excited when Alice agreed to read the holy words of the Almighty System and left, returning moments later with a heavy book. Its cover was embossed a very light tinge of gold, and Alice couldn’t help but wonder if it was actually made of gold or some sort of perk was changing the book’s appearance. For now, it didn’t matter.

“Would you prefer to read it yourself or have me read it out loud?” asked Friedheim.

“I’d like to read it myself—I like to think while I read, after all, and I also want to grab the {Bookworm} achievement at some point,” said Alice absently.

“All right. However, if you have any questions, feel free to ask me—I live to help others learn of the System, after all,” said Friedheim, and Alice could feel his excitement as he practically vibrated in place.

“Which part of the book should I read from—that is, which part has the bits about before the System? I want to start there,” said Alice.

Priest Friedheim quickly flipped through the book before stopping at a specific point. “Here!” he said, giving Alice a friendly grin. “You can start reading from here. Don’t forget, if you have any questions, ask me!” Then, with a buzz of happiness, Priest Friedheim left her alone with the book. Alice could see him watching her out of the corner of her eyes—to be fair, there wasn’t anyone else in the church right now, so perhaps he had nothing better to do. It was a bit uncomfortable to have someone watch her while she was reading, but Alice did her best to ignore it.

She turned to the pages and began to idly scan the text.

Before the System, humanity existed only on the fringes of the Central Continent. At that time, humans lived in scattered societies, fleeing from monsters. The few communities that embraced farming were usually wiped out by monsters whenever their population reached a certain point, and mages were both far rarer and had far shorter life spans. Oftentimes, mages would suffer as a result of their gifts, and they were referred to as the cursed children of the old gods. For whatever brief life span they had available to them, they would work to protect their communities but would often die young from a variety of strange illnesses. Cooking themselves alive whenever they reached a certain level of power, shredding their bodies to pieces … There were many ways for mages to die during their development period in the days before the System. Luckily, in the thousands of years since then, the System has blessed humanity as well as mages, and mages no longer kill themselves as a result of their blessing.

The text continued for several more pages in this manner, as if it wanted to highlight how miserable humans had been without their great and benevolent god watching over them and blessing them. Alice was somewhat tempted to wonder how much of this was actually attributable to the System—the church seemed all too willing to ascribe EVERY aspect of humanity’s advancement entirely to the benevolence of the System. Still, Alice was also fairly certain that she had run into a similar problem just this morning—she had nearly charbroiled her internal organs as a result of her failed magic seeds. She still remembered the nightmarish feeling of heat rising up in her body and the knowledge that soon her body would collapse … and the crushing relief she had felt when System messages had started spamming themselves across her line of vision, fixing the rampaging mana in her body.

Alice also found it a bit curious that the text explicitly mentioned “cursed children of the old gods.” Did that mean humanity worshipped other gods before the System? What gods were they? Sadly, the Holy Words of the System didn’t mention them in any further detail. Which was quite understandable, since this was the religious text of the System, but Alice still found it quite disappointing. She sighed.

Perhaps it was inevitable that worship of gods had disappeared in the wake of the System—after all, the System “actively blessed” humans left and right, and Alice had no idea if the gods worshipped before the System were similar to the ones on Earth, where it was impossible to verify their existence. If they were, Alice could definitely see how worship of those gods would decline to near irrelevance the moment the System showed up.

Alice turned her attention back to magic, trying to avoid getting sidetracked.

Perhaps the church’s insistence that the System was the true god of humanity wasn’t wholly mistaken. At the very least, assuming the System messages and the massive strings of colored mana were related to each other, the System had certainly saved her from frying herself. Perhaps the System did so for all mages, or at least did something similar. Even if Alice didn’t know exactly what had happened, she was willing to think about it.

Alice spent several more hours reading the church’s book, trying to familiarize herself more with the church’s ideology and religious doctrine. She learned a few interesting tidbits: the church believed that laziness was the fundamental “great sin” of humans, and that the System had “revealed its glory” in order to help humanity purge this fundamental flaw in the human mind. To some extent, Alice could see where they were coming from—the System obviously rewarded hard work above most other things, and if the System was worshipped as a god, it made sense that people interpreted hard work as king and laziness as the cardinal sin.

Apart from that, there were a few other interesting tidbits, mostly relating to Immortals—apparently, most Immortals got to a high enough level to stop aging specifically by stacking achievements together to boost leveling speed. After all, hard work alone wouldn’t bridge the gap between a regular person’s average level and the ridiculous level needed to reach Immortality. A hardworking person usually reached around level sixty or sixty-five if they didn’t have achievements boosting their leveling speed, and to reach Immortality, one needed to reach the class evolution at level 100, and then get at least a few more levels. Immortals, obviously, weren’t just so much more efficient at working hard that they bridged the gap through sheer force of will. No matter how hardworking someone might be, there were still only twenty-four hours in a day, and most people spent at least eight of them working. Even someone extra motivated wouldn’t be able to reach tier-two level twenty-five just by working a little harder than others. Oftentimes, Immortals were stacking 1,000 percent to 1,200 percent boosted leveling speed, at minimum, and then still worked harder and longer than other people to level up.

Finally, Alice learned that, according to church theology, monsters were, apparently, the physical manifestation of human laziness. And, simultaneously, they were the threat that encouraged humanity to never stop growing and reaching toward greater goals, even though they were supposed to be the physical manifestations of human laziness. This … seemed to kind of contradict itself? Or maybe there was some sort of explanation that made this seem less contradictory than it seemed to Alice? She was a little baffled by this chunk of religious doctrine.

As far as she could tell, monsters just seemed like extremely aggressive animals with the ability to consume mana in place of food, usually mixed with magic abilities if they weren’t at the bottom of the monster food chain. Even though Alice was trying really hard to keep an open mind, she had serious doubts about the idea that monsters were manifestations of human laziness, but she filed it away for future reference anyway.

All in all, it was a fruitful reading session. Alice thanked Priest Friedheim for giving her the time to look over the holy book, returned it to him, and then went on her way.

She had an [Enchanter] to negotiate with.

“So, what you’re saying is, you want to exchange the possibility of getting an achievement with me rather than money?” asked Cecilia, giving Alice a strange look.

“Yes,” said Alice.

The emotions from Cecilia’s face drained away unnaturally—in a way that Alice was beginning to suspect meant people were turning on perks that let them ignore or remove their emotions—before Cecilia turned back toward her.

“Tell me more about the achievement in question. I can at least hear you out.”

“Are you willing to promise not to speak of the achievement? I don’t actually think it’s a problem, but I also don’t know what possible problems it might bring to me, so while it’s not a huge secret, I don’t want to make it public knowledge, either.”

“I, Cecilia, daughter of Eric and Lucinia, hereby swear that I won’t speak of the contents of this conversation to anyone. Even though it’s not an oath backed by anything, it’s the best I can do unless you want to hire Friedheim to make a {Trade Contract}. Is that good enough?”

“I’ll trust you,” said Alice. After that, Alice began by outlining the experiment that had started the whole mess—her attempt to figure out whether mana somehow improved muscles and physical strength. Cecilia looked at least moderately interested, despite her oddly stiff facial expression. However, when Alice talked about the {Seeker of Truth} achievement, Cecilia seemed quite a bit more interested in the subject.

“Hmm …” Cecilia frowned as she thought about it. “From what I know of achievements, that shouldn’t be an ordinary achievement. It sounds more like a unique achievement based around specific events. The fact that the rarity is so high is also strange … How has no one ever discovered this before?”

Cecilia looked at Alice, who simply shrugged.

“I have no idea. It seems like such a basic thing, so the fact no one else has stumbled onto this train of thought is really baffling to me as well,” said Alice.

“How about this—are your attributes at one hundred yet?”

Alice checked her status screen, although she already knew most of the contents of it by now.








	Name: Alice Verianna

	Age: 15




	Strength: 88 → 98 (104%)

	Perception: 112 → 113 (140%)




	Dexterity: 85 → 94 (103%)

	Intelligence: 157 → 158 (113%)




	Endurance: 92 → 103 (103%)

	Willpower: 132 → 133 (+1) (103%)




	Charisma: 125 (102%)

	Magic: 106 → 108 (+12) (102%)




	Primary Classes: 5/5 → 6

	Survivor: 37




	
	Explorer of Magic: 27 → 31




	
	Scholar: 9 → 17




	
	Scientist: 1 → 12




	
	Student of Kinetic Magic: 0 → 10 (+10)




	Secondary Classes: 1

	Fisherwoman: 3




	Perks:

	Survivor Perks

Foraging (Survivor 5)

Microbe Resistance (Survivor 10)

Extremophile (Survivor 15)

Camouflaged (Survivor 20)

Sixth Sense (Survivor 25)

Enhanced Training (Survivor 30)

Sense Hostility (Survivor 35)

Explorer of Magic Perks:

Magic Proficiency (Explorer of Magic 5)

Enhanced Regeneration (Explorer of Magic 10)

Combat Spellcaster (Explorer of Magic 15)

Improved Seed (Explorer of Magic 20)

Seeds of Magic (Explorer of Magic 25)

Three Seeds (Explorer of Magic 30)

Scholar Perks:

Enhanced Memory (Scholar 5)

Lesser Reduced Sleep Requirement (Scholar 10)

Accelerated Thinking (Scholar level 15)

Scientist Perks:

Precise Mana Measurement (Scientist level 5)

Sample Collection (Scientist level 10)

Student of Kinetic Magic Perks:

Object Control (Student of Kinetic Magic 5)

Above Average Mana Sight (Student of Kinetic Magic 10)




	Skills:

	Academic Skills:

Basic Mathematics: 122

English (Language Proficiency): 100

Illvarian (Language Proficiency): 92 → 94

Magic Skills:

Kinetic Manipulation: 38 → 44

Mana Control: 21 → 28

Mana Precision: 21 → 24

Kinetic Force: 18 → 22

Projectile Awareness: 0 → 5

Divided Attention: 0 → 4

Crafting Skills:

Weaving: 27

Woodworking: 25

Cooking: 12

Stoneworking: 11

Physical Skills:

Spearmanship: 19

Sprinting: 14 → 15

Dodge: 8 → 13

Climbing: 9

Fishing: 9

Digging: 8

Stealth: 4

Basic Medicine: 3




	Magic Seed: 1 → 2/4

(Organic Seed +2 Undetermined Seeds Max 10% Conversion Ratio)

	Kinetic Seed (135%)

Organic Seed (10%)




	Achievements:

	Outworlder (Rarity: 10)




	
	Seeker of Truth (I) (Rarity: 8)




	
	Baptized by Broken Mana (Rarity: 6)




	
	Survivor of Winter (Rarity: 3)




	
	Monstrous Encounter (Rarity: 1)




	
	Monster Slayer (I) (Rarity: 1)






“Not all of them are at one hundred yet, but some of them are. Why?”

“I want to see if I can get an achievement from observing the mana as well,” said Cecilia. “I think that would be useful for both of us, no? If there’s actually any merit to me joining in your experiments, I should be able to figure it out by observing as you gain an attribute point. So I wanted to know if there was an easy way to get an attribute—after all, my attributes are all at least a little above one hundred, before factoring in all the perks and achievements I have boosting the effect of each stat. Since it’s obvious I won’t be increasing my attributes easily in the future, I wanted to know if it would be easy for you to pick up an attribute or if we needed to find another way.”

Alice thought it over for a few moments before shrugging. “Seems reasonable to me. It will still probably take me some time to me to pick up an attribute point without the bonuses given by a [Teacher], though. I’ve observed the same mana surge when it comes to both levels and skills as well—perhaps just watch for any of those?” Alice shrugged.

“If it works for skills as well, perhaps you could do something like math? Since skills face their own growth penalties every fifty levels, most skills are pretty easy to level if they’re below fifty,” said Cecilia absently. “Or calligraphy or something? I don’t know—what skills do you have that are worth looking into?”

Alice suddenly remembered how she had gained 122 points in Basic Mathematics once she hit whatever “unlock conditions” were required for the {Basic Mathematics} skill. What would it look like if she grabbed a bunch of other skills? Alice was overcome by curiosity. Whatever she found, it would certainly be interesting, right? And most people on this world wouldn’t have come across similar conditions, since most people would have just leveled each skill step by step, meaning she might see something no one had ever seen before.

“Is there any sort of {Advanced Mathematics} skill?”

“Do you not have it unlocked yet? Wait, do you have {Intermediate Mathematics}? You need to unlock the math skills in order, so we can start with {Basic Mathematics} if you don’t have it,” said Cecilia.

“What do I need for {Intermediate Mathematics}?”

“Here. One sec,” Cecilia said as she grabbed a plank of wood. Alice watched with fascination as two tendrils of mana crawled out of Cecilia’s arms and began burning words into the wood. A solid minute later, there was a simple mathematical problem charred on the piece of wood.

2(x) + 3 = 7

What is x?

It was just a basic algebra question, the kind Alice remembered learning how to do when she was in fourth and fifth grade. She immediately determined that x = 2, and, a moment later, a massive surge of mana gathered in the air around her. It was smaller than the surge of mana she had gained when she had gotten the {Seeker of Truth} achievement, but far larger than the surges of mana she saw from only gaining a single level or skill. She tried her best to measure the mana within one meter of her body and got the number 137 Mariums before it dropped to around fourteen again a few moments later.




	Through training, you have increased a skill!




	Intermediate Mathematics 0 → 78






The amount of mana in her body increased by about one Marium. The rest of the mana seemed to simply disappear into nothing.

Alice looked back at Cecilia, who was frowning.

“It’s so … hard to see,” Cecilia said after a moment. “I noticed a small amount of mana being pulled in from the surroundings, but whenever it got close to your body, I had a hard time tracking it, kind of like a book that got wet and didn’t have any {Waterproofing} perks.” Then Cecilia shrugged. “I did get an achievement out of it, though—it’s called {On the Shoulders of Giants}, and it’s only rarity three. It has a tier symbol, though, so it can be upgraded.” Cecilia looked back toward Alice. “Weirdest description ever—it says I am able to ‘see unhindered.’ And it also gives me some boosts to perception, intelligence, and a small boost to leveling speed.” Cecilia seemed to think about it for a while longer before she nodded.

“I’m interested in seeing more of your experiments. Let’s talk about money.”

The two spent several minutes haggling, and by the end of the conversation, Alice was practically humming as she finally left Cecilia’s shop.

As of now, her lesson fees were mostly waived—Cecilia would only charge her one golden sun for every month, rather than one golden sun every week. In exchange, Alice would include Cecilia in all her future experiments while she was in Cyra. In other words, Alice got both money and a research assistant. Cecilia noted that it would be a good idea for Alice to start her lessons after the expedition to the cave where she’d stayed the winter ended, which Alice could see the logic of—it would be hard to learn anything about enchanting if she only had time for a lesson or two before she had to tromp through the wilderness for a few weeks before trying to pick up where she left off.

In all, it was a promising setup—Alice had managed to resolve multiple smaller problems at once. It was a good day. Tomorrow, Alice wanted to see if she could at least get started on one of her experiments—trying to figure out how mana was created inside her body. She was missing over half of the supplies she needed for the experiment, but she could at least pursue a little piece of the question. Did mages get mana from food or the atmosphere? Or did they get mana from some different method? Alice couldn’t isolate herself from mana in her surroundings, due to lacking supplies and the fact she still hadn’t done a test to make sure it was safe for her. However, she could see what happened if she messed with her food. She wouldn’t change too much, since the expedition was coming up and she needed to be in good shape, but she could still test a few things.

And Alice was very curious to see what the results would be.



Chapter 32

When she got back to the mansion, Alice started out by writing down what she had discovered over the course of the day in her notebook.

—Mages seem to have had a tendency to melt themselves to death before the System appeared.

—This fact possibly hints that the System helps people deal with mana? Further evidence is the fact that all System interactions I have seen so far begin by drawing in mana, and the fact that mana seems to have been poisonous to people before the System started operating. Investigate further—if possible, find out if there are more detailed records of people’s reactions to mana before the System.

Alice didn’t have proof yet that the System was interfering with the way mana and humans interacted. Still, the information she had so far strongly hinted that the System might somehow be interfering with the way people and mana interacted, making mana less lethal to humans—at least, assuming the church’s outdated records about mages before the System were accurate. Whenever Alice moved on from Cyra, she would do her best to see if she could find better historical records from the era before the System, but for now, it was mostly just speculation.

However, if Alice’s speculation was correct, and the System was interfering with the way humans and mana interacted, that opened up even more questions. Who or what had designed the System? And how in the world had they actually done so? The System had possibly been with her since the moment she had set foot on this world; less than two hours after she had first arrived here, she had gotten her first System notification. If the System was some sort of creature or tool or something that changed the way humans and mana interacted, how strong would it need to be to sense her almost immediately after she arrived on this planet?

Deep in her thoughts, Alice frowned, thinking over Cecilia’s achievement. Cecilia had also reported that it was originally difficult to observe mana while it changed and interacted with the human body, which Alice found a bit odd. Alice wrote another few things down in her notebook.

—(Possibly) System (or something else) makes it difficult to observe the mechanics of the System? Possibly mind control or manipulation?

Alice shivered as she wrote the words down before she frowned.

It … didn’t feel like the System was doing anything of the sort. No, in the first place, if the System intended to manipulate people somehow, why would it hand out achievements that directly contradicted its attempts to obscure the truth? That made no sense at all.

Not to mention, Alice hadn’t observed any sort of problems with her mana experiments or with her ability to observe the way mana interacted with the human body. Granted, she had only done one experiment so far, so it could have been a fluke, but …

That explanation didn’t really feel right. If the System was actively controlling people’s minds or something, why was Cecilia able to properly understand Alice’s explanation of how she thought mana and muscles interacted? If that was supposed to be some sort of deeply held secret of the System, it should have been actively stopping Cecilia from understanding it, right? Perhaps by giving her a headache, or messing with her ability to understand the subject, or making her space out whenever Alice explained her experiments. Really, the possibilities were endless, and Alice didn’t believe for a second that the System was incapable of doing any of the above. The perks Alice picked up had far more reality-defying effects than “give someone a headache for a few minutes whenever they think about stuff they shouldn’t.” Heck, Alice had gone through plenty of phases where she questioned the System, its mechanics, and its purpose—if the System was doing some sort of mind control in the background, it had already had dozens of times when it should have interfered with her, but it hadn’t done so a single time. Regardless of whether it was unable to or simply chose not to, the System was not directly interfering with people’s thoughts.

Alice tried to spend more time thinking about the topic, but finally, she realized she was just going in circles, unable to figure out what all this information meant yet. For now, she decided to stick with a more basic observation.

—For some reason, it seems difficult for Cecilia to observe the mechanics of mana and biology interacting with each other. Reason unknown. System may either be part of this, or part of the reason it’s possible to observe mana unobscured? Unknown. System probably not doing mind control, but if the System is actively designed to obscure the mechanics of mana and human biology interacting, might have some other “dumb” solution used in place of this? Alternately, there might be some by-product of mana interacting with biology that makes it hard to observe, and my {Outworlder} perk cuts through this; I still don’t know exactly what the “increased support from the System” bit of the achievement means yet, but it helping me cut through problems in my observations would certainly make sense.

—Skills that I learned while I lived on Earth don’t seem to change my abilities at all when I initially add them to my status screen. I assume this means that skills work by adding knowledge when they level up, although a few skills, such as {Divided Attention}, contradict this idea. Perhaps some skills add knowledge and some increase capabilities of the user somehow? I will save other skills that I imagine can probably be earned for when I want to observe the process of gaining a skill more closely, since there is no immediate benefit to acquiring them anyway. It does deprive me of a bit of skill growth, but I imagine I can also earn a lot of levels in [Scientist] later on for observing the process more carefully, so it probably balances out. And I will keep a closer eye on what each skill seems to do in the future.

Alice sighed as she wrote down the last of her observations before she finally moved on to the part of the night she was looking forward to.

Alice had started wondering recently—where did mana come from? More specifically, where did the mana in her body come from? She was obviously spending mana every time she used her magic seed to manipulate kinetic energy. When she used magic, the amount of mana inside her seed went down, and even though the numbers were way off, the number of Mariums inside her body did decrease by a very small amount when she spent enough mana. Alice still wasn’t sure what to make of the fact that using mana caused the Mariums in her body to decrease, but only by a small amount, but at the very least she was sure mana was being spent somewhere.

So where did the mana inside her body come from? Did it come from the air? Food? Something else entirely?

For now, Alice had five major guesses for where mages got mana from.

1) Hypothesis: Mana is actually digested from extra food somehow—as in, mages eat a lot more than regular people (not that I have observed, based on my own eating—possibly [Survivor] reducing food requirements or something, though). Magic seeds might actually be converting extra nutrition into mana. (Do mages eat more than regular people? Check this later. If all mages consistently eat more food, then this is good evidence, and if mages don’t eat more, this hypothesis is unlikely.)

a. Alternatively, perhaps mages simply get more out of each bite of food. Humans waste a lot of the matter they ingest from every meal, and mages might simply make better use of the matter they ingest in order to gather more energy. Check any studies or information on bowel movements of mages to see if less … waste is produced (I can’t believe I just wrote that). (Check books, ask Illa. Maybe see if anyone has noticed anything unique about mage stomachs/intestines?)

2) Hypothesis: Mages absorb mana from their food somehow. I have noticed that food itself contains mana on this planet—all living things seem to contain at least a bit of mana, and this includes plants. Maybe mages are just somehow digesting this energy and then spitting it out using magic seeds? Check to see if the amount of mana in the diet changes mana recharge rate.

3) Hypothesis: Mana is filtered from the air, and mages just absorb it naturally to fuel future spellcasting when they aren’t absorbing mana to improve their stats (assuming that’s why people “naturally” absorb mana). (Do I absorb more mana than usual when I use magic? Have not checked yet.) (If it’s safe to cut myself off from mana, see if I can keep using magic if I sit in a room with no mana for multiple days.)

4) Hypothesis: Mana is somehow condensed from sunlight, and mages are doing the same thing plants do without chloroplasts or something. (Idea kind of vague, but maybe it’s correct? See if cutting myself off from sunlight causes me to lose magic abilities or something. I don’t think this one is correct, but it’s still worth checking. The sun is a big, obvious energy source, and it would be dumb not to at least check later.)

5) Mana doesn’t care about conservation of energy and is just doing whatever it wants. Unlikely, but it’s magic, after all. Who knows what it’s capable of?

There might be other ways that mages could generate mana that Alice wasn’t immediately thinking of. However, now that she knew mana was so closely linked to stats, and the System seemed to regulate mana somehow, Alice was more curious than ever about where mana actually came from.

For now, Alice wasn’t able to check some of the hypotheses; she was about to leave for the expedition, after all, and so she wasn’t going to specifically cut the mana-dense food out of her diet and see whether it affected her magic abilities, since having less mana during the expedition might be dangerous. She intended to do the exact opposite thing.

Alice was going to switch her diet around to eating exclusively mana-dense food and see if it improved her mana regeneration. If mana was somehow absorbed from the food she ate, it made sense that increasing the amount of mana in her diet would increase the amount of mana in her body. Even though Alice’s perk unfortunately didn’t allow her to directly count the number of Mariums of mana in her magic seeds, and Alice still hadn’t worked out how the quantity of Mariums inside a seed correlated to how many Mariums were inside her body, she could certainly still measure time between a magic seed being empty and full. Currently, it was supposed to take forty hours for Alice to recharge her magic seed—if it took less time while she was consuming a mana-rich diet, that would be good enough for a preliminary test, and she could start doing more detailed experiments.

And if it failed, it just meant that she ate less of the foods she liked, which wasn’t really a big deal.

Alice suddenly frowned as she realized that she had just made a deal with Cecilia about including her in Alice’s experiments and hadn’t mentioned that she was going to start observing how mana and food interacted with each other.

Alice sighed. She had a really bad habit of spacing out once she started hyperfocusing on one thing. While focusing on one thing wasn’t bad, per se, Alice couldn’t really say it was admirable if it led to her totally forgetting her surroundings and going off to do whatever she wanted. Which, now that she thought about it, was also exactly what happened when she was trying to figure out how the number of Mariums in a human body and magic seeds interacted.

She wrote down a reminder for herself to talk to Cecilia about what she was testing tomorrow. Having more people check her results would be good, and Alice wanted to uphold her end of the bargain with Cecilia as much as possible.

For now, however, Alice would just have to accept that she had totally forgotten to mention it earlier today and then move on.

The next hour was spent discussing food with the chef—Alice had, first, requested that the chef use only mana-dense foods in her meals in order for Alice to conduct an experiment.

The chef had given Alice a blank look. Alice had wondered why her request was inspiring such an expression before she realized …

That the chef did not have the ability to see mana. In short, the chef had no way of sorting out which foods were mana dense and which ones weren’t. Her request was impossible for the chef to carry out without help.

Alice had thus been forced to spend most of the rest of the hour explaining that she wanted to only eat certain foods for a while because she was going on a “diet.” If nothing else, the chef seemed familiar with the concept of diets, which was fortunate, and so Alice had gone through the food supplies for the day and picked out all the vegetables, fruits, etc. and then told the chef that she wanted her meal to be made from the specific ingredients Alice had picked out.

Alice did also note, with curiosity, that all the mana-dense foods she had picked out were ones she didn’t recognize from Earth. The plants she could also find on Earth, by contrast, seemed to have lower average mana density, with some of the vegetables having almost no mana inside them at all. Potatoes were particularly low in mana—which gave Alice a lot of room for further speculation and guessing about why Earth crops were randomly lying around in this fantasy world, but nothing she could test right now.

The chef agreed to her request, although the strange expression never quite left his face during the whole conversation. Alice resisted the urge to make a face in response. Her request wasn’t that bizarre, was it?

Anyway, what mattered was that for the next few days, Alice had already picked out the ingredients to be used in her meals. Since they were all mana rich, Alice would be able to start running her second experiment. It would take days to show results, but Alice thought she could probably keep the experiment running over the course of the expedition—even if she would need to retry a lot of it later on. What mattered the most was just figuring out if her hypotheses had any merit. Granted, the mana was also slightly denser the farther south you went, and the expedition was going to be heading directly south—meaning that her experiment wouldn’t actually distinguish perfectly between her hypothesis that mages absorbed mana from their environment and her hypothesis that mages absorbed mana from food. But if she ended up having more mana during the expedition, she would at least know one of those two explanations was probably correct, and she could go from there when designing future experiments.

Illa had given Alice a strange look when she saw Alice’s food that night, but ultimately she hadn’t said anything on the subject. The next day, Alice had gone to Cecilia and informed her what Alice intended to test, regarding the relationship between mana inside food and magic inside the body. Cecilia had given her a bit of a dubious look but had ultimately shrugged and promised she would adjust her diet as well. In a sense, Cecilia would actually be a much better test for the experiment—she used most of her mana every day enchanting things, and unlike Alice, Cecilia wasn’t going to need to keep any mana reserved for a potential emergency later on. Currently, due to the differing nature of their jobs, Cecilia used her magic in stable and constant ways over the course of a day, whereas Alice tended to use her mana in more erratic bursts when she was training. Alice couldn’t help but feel amused at the fact that for her second experiment, she was going to be conducting a far more flawed version of the first test than her assistant.

The next few days settled into a blur of training as Alice desperately tried to get her stats up to the point where she wouldn’t be a hindrance in the expedition. From Alice’s conversation with Cecilia a few days ago, as well as her conversations about “average” stats among the population, Alice knew that she was close to an acceptable baseline of stats for her age—most people had an average of around one hundred to 110 in every stat, with an extra twenty or thirty points in their specialties. Then they stacked perks and achievements together to multiply the heck out their more useful stats.

Finally, the night before the expedition would depart, Alice got one of the achievements she had marked as useful that she had wanted to pick up. Apart from the achievement, she had picked up a few more levels in [Student of Kinetic Magic], as well as one more level in [Scholar] from reading through more of Illa’s library. Alice was perhaps 30 percent of the way through Illa’s library so far, so she estimated she could probably still get a few more levels out of Illa’s books before she ran out of reading material available in Cyra.




	You have leveled up!




	Student of Kinetic Magic: 10 → 13, Scholar 17 → 18









	You have gained an achievement!




	Well Trained (Rarity 3)




	You have managed to get all your stats to 100 or higher and have proven that you are dedicated to at least having a basic level of ability.




	+5% effect of all attributes






This achievement gave her a nice little bonus and, at the same time, showcased how biased this world could be toward mages, even when it came to things like achievements. Nonmages weren’t able to get their [Magic] stat to one hundred, meaning that they could never get this achievement; instead, they would be able to get a weaker version of the achievement that only offered a 3 percent bonus to their attributes. Alice knew that most of the people on this planet had already acquired this achievement—or at least the lesser version of it.

However, it still felt good to get this one—it felt like her hard work was being acknowledged, and she was finally getting to the point where people in the same age group didn’t just totally outpace her in terms of raw physical and mental abilities.

Alice allowed herself a small smile as she looked at the achievement before she went to sleep. Tomorrow, the expedition would begin, and Alice needed to be in her best mental state if she wanted to avoid messing up. Illa had been the one organizing and preparing the expedition, so Alice wasn’t too familiar with most of the details—however, she knew that several other mages would be there, to help deal with the broken mana, as well as several [Guards] to use their investigation-related perks, and a few [Traveling Merchants] to help the supply wagons moving through the completely roadless area.

Alice couldn’t help but wonder why [Traveling Merchants] got perks that let them move horses through heavily forested and roadless land, but it was ultimately irrelevant to her. She just needed to do her part, show her face around the expedition, and learn whatever she could. Still, she couldn’t help it.

Ultimately, she was nervous.



Chapter 33

The expedition’s staging area was more chaotic than Alice had imagined it being; even though everyone knew what they were doing and where they were supposed to be, the sheer number of people involved still surprised her. Alice wandered around since she had nothing to do and wondered if there was some sort of task that required her assistance. Most of the people around here were simply helping to load up the covered wagons, with a plethora of perks on display making the process safer, faster, and more efficient. Alice noted that there was less food than she had been expecting—and that, occasionally, a box of rations next to one of a few select people would simply vanish into thin air. Alice was very curious as she watched other people use storage perks for the first time; she still hadn’t used her own {Sample Collection} very often yet, since she didn’t have much need to carry things around while in Cyra.

All right, for the expedition, I need to keep an eye out for monster eggs—I still want to test to see if monsters have any sort of mana baptism or not, and having some spidercrab eggs might be a way to test for that. Not a conclusive one, but it might still be useful for generating more experiments later. Apart from that, I want to keep an eye on whatever is found near the place where I arrived—while most people think that the Society of Starry Eyes summoned me here, there are also a lot of strange points about my arrival, and so it’s best to see if I can find out anything. Third, I want to see if I can get the second tier of the {Monster Slayer} achievement—according to the church’s records, the second tier requires twenty-five kills. Since I don’t have tier two of the achievement, I hunted somewhere between fifteen and twenty-four spidercrabs during my time in the wilderness. That means I should be pretty close to the next stage, and there are no special requirements for the strength of each monster for the first three tiers of the achievement. Finally, I should keep an eye out for potential danger—the Sigmusi Colonia’s agents might be skulking about, and with how much fanfare the expedition is leaving with, I don’t doubt for a second that there’s some danger of them making a move. In addition, the expedition is taking along a good chunk of the town’s mages and [Guards] as well—is the town itself vulnerable? Well, Illa probably has some sort of plan for that. She’s not the kind of person who would overlook such an important detail.

Apart from that, I want to collect more information about the source of mana from my food experiment, and I need to see if I can introduce myself to some of the other mages on the expedition to satisfy Illa’s requirements for my employment. Talking with the other mages and getting to know them is one of the easier things that I need to do during the expedition, but I can’t neglect it.

Alice finished confirming her personal objectives in the expedition. After that, she started looking around, checking to see if she could spot any other people wearing the mage insignia on any jewelry. Illa had told her that she was to start working on becoming a more public figure, starting with the expedition, and she had given some more specific instructions for what Illa was looking for. In short, it wasn’t a problem if it was known Alice was learning from Illa, or that she was staying in Illa’s mansion right now—others would probably just assume Illa wanted some levels in [Teacher]. Even if they figured out that Alice was being paid to show her face around town, it actually wasn’t a huge problem; their reputation would be at risk regardless. As long as Alice’s hidden [Guard] (whom she had never seen, nor met) didn’t come to light, everything else was basically fine. Even if people learned she was being taught and paid by Illa, it would show that Alice valued whatever Illa was providing her over the potential risk of staying in the south, which still displayed Alice’s confidence in the idea that Illa could protect her.

It didn’t take her too long to find another mage. A man, perhaps in his early thirties, was wearing a copper mage insignia on a bracelet. Alice absently fingered her own silver mage insignia, provided by Illa’s [Maid] last week to replace Alice’s stone insignia, and then stepped forward.

“Hello!” she said, trying her best to suppress her nerves.

The man turned toward her before his eyes flicked to her wrist and then back to her face.

“Oh? I don’t believe I know you—ah, are you the new mage in town? I had heard there was someone new who came south and got mixed up in some sort of mess involving the Sigmusi hunting order. And something about Eric being confirmed dead? Damn shame. He was a good man. Glad to see that at least you’re unharmed. I’m Milo. Nice to meet you,” said the man, extending his hand toward her. Alice shook his hand, noting that even for an adult on this world, his grip was firm and strong. His body was also quite solidly built, and he was much more muscular than the average man. “So what brings a little lass like you on the expedition? That IS what you’re here for, right?”

“Ah, I …” Alice frowned. Now that she thought about it, Illa hadn’t actually told her if she had some sort of backstory she was supposed to stick to around town. Obviously, saying she was an {Outworlder} was a terrible idea. If the Society of Starry Eyes didn’t know about her, Alice had no reason to call their attention toward her. Perhaps Alice wasn’t supposed to rush into her first encounter like this? What if she messed up?

Alice shook her head, realizing she needed to get used to working on her own a little. She couldn’t run back to Illa every time she had a question, and as long as she didn’t explicitly lie, it wouldn’t be too big of a problem either way. Alice just needed to avoid tripping any lie-detection perks.

“I have some interest in the area we’re going to be studying,” said Alice. “I want to see if I can figure out more of what it’s like and what exactly caused it to form, and that means I need to go on the expedition. Apart from that, I’m hoping to grab a few achievements and levels, and it’s much safer moving with a group.”

“Makes sense. Trying to get some levels in [Scholar] or [Adventurer] or something?” The man shrugged. “Anyway, if you’re looking for something to do, I wouldn’t mind a little help loading up some of the wagons. No sense in just standing around if there’s work to be done, right?” He gave her an easy grin.

“Sure!” Alice extended a few mana tendrils, picking up some boxes and helping load them onto the wagons. It was with some curiosity that she noted the man did pick up some boxes with his mana, but he also did some of the work by hand. Milo looked at her, and, seeming to notice her curious gaze, hefted the box in his hands for extra emphasis.

“No sense in wasting too much mana, right? Gotta keep some for monsters if we run into any. Some of them are smart enough to avoid attacking big groups of humans, but some of them just charge right toward whatever the densest clump of mana in their surroundings is. Considering how much more densely packed mana is in the average living creature compared to atmospheric mana, many monsters just attack everything alive near them. So we’ll definitely run into a few smaller groups of monsters, at least.” He gave her a grin. “Besides, I might as well pick up a level or two in [Laborer] if I can, right? It’s still one of my primary classes.”

“Huh.” Alice … hadn’t expected to see a mage with a [Laborer] class at all, actually. The very idea struck her as bizarre—she was used to thinking of mages as people with long, pointy beards who sat in their towers researching, or people like Illa, who had a great deal of financial and political power. The idea of a mage [Laborer] just struck her as … bizarre.

“How about you? What brings you on the expedition? Also, why [Laborer]?” asked Alice, now genuinely curious about the man.

“I’m here because the pay is good!” The man laughed as he loaded another crate. Taking a page from his book, Alice also began picking up boxes and loading them with just her physical strength. There was no harm in a bit of extra stat training. “Besides, we’ll be traveling with Illa. As far as safety goes, I’m willing to bet that being within a few hundred meters of Illa is the safest place in Cyra right now. The woman is crazy strong, after all.

“As for why [Laborer] … Well, I figured you also went through baptism instead of being born a mage, right? You act way too close to your physical age to be a born mage, since most mages have a 10 to 20 percent reduction in aging speed. Before I went through my baptism, I did a fair amount of work carrying luggage for caravans and [Traveling Merchants] loading and unloading cargo in my hometown. Since my [Laborer] class offers me pretty good bonuses and I’m used to using its perks, I thought it was a shame to just abandon the class. Since you went through a mana baptism as well, shouldn’t you be in the same boat?” The man gave her a friendly grin. “Most people I’ve met who went through a mana baptism usually have a few weird classes compared to the average mage. Mana-baptized mages make up a pretty big percentage of the total mage population in Illvaria, after all. Nearly a quarter of the mages in the country, or so I’ve heard.”

Alice, however, completely ignored Milo’s question for a few moments, because something he’d mentioned had caught her attention. Mages get a 10 to 20 percent reduction in aging speed? What? Alice didn’t think anyone had told her about this before. On the other hand, there were plenty of things that might just seem like common sense to the people here, so they wouldn’t bother mentioning it—much like how, on Earth, most people would just assume that everyone above a certain age knew that people breathed oxygen or that two plus two equals four, Illa had probably just outright forgotten that Alice wouldn’t know this particular detail.

The fact that mages in particular got a huge bonus to aging-speed reduction was fascinating, though; it was probably the reason her age remained firmly stuck at fifteen in her status screen, even though she had turned sixteen multiple weeks ago, and also gave a possible hint about why Immortals existed in this world. Or it might just be related to the way the System evaluated people. Alice frowned, tracing back over her thoughts a final time before she realized that Milo had been talking to her before she spaced out.

“My class composition is … personal. But they’re geared toward magic now, as well as a few other things. I’m probably going to grab [Enchanter] soon,” said Alice, neglecting to mention her [Survivor] class at all. “I also haven’t interacted with mages too much, but it’s my first time really getting to know another mage who was baptized. It’s good to know that we’re a bit more common than I had been thinking we were. Why are there so many mages who go through mana baptisms?” Especially with a survival rate of 4 percent. A whole quarter of mages in this country are baptized—with that kind of survival rate? Seriously?

The man frowned a bit, his expression darkening. “There are a lot of kids, like me, who need to feed themselves and don’t have the resources. There are orphanages in some bigger cities, but they’re always understaffed and don’t have enough to go around. And, frankly, most of them just can’t take care of all the kids on the streets. I have a sister to care for, and working as a [Laborer] just wasn’t paying for food and shelter when I was younger and didn’t have the levels and stats to do good work. Since I had no way to feed my sister, I took a gamble and succeeded. Afterward, I signed up for a mage academy, did my time in the army, and now I’m here.” The man smiled a little. When his expression softened, he looked younger than someone in his early thirties. “The mage academies are real good at taking care of the family of those who survive a baptism; it’s part of what they’re there to do, after all. Instead of seeing my little sister starve to death, I got to see her well-fed, clothed, and happy. It was painful and risky to undergo a baptism, but it was worth it.”

“You went to one of the mage academies? What was it like?” Alice was genuinely curious now. Milo seemed very open about his past and more than willing to discuss information other people might consider private. To Alice, he was a gold mine of interesting information. “I’ve heard that [Nobles] can be really petty and mean toward commoners. Is that true for mages as well? I would think that spending time in an academy with them might really suck.” Granted, Alice had mostly heard of petty [Nobles] from stories at home, but Lady Vallis’s behavior when Alice had arrived certainly hadn’t dispelled her low opinion of [Nobles].

“That’s mostly crazy rumors—I kind of expected the same thing when I got there, actually, but it’s not that bad. You have to keep in mind that mages are the lifeblood of the kingdom—and a quarter of those mages are newly baptized, which means they usually come from the lowest rungs of society. Slum kids like me are the ones that usually get desperate enough to try for a baptism. Even then, while mages have a higher chance of having mage children, the odds are atrociously low even if both of your parents are mages. Most mages come from commoners, and [Nobles] need mages to help enrich and control their territories. Any noble house that makes an enemy out of all commoners is also making an enemy of most common-born mages. And any noble house that does that is unlikely to have an easy time recruiting more mages, causing them to seriously struggle in the future. Most [Nobles] adhere pretty closely to the idea that mages are a social class of their own. Somewhere above commoners but below landed [Nobles], basically. No one mage is super important to a noble house unless they’re high level, but the class as a whole is still critical to a noble house’s future.

“When I was in school, most [Nobles] treated me … politely. They weren’t subservient, because their social status was still above mine, and I could definitely feel that in some places. Still, they didn’t rub my face in it, and they weren’t unkind. Just … distant. I wasn’t a very promising mage, either, so they just didn’t interact with me much. The more powerful mages would often be barraged with recruitment offers,” said Milo, chuckling. “It wasn’t bad, honestly.”

“Huh.” Alice frowned, thinking over Milo’s words. They were surprisingly logical. The [Nobles] of this world seemed pragmatic, despite what her first impressions had led her to believe. On the other hand, there was probably a reason Lady Vallis was exiled to be an underling in a mage’s territory. Perhaps she was just an outlier. “Thanks. That’s good to know.”

“Why do you ask? Were you thinking about joining one of the academies?” Milo asked as he set another crate down on one of the wagons, and it vanished into thin air as a [Traveling Merchant] extended his hand toward the crate. Alice noted, with some curiosity, that the mana inside the [Traveling Merchant]’s body stirred lightly and changed color right as he activated the skill before reverting to its previous color right as the crate disappeared. She put it into the back of her mind for now—another observation to add to the list. Alice turned her attention back to the conversation.

“Not right now—I want to stay in Cyra for a little longer. I might join a mage academy later, or I might not. But at least right now, I was mostly curious because Lady Vallis is a little …”

The man frowned. “She doesn’t seem too bad, although I admit I haven’t interacted with her much. Did you catch her on a bad day or something?”

Alice shrugged. “Who knows. I don’t want to think about it anymore. She isn’t coming on the expedition, is she?”

“No, she isn’t; she claimed it would be too dangerous for her and made a bunch of excuses. After that, she launched into a big speech about how the fact the expedition is happening at all is a sign of how incompetent Illa is, because splitting our defenses like this when the Sigmusi Empire is active is just asking to die. A couple [Orators] started arguing her down in public, and I hear she got really mad about it and started arguing with them until all of them were fined for being a public nuisance.” The man shrugged. “None of my business. Still, she doesn’t seem too bright, all things considered. Even the other mages that want to leave wouldn’t denounce Illa so publicly; she’s a semifamous war hero, after all. Not a good target to try to incite public outrage against. I hear her family is thinking about shipping her to another country for a while, to force her into a boarding school focused on manners and try to regulate her behavior a bit. But I don’t know how accurate those rumors are since I don’t know much about her.”

“Huh. Good to know,” Alice said as she dropped another crate of supplies into one of the wagons. She turned back toward the pile of crates, only to find that it was gone. She turned back toward Milo. “Are we done?”

“Yeah, that’s everything. We should be departing soon.” The man looked thoughtful for a moment. “Do you want to ride in one of the wagons with me? It can be pretty intimidating to talk to the other mages if you don’t know anyone. There are plenty of rumors swirling around about you, but as far as I know, most people haven’t talked to you yet, right? If you want, I could give you an introduction to the rest of the mages tagging along for the expedition. There are a decent number of us, and plenty of us want to get to know you a little better. Besides, having someone to talk to would be fun.”

“Sure! I’d love to have someone to chat with,” said Alice, doing her best to play up her enthusiasm. In truth, she honestly would have preferred to read during a long wagon ride, although she wouldn’t mind the occasional conversation. But she also didn’t know how bumpy the ride would be, and it might make reading very difficult. Having someone to chat with wouldn’t hurt, and introducing herself to the other mages wouldn’t be a bad idea—since Illa was giving her a huge amount of time and some money to make herself known to the other mages in Cyra, Alice would do her job as well as she could.

Milo led her to one of the wagons, and the two of them hopped onboard. Alice looked out one of the slits in the side of the wagon and noted with some curiosity that several of the people who had helped to load the wagons weren’t actually coming with the expedition—instead, they were quickly leaving the area. In total, there were seven actual wagons leaving for the expedition—Illa, along with her [Maid], was boarding one of the wagons. A few other people, some of whom were wearing armor and some wearing guard uniforms, also got into the wagons. Finally, every wagon had a driver, as well as a [Guard] riding alongside of them in the front of the wagon. As two [Guards] squeezed into the wagon with them, Alice noticed that each wagon had around six or seven people in it. In total, there were around forty people on the expedition, give or take a few. It was a bit larger than Alice had been expecting; however, Illa had seemed to take the potential threat of the Society of Starry Eyes very seriously. Furthermore, Illa had hinted at the massive bubble of broken mana close to the town potentially being a problem as well, due to the potential for monster swarms. The wagons each also contained a large amount of supplies, with an extra, unknown amount of supplies stashed in a variety of storage-related perks.

With a jolt, the carriage set into motion. Milo and Alice were silent, and Alice watched from the back of the covered wagon as Cyra slowly began to fade into the distance and the group set forth into the wilderness.

At last, the expedition had begun.



Chapter 34

After several hours in the wagon, Alice was bored. The mystery of exactly how and why she had appeared in this world was intriguing, and Alice had wondered what the expedition itself would be like. She had imagined something far more interesting—an exploration of a world filled with magic and monsters. Events, treasure hunting … something.

Imagination, sadly, was not very close to reality. The most notable thing she had done was see Illa fly over to her carriage every few hours and confirm with Alice that the expedition was still supposed to follow the river. Alice had been shocked when she had first seen it and couldn’t help but think back to her time escaping from being eaten as she had fled toward Illvaria, when she had briefly propelled herself into the air. Perhaps higher-level [Kinetic Mages] could use their clothes as some sort of flying tool? Alice couldn’t help but want to level up more quickly when she thought about flying.

Apart from that, all Alice had done was look outside the covered wagon and see that, indeed, the wagon’s wheels were somehow traveling across the rugged, hilly terrain in a way that her brain completely failed to conceptualize. Even if the ground was rutted with tree roots on one side and uneven dirt on the other side, the inside of the wagon somehow still felt even and flat, despite the fact that the wagon logically should have been tilted sideways whenever this happened. Heck, half the time, the wagon wasn’t even flat on the ground—it frequently ended up at strange angles, but somehow this wasn’t reflected inside the wagon at all. Whenever Alice poked her head out, she could tell that the wagon was tilted sideways, but when she was inside it felt almost like she was sitting in the back of a car traveling along flat roads. Which was very hard for her to understand, even when she experienced it.

After spending a while observing this little miracle, however, the novelty had worn off, especially because she hadn’t managed to create any interesting experiments to do.

“Bored?” asked Milo, giving her a friendly shrug.

“Yeah. Isn’t there anything to do?”

“If you had a book, I would recommend reading it, but those are expensive,” Milo said absently. Alice winced, thinking of Illa’s book collection. Even if she wasn’t supposed to take them out of Illa’s mansion, maybe Illa would make an exception? She hadn’t thought to check. “Maybe if you have any achievements or attributes to work on? Or skills?”

Alice frowned, shaking her head after a moment. She had tried to observe the surroundings of the carriage using only her skills and perks, because she had originally thought she might be able to level up {Projectile Awareness} during the expedition, but the skill didn’t work. Which meant most of her skills and attributes couldn’t be improved right now.

Eventually, Alice sighed. “I wonder if I could sit in the front of the carriage and try to kill some spidercrabs as we move on? It would be something, at least. I wanted to get {Monster Slayer} up to tier two,” she said absently.

“You don’t have {Monster Slayer} at tier three yet?” asked Milo, surprised. “Then it’s not a terrible idea to work on it. Next time we stop, go to the front of our wagon and sit with the driver. Don’t fire arrows around them or over their heads; even if you probably won’t miss and hit them, it’s best to take as many safety precautions as possible. See if you can hit some spidercrabs while we’re moving—I know the [Guard] has been shooting them down semi-frequently whenever they get too close to the wagons. Even if we move faster than them, they might spook the horses if they get too close,” he said. “Just don’t ever go below 80 percent mana; you should always keep some in reserve for if something actually problematic comes to attack us.”

Alice did as he suggested. When she asked if she could work on her {Monster Slayer} achievement, the [Guard] took one look at her mage insignia and chuckled. “Sure thing,” he said, taking Alice’s place at the back of the wagon while she sat in front. So Alice began to work on trying to hit roaming spidercrab packs as they traveled.

The first few hits were incredibly difficult; Alice wasn’t used to attacking from a moving vehicle, and since the [Guard] had left behind a cluster of arrows for her to use, Alice had to try to figure out how to keep the arrows straight when she shot them using magic. Otherwise, she would hit the spidercrabs with the side of an arrow and it would just bounce off.

“You need to spread out the area you’re influencing with your mana a little,” called Milo, seeing her struggles from the back. “You’re never going to inflict any damage if you just hit the spidercrabs with the side of the arrow, unless you back it up with overwhelming power. You need to control the arrows a bit better when you launch it, or guide them for a few seconds. Watch my mana.” Milo quickly demonstrated what he meant, taking one of the arrows and slowly wrapping it with a tendril of mana. He controlled four mana tendrils at the same time, wrapping them around the arrow before, in a sudden flash of energy, all four of the mana tendrils injected mana into the arrow and it suddenly hurtled toward a spidercrab. One of the mana tendrils managed to keep up with the arrow for a fraction of a second, making a few last-minute adjustments to the arrow’s flight path as Alice watched. Then, the arrow traveled beyond the range Milo could easily influence, and it flew in a straight line toward a nearby tree. Of course, he didn’t fire around or above Alice and the driver of the wagon, meaning he didn’t hit an actual monster, but Alice could still see the arrow sink into the tree before stopping.

“Like that!” Milo said, giving her a grin.

Alice frowned but tried again. Her {Divided Attention} skill wasn’t high enough to let her control two mana tendrils yet, so she was stuck with one, but she managed to at least try to help guide the arrow as it flew away from her.

Alice spent the next few hours gradually mastering how to accurately control arrows and actually hurt something when she hit it.

Finally, a few hours after the [Traveling Merchant] had pulled some rations out of his storage perk and handed it to the members of the wagon for lunch, Alice managed to harvest the last few spidercrabs she needed for {Monster Slayer}.




	You have gained an achievement!




	Monster Slayer (II) (Rarity: 1)




	You have successfully slain 25 monsters.




	Increases the effect of the Strength, Dexterity, and Perception stats by 5%. Improves your ability to perceive monsters in a 10-meter radius.






Alice frowned, watching as the mana around her started gathering. However, it didn’t look the same as it usually did when she gained a new skill or achievement. Instead, the mana formed another fractal—just one that was far, far less complex than it had been when she had nearly died during the mana-seed incident. A much smaller, multicolored mana fractal formed inside her body, and for a brief moment, the two of them touched each other. Like liquids being mixed in a blender, they seemed to flow into each other. Then, moments later, both dissolved into nothing while even more mana rushed into Alice’s body from her surroundings. The dissolving fractals guided the mana into her body, and Alice was suddenly ever so slightly stronger, faster, and able to see better. Since her base stats were much higher now, it was becoming easier to notice when the effect of each stat improved. The improved monster perception didn’t seem to do much, though; {Sixth Sense} was already doing the same thing on a much bigger scale, after all.

More importantly, Alice was suddenly interested in improving achievements. Would all of them create interesting fractals whenever they were upgraded? Alice could still vividly remember the incredibly complex image that had formed when she had nearly died, and even if she couldn’t remember very much of it because of how complicated it had been, it was still a very obvious sign of how versatile the seemingly simple magic used today could really be. She couldn’t understand any of it now, but maybe someday …

In any case, seeing the fractals form in front of her eyes that time also hinted that maybe there was a lot going on behind the scenes whenever an achievement was upgraded. The current fractal she had seen was much more complex than the simple rush of mana Alice had seen when she got her {Seeker of Truth} achievement, even if the total quantity of mana was much lower. Which made Alice wonder if she had simply been unable to see the mana fractal when she first got {Seeker of Truth}.

Then she shook off her thoughts. She would keep observing, but to confirm her ideas, she would need to upgrade her achievements or acquire new ones. Which, for now, meant hunting more spidercrabs. But since Milo had told her to keep 80 percent of her mana ready, and she had already spent about 20 percent, she would need to wait until tomorrow. She sighed and moved to the back of the carriage. Gradually, as the carriage moved along, Alice began to nod off. There was nothing much to do or pay attention to anyway, after all.

Far away, in another country, there was an Immortal. He looked to be in his early thirties and sat at a table with four assistants. Two of the assistants were male and two were female. None of the five looked to be older than fifty, at the absolute oldest, but each and every one of them was over a century old. In fact, all of them were much older than the society they had founded together, the Society of Starry Eyes. It was a name that caused many smaller countries in the Shil Confederacy to have an endless headache, and the organization even had feelers that extended all the way to the Central Continent. Even the big five countries in the Shil Confederacy—Illvaria, Norwick, Eldren, Selth’as, and Kraelden—had tried and failed to remove the organization multiple times.

“What are the results of experiments forty-one and forty-two?” asked the Immortal, giving his subordinates a glance.

“The subjects did not immediately die, but complications immediately ensued. It is likely that the subjects will have severe problems interacting with mana if the conditions remain the same and may suffer the same … melting effect most subjects experience after enough time passes. It seems that the hypothesis is correct. The control group has experienced no abnormalities. Also, regarding experiment forty-two, those cut off from mana entirely have experienced a variety of odd symptoms. However, none of them seem to be lethal, even if extended to a multimonth period with no mana. All the symptoms clear up if they’re exposed to mana again. The results are here …” said one of the males as he handed over a sheet of paper with a variety of tables and numbers inscribed on it. He looked like a man in his late forties, with slightly graying hair, but wore a firm expression tempered by hints of uneasiness and guilt. Despite his appearance, he was nearing the midpoint of his second century of life.

The Immortal simply sighed, and a trace of guilt flickered through his heart as well. He gritted his teeth and banished the feeling. He had no choice. Two of his assistants seemed to catch the emotion in his eyes, however, and both gave him wan but still comforting smiles.

“There is no choice. After all, it’s the reason the Society of Starry Eyes was founded. For the salvation of the human race,” said one of the female assistants. She absently rubbed her forehead but stopped herself as she seemed to realize what she was doing.

“For the salvation of the human race, indeed,” muttered the Immortal quietly. Still, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of fatigue as he thought about the number of corpses his experiments had produced. He didn’t feel happy, using his fellow humans as test subjects.

However, if he did not do it, no one else would. Since no one else understood how bad the crisis was becoming, he needed to take matters into his own hands if he wanted anyone to survive. His thoughts couldn’t help but turn back toward the experiment that had changed everything.

Once, instead of a feared leader of an illegal organization, he had been an ordinary, promising, soon-to-be Immortal. He had made great discoveries, changing the lives of the common people. He had even made the very first enchanted healing items, finding a way to compensate for the lack of intelligence enchanted items displayed by using a low-efficiency magic seed called “healing” to replace the years of hard work and understanding most [Organic Mages] needed. Then, when he had gotten a permit to study dimensional magic in his home country and had done his first few experiments, he had realized how wrong many of his assumptions about the world had been. The System, humans, mana … everything. He didn’t even have a good estimate for how long they had left—it could be centuries, or days.

Such was the nature of dimensions colliding and unraveling.

The Immortal sighed.

“Are there any updates on the other observation lists?”

The other female assistant frowned, scanning a list of reports. Her eyes seemed to move inhumanly fast, and she processed information at a ludicrous rate, taking only a few seconds to fully read and comprehend each report. Finally, she sighed.

“The teams on the Western Continent got wiped out again. We need to increase the level requirement for making observations there—the fact that there are no human civilizations present on the continent and there are so many powerful monsters makes it hard for any team to survive, and the mana is so dense that even high-level humans go through mana baptisms nearly instantly, before they can even land. The Central Continent has seen several unusual fluctuations in mana as well, and it seems like there were two notable incidents of mana suddenly breaking within the last decade, although luckily both were in uninhabited regions. Finally, there were three oddities on the Southern Continent, especially in mana-dense regions. We hired some [Bandits] and [Mercenaries] to do some searching around both areas, but neither class is specialized in searching and finding information. One of the three oddities was concentrated somewhere in Illvaria, although we didn’t get any particularly good idea where, and two were somewhere in the southern Corellion Empire. There might have also been one in the western area of the Sigmusi Empire, but it’s much harder to confirm whether that was an oddity or not, since we didn’t have any observation bunkers set up in that area. The mana concentration was too low, and so we didn’t think it was worth paying attention to.”

The Immortal frowned before he sighed. “Raise the level requirement for the teams on the Western Continent, but send out another batch. Splurge a bit and dip into the high-grade enchanted equipment to ensure the safety of the teams; there is no sense in letting them die for no purpose. As for the anomalies recorded on the Central and Southern Continents, you mentioned already taking care of it?”

“Yes. Considering how active the Sigmusi Colonia is recently, it’s easy to slip into the chaos, especially in the southern region of Illvaria, but I used some of our information loops from the northern area as well. No hint on what exactly is going on yet, though. Not enough people with good message-related perks or movement perks to keep information flowing.”

“Very well. Keep up the good work,” said the Immortal. With a weary sigh, he got up, and the four [Assistants] joined him after a few moments. “For now, the meeting is adjourned. Everyone, keep up the experiments, and see if we can find anything else that might be relevant. In particular, I want you to keep a close eye on the research subjects who were cut off from mana—see if their symptoms persist, and record their survival. If anything happens, let me know immediately.”

“Yes, sir,” said the final male lab assistant.

The meeting adjourned, and five silent people departed with heavy hearts, left alone with their thoughts. However, in the end, there was no choice.



Chapter 34.5

Full Status Screen








	Name: Alice Verianna

	Age: 15




	Strength: 101 (112%)

	Perception: 114 (145%)




	Dexterity: 100 (114%)

	Intelligence: 158 (118%)




	Endurance: 105 (111%)

	Willpower: 133 (108%)




	Charisma: 125 (107%)

	Magic: 112 (107%)




	Primary Classes: 5/6

	Survivor: 37




	
	Explorer of Magic: 31




	
	Scholar: 18




	
	Scientist: 12




	
	(Student) of Kinetic Magic: 13




	Secondary Classes: 1

	Fisherwoman: 3




	Perks:

	Foraging (Survivor 5)

Microbe Resistance (Survivor 10)

Extremophile (Survivor 15)

Camouflaged (Survivor 20)

Sixth Sense (Survivor 25)

Enhanced Training (Survivor 30)

Sense Hostility (Survivor 35)

Magic Proficiency (Explorer of Magic 5)

Enhanced Regeneration (Explorer of Magic 10)

Combat Spellcaster (Explorer of Magic 15)

Improved Seed (Explorer of Magic 20)

Seeds of Magic (Explorer of Magic 25)

Three Seeds (Explorer of Magic 30)

Enhanced Memory (Scholar 5)

Lesser Reduced Sleep Requirement (Scholar 10)

Accelerated Thinking (Scholar 15 (-5))

Precise Mana Measurement (Scientist 5)

Sample Collection (Scientist 10)

Object Control (Student of Kinetic Magic 5)

Above-Average Mana Sight (Student of Kinetic Magic 10)




	Skills:

	Academic Skills

Basic Mathematics: 122

English (Language Proficiency): 100

Illvarian (Language Proficiency): 94

Intermediate Mathematics: 78

Magic Skills

Kinetic Manipulation: 44

Mana Control: 30

Mana Precision: 26

Kinetic Force: 24

Crafting Skills

Weaving: 27

Woodworking: 25

Cooking: 12

Stoneworking: 11

Physical Skills

Spearmanship: 19

Sprinting: 15

Dodge: 15

Climbing: 9

Fishing: 9

Digging: 8

Projectile Awareness: 6

Divided Attention: 5

Stealth: 4

Basic Medicine: 3




	Magic Seed: 2/4

(Organic Seed +2 Undetermined Seeds Max 10% Conversion Ratio)

	Kinetic Seed (135%)

Organic Seed (10%)




	Achievements:

	Outworlder (Rarity: 10)




	
	Seeker of Truth (I) (Rarity: 8)




	
	Baptized by Broken Mana (Rarity: 6)




	
	Survivor of Winter (Rarity: 3)




	
	Monstrous Encounter (Rarity: 1)




	
	Monster Slayer (II) (Rarity: 1)




	
	Well Trained (Rarity: 4)






Perks

Foraging

Requirements: Survivor level 5 or higher

Gain knowledge of berries, vegetables, and roots; where edibles might be easily found in the wilds; and what natural foodstuffs are poisonous. Also increases abilities centered around food preparation.

Microbe Resistance

Requirements: Survivor level 10 or higher

Dramatically enhances your immune system’s ability to locate, react to, and expel or kill foreign entities of microscopic size. Also enhances the overall power of your immune system.

Extremophile

Requirements: Survivor level 15 or higher

Extends your survivable temperature range by 10 degrees Celsius. You will suffer no ill effects or discomfort while within this extended temperature range. (This applies to both hotter and colder temperatures.)

Camouflaged

Requirements: Survivor level 20 or higher

While staying still, dramatically increases your ability to blend into the environment, making creatures around you much less likely to notice you. This can be turned off.

Sixth Sense

Requirements: Survivor level 25 or higher, Perception 100 or greater, Magic greater than 0

You gain some ability to intuitively sense the mana around you with a sort of sixth sense, with particular focus placed on the fluctuations of mana that only monsters emit into their surroundings.

Enhanced Training

Requirements: Survivor level 30 or higher, have followed a rigorous training regime for 30 days or longer

All stats grow 10% faster. You gain better comprehension of how to most efficiently maximize stat gains from training. For every 50 stats you have in one attribute, it gains 1% increased effect, up to 4%.

Sense Hostility

Requirements: Survivor level 35 or higher, Perception 100 or higher

Whenever any being gazes upon you with hostile intentions, you will sense it, as well as sense the direction of the entity in question and its power relative to you. If said being is significantly stronger than you or is too far away, locating them may be impossible. Improves the effect of the Perception attribute by 20%. Enhanced by your Perception attribute.

Magic Proficiency

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 5 or higher

Grants a greater level of intuitive control over your mana and its effects on the world around you, along with improved understanding of manipulating magic in general.

Enhanced Regeneration

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 10 or higher

Allows you to regenerate mana 10% faster for all seeds.

Lesser Combat Spellcaster

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 15 or higher, Magic 25 or higher

Living creatures resist your mana less effectively.

Improved Seed

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 20 or higher

Allows you to improve one magic seed’s mana conversion ratio by 10%. This is only effective on magic seeds below 200% mana conversion ratio.

Seeds of Magic

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 25 or higher

You may gradually enhance one seed of magic and increase its mana conversion ratio by 25%. This perk may not increase a magic seed’s mana conversion ratio beyond 200%. This process will require that you focus on the concept governing your particular magic seed and understand the forces that govern that seed.

Three Seeds

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 30 or higher, Perception 100 or greater, Magic 100 or greater

You may form three more magic seeds, with a maximum mana conversion ratio of 10% each.

Enhanced Memory

Requirements: Scholar level 5 or higher, Intelligence 100 or greater

Greatly improves your ability to remember information.

Lesser Reduced Sleep Requirement

Requirements: Scholar level 10 or higher, Endurance 75 or greater

Your body needs 10% less sleep per day, and your sleeping habits will be better optimized for the amount of sleep your body is able to function with.

Accelerated Thinking (taken at level 15)

Requirements: Scholar level 10 or higher, Intelligence 125 or greater

Slightly improves your thinking and processing speed.

Precise Mana Measurement

Requirements: Scientist level 5 or greater, [Explorer of Magic] class is a primary class, perk related to seeing mana has been taken from any class

If you concentrate on a single area for a moderate period of time, you will begin to accurately measure how much mana there is in that area, rounding to the nearest tenth of a Marium.

Sample Collection

Requirements: Scientist level 10 or greater

Allows you to store a limited number of items inside a special item box separately from one another. You must be holding the object in your hand. Note—it is recommended that you pay attention to the amount of resistance living objects have, as living beings will heavily resist being stored and may break out if they are sentient. Also note that time is not stopped or altered inside the storage box—if you attempt to store something inside the item box, it will likely suffocate or die of mana deprivation, depending on circumstances.

Object Control

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 5 or higher, Perception 100 or greater, Intelligence 100 or greater

Enhances your ability to predict the trajectories of nonliving objects around you, as well as any objects you have interacted with via magic within the past five minutes. You also gain greater comprehension ability when it comes to moving objects using mana.

Above-Average Mana Sight

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 10 or higher, Perception 100 or higher, Magic 100 or higher, have interacted with magic for at least fifteen hours.

Your eyes gain the ability to see mana around you with an above-average level of detail.

Achievements




	Outworlder (Rarity: 10)




	You have come from another world, far from home and lost beyond the cracks of another dimension.




	+30% faster attribute growth for all stats below 120, +50% class experience for all main classes below level 50, +15% class experience for all secondary classes below level 10, strengthened immune system, strengthened mana adaption and resistance, increased support from the System.




	Baptized by Broken Mana (Rarity: 6)




	You are one of the 4% of survivors among the ungifted who have managed to survive mana poisoning. Furthermore, you even baptized yourself using broken mana instead of regular mana. You must really love taking risks!




	+50% faster growth to the Magic attribute, +25% growth to the Willpower attribute, +30% experience gain for all mage and magic-related classes, +15% mana recovery, immunity to mana poisoning from broken mana.




	Survivor of Winter (Rarity: 3)




	You have managed to survive a winter away from civilization with no help from other humans. You are truly committed to survival!




	+15% class experience for the [Survivor] class and any further evolutions. Your body is able to handle temperature 10 degrees Celsius lower than before. +15% growth to the Endurance stat. During the months of winter, the effect of your Endurance stat is increased by 10%.




	Monster Slayer (II) (Rarity: 1)




	You have successfully slain 25 monsters.




	Increases the effect of the Strength, Dexterity, and Perception stats by 5%. Improves your ability to perceive monsters in a ten-meter radius.




	Monstrous Encounter (Rarity: 1)




	Given the fact that they’re everywhere, you’re bound to encounter them sooner or later, right?




	Increases the effect of Endurance and Dexterity stats by 2%.




	Seeker of Truth (I) (Rarity: 8)




	You have gained a singular glimpse into the mechanics of the System and at least partially understood it, allowing you to understand more of the truths of mana and the world around you.




	+1 Primary class slot(s), +35% class experience for all research-related classes, +10% effect of Intelligence, +15% effect of Perception. Your ability to see mana is significantly enhanced.




	Basic Training (Rarity: 3)




	You have managed to get all your stats to 100 or higher and have proven that you are dedicated to at least not being far behind your peers.




	+5% effect of all attributes






Derived Modifiers (Ignoring stuff that’s already included on stats, like “increased effect of ____ stat”)

Attribute growth modifiers

+ 10% all stats (Enhanced Training)

+ 30% all stats below 120 (Outworlder)

+ 15% Endurance (Survivor of Winter)

+ 50% Magic (Baptized by Broken Mana)

+ 25% Willpower attribute (Baptized by Broken Mana)

Leveling Speed Modifiers

+50% experience for main classes below 50 (Outworlder)

+30% experience for magic-related classes (Baptized by Broken Mana)

+15% experience for [Survivor] (Survivor of Winter)

+15% experience for secondary classes below 10 (Outworlder)

+35% experience for Research related classes

+5(-ish)% leveling speed (Lesser Reduced Sleep Requirement) (exact efficiency depends on [Willpower] stat, since humans are prone to wasting some amount of time every day)

Special Attribute Effect Modifiers

+10% Endurance during winter (currently inactive)

Misc. Modifiers

Immunity to broken mana poisoning (Baptized by Broken Mana)

Ability to see mana is significantly enhanced (Seeker of Truth I)

Strengthened immune system (Outworlder, Microbe Resistance)

Strengthened mana adaption and resistance (Outworlder)

Increased support from the System (Outworlder)

Comfortable temp range increased by range of -20 Celsius and +10 Celsius (Survivor of Winter, Extremophile)

Mariums Stats

Total Mariums:

161.8 kinetic energy Mariums

12 organic energy Mariums (drastically reduced mana control due to low Mana Conversion Ratio of the seed)

Recharge rate—2.5% per hour (base 2%, (2 × 0.15) + (2 × 0.1)) recharge from Baptized by Broken Mana and Enhanced Mana Regeneration



Chapter 35

Alice was awoken from her light nap by a loud bang.

Huh? Alice, still groggy, raised her head and looked around as she tried to figure out what was going on.

“Whatzzat?” Alice asked sleepily. As she rubbed the sleep out of her eyes, she realized she could hear people yelling and some part of her brain had started urgently screaming at her. Alice turned to Milo. “What’s happening?”

“I don’t know, but something is wrong,” he said, frowning. “Come on, let’s get out of the wagon.”

Alice was also beginning to have a bad feeling about the situation. Milo quickly climbed out of the back of the wagon before taking a few more steps forward and looking around. Alice gave her head a quick shake to dispel the last few remnants of sleepiness before she followed him.

Before she finished getting out, she heard a strange whistling sound. Milo suddenly shot a mana tendril to the side, his expression turned to shock as an arrow was halted a few meters away from his face. Alice froze as Milo’s expression turned pale.

Then the sound of metal clashing against metal sounded in the distance moments later. The sounds of men and women cursing and yelling started coming from the direction of one of the other wagons. By this point, Alice was starting to panic.

We’re being attacked. Alice had heard of the Sigmusi Empire attacking people and the Society of Starry Eyes kidnapping people to experiment on them, but she hadn’t seen any of it firsthand. In her mind, violence between humans was still something she had only dimly understood happened in this world sometimes. She hadn’t been exposed to very much violence in her life, after all.

Now, it seemed she would see exactly what it was like when humans tried to kill each other.

The four [Guards] who had been in the carriage with her grabbed their weapons and shields, finally bursting into motion once they heard the screams of people fighting and dying. They didn’t have time to grab their armor; the attack had come too suddenly. Quickly, they leaped out of the wagon and began scanning their surroundings, scrambling toward the wagon being attacked.

Alice’s heart was beating so heavily it felt like it might burst out of her chest. She flopped out of the carriage, nearly fumbling and falling as she tried to get down. Her mana tendrils desperately flailed about as she tried to find any places where arrows might catch her unprepared. She had only trained for two weeks under Illa, and only in a controlled environment, with beans that she knew wouldn’t hurt her. This was different.

This was real.

A group of six men and two women wielding spears and swords suddenly charged out of the trees and toward Alice and Milo. The [Guards] stopped moving toward the other wagon and began quickly moving in front of Milo, preparing to meet the charge of the attackers.

And, more importantly, leaving Alice stranded several meters away from the rest of the group. One of the [Guards] seemed to notice she was there, but it was too late.

Another arrow flew toward Alice. Luckily, Alice’s brain finally kicked into gear, and with a movement she had rehearsed over and over again under Illa’s instruction, Alice shot out a mana tendril. The arrow halted before it got within five meters of her, and Alice felt a huge amount of mana drain out of her seed.

She had stopped it too far away. Mages could only easily influence objects one meter away from them if they had no perks to extend that range, and she had gone way above her range in her panic. She had just wasted a huge chunk of her mana.

Before she had time to kick herself mentally for screwing up, three of the charging attackers stopped targeting Milo’s group and began charging at Alice at speeds an Olympic athlete could never hope to match. They immediately spread out to surround her. The one in the lead, a man with a scar on his face and a long spear, stabbed toward her chest while the two [Swordsmen] hacked toward her.

Alice, realizing that one mana tendril was never going to keep her alive here, instead grabbed herself by her clothes with a mana tendril and threw herself up and backward, soaring a few meters above ground and away from her attackers. She felt a hot flash of pain in her arm before she landed and looked down. She now had a deep cut on her forearm, but luckily she still had an arm. She pushed against her clothes again, slowing down her descent as the world spun crazily in front of her eyes.

She hit the ground and rolled. Her leg hurt a lot—it might be broken, and she was bruised. But she was still alive. Desperate, she looked around with both her eyes and her senses, trying to orient herself. She was only a few meters away from the attackers.

She searched for something to use as ammunition. If she didn’t counterattack, she would die.

She quickly seized a few pebbles from the ground and hurled them as hard as she could toward the [Swordsman] who had cut her. He dodged her attack with contemptuous ease, giving her a wide, confident sneer as he stepped forward. His figured seemed to blur for a moment, and Alice realized he was going to speed up again.

Then he stiffened, his neck bulging unnaturally as a sword tip tore through his jugular vein before getting stuck near his spine. Warm blood sprayed across the ground as the man died, his eyes wide-open. The [Guard] who had stabbed him barely had time to turn back toward Milo’s group before an arrow tore through his chest, killing him instantly.

The hostile [Spearman] cursed and turned back toward Alice with murderous rage in his eyes. He grabbed a short javelin from his side and threw it at her. Alice pushed herself away from the missile, her leg trembling with pain as she dragged herself out of the way. Her long hours grinding {Dodge} and {Projectile Awareness} were finally paying off.

Then the two attackers sped up again. Her eyes could track their movements, but she wasn’t fast enough to escape before they were in front of her again. The [Swordsman] slashed at her neck, and the [Spearman] stabbed toward her heart. Alice stumbled away from the [Spearman] while she magically shoved away the [Swordsman]’s blade, stopping it in midair.

The spear tore into her belly, nailing her against the earth. Alice gasped in pain. She had dodged, but some perk had adjusted his aim before she could process what had happened. Hot pain ripped into her brain, and for a moment, Alice was on the verge of blacking out. Desperate, Alice’s magical abilities warred with the [Swordsman]’s muscles as they struggled for control of the blade.

An arrow zipped into Alice’s shoulder as the [Spearman] withdrew his weapon from her stomach, preparing to finish her off. Her lungs finally working, Alice began screaming.

Finally, with a surge of adrenaline-fueled mana and desperation, Alice managed to wrench the sword out of the other attacker’s hand. It flew through the air, and just like the arrows Alice had guided earlier that day, it spun in midair, orienting itself.

Then it stabbed into the [Spearman]’s torso … before bouncing off with a metal clang. Alice watched in disbelief as her desperate, last-ditch attack failed. The man was wearing armor under his clothes.

Another arrow flew out of the woods, straight toward Alice. The [Spearman] dragged his sword out of her stomach and tried to finish her off. Alice let her mana tendril collapse, ignoring the [Swordsman] as she tried to save herself. In her heart, she knew she wasn’t going to make it in time to stop both the [Archer] and the [Spearman]. One of the two would kill her here.

And then another mage entered the fight. A woman Alice had never met before leaped in front of Alice at a speed she could barely register, even with her incredibly high Perception stat, and both the spear and the arrow tore into her neck and torso. Warm blood splattered across Alice’s face, and she watched, her mouth gaping in shock, as the woman sacrificed her life to save her.

At least, that was what Alice thought—until the seriously injured woman grabbed the disarmed [Swordsman] by the shoulder and leg, lifted him up, and threw him toward where the arrow had come from. The man sailed like a bird for a few seconds before crashing back into the dirt, emitting a painful groan. The [Spearman] looked at the new arrival, his eyes wide-open in shock, and the woman gave him a friendly grin. Her hands shot out at inhuman speed, and she grabbed him by the neck and lifted him into the air. The man’s legs began to kick uselessly as he panicked and stabbed her in the torso. However, the woman didn’t seem concerned by the wound at all, even as his spear sank deeper into her heart.

The man’s eyes flashed in panic and realization, and he tried to aim at the woman’s brain instead, desperately trying to kill her as he choked and struggled to breathe. The woman’s friendly grin faded, and her confident appearance disappeared in a flash. She shifted her weight to the left as she tried to twist the man’s neck, hoping to kill him on the spot while he tried to stab her in the brain.

Alice’s vision was beginning to fade. It was growing cold as her body bled out. Desperate, she managed to reach out with her mana and pick up the sword that had fallen near her. The sword zipped toward the choking [Spearman] and then ripped through his neck.

The man went limp, and Alice saw a System notification pop up out of the corner of her eye. She ignored it as she watched the woman drop the [Spearman]’s corpse.

The woman looked at Alice, glanced at the [Swordsman], who was struggling back to his feet, and looked at Milo’s group, which had managed to kill two of their attackers but had a heavily injured [Guard] bleeding out on the ground. The woman’s gaze settled back on Alice.

“Give me {Patient’s Consent},” said the woman, and she wrapped Alice in a bear hug. One of her hands seized Alice’s wrist, forming skin contact, and the woman lifted Alice up and then sprinted toward Milo’s group. At the same time, Alice felt a flicker of energy digging into her body that felt familiar.

She’s an [Organic Mage]. Alice immediately focused on letting the woman’s energy into her, praying for a miracle to save her from her death. A moment later, she felt the massive hole in her stomach rapidly begin to close. The hole in her shoulder and the cut in her arm were left unaddressed, but the blackness eating away at the edge of her vision started to clear up.

Seconds later, the wound had stopped bleeding, and the woman roughly set Alice down on the ground. Then she leaped toward the dying [Guard] while the other [Guards] moved to shield both her and Alice.

One of the [Guards], seeing an opportunity, shuffled over and grabbed the dead [Spearman]’s weapon. He hefted it for a moment and then threw it into the woods. Alice watched as it swerved in midair, seemingly correcting its aim. Alice saw an arrow fly out of the woods at almost the same time, speeding toward the [Guard]. A mana tendril from Milo stopped the arrow in its tracks, and a moment later, Alice heard a gurgled scream from the woods. The remaining three who had been attacking Milo’s group began to disengage, pulling back. Seeing an opportunity, one of the [Guards] quickly leaped toward the [Swordsman], hefted the pommel of his sword, and slammed it into the man’s head. The man went out like a light, unconscious.

The other [Guards] tried to kill the fleeing enemies, but whatever perk they were using to speed up let them quickly evade their pursuers and disappear back into the woods.

“How are the other wagons doing?” asked Milo, turning to the [Organic Mage].

“Decent. Fuckers mounted a goddamn ballista in the middle of the woods and tried to kill off Illa early on, but she plowed through it and then annihilated the people manning it. A few high-level [Assassins] popped out afterward to try to kill her while she was distracted, but she dealt with them, too. After that, she managed to stabilize most of the other wagons—this one was the last. Any dead?”

The [Guards] looked at the corpse of the [Guard] who had killed one of the people attacking Alice earlier. “One dead, two wounded.”

“I’m almost out of mana, so I’m not healing it if it isn’t life-threatening,” said the woman.

“Is her stomach okay?” asked Milo, gesturing toward Alice.

“Fine for now. Lethal if it isn’t properly healed in the next few hours, but I roughly patched it up. It’ll hold for now if she doesn’t move too much. Just need to deal with the blood loss and the bits of stomach acid mixed into her other organs, because I didn’t have time to finish dealing with it,” said the woman.

Milo and the [Guards] cautiously scanned their surroundings again, before Milo nodded in relief. “I think we’re fine for now. Go check on the other wagons again.”

“Got it. You should all pull back toward the center wagon; Illa wants to regroup since this attack somehow slipped the [Shadow Guards] on the perimeter and got the drop on us. It’s safer for everyone to be as close to each other as possible.” The woman paused before frowning. “How did they even know we were coming here?”

“Beats me. We’ll need to talk with Illa more,” said Milo, frowning, too. Finally, the woman departed from the group. Milo turned back toward Alice, who was lying on the ground. Every breath was painful, but she was alive. Her leg, arm, and shoulder all hurt; it felt like someone had lit half her body on fire at this point. But she was alive.

Milo leaned over her.

“How are you holding up? Here, let’s get you cleaned up a little,” said Milo.

Alice’s mind turned back toward the [Spearman] she had killed, and she suddenly felt sick to her stomach. She raised a quivering hand toward her face, and when she touched her cheek, her hand came away covered in red.

There was still blood on her.

Finally, Alice turned away from Milo and vomited onto the grass. Then, as a result of the pain, the fact that she had killed someone, her emotions running wild after the encounter, or some combination of the three, she passed out.



Chapter 36

When Alice woke up, the first thing she noticed was that the pain in her arm and her stomach had disappeared. Clearly, someone had gone to the effort of fixing all the problems with her body after the fight. She didn’t see any [Organic Mages] nearby, but Alice knew that there was no way she could have healed her injuries so cleanly in such a short period of time without magical assistance.

However, her System notifications, which she finally read through, didn’t make her feel much better about the fact that she had survived. There was a barrage of notifications, but Alice stopped thinking almost the moment she saw the very first one.




	You have gained an achievement!




	Murderer (Rarity: 4)




	You have slain another human being.




	Effect of Strength, Dexterity, and Perception increased by 1%. Classes with some relationship to fighting other humans gain experience 15% faster.






Alice stared at the achievement for a long time, not processing the world around her. The title of the achievement was literally {Murderer}.

She thought of the man’s head exploding during the fight and suppressed the urge to vomit again.

After she calmed down, she finally took a look around, processing the fact that she was back in the wagon and they were moving again. Milo and the surviving [Guards] were chatting and leaving her in peace. When he saw that she was moving around, Milo gave her a friendly nod before he turned back to conversing with the [Guards]. Alice gave him a half-hearted nod in return before she sank back into her thoughts.

Did she regret what she had done?

Alice couldn’t honestly say that she did. She knew that the person she had killed had earnestly been trying to kill her. She didn’t know much about the person who had tried to kill her, but the fact remained that she had needed to defend herself. If she was put in the same situation, she would act the same way. The image of people streaming out of the woods and surrounding her with the intention of killing her was one that she would never forget, and no matter how she played the memory back, she couldn’t find any other resolution to the conflict. The moment the attackers had come, someone was going to die.

But the image of the man’s head exploding was branded into her mind. But despite the fact that she had killed someone, she knew it was in self-defense and that she had needed to do it. But the hollow feeling in her heart remained, even though she didn’t regret her actions.

Alice closed her eyes, trying to process her emotional nothingness in a way that made sense to her. Was she still in shock? She wasn’t sure. Was there something else in play here? She wasn’t sure. Alice’s thoughts kept running in circles for what felt like hours, even though it was only a few minutes in reality. Finally, she tried her best to push forward despite her feelings and began looking at the rest of her notifications.




	You have leveled up!




	Survivor: 37 → 38

Student of Kinetic Magic: 13 → 18

Explorer of Magic: 31 → 34






Most of her attributes had also increased quite substantially after the battle, apart from [Strength]. As a mage, Alice didn’t have much use for [Strength] in the first place, so she ignored the fact that it hadn’t leveled up. A variety of skills had also progressed quite nicely, especially the ones related to kinetic magic.

After a minute or two, Alice frowned. Just looking over her System notifications after killing somebody felt wrong. Then again, not doing so also felt wrong. More than anything else, Alice just didn’t know what to do right now. She really wished there was something she could know she was supposed to be doing besides stewing in her thoughts as she played the entire battle back in her mind over and over again.

After an unknown amount of time, Illa flew herself over to the wagon. Milo and the [Guards] gave Illa respectful nods, and a chorus of “Lady Illa” sounded out before they returned to their conversation.

Illa turned toward Alice. Perhaps noticing the hollow look in Alice’s eyes, Illa sat down next to Alice.

“How are you doing?” she asked after a few moments of silence.

“I don’t know,” said Alice. It might not have been the best thing to say, but it was the most truthful one right now.

“You don’t know?” Illa didn’t sound shocked, or as if she didn’t believe Alice. Instead, she sounded genuinely curious. She looked at Alice’s face for a while, as if she was thinking.

“I don’t know. I … Back at home, we had a lot of studies about how people’s thoughts and ideas would change after they killed someone, even if it was in self-defense. And right now, I just feel … nothing. I feel sick when I think about the way his head exploded, but otherwise, I just …” Alice shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Is it your first time killing someone?” Illa looked at Alice a bit more closely. “Based on your expression, I will assume that it is. I suppose it makes sense, given what you’ve described of your world so far. Lack of monsters and high resources in your home nation probably lowered the causes of humans attacking and killing each other quite significantly. Hmm.” Illa tapped her finger against her cheek absently before she refocused on Alice again. “Did I ever tell you about the first time I killed someone?”

Alice shook her head. In her training sessions with Illa, they hadn’t talked very much about Illa’s past in the military. After training, Illa often asked about Alice’s home dimension, and if Illa talked about herself, she would talk about her kids or her husband, or small details about problems in town, like organizing ways to clean up a particularly tricky fungal infection in the river that had recently appeared. She had assumed Illa didn’t want to talk about her time in the military and had decided to respect that.

“It was just after I had joined the army. You see, a lot of people have flinch reactions toward killing somebody. Especially mages. Most mages come from magic academies instead of from the lower levels of the military, which means that we have much less experience with violence. Most magic academies do provide a lot of sparring and practice fighting, but it never quite substitutes for the real thing.

“This can pose a problem for a military—after all, most experienced combat mages can fight a dozen [Soldiers] or serve as mobile siege weapons in a pinch with the right perks. However, if we don’t know what to do and have no experience with real fighting, we can also screw up at critical moments. The military obviously doesn’t want that. Therefore, they usually have several experienced [Soldiers] babysit newly recruited mages while they hunt a few midpower monsters to help them get used to combat, then hunt a stronger monster or an alpha monster that hasn’t formed a pack yet to accustom mages to real combat. Finally, after mages are used to fighting in teams, they are tasked with hunting down a group of [Bandits].” Illa’s voice became softer, as if she was lost in a memory.

“At the time, I didn’t think very much of it. I was already doing well for myself at that point—I had a good set of achievements boosting my leveling speed for my magic classes, I was a hard worker, and I was known for getting my job done competently and quickly. I had good reflexes and defensive abilities as well, which is the weakness of most mages.

“So I was confident. Maybe too confident, but I thought it would be a breeze to get through the final test as an army mage, get through the final step of my recruitment process, and then finish paying off my debt to the academy through a few years of military service.

“We … we charged into the group of [Bandits] after we did some intelligence gathering. The army usually provided us with some amount of information before we went to hunt a monster, but they said that this time we should do so on our own. As a final test of sorts. We gathered information from the local villages. You should have seen them—they weren’t ravaged or burned to the ground, even though the [Bandits] hit the area regularly. Instead, they were hungry. The [Bandits] stole a good chunk of their grain, and without it, some of the villagers were obviously going to have a hard time making it through the winter. I felt so awful, looking at people who were thin as rails but couldn’t fight back against a group of people with armor and weapons, coming to steal their food every week. I was enraged.

“And after we attacked the [Bandits], I saw … more of the same thing. In a lot of the stories my father told me when I was a little girl, [Bandits] were notoriously evil beings. They would kill and pillage without mercy, rob and steal, and sometimes they would do all sorts of other absurd things like kidnap women and such. Something to let people know the [Bandits] were evil beyond redemption.

“The [Bandits] we killed weren’t like that. They hadn’t ever actually killed anybody, at least not directly. And they were as skinny as the damn people they were robbing! When they saw the army and mage insignias, half of them dropped their weapons and begged us to spare their lives.” Illa actually snorted, a laugh that sounded more like a cough or a half-choked sob. “They weren’t some ruthless killers or the incarnates of evil. When we charged in, perks blazing and ready to wipe out the ‘evil [Bandits],’ we found a bunch of half-starved farmers who had turned to banditry in desperation after a bad harvest! Their armor was made of metal scraps and what they’d looted from corpses! Every time they robbed a damn village, they made sure to try to avoid hurting anyone! Even though a few of the people in the villages would starve to death as a result of their actions, if they took no actions, they would have been just like the other damn villagers!” Illa’s gaze grew more distant by the second before finally she sighed.

“The [Soldiers] watching over the group of mages then dragged the [Farmers]—no, the [Bandits] away and separated them. And made every single mage execute one of them. I remember at the time I thought it was so absurd—we were going to need to kill these people who had fallen on hard times just to make sure that we were able to kill a person? I was so angry that I got into a shouting match with the [Soldier] in charge of babysitting us for almost an hour before he finally said something that made me stop talking.

“He said, ‘Even the nomads from the north are like this, Illa. Don’t you understand? The land to the north is a tundra—while the free trade cities on the northern coast can get by because of their trading routes, the land is cold and infertile. Most nomads will burn Illvarian towns and kill the inhabitants, but a lot of them are also just desperate men and women trying to get grain for when winter comes and the animals they hunt for food hibernate.’ And he said that, regardless of the reason for their actions, we still need to protect the people in southern Illvaria.”

Illa looked faintly sick now. Alice could feel something else herself—a twinge of both grief and emptiness as she thought about the person who had attacked her. Of his head exploding like a watermelon.

“And he said that regardless of the reasons for their actions, the [Farmers] had still taken actions that resulted in men, women, and children starving to death. Fathers and mothers dying, children freezing or dying … Those were the inevitable result of their actions. Even if the [Bandits] had done their best to reduce the suffering caused by their actions, they had still harmed people that we were sworn to protect. I … I killed one of the [Bandits], and afterward, the [Soldier] in charge made me dip my hand in the corpse’s blood. He said, ‘Even though the System makes it easy to sometimes forget the value of a human life, you cannot ever forget. You may need to kill people. Later, you may come to regret what you’ve done. But you also need to remember—the blood on your hands could just as easily come from inaction. If you do nothing and watch people kill others, just because they have good reasons for their actions, you are still killing them.’ I wasn’t allowed to wash the blood off my hand for almost an hour afterward.” Illa frowned.

“It made me realize something—the people we fight, and even people who try to kill us, might not be wholly evil. In fact, maybe there’s no such thing as a ‘wholly evil’ person in this world. But if somebody is continuously hurting those around them, they still need to be weeded out. A weed in a garden isn’t necessarily malicious—it isn’t actively trying to kill everything around it. However, if it isn’t rooted out, it will still choke the life out the rest of the plants in a garden. We don’t have to like killing people—in fact, we should never like killing people. We need to remember what we’ve done, so that we never cross the line and start to see people as a way to upgrade our achievements. Sometimes, achievements can make it so … easy to see people as walking upgrades to our power. Obviously, it’s because people misuse and misunderstand the true intentions and benevolence of the System, but it isn’t common to misinterpret its desires and begin to follow the wrong path. My first killing mission was one of the most valuable lessons in my life.” Illa sighed. “So we need to kill people sometimes, but we can never lose sight of what it means to kill someone. And we also shouldn’t hesitate to take action when we need to. Act, but don’t forget the weight of your actions. Do you understand?”

Alice nodded slowly.

“Good.”

The two sat in silence for a while longer. A few minutes later, Illa looked back to the other wagons.

“I have some final things to arrange and deal with, so I will speak with you more later. For your first fight, you did well. Remember that. You managed to survive even though you were surprised and surrounded, and even though you didn’t have time to put on armor. Granted, I haven’t taught you how to put on armor yet; your stats are still a little low to deal with metal armor if you want to move around comfortably. However, the fact that you survived and even managed to take down an enemy is a sign of your growth. Don’t forget that.” Illa gave Alice a small smile before she turned around again.

Before she could leave, however, Alice asked, “Who were they? The people who attacked us, I mean. Do we know who they were?”

Illa actually snorted.

“I have some guesses, even if I don’t know for sure yet. The fact that they mounted a fucking ballista in the middle of an untraveled stretch of countryside means one of two things—either they have a spy in the expedition that’s somehow feeding them information on what direction we’re traveling, and they set up well in advance, or they have a high-level [Engineer] to let them set up siege equipment quickly. I strongly suspect it’s the latter, though; without a high-level [Engineer], setting up a ballista with minimal fuss in the middle of a largely uninhabited region is a massive pain in the ass. Heck, just one average-level [Engineer] would still have a hard time doing it—which means that the Sigmusi are far more invested in messing with the southern recolonization effort than I expected.” Illa frowned, obviously unhappy. “It seems like this might not be the last problem we encounter, both during the expedition or back in town. My little present for would-be troublemakers there may be insufficient. Hmm …”

Illa sighed and shook her head.

“My guess is that these are a bunch of deserters from the Sigmusi Empire. With the number of troops Illvaria is already devoting to dealing with monsters in the regions surrounding newly founded settlements, and the need to maintain a presence on the northern border to keep away nomadic Rakari raiders, it’s a bit more difficult to police the western border, especially since the recolonization region also borders the Sigmusi Colonia. We haven’t finished fortifying and taking control of the new border yet. Therefore, it’s likely that the Sigmusi have been slipping a few [Bandits] and [Deserters] across the border to lead attacks against more vulnerable targets.” Illa frowned. Alice also frowned, vaguely reminded of privateers from her previous life.

“My job is a lot riskier than I thought it would be, huh,” said Alice, sighing.

Illa jerked her head back toward Alice, surprised. “You’re right, actually. I might be underpaying you. I’ll think about upping your compensation if you’re still interested in working for me later on. We’ll talk more about it once some of the tension from the battle has bled off a bit, though, okay?”

Alice sighed but then she realized something. “Wait, if the Sigmusi Colonia is going as far as slipping troops across the border, is a war going to happen? I … I’m not really sure if …” Alice hesitated, not sure if she should continue. However, Illa seemed to pick up on her thoughts.

“If you want to stay in Illvaria if a war breaks out? I don’t really blame you if that’s the case—as someone from another planet, you probably aren’t very invested in our nation’s struggle. That being said, I doubt it’ll go that far—the Sigmusi Empire on the main continent can’t ship huge numbers of troops or Immortals to the Southern Continent, or their neighbors will swoop in to attack their Central Continent territories while they’re distracted. They’re just doing this because they know they can get away with it without a war breaking out. Illvaria doesn’t have the military strength to contest them on its own, after all, and the Shil Confederacy wouldn’t start a war over this. Plenty of rival countries in the Shil Confederacy are more than happy to see Illvaria knocked down a peg or two, as long as the Sigmusi aren’t able to threaten the confederacy as a whole afterward. So it ends up being a mess of political interests, really.” Illa frowned.

Alice sighed, then turned back to watching the scenery as it flashed by. The wagons continued on, seemingly in peace—for now. But while many of the attackers had fallen, now that the wagons had already been attacked once, her brain wouldn’t stop conjuring images of large groups of attackers lurking just out of sight, ready to pounce on the expedition the moment they let their guard down. She felt … afraid.

She turned back toward Illa, but Illa had already taken to the air again, flying toward one of the other wagons. Alice squirmed uncomfortably before stroking the part of her stomach where she remembered a spear tearing through her. No matter how much she reassured herself that the damage was gone and she had been healed, her thoughts kept drifting toward what it felt like to get shot and stabbed, and she kept wondering if it was really healed.

She didn’t think she could take her job of being the face of Illa’s program in the south anywhere near as lightly as she originally had. She needed to think about a lot of things a bit more.

She took another deep breath to calm herself down, and then she took a look at the perks she had gained from getting [Student of Kinetic Magic] to level eighteen.




	Railgun

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 15 or higher




	When you are manipulating only one object, you may move it with far greater force.




	Sticky objects

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 15 or higher, Mana Precision 5 or greater




	You may spend a small amount of mana stored in your kinetic seed to temporarily make objects you are currently touching with your mana sticky, allowing them to adhere to other surfaces or each other for brief periods of time. Note: this is a relatively light force and will break if stronger forces pull the objects apart.




	Extended skin

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 15 or higher, Endurance 100 or greater, Willpower 100 or greater




	For the purposes of magic controlled by others, your skin extends approximately 30 centimeters beyond your actual skin, making it far more difficult for others to initialize any magic in that region.




	Folds of magic

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 15 or higher




	When you are attempting to control multiple objects at once with your mana, your control over the objects is improved by a moderate amount. It also becomes easier to focus on multiple objects at once, as well as create multiple mana tendrils at the same time.






Alice thought back to the fight. {Sticky Objects} was interesting but simply wouldn’t have mattered in the fight—it was a neat trick, but tricks were hard to utilize when someone was stabbing you in the stomach. {Railgun} might have helped a lot; it would have allowed her to drag away the sword away from one of the attackers earlier and use it to defend herself. That would have helped, but it also came with the hefty restriction of only working if she was manipulating exactly one object. Most [Kinetic Mages] went in a totally different direction and instead focused on being able to manipulate dozens of objects at once. Alice had already started to level the skills she needed to do the same thing; being able to move multiple objects at once was the easiest way to stop something like a volley of arrows, after all.

{Folds of Magic} obviously helped plenty with multitasking and would have aided Alice quite a bit during the fight. If she had been able to multitask more effectively, she could have stopped both the [Swordsman] from stabbing her and the archer from shooting her, which would have left her with far fewer injuries.

{Extended Skin} was an okay option for dealing with other mages, but right now Alice didn’t think that was her biggest problem. So she discarded the option for now; there were better things available, even if it didn’t seem like a bad pickup.

After some hesitation, she grabbed {Folds of Magic}. She wanted the multitasking options it would provide, and it would be effective with far less work than it would take to level up her {Divided Attention} skill to the point where it would be useful. And it would synergize with {Divided Attention} as the skill reached higher levels, so it would be helpful both immediately and long-term.

Then, with a sigh, Alice turned back to the [Guards] and Milo. She should at least discuss what had happened during the battle so that she could get a better idea of what she had done wrong and what else had happened. There was a lot to unpack, especially from an emotional perspective, but Alice felt that she had tried to deal with her messy emotions enough for right now. She had survival concerns to take care of.



Chapter 37

The expedition continued on for the rest of the day in a quiet and somber mood. The [Guards] patrolled the area much more frequently, and Alice occasionally saw Illa or one of the other high-level [Kinetic Mages] she didn’t know fly to the tops of trees and scout the surrounding area from the air. The expedition maintained a semi-alert state and frequently stopped to scan the surroundings but didn’t encounter any other deserters or other attempts to interfere. Their hidden enemies were either uninterested in making another attack right now or had given up entirely. Alice wasn’t sure which.

When the expedition stopped for the night, Alice was finally able to get a rough look at the others’ condition. Only two people had died during the fight. Most of the injured had already been healed, doubtless a result of the hard work of the [Organic Mages].

The expedition quickly set up campfires, using some sort of perk to restrain the light and smoke from stretching too far away from the group, and then quickly assigned the order people would keep watch for the night.

The expedition’s mood was somber as the group ate their food and prepared to sleep. Two people had died, after all. Though it couldn’t be considered to be a huge percentage of the expedition, it couldn’t be considered a tiny number, either. Alice had originally intended to get to know the other mages as they set up camp, but she found that she had neither the mood nor energy to deal with it that night. Instead, she sat at the same campfire with Milo and the [Guards] from in her wagon. Since their wagon was one of the two that had lost a member, the mood was especially quiet; apart from the occasional murmur or whisper, the group was mostly silent.

Finally, one of the [Guards] broke the silence with a sigh.

“I just can’t believe Liam’s gone.” No one responded for a moment. The group simply sat in silence. Then one of the other [Guards] raised his hand in a kind of salute to the dead.

“He was a good man. He was always energetic and happy when he was in his cups, and he always brightened up a drinking session after work. You know, back when I was just starting out as a [Guard], he was the one who taught me [Spearmanship]. Said it might save my life one day.” The man laughed bitterly. “It did. But it didn’t save his.” The [Guard] also made the strange salute.

This time, it didn’t take long before one of the other two [Guards] joined in.

“He was the one who introduced me to my missus. Said his wife had a friend who was looking for someone, and she was real pretty. He and his wife set up a nice dinner for the two of us to get to know each other; we sat around and talked for a few hours before I started to really like the girl. I changed my [Apprentice Merchant] class out for [Ordinary Husband] under the [Priest] last year, and Liam and his wife were two of my witnesses. He was a tough old bastard. Liked helping the newbies and showing off his high level and skills.” The [Guard] snorted. “He only had his damn {Spearmanship} at 130 or so—barely better than average for his age. And his level was barely at fifty-five. He had a few decades left in him, but was that really worth showing off? Crazy bastard.” The [Guard] sniffled a little before repeating the strange salute the first [Guard] had done.

“He’s returned to the System now. He lives on in our levels and skills, and he’ll continue to do so for generations to come,” said the final [Guard], the only woman in the group besides Alice. After a moment, she gave a solemn sigh before following up with another repetition of the strange salute.

“For all the time I knew Liam, he always tried his best to help out newcomers. He was … He would have been a good [Teacher], I think. Hell, he might have been going for the class or had it as a secondary class. I never knew him well, but he was a decent sort,” said Milo. After a moment, he performed the same half salute Alice had seen the other [Guards] do.

The group turned toward her, and Alice pondered for a moment. She didn’t know exactly what was expected of her here, but she could at least guess. Her voice was a bit shaky when she spoke.

“He pulled me out of a bad situation when the ambush happened. I … I don’t know if I would still be here if he hadn’t. There was so much going on and I … I just … I never spoke with him, but I won’t forget that. He saved my life,” said Alice, and she couldn’t help but flash back to the fight for a brief moment, to the feeling of impending death. She remembered the moment she realized she was going to die, before a spear killed her attacker. And then, a fraction of a second later, an arrow killed the man who had helped her.

The air around the campfire fell into silence again, before the [Guards], as well as Milo, raised imaginary glasses. “To Liam. May he be remembered and his skills and identity live on,” they said. Alice followed through a moment later, even though she didn’t know exactly what it meant. Even so, it felt right somehow—giving closure to someone who had died in the process of helping her. A form of respect for the deceased. She closed her eyes, trying to imprint this feeling into her memories—the feeling of gratitude, of loss, and of farewells and change. Finally, the group drifted off back to their tents for the night, save for the group in charge of the first watch.

Alice lay in the tent she shared with the female [Guard], thinking.

She had killed someone today. She had watched other people die in front of her. She would never forget any of that. She had already known, intellectually, that she might be in danger. However, knowing something was far different from seeing it firsthand. Monsters and humans were both cruel in this world, and ordinary people like her and the [Guards] were just doing their best to get by. Right now, she could barely defend herself against a few ordinary adults; even if she was a mage, she had to remember that she only had a few weeks of real training, half her classes were devoted to learning and research, and her combat abilities were low. She would probably never match up to strong professionals who excelled in violence, but she needed to be able to defend herself when push came to shove.

Alice spent a long time thinking about that before she finally drifted off to a fitful and uneasy sleep.

When she woke up, she started her watch with Milo. Since Illa had assigned watches, Alice couldn’t help but wonder if she’d rearranged the watches in light of what had happened today, to give her some more time with familiar faces. She couldn’t help but feel a bit grateful for that. The two sat in comfortable silence until morning, which gave Alice more time to think as she scanned the surrounding forest and occasionally blasted down a few overly curious monsters with wooden spikes and clods of dirt. From time to time, Milo gave her a few glances, but he seemed to be able to tell that she didn’t want to talk right now and maintained the silence. Finally, just before morning came, he gave her a more direct look.

“You don’t have to feel bad about what happened. You killed somebody, but it was in self-defense. And Liam was always a bit of a brave fool; he wouldn’t want you to beat yourself up over his death. Don’t forget what happened, and don’t lose the weight of taking a human life—but don’t spiral into depression, either. Everything in moderation, right?” Milo gave her a friendly grin, and Alice returned his gaze with a slight grin of her own. She felt a bit better.

Dawn came, and the rest of the camp came to life. The group set off after the tents were packed up and stored away in either the wagons or storage perks. The group set off within an hour of daybreak, maintaining the same level of vigilance they had yesterday.

The next few days were more of the same; unlike the initially explosive start of the expedition, not very much happened. The group remained highly vigilant of another attack, but despite their increasing vigilance and wariness toward the area around them, no more deserters or other dangers appeared aside from the occasional monster pack.

Over time, the expedition started to regain some of its initial energy and vibrancy, although Alice didn’t feel as much excitement as she had at the start of the expedition. After nearly dying, and witnessing two people’s deaths, it was impossible for her to feel completely positive about the expedition. However, her mood gradually recovered, and after two days, she moved around campfires a bit and at least introduced herself to the other mages in the expedition, as well as the names and faces of the other [Guards] and [Travelling Merchants] making up the rest of the group.

That night, her status screen also finally changed a bit, and her displayed age increased to sixteen. Granted, she had actually turned sixteen a few weeks ago, but it was nice to know that her status screen was still picking up on her age—it just seemed that her aging speed had slowed a bit since she had entered this world.

The expedition’s ability to blast away or shoot down monsters while traveling to the broken mana zone made the trip much faster than Alice’s originally panicky flight to the city, since they didn’t have to run and hide from stronger monsters for large parts of the day.

Finally, the group reached an area Alice recognized. She turned to the [Traveling Merchant] driving the wagon and gave him a signal to slow down.

The [Traveling Merchant] nodded and quickly waved at the other two covered wagons nearby. They gestured to the other covered wagons, and soon the expedition came to a halt. Alice looked around as other [Guards] and mages disembarked from their wagons and began looking around.

“Are your perks picking up something? Any help guiding us toward the area would be useful,” said Illa, giving Alice a knowing look.

“I think I know where this place is. Gimme a sec, so that my ‘perks’ can gather some more information,” she said as she looked around, feeling a strange mixture of frustration and nostalgia as she looked back at the bank of the river. This was the place where she had fished before the river had frozen over. She could almost imagine that she had just finished hunting fish or spidercrabs and was returning to start cooking some sort of dinner for herself. The few months she had spent here had left their mark on her, even if she had returned to civilization.

After a few moments of analysis, Alice figured out exactly where she was. She even knew where she needed to go if she wanted to return to her cave. She briefly wondered if Taps was still guarding the cave; she had mostly forgotten about her pet rock, even if she still regarded it mostly as a joke born from her loneliness in the wilderness. Quietly, she turned back to the expedition and then looked around.

“I’m not 100 percent sure what direction we need to go from here, but I think … I think it’s downriver a little farther, and then maybe a little bit in another direction?”

Alice wished that [Enhanced Memory] worked on memories from before she picked up the perk. It would have made this much easier. Sadly, it didn’t, which meant that from this point she was relying on her regular memory to lead the expedition forward. Her memories of her first few days in this world were a bit hazy, though she still had a rough idea what direction they needed to travel in to get to the broken mana area. After Alice pointed out what she thought was the right direction, Illa nodded, and the expedition continued forward again.

As the expedition started to get closer, they stopped more frequently, as Alice and a few mages with specialized perks tried to find the large broken mana area.

After a while, even though Alice’s memories were beginning to get fuzzier and fuzzier, she no longer needed to point out the direction they were heading.

That was because there was continuous streams of monsters heading toward a specific direction once they got close enough. Instead of encountering a few monsters every hour before they got mowed down by one of the mages or [Guards], the number of monsters began to pick up drastically. Soon, they were encountering packs of spidercrabs, and even vinebears were appearing every few minutes. The monsters didn’t even bother attacking the humans, seemingly more interested in heading toward a mysterious spot farther away.

Alice couldn’t help but feel curious about this, mostly because it was the first time she had ever seen monsters ignore a human. She had seen them fight each other plenty, and they almost universally tried to eat her whenever they saw her, but right now they were totally uninterested in humans.

Less than ten minutes after the group began to encounter the increasingly abnormal monster behavior, the [Traveling Merchants] started gesturing at each other, and the wagons stopped again. Alice hopped off, absently scanning her surroundings for monsters. The other mages were gathering around Illa, so Alice quickly headed over as well. Illa was scanning the surrounding monsters, a pensive expression on her face.

Illa sighed.

“This is much worse than I thought it would be.” She turned toward Alice, as well as the other mages. “We’re dealing with a very large number of monsters, and if we successfully purify a large amount of mana, it’s likely that the monsters will turn toward us and attack. Right now they’re distracted by the more plentiful food source, but if the massive area of broken mana is dealt with, the results will be catastrophic for us. But failing to purify the area is also bad; if a few alpha monsters evolve and form a swarm, it might lead to an attack on the town, and [Adventurers] will have a hard time getting enchanting supplies. This broken mana bubble must be huge.” Illa frowned, and the other mages also observed the unusual monster activity with similar expressions.

“For now, let’s keep everyone together and move all the wagons closer to each other. Keep a close eye on the monsters nearby—if any of them start showing interest in you, notify the other wagons immediately and get ready to fight. Apart from that, keep an eye out for any alphas; the last thing we need to deal with is a real swarm, even if they probably wouldn’t bother us yet. [Guards] without perks that help protect against mana poisoning, grab one of the enchanted rings to protect you. Stay close and stay safe. Is everyone clear on what we need to do?” asked Illa, looking at the other mages. Alice, along with the other mages, quickly dispersed, and everyone returned to their wagons. The group was increasingly vigilant against the surrounding monsters, but the expedition continued onward.

Less than half an hour after that, Alice finally saw the broken mana region again. And she finally realized something.

All this time, she had been assuming that mana worked kind of like a gas. It seemed to do so, after all—even though humans and other living creatures could have a mana density dozens or hundreds of times higher than the surrounding air, she had chalked that up to some biological process she didn’t understand yet.

However, the broken mana region in front of them threw the idea of mana working like a gas out the window.

The broken mana region was very visible to her perk-enhanced vision. It looked like a giant purple wall had been constructed out of clouds and then shattered by a giant, dumping colossal chunks of clouds and debris over the area. Even though the group was still quite a ways away from the broken mana region, that didn’t matter—the area extended dozens of meters aboveground, far above what human engineering could reach before the Industrial Age. Broken chunks of different colors of purple mana spun and whirled in the sky above the region, with tiny little bits and pieces occasionally being falling back toward the ground. However, the amount of mana being dragged toward the ground was minuscule compared to the massive density of mana already on the ground. And, as a result of her exceedingly high Perception improving her eyesight, Alice could already make out the extraordinary blur inside the area.

Just inside the broken mana region, the monster density was multiplied dozens of times. They were feasting on the air, occasionally attacking monsters that had so much mana inside them that they blazed like miniature stars in the sky. However, most of the monsters were simply sitting still, absorbing the plentiful mana and ignoring both the humans and one another. The spidercrabs, vinebears, and other monsters Alice couldn’t identify were coexisting as they fed on the massive cloud of mana directly in front of the expedition. Monsters were sometimes literally stacked in heaps a few meters high, like a junkyard made of living creatures.

Alice stared at the horrifying sight and actually felt a bit dizzy—this wasn’t a pack of monsters, or even a few packs of monsters.

The expedition had finally reached the broken mana zone. And inside the broken mana zone was an army of monsters.



Chapter 38

The mass of monsters undulated and squirmed as Alice stared at it, wondering what she had gotten herself into. When she had first arrived in this world, all the plant life in the area had been dead. However, it had still been present, at the very least. There had been dead trees and unnerving silence, but there had still been things to mark the landscape. Furthermore, the area had been mostly deserted—it had been creepy, unnerving, and silent, but it had still been possible to travel through it.

That had changed. At this point, she could see the desiccated corpses of trees poking out of the landscape, the area dominated by mounds of monsters. In some other places, they formed a sort of disgusting, wriggling carpet. The area was very clearly no longer safe; instead, it was a land owned entirely by monsters.

If the expedition was going to head into that area, it would be a death trap. The moment the mana in the air got thin enough that monsters started attacking other living beings again, they would rip the expedition to shreds. Regardless of how good at fighting Illa and the other mages were, regardless of how much enchanted equipment the [Guards] had, there was no way the expedition members would be able to fight their way out of the swarms of monsters. Right now, they could realistically flee if a few swarms decided to attack them. If the whole horde turned on them, everyone would die.

Granted, Illa might have a trick or two up her sleeve—she was a renowned war veteran who was at least level seventy-five in one of her mage classes, after all. Still, Alice doubted even Illa could stand against the ocean of monsters in front of them if things went wrong.

“What the … what do we do in order to … ?” Alice heard one of the female [Guards] in the wagon ask, the woman’s voice faltering as she stared at the giant mass of monsters.

“That’s … a lot of monsters,” a different [Guard] finally said after a few breaths.

“Do you think we’re going to go into the middle of that? If we are, I … I don’t know what I would do, but I am very nervous at the thought of trying,” Alice said, turning toward Milo.

Milo frowned as he stared at the squirming heaps of monsters and the places where monsters were so densely packed they almost formed a living carpet. He turned to Alice. “What the … what in the world? The mana density looked pretty bad from what I was able to see, but … the monster quantity is just ridiculous. There are some spots where there are more monsters than there is ground!” Milo shook his head. “This is … a problem.”

Milo’s voice faltered a bit before he finally looked toward Illa’s wagon and then turned back to Alice.

“I doubt Illa is going to try to lead the expedition directly into that mess. She has a good head on her shoulders, and going in there is a terrible idea. I think your Perception is a bit better than mine, right? See if Illa is saying anything or making any gestures; I imagine she’ll be stopping us soon,” said Milo.

Illa was also turned to face the massive column of mana that stretched far above the ground, tapping her finger against the side of the wagon. She seemed to be deep in thought. Finally, Alice saw Illa sigh.

“Slow down the wagons! We’re going to move a little bit closer so that the [Guards] who have long-range search-oriented perks can try to get some information. However, there’s no way we’re going into the middle of that mess.” Illa’s voice was exceptionally clear now, despite the distance and the sound of horses and wagons moving along.

The [Traveling Merchants] who were controlling the wagons quickly slowed the horses, and the wagons stopped speeding forward. The ride also immediately became far bumpier—apparently, whatever perk let them travel over tree roots as if they were paved roads needed a certain level of speed to work. It was still a much smoother journey than it should have been, but Alice could definitely tell when the wagon ran over a larger tree root now.

Illa turned toward the [Guards] in her own wagon for a moment before addressing the other wagons again.

“All right, those of you can get any information from this range, move to the front of your wagons and raise your hands so I can see you. Since I know most perks have some limits on range, we’ll circle around the broken mana region and continuously hit the edge of the area with perks over and over again. It may not be particularly efficient, and we might miss some information, but we need to be alive for the information we collect to matter.”

Illa sighed again, looking over the massive zone of broken mana.

“I really didn’t want to see if Cyra’s defenses can handle a monster swarm, but a few alphas will definitely pop out of that mess if there aren’t any already there. But we would need a company from the army to clear this out. I can’t afford to mobilize the number of [Guards] and mages we would need to deal with that; we would be leaving Cyra totally undefended for days if I even tried. We’ll just have to deal with any monster swarms that attack.” Illa muttered as she sighed, but her voice remained oddly clear, making it easy for Alice to hear. “On the bright side, there’s so much broken mana here that there’s guaranteed to be several alphas. With any luck they’ll tear each other apart long before they start scouring the rest of the area for mana to eat.” Illa seemed to perk up a bit at the prospect of the problem solving itself before reaching Cyra, and then she waved toward the [Guards] in question.

“All right, this looks like about the right range. Stop the wagons, but be ready to start driving again if an emergency happens. Make sure you have your perks ready to turn your wagons around the moment I say to move, wagon drivers! [Guards], you may get off the wagons, but do not venture more than ten or twenty meters away. We need to be able to leave in a hurry if the horde decides we look like food.”

The [Guards] in question quickly hopped off the wagons once they came to a halt. Then, along with two mages who also had some relevant perks, they began to put forth a variety of requests. Alice had never thought about how oddly specific some perks were, but after one of the [Guards] requested that the wagons sit still for five minutes under moonlight so that his {Midnight Search} could get the maximum effect, she started to realize just how odd some perks were. Even though people only got five options or fewer every time they reached a level that gave a perk, the System had a pool of hundreds or even thousands of options for perks for each class. Some of those options were incredibly powerful but needed all kinds of specific conditions to be used.

The {Midnight Search} [Guard]’s request was denied—the group had too much ground to cover in order to get that precise if the expedition was going to do this multiple times today. Since {Midnight Search} was usually used to help guide someone in searching a caravan or a house for evidence, it wouldn’t have been that useful anyway, according to Illa, which was why she vetoed it.

However, most of the more normal requests for how to maximize perks were met, which meant sometimes [Guards] would clump together in threes or fours for {Group Searches}, sometimes breaking away from each other to do {Lone Searches}, and at two points Illa wrote up documents allowing the [Guards] to use {Legitimate Search} on the horde of monsters. The fact that the land was unowned by anybody, uninhabited by any humans, and covered in monsters apparently didn’t mean that the [Guards] were free of the need for a search warrant. Which was pretty ridiculous, since Illvaria’s legal code didn’t have search warrants—[Guards] were free to search people or houses if they thought there was a problem, and someone with a truth-detection perk would make them answer some questions afterward to make sure the [Guard] actually suspected something was wrong, which probably led to several other problems in practice but needed far less complex bureaucracy to work.

And yet, for some reason, even though search warrants didn’t exist legally, there were perks that required [Guards] to get them anyway. Alice found the entire notion bizarrely funny, and she chuckled quietly a few times as the [Guards] and mages started throwing perks at the broken mana cloud.

Despite how absurd Alice found the scene, it seemed normal to everyone else—though Alice did hear a few [Guards] comment on how wasteful the perk was. Since the search warrants had to be written on real paper, the perk basically burned money to work.

“There are no signs of major criminal activity—at least I can’t find any. Given the distance already interfering some, and my only slightly above-average [Perception] stat and mediocre [Willpower], it’s possible that a criminal with a sufficiently high [Charisma] stat would be able to obviate my search, even if they left the area long ago. Without them standing in front of me, I can’t just pay more attention to the exceptionally pretty people,” said one of the [Guards] after he finished throwing his perks at the area. “Long story short, I’m getting nothing, but take my findings with a grain of salt. My [Willpower] isn’t high enough to negate people who really focused on boosting their [Charisma], after all.”

“I have a really high [Willpower] stat, and I’m getting something weirder. I’m getting the feeling that somewhere in there is a piece of information that could provide clues to a crime,” said another [Guard].

“Don’t go in there. Try to see if you can figure out where the evidence is, though. If it’s close enough, I might try flying in and see if I can get it safely and retreat,” said Illa, giving the [Guard] a glance.

After a few minutes of concentrating, the [Guard] finally sighed. “I think it’s directly underneath that mound of monsters.”

Illa looked at the small pile of monsters a good way into the broken mana region and finally shook her head. “That one’s a miss, then.”

“Well, if there’s some sort of evidence somewhere nearby and in the middle of the giant clump of broken mana, it at least tells us something happened, right?”

“It does, but the fact that it only tripped two perks is quite strange. If the Society of Starry Eyes was messing with dimensional magic here, it should be so loud and easy to spot that it would be like a level-sixty [Public Speaker] with all their volume perks turned on yelling in your ear. For so many perks to just claim nothing interesting is happening inside a giant dimensional mana zone is … odd.”

“One of them indicates there is evidence of a crime nearby, and the other … indicates that there is suspicious behavior still ongoing in this area, yes? Other than that, we have several people’s perks claiming that there are no criminals here and that there have been no criminals in the area within the past year.” Illa frowned as she organized the information before she turned to the mages with investigation-related perks.

She looked as if she was hoping that they would give her something to work with. However, their reports didn’t directly pick up criminal activity, either.

“There isn’t any sign of a large-scale magic ritual being done here at all,” said Luddeg, an [Electromagnetic Mage] with a [Guard] class. “It’s almost like this area has been avoided by any groups of people for years. No large quantities of enchanting materials here, either. Well, apart from monsters, at least. But since they’re still alive, they clearly weren’t used in any sort of massive enchantments.”

Illa frowned as the man gave his report, and then she turned to Alice and gave her a discreet inquiring look. Alice shook her head and then shrugged—she had no clue what was going on, either.

“I can tell that there were no human mages here within the past year before our group,” said the other mage, who was frowning as she looked over the area. Alice wondered if her perk only detected people who had a magic seed—she had gone through her mana baptism here, after all. She had certainly passed through here within the past year, but perhaps one wasn’t considered a mage until they had a seed?

“They might have set up in another area? That being said, I am noticing that the amount of mana here is unnatural—though, frankly, anyone with a perk that lets them sense mana should have noticed that by now. The fact that there’s such a huge difference in mana density in the area filled with broken mana versus the air literally right outside the region is a bit concerning. If whatever happened here happened months ago, monsters should have already eaten the area clean, or the mana should have spread out a bit. The fact that there’s so much mana even after months have passed is … troubling. It makes me wonder how much was here originally.” The mage frowned as she looked at the giant pillar of mana that stretched across the horizon.

Illa was also squinting as she looked into the distance, though she didn’t seem to be having much luck seeing what she wanted to. Finally, she turned back toward the two mages. “Is there any chance that something is still going wrong there? We know that the ritual had something to do with an attempt at dimensional magic—perhaps it picked up some of that branch of magic’s problematic tendency to replicate itself and flood the area?”

“I don’t think so—or if it did, the monsters seem to be keeping the overflow in check.” The female mage snorted. “How absurd—if it’s actually overflowing, we would need to thank the monsters for stopping the bubble of broken mana from expanding.”

“If you wish to try offering your thanks to the monsters, I’ll make sure you have a nice send-off after your death,” said the male mage with a light chuckle.

“I’m not that daft just yet, Luddeg. But still, I think the bubble is shrinking—just very, very slowly. I’d need to observe the same area for a few hours to really tell, though,” said the female mage with a sigh. “Is there any chance we can stop for a few hours so I can get a more accurate read?”

“I suppose. Just be aware that we’ll need to keep moving after that.”

“Understood.”

The expedition passed the next few hours in a silent, tense state. Even though the monsters weren’t attacking, everyone was continuously on edge, guarding against a potential attack that might break out at any moment. Alice, along with many of the other [Guards] and mages, had taken out a few monsters that had wandered too close for comfort, but mostly, every just sat on their wagons and waited. Alice wasn’t close enough to use her perk for measuring mana, and most of the other expedition members didn’t have much to do. However, since they were surrounded on all sides by monsters, nobody was quite comfortable enough to relax and start chatting or otherwise distracting themselves. Thus, the group sat in tense silence and watched as the female mage took measurements with her perk.

Finally, she looked back at Illa and nodded.

“The mana is decreasing slowly. At this rate, I estimate it will take a few more weeks before the area is clear of mana. Not sure how that compares to the other parts of the broken mana region, but at the very least, it strongly implies there isn’t an overflow currently happening.”

“All hail our monstrous saviors?”

“Can it, Luddeg. Otherwise I’m going to drag you go to the Corellion Empire and make you start worshipping the emperor as the creator of the System.”

Luddeg gave an easy grin, chuckling, and the female mage gave a slight smile back.

One of the [Guards] chuckled softly, and Alice also felt a strange sense of relief as she listened to the two mock each other. Maybe it was the acknowledgment that even though everyone was nervous, the actual odds of something going wrong were pretty low right now. If it would take months for the broken mana chunk to dissolve, the odds of the horde turning on them before they left were slim.

“Still, if it’s only going to take a few more weeks to go away, why has it persisted for so long? I imagined we would be finding an area that was filled with a little more broken mana than usual, but this looks like …” The female mage frowned. “Well, it looks kind of like the old stories about Allenheim, now that I think about it. It makes sense, given the fact that we’re theoretically dealing with some sort of attempt at dimensional magic, but …”

She frowned again, looking at the area more closely.

“I’m not sure, actually. Maybe part of the reason there’s so much mana left right now is because spring just started? Most monsters would still be in hibernation during winter. That’s my best guess for what’s happening. Honestly, I have no clue.” She shrugged.

Illa stopped the two of them before they could say any more. “For now, we might be missing a piece of the puzzle if we only look at this part of the broken mana region. Your perks can only reach so far in, yes?”

“Yeah. I only managed to get a glimpse of a big chunk of the outer layer—my guess is that I was looking at maybe 3 percent of the whole mass. I’m working long-distance and looking at an area covered in monsters, after all.” The female mage shrugged. “I’m trying my hardest to get good information, but it’s a bit difficult under these circumstances.”

“I understand. We’ll begin circling around the broken mana region—do your best to get any further information. After all, this region can’t have just come from nowhere. We need to figure out what the heck is going on, or the next one might show up in Cyra.”

Alice saw the other [Guards] and mages shudder, as they considered that possibility, before the wagons began to travel around the outskirts of the broken mana region. It was promising to be a very long and tiring search process.



Chapter 39

That night, the expedition set up camp well away from the broken mana region. Even though it would force them to travel to and from the area, wasting several hours out of every day, nobody wanted to be caught off guard if a monster swarm decided they were food. Maintaining a healthy distance was an important precaution.

After camp was set up and people finished talking around campfires, Illa asked for Alice to come chat with her privately. When Alice showed up, Illa simply gave her a glance before turning back to a piece of paper on the ground.

“Do you know how to read maps?” asked Illa.

Alice took a look at the map. She obviously knew how to read maps on Earth, but there was no guarantee that people on an entirely different planet made them in the same way. Luckily, it looked fairly recognizable. Even if it was in black and white, and some of the symbols were different, she could still tell what the map was depicting.

“Yeah, I do. It looks pretty similar to the ones at home,” said Alice.

“Then look over here,” said Illa.

The map had been drawn and written on, carefully detailing the expedition’s course as well as the areas immediately surrounding Cyra. Alice couldn’t help but feel more surprised the more closely she looked at the map—based on her understanding of this world, it should have been fairly difficult to find a detailed map, especially for a newly settled frontier area like this one. Even though there were some parts that weren’t filled in much, especially to the south and east of Cyra, the level of detail was still astonishing considering the fact that mapmakers would need to deal with monster attacks every step of the way.

“Do you remember exactly what path you took to get to Cyra in the first place? And do you have any impressions of the broken mana area? Do you know if it’s expanding or contracting?”

Alice wondered why Illa was asking her. She hadn’t been able to see mana when she was last here, and she didn’t have any perks specialized in analyzing broken mana regions. She spent a few moments trying to figure out what Illa might have been thinking.

Even though the female mage in charge of scanning the area had estimated that the area was likely shrinking, Illa probably wanted to make sure it actually was. Illa had likely originally expected the expedition to spend a great deal of time combing over the broken mana region, relying on Alice’s memory to lead the expedition to the spot before the expedition broke up into smaller groups and searched for any evidence of the Society’s presence, or any objects that would highlight the nature and cause of the cloud of broken dimensional mana. Apart from that, the group searched for reasons that the cloud of broken mana had remained for so long. After all, there was no way a small pocket of densely packed mana would exist for long, right? Monsters would eat it out of existence in moments if such a thing existed.

Alice assumed that Illa had come here expecting to find a relatively empty area, devoid of mana and monsters for the group to poke through using the perks of the [Guards]. Instead, she had instead found an ocean of monsters and broken mana. This forced her to drastically revise her plans—the expedition obviously couldn’t just stroll through the area or kill off all the monsters before searching. The number of monsters was way too high for the expedition to even put a dent in the population, and the monsters would fight back if they were attacked.

Therefore, the expedition had to rely on a completely different method to gather more information about the broken mana zone. Most problematically, nobody had the ability to investigate the region directly. Sending a [Guard] into the region would just be sending them to their death. The massive monster population might not be aggressive right now, but it could be compared to a ticking time bomb—and nobody knew how many seconds were left before it exploded.

Alice finished simulating Illa’s thoughts, before looking at the map again. She took a few minutes to familiarize herself with the map before she started trying to retrace her journey to Cyra as best as she could. Most of it was just “follow the river and dodge monsters,” so it wasn’t too hard to show on the map. However, once Alice tried to remember what happened before she had reached the river, her memories started to get fuzzy. Especially because, as of now, the landscape around the broken mana zone was totally unrecognizable. It was just a mass of dead trees and monsters, making it hard to distinguish any landmarks. Still, she did her best to describe most parts of her journey as Illa traced her finger along the map. Then, Illa turned her attention from the map back to Alice.

“How about the broken mana region? That is what I’m most worried about. Is there anything in particular you remember about it? I know you said you went through your mana baptism here, and you also didn’t have the ability to see mana yet, but are there any interesting tidbits you can remember? Even if you didn’t know what mana looked like at the time, were there any other unusual things in this area?”

Alice frowned, trying to remember. “When I first came here, there weren’t many monsters around. Wait, there was one thing—I remember running into an animal on my first day here. It seemed like it was … basically dead. Limbs falling off, blood everywhere—I didn’t stop to think much about it, especially since I learned that monsters exist here, but …” Alice frowned. Now that she thought about it, the animal she had seen on that night hadn’t given her an achievement for meeting a monster. And, in fact, the animal didn’t behave like a monster, either. It had chased her off and then went back to dying in its own little corner of the world. Most monsters she had met just attacked things until they died or were seriously injured. She described her memories of the broken mana zone as well as she could, but Illa’s frown only deepened.

“I will be honest with you—the broken mana zone looks far too large to have only summoned one person. Or even just a few people. Given the … violent reactions most living beings encounter when they absorb enough mana from their surroundings in a short period of time, animals also suffer from mana poisoning, and their survival odds are much, much worse than humans’. Even if they succeed, they only gain immunity to mana poisoning; they don’t become monsters, and most of the time they don’t form magic seeds afterward, either. They just … exist. I suspect … that you were probably not pulled here alone.” Illa seemed thoughtful. “It almost sounds like that animal was reacting in the same way as you were—encountering mana for the first time and basically frying itself.”

Alice frowned, imagining the body of the animal in question as she tried to remember what it had looked like. The fact that animals didn’t become monsters after undergoing a mana baptism was a little surprising, but the fact they could theoretically form magic seeds was even more surprising. However, now that she thought about it carefully …

She swore she remembered thinking the animal she had seen resembled a raccoon, didn’t she? Suddenly, Alice shivered before she looked back at Illa. “What does it look like when someone fails their baptism?”

“It varies a bit from person to person, but usually there are a variety of strange growths that start cropping up inside and outside their body at first. These expand over the course of a few hours before they explode. These explosions start happening all throughout the body, causing internal organ damage, as well as lesions and bleeding pustules on the surface of the skin. However, most problematic of all is the fact that once someone fails their baptism, they never stop producing those growths. Their body will continuously absorb mana, accelerating the process, and the growths will multiply.” Illa frowned. “A few studies tried to move some patients who had failed their baptism into a room isolated from mana, even knowing that mana was required to make life function, in a desperate attempt to control their access to mana. But the patients suffered from weakness, dizziness, and a variety of other effects before they died anyway. Most people theorized this was due to cutting them off from something as vital as mana, coupled with the fact their bodies were already collapsing. In any case, the survival rate for people failing their mana baptism remains at zero. Even if an [Organic Mage] sits with you for the rest of your life and tries to keep healing and repairing the damage, they can’t stop the actual problem—they just slow down the process of the body destroying itself.”

Alice also frowned, sinking into thought. Strange growths that multiplied across the body …

Come to think of it, didn’t this sound kind of like cancer? Alice was no doctor, but she was at least familiar with the basic concept of cancer. A cell gets messed up somehow, starts reproducing, and before long, a few cells with a slightly incorrect reproduction code begin multiplying until a growth forms in the body. This spreads through the body until the problematic cells are killed off or the body dies. Or something like that? Alice didn’t really understand all the theory behind treating cancer, but she was pretty sure her memory of the disease wasn’t wholly wrong.

Granted, cancer growths didn’t explode after a few hours. Still, she felt that there was at least a faint resemblance. If a raccoon had suffered from super-cancer for several hours before the cancerous cells exploded, would it have looked like a monster when she had encountered it?

Alice tried to line up the two images in her head, and after some thinking, she felt that the two matched each other.

“I think you’re right. The creature … the animal I saw on my first day here didn’t give me an achievement for encountering a monster, and it faintly resembles an animal from my home world called a raccoon …” Alice spent several minutes describing everything she remembered from her first day on this world in greater detail. Illa asked her several questions along the way, helping tease out further details from Alice’s memory.

Finally, Illa sighed, looking back into the distance. “All right, you can go to sleep for now. You have last watch again. I’ll think some more about this,” said the woman, absently drumming her fingers on her leg.

Alice obliged, and that was the end of the expedition’s first day in the broken mana region.

The next day was filled with a great deal more circling the region, calculating, and perk usage. However, there was one new addition to the expedition’s findings that Alice found particularly interesting.

“Is that a wall?” asked one of the [Guards], looking into the distance.

“Huh? Johan, that’s ridicu—Damn. You’re right, it looks like a fragment of a wall,” said another [Guard], squinting as he looked into the broken mana zone. “What the heck?”

“What are you seeing?” asked Illa, heading over to them.

Alice also squinted, trying to figure out what the [Guards] were looking at. This region was relatively clearer of monsters because the broken mana quantity was lower, but it was still a disgusting, squirming mass most of the way around. However, Alice still couldn’t see what the [Guards] were referring to. For a brief moment, Alice wished that she had access to the vision-related perk she had passed over from her [Scientist] class, but she quickly dismissed the thought. She had collected a few interesting samples of spidercrab corpses over the course of the expedition, and regretting her choice was pointless either way.

“Why is the wall so … purple?” asked the first [Guard].

“Who put so much bloody dye on a WALL? Why is it in the middle of nowhere? Why does it look it was just … chopped in half? Am I dreaming?”

“If they used so much dye, they must have been a [Noble] or a [Merchant], right? There’s no way a commoner household could ever afford to use purple dye like that.”

“My perks are claiming that it’s the lost property of a commoner family, though.”

“A commoner family using purple dye on a WALL? That’s ridiculous. There’s no way that’s correct. Purple dye is too expensive for a commoner family to afford, much less waste painting a wall for no reason. Are there any corner cases known for when that specific perk will give incorrect readings?”

“None that would relate to this scenario … I think.” The [Guard] didn’t sound convinced himself, and he turned to Illa. “I’m seeing a wall that looks like it just got chopped in half. No sign of the other half of the wall. It’s … purple. Really, really purple. The kind of color you usually see from the Corellion Empire. But it’s on a wall. I can’t tell what material the wall is made out of, either. It looks completely random—no sign of whatever it was supposed to be attached to, if anything. I have no idea what I’m looking at.”

Illa turned to Alice, and Alice frowned as well.

“Alice, would you take a look with me?” asked Illa.

“How are we going to do that?”

“I’ll fly you over. Just make sure to hang on, and don’t wiggle around too much—even for me, flying takes a lot of mana. I don’t want to spend too much extra mana stabilizing our balance, since I already need to compensate for your weight,” said Illa. “Oh, and if you see any monsters lob any aerial attacks at us, give deflecting it a go. I know you’re still a bit of a novice mage, and I can probably deal with it, but it’ll put some strain on me, and if we’re in midair, dropping us would be catastrophic.”

“All right. I won’t wriggle in midair,” said Alice.

“Good,” said Illa, who grabbed Alice before the two started floating in midair.

Alice felt her stomach drop for a moment as the two took off. It was nothing like she had been expecting. Illa wasn’t actually moving her body in midair, probably because living flesh resisted mana. Instead, it seemed like Illa’s clothes were simply dragging her upward, and Illa and Alice happened to be carried along for the ride. Alice felt as if she could fall at any minute, even though Illa wasn’t actually doing anything that might risk her falling. The clothes themselves also felt ridiculously sturdy right now.

Illa flew them through the air for a few minutes, and the two gradually approached the object in question. However, when Alice saw it, she felt a mixture of confusion and familiarity.

Isn’t that the wall from the house down the street?



Chapter 40

Alice stared at the piece of wall. Even though it was jagged, as if someone had turned it into a jigsaw puzzle piece, it was still clearly recognizable. She had grown up seeing that wall as she had played with the other children on the street. It had the same horrible paint job and the same scars on it. Even from here, she could see the long streak in the paint where one of the boys on the street had run his bike into it and scratched off some of the color. The owner had never bothered to repaint it. The wall had a fair bit of extra scarring and dirt on it from months of neglect, but that obnoxiously bright purple paint was still easy to recognize.

However, the fact that it was just a jagged fragment of a wall baffled her. It stood there, sunk into the earth like a long-forgotten ruin of some ancient civilization. And it didn’t make any sense at all. Alice frowned, turning back to Illa, who was still holding her as they hovered in midair.

“What is it?” asked Illa, who had been looking closely at Alice.

“It’s … a wall from a house down the street. Erm … from my home world.”

Illa gave the wall a much more careful look. “So it really is from your home. But what is it doing here?” Illa’s expression twisted into complete and utter bewilderment for a moment. “And why is it so purple? The [Guard] earlier claimed that the wall was from a commoner family, but purple is an expensive color to make, isn’t it?”

“Ah … At home, we have ready access to cheap ways to make colors, so things like dye are pretty accessible to ordinary households. Thus, purple is a pretty normal,” said Alice, trying to figure out how to communicate the massive difference in culture, luxuries, resources, and daily life. Even though she had touched on it somewhat with her discussions with Illa already, she sometimes forgot how different things were between here and home. Things like dyes being expensive weren’t things that Alice thought about on a regular basis, much less the idea that some colors were more expensive than others. After a moment, Alice shook her head, redirecting her attention back to the wall fragment. “The bigger question is what it’s doing here. And why it looks like someone chopped it in half.”

Illa gave the wall a more curious glance. Finally, she turned back to Alice. “When did you arrive in this world?”

“I think it was a few weeks before the start of winter, so maybe four or five months ago?” Alice turned back toward the wall.

“Do you think the wall has been here that long?” Illa asked, gesturing at the fragment.

“I … I have no idea. It would make the most sense to me, because it certainly looks like the wall has been through some extra wear and tear compared to when I last saw it. However, it’s entirely possible it might have been … pulled over a few days or weeks afterward—or it could have been pulled over yesterday and whatever process it went through while moving dimensions also screwed up the surface of the wall, which is why it looks more ragged now.” Alice almost shrugged before remembering that she was currently floating in midair with someone who very well might accidentally drop her if she wiggled around too much.

“I think I’ll fly the other [Guards] and mages here one by one after this—I think it’s safe to try to observe this bit of information from the air, since it isn’t covered in monsters. Still … the presence of this chunk of wall is very odd.”

The two flew closer to it as Alice’s frowned deepened. Soon, she could see the edges of the ruined wall more clearly.

“The edges are very cleanly cut. It’s like someone took a laser and sliced it in half. Well, not that a laser would actually work that way, at least not in any reasonable time frame, but …” Alice trailed off, getting more and more distracted as she looked at the chunk of wall. This was a piece of home, lying in ruins. It was hard for her to keep her thoughts entirely focused.

“I assume that ‘really hot beam of light’ has some more … specific meaning in your original language. Regardless, the edges of the wall are indeed very cleanly cut.” Illa kept flying the two closer to it. They stopped nearly a hundred meters away, making sure they were out of leaping distance of most monsters and well away from vegetation or surprise ranged attacks.

“I think it’s rather obvious already, but based on your statements—as well as the confusing fact that some perks are claiming this is an ordinary cheap wall, despite it being extravagantly painted using one of the most expensive colors—this should indeed come from your world. In that case …” Illa frowned, looking at the wall before looking at Alice, who tried to figure out what Illa meant by that … Her look of concern confused Alice. Then, she looked closer at the torn-up and partially destroyed shape of the wall. Her thoughts drifted back to the raccoon she had seen on the first day, and she shuddered.

For a moment, she felt an irresistible urge to run her hands along her arms and legs, just to make sure that everything was still there. The raccoon had been seriously injured, missing chunks of limbs. Some of that might have come from mana poisoning creating exploding chunks of flesh inside the creature’s body. Then again, it might have also been the result of … whatever had moved everything here. The wall in front of her also looked cleanly sliced along the edges. Walls couldn’t get mana poisoning.

It suddenly became obvious to her that teleportation, or dimensional movement, was not necessarily inclined to grab a whole object whenever stuff was moved around. Instead, it could be said that Alice was incredibly lucky she still had all her hands, feet, and internal organs, instead of her corpse being scattered across the broken mana zone in bits and pieces. Or, alternatively, she might have only had half of her body moved to this dimension—if her torso and head showed up in this world and left her arms and legs behind, she would have bled out before she could do a thing here.

On the other hand, could that really be considered luck? If whatever caused dimensional movement was just grabbing random chunks of matter and throwing them everywhere, it should have been basically impossible for her to end up the way she did. She should have either teleported here in pieces, dying instantly, or she should have ended up with various chunks of her bedroom arriving with her. The odds of being dragged here with EXACTLY her limbs and organs and pajamas intact, without bringing along a chunk of her bed or something, seemed incredibly low. Perhaps the System had helped her during the teleportation process somehow? She had been wondering what the “increased support from the System” from the {Outworlder} achievement did for a while, and helping her initial teleportation to this world not kill her was definitely helpful.

Or it could be some property of dimensional teleportation she didn’t understand yet—or something else entirely. Alice shook her head. Suddenly, she missed Cecilia; even though they hadn’t really begun discussing research yet, the other girl had seemed eager to get started, not just for the sake of getting an achievement, but also due to pure curiosity. And frankly, Alice needed someone to bounce ideas off—if she just worked by herself, she would keep missing things. Illa didn’t seem to have either the time or the interest to explore Alice’s half-baked theories on magic, which made sense, since she had a town to run and conflict with the Sigmusi Colonia to worry about. Still, Alice wanted someone to talk to. The entire expedition seemed to drive home the point that field research really wasn’t where Alice’s specialty lay; she much preferred quiet safety in a lab instead of traveling around, dodging monsters and fearing for her life.

Alice sighed, shaking her thoughts away as she refocused herself.

“I don’t know if I can figure out anything else from it.”

“There are several other valuable pieces of information you can provide from the wall. How far away was it from you when you were at home?”

“Hmm … I have a hard time with exact distances, but five or six houses away? That would be …” Alice tried to make a rough guess and, after a bit of thinking, shrugged. “A few hundred meters, probably? I think?”

“A few hundred meters, you say … In that case, how big do you think the broken mana zone is?”

“At least a few kilometers,” Alice said immediately. “I guess the fact that this thing is on the edge of the zone might mean something, but it also might just mean it was caught up at the edge of whatever dragged me here. It’s just so hard to make judgments. Too much of the landscape is hard to see because monsters are covering half of the area.”

“Would you have noticed if the chunk of wall was nearby when you first arrived here?”

“I don’t know. Maybe? I wasn’t exactly in the best state of mind when I woke up on another planet.”

Illa sighed, looking at the wall fragment. “Is there anything else relevant that comes to mind when you look at the wall?”

Alice tried her best to think but came up blank. Eventually, she shook her head. “No.”

“Very well. I’ll run some of the other mages and [Guards] here to take a look at the wall,” Illa said as she flew Alice back.

The next few hours were mostly spent waiting. Illa flew mage after mage, [Guard] after [Guard] to the area to take a look at the chunk of wall and throw perks at it, trying to figure out if something else could be gleaned from investigating it. As more and more people saw the fragment of wall and then returned, an increasingly large group gathered together, discussing it.

“What do you think it means, though?” asked a female mage who had been chatting with Milo. “A wall that’s so lavishly painted can’t be from a commoner family; purple is too expensive for that. The broken mana zone indicates that the Starry Eyes were definitely up to something here, but the purple wall doesn’t seem to have any meaning at all! And it’s not like the society does meaningless things; their experimentation on other humans has, apparently, led to breakthroughs in some medical fields, even if their methods are evil. The records we’ve recovered from raiding their bases can sometimes lead to entirely new trains of thought. What the heck were they even trying to do here? Fix the problems of dimensional magic?”

“If that was their goal, they did a pretty bad job of it,” said Milo, looking at the massive region of broken mana. “If anything, it looks worse than the records from the tragedy of Allenheim. Not to mention, if those lunatics are experimenting with dimensional magic on a massive scale, who knows when they’ll do something that teleports away part of the continent or something?” Milo shuddered. “They say the tragedy of Allenheim took place over the course of a few hours, killing of tens of thousands of people who couldn’t see mana as it filled up the air. If something like that happens in the capital, just the first wave of deaths will be a bloodbath.”

The female mage sighed, nodding as she looked at the broken mana region. “Come to think of it, we still don’t know why the broken mana zone seems to be contained, either, do we? The fact that it’s clumping together like this feels weird. Even if broken mana still tends to stick to itself, the density of mana here is … unnatural. It’s dozens of times denser than the mana per square meter of air back in Cyra. Maybe even more.”

Alice sighed, wishing her mana-measuring perk would allow her to measure broken mana as well. She was incredibly curious about the exact number of Mariums a square meter of air had; though, even just eyeballing it, she could confirm that the density of mana here was dozens of times higher than in Cyra. Unfortunately, her perk didn’t work like that.

As Alice mused over the nature of her perks and the cloud of broken mana, Illa returned with the second-to-last mage. However, the man wasn’t empty-handed. Alice examined the object he held.

“Whatcha got there? Something relevant?” asked Milo, gesturing toward the stone in the man’s hands. Alice looked at the man, trying to recall his name. Something that started with an S? Sven, maybe? She had only talked with the man a few times so far, so he didn’t leave too deep of an impression.

“I don’t know. Even stranger is the fact that I couldn’t find it with my perks at all.” Sven frowned. “I have some perks that let me find magic items and large quantities of mana, and this rock was floating in midair. It’s definitely some sort of enchanted item or enchanting material. Despite that, I couldn’t pick it up with any of my perks; if my Perception wasn’t nearly 250 after all my perks boosting its effectiveness, there’s no way I would have been able to pick it out at all.”

Illa shook her head, looking at the rock. “Even I’m having a hard time figuring out what it is. I don’t specialize in enchantments, but I can still usually get a basic idea of what something is. But this just seems like a rock.”

“There’s something even you can’t figure out? Scary,” said Milo, chuckling.

“I’m not omnipotent,” said Illa flatly. “And as far as theory goes, there are plenty of mages lower level than me that are more well versed in theory. That being said, this thing … concerns me.”

The mages and [Guards] began to gather around the rock, studying it. Perks didn’t seem to work on it; they universally claimed that there was nothing there, in fact. This was even more bizarre than the fact that the rock had apparently been floating in midair, far above the ground. Most perks should have picked up something, especially when they were directly targeting the rock from a few centimeters away. Even if the [Guard] perks only gave information about it being an “unowned rock,” that would have made more sense than everyone’s perks claiming it didn’t exist. It was as if they were trying to look at a clump of air.

Not expecting anything in particular, Alice also used {Precise Mana Measurement} on the rock. She got a result of zero Mariums. This was the same result she got when she tried to look at regions of broken mana—and literally nowhere else. One of the things she was coming to realize was that, in this world, everything had mana in it. So zero Mariums meant either broken mana or something was super off.

“What the heck is it?” asked the female mage.

“I don’t know. When we get back to town, I’ll have Cecilia look at it; even if her level is low, she might be able to get something,” said Illa, sighing. “For now, we’ll carry on. We have a lot more ground to cover before we finish circling the broken mana region. Nice catch, Sven.” Illa tossed the rock at Alice. “Keep a close eye on the rock—if it starts doing anything weird involving mana, throw it as far away as possible and then report to me immediately. Even though I’m pretty sure it won’t explode, and you’re immune to broken mana, better safe than sorry. If you’re about to go to sleep, hand it to whichever mage is staying up to keep watch for the night. I want someone observing it at all times, just in case something goes wrong.”

Alice caught the rock before studying it as it lay in her hand. Handing the rock off for the night would give her more chances to interact with the other mages, and during the day she might have an opportunity to inspect it more closely. She had to admit, even if she was slightly concerned about the rock, she was also very curious. The fact that it had been floating had to mean it was something interesting, right?

Then, out of curiosity, she tried to shove it into {Sample Collection}, since it would let her keep it away from her body.

The rock fell from her hand, but nothing else happened. Huh?

Alice looked at the rock again.

The mages looked at Alice, as if asking her what she was doing.

“I can’t put it in my storage perk.”

Illa immediately gestured to one of the [Traveling Merchants], flicking the rock toward him with her magic. “Give it a try.”

The [Traveling Merchant] tried to put the rock into his storage perk. Sure enough, the rock didn’t disappear into thin air, the way objects usually did when they were put into a storage. Instead, it simply fell out of his hand and clattered to the ground again. The rock wasn’t floating anymore, but its reactions were even stranger than they had been before.

“What the heck is this thing?”

“A rock,” said Sven flatly, though Alice could see the corners of his mouth quirk up slightly.

“I can see that. What I want to know is what else it is.”

“For now, carry it by hand. Keep in mind my instructions,” said Illa, carefully handing the rock back to Alice. Alice noticed that the woman was no longer casually tossing it around—apparently, even Illa believed it merited more caution now.

Alice held on to the rock carefully, staring at it in curiosity. What are you?



Chapter 41

The next few days passed in relative quiet. The group moved from place to place, taking measurements from afar and observing the broken mana zone while keeping an eye out for any other odd items or potential problems. However, nothing new popped up after the strange rock. The broken mana zone continued to shrink, slowly but surely, and the monster population continued to grow. On day four after reaching the broken mana zone, the group finally saw something new. It was a monster alpha—at least, Alice assumed it was.

It looked like a spidercrab, but the creature was almost three times the size of a regular spidercrab. If Alice had stood near it, it would have been taller than her, which wasn’t a great feeling. The ten spider legs had become longer, hairier, and infinitely more disgusting, and the creature itself was also quite a bit darker in color. Around the monster alpha was a massive spidercrab pack; instead of half a dozen to a dozen spidercrabs, the size of a normal pack, there were over a hundred spidercrabs moving with the alpha. They were also far more organized than a normal spidercrab pack, almost like small [Soldiers] marching in formation as they roamed the broken mana zone and drained the mana from the air. Alice couldn’t help but wonder if this was what most monster alphas ended up looking like. Were they all just larger, more threatening versions of their brethren? Did they all command larger packs of their own kind, even the seemingly solitary monsters like vinebears? Actually, what did a monster look like while it was evolving? How did evolving even work in the first place?

On Earth, the idea of a species suddenly evolving from one thing to a very different version of itself was unusual. Even though there were a few cases Alice could think of where an organism would suddenly change radically, it was uncommon. The only example she could think off the top of her head was when caterpillars turned into butterflies. By contrast, it seemed to be a universal trait for monsters of this world that, if they had enough mana, they could turn into an alpha monster. Biologically, was it similar to the process for a caterpillar turning into a butterfly, or did it work off totally different mechanics? If it was possible, perhaps she should take a look at the evolution process later or see if anyone had written about it in detail. [Scientist] would definitely give her options for observing that, especially since she had an organic magic seed (even if it currently had a maximum conversion ratio of 10 percent). While the conversion ratio DID matter when it came to the quality of perks offered, she should still have options. Not to mention, while it was entirely a hunch, she felt it pretty likely that her [Explorer of Magic] class would offer her more ways to turn her organic seed into something useful down the line.

The spidercrab alpha seemed completely disinterested in the expedition. Along with its pack, it continued to spread through the area, devouring mana in an endless search for food. Alice watched it, wondering if she would ever get another chance to observe one from close up without being eaten.

“Is it your first time seeing an alpha?” asked Milo as the wagons rolled along.

“Yeah. I’ve heard some stories about them, and Illa has mentioned their existence before. However, I’ve never actually seen one in person. I was wondering what allows monsters to evolve,” said Alice.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it seems odd to me. Why does a monster grow bigger and stronger when it eats enough mana? The idea that it happens so naturally seems strange to me. After all, it’s not like humans grow bigger if they eat enough food or something, right? Mana is basically food for monsters, so the idea that they can suddenly multiply their size seems pretty odd to me.”

“I mean, if a human child doesn’t get enough nutrition as they’re growing up, they end up being small and frail as well, don’t they? And while removing ‘negative’ achievements like {Malnutrition} are more than slightly annoying and time-consuming, they do change body shape and size when they’re present. They aren’t as harmful as achievements like {Old Age}, but humans who have {Malnutrition} and don’t get it fixed end up smaller, weaker, and frailer.” Milo shrugged. “I’m not saying it’s a perfect analogy, but … maybe monsters have some sort of similar process, except more related to their biology?”

“Are you suggesting that all monsters are normally malnourished? But humans don’t suddenly recover from being malnourished in a few hours, do they?” Alice paused, realizing that if there was an achievement for being malnourished, people might actually recover from being malnourished in a few hours on this world. “Do they?”

Milo shook his head. “Usually, it takes several weeks of eating a very specific diet. There’s a certain list of foods [Organic Mages] recommend to remove the achievement if you’ve acquired it. I believe the list is quite easy to get access to.” Alice felt a small wave of relief. At least this world didn’t wholly break her understanding of how nutrition worked.

“How long do monsters take to evolve? Does it also take a few weeks?” If it did, the process would make much more sense to Alice.

Milo scratched his head. “Honestly? I have no clue. There were probably some experiments done on it with spidercrabs; they’re a pretty weak species, even after evolution, so they make perfect test subjects. I would be pretty surprised if no one has tried artificially forcing them to evolve and recording the process. Maybe you could ask Illa? She might have some books related to the matter.”

“At least in her library, she doesn’t have any. I’ve already read through a good chunk of them.”

“That’s unfortunate. Hmm …” Milo shrugged. “I doubt anything that specific would be available in the bookstore, either, since there’s only one in the town and it’s mostly aimed toward wealthier [Merchants] and mages. I guess you probably can’t find out immediately. Well, maybe Illa knows off the top of her head? If not, I don’t know what to tell you, unfortunately.”

“I’ll check later,” said Alice, trying to hide her disappointment.

“Hmm … If you’ve got coin, I think the bookstore has some sort of ordering service for books. No clue how that works, though.”

“I’ll at least take a look,” said Alice. She didn’t hold high hopes, though; even if Illa upped her pay the way she had said she might after they got back from the expedition, books were expensive. She doubted she could afford it unless she practically bankrupted herself. Especially if she needed to pay some sort of extra shipping fee or something.

No matter how I look at it, the idea of suddenly radically changing after eating enough food seems pretty interesting, at least. In fact, it … Alice suddenly felt like she was missing something. Mana? Food?

She had already concluded that mana was probably related to the System, and specifically to attributes. She hadn’t tested it for other things, like skills or perks, but humans … seemed to radically change upon contact with mana as well. In fact, when Alice had been exposed to enough mana upon entering this world, she had immediately grown a strange new organ behind her heart and gained the ability to use magic.

Alice was 100 percent sure that growing a new organ after eating a lot of food was not one of the abilities humans on Earth were born with. A new organ growing behind the heart would have probably been considered a tumor on Earth, and Alice would have been rushed to the hospital to get treatment for cancer. In fact, given the sheer size of the mage organ behind her heart, or at least according to the visual representations of a normal-sized mage organ in Illa’s books, it was a miracle that it didn’t block off the flow of blood to the rest of her body and kill her on the spot. Monsters grew bigger and stronger after eating a lot of mana. Humans … also seemed to do so, except for the fact that this growth wasn’t as externally obvious. And the process was controlled by the status screen.

Instead of “evolving” being some sort of process unique to monsters, maybe the issue here was mana, instead? Alice frowned.

“Hey, Milo. What exactly is mana?”

“That’s a really philosophical question,” Milo said after some thought. “What is the air? What is life? Really, what’s everything around us? Is it that kind of question?”

Huh? “No, I mean literally. What IS mana? It sometimes seems to behave like a gas, but I don’t know of any gas that can form anything like this—” Alice gestured toward the broken mana zone, which had remained stable for days at this point. The idea of a gas just … clumping together like a wall and not moving around at all was … at the very least, unusual, given the other environmental conditions here. “It seems to cause life to change when it comes into contact with it; mages can turn it into anything they can imagine as long as they’re willing to form a seed, even if some of them don’t translate very well in practice …” Alice shook her head. “I just can’t figure out what it is. It’s … strange.”

“Dunno why you’d find it strange, but I suppose it is a bit different from other things, now that you mention it,” said Milo. “Still, I can’t imagine that question having much relevance to daily life. I can honestly say I’ve never thought about it before.”

Alice sighed. Sometimes she felt like even though she could speak Illvarian nearly as fluently as a native, there was still an unbridgeable communication barrier. She spent another few minutes trying to see if Milo had any ideas on the subject but came up with a total blank. In the end, she gave up on the conversation for now. Still, the question pricked at her thoughts. Mana suddenly seemed even more interesting than she had first thought.

On the fifth day, Alice saw new monsters wandering the most mana-dense region of the broken mana zone the group had encountered so far. A six-eyed wolf, which stood four or five meters high, was the first new monster she witnessed. It was huge compared to the humans, and even most of the dead, withered trees in the area.

There were also crows that seemed to flicker in and out of existence if she didn’t look at them carefully. Most strange of all was a clump of what appeared to literally be moving mana. Alice couldn’t tell exactly what it was; however, seeing the thing sent chills down her spine. Even though Alice’s sense of danger wasn’t particularly developed, something was telling her that whatever she was looking at, it was bad news.

Unlike other areas, this area didn’t have any spidercrabs or vinebears at all. When Illa saw the area, she stopped, frowned, and then ordered the group to make a very big detour around it. Alice had never seen most of the monsters in this area before, but she heartily agreed with staying as far away from them as possible. They set her nerves on edge.

Two days after that, the expedition had finally circled around most of the broken mana zone. Whenever the group stopped and did more calculations to make sure the broken mana was decreasing, they would move on after confirming that the broken mana was slowly dropping. Furthermore, every time the group moved from one area to another, the average amount of mana in a new region seemed to decrease.

However, even though the expedition had yet to finish circling the region and checking everything, the monster horde finally showed signs of movement. In some areas the group surveyed that day, the monsters began twitching, and in the final spot for the day, a fight broke out between a few packs of spidercrabs. Alice started to feel a bit nervous at that; it was obvious that the monsters were growing restless. The massive region of broken mana, which had seemed to stretch toward the heavens and contain boundless mana when the group had first appeared, had begun to shrink. The mana was thinner, the great pillar of mana was slowly crumbling back toward the earth, and the boundaries of the broken mana zone were contracting.

And without readily available mana floating around in the air, other sources of mana would be back on the menu—such as the humans in the expedition.

Alice clearly wasn’t the only one concerned. Illa looked at the continuously depleting mana and then sighed before she turned back to the rest of the expedition.

“We will return now,” said Illa. Alice couldn’t tell whether she was disappointed or happy, but Alice was glad that they would be leaving this area. It was filled with crawling monsters, and she doubted it contained any new discoveries for her to explore at this point. The only thing she regretted was the fact that she hadn’t come across any spidercrab eggs to see if she could figure out if monsters underwent some form of mana baptism at birth, but that had been a bit of a far-fetched hope in the first place. After all, it was quite far away from the season they laid eggs. She wondered if she would even get the opportunity to carry out her egg experiment. It wasn’t strictly related to her research on the System, but she had found the idea interesting. However, it was just too difficult to get the supplies she wanted.

The expedition turned around and began to return to Cyra.

As the wagons traveled back the way the group had come, Alice kept messing with the strange rock. Of course, she only did so when Milo or another mage was paying attention, ready to deal with any emergencies that cropped up. Sometimes, Illa also flew over to the wagon Alice and Milo were traveling in to watch the rock and prod at it as well. The end result was … nothing. Apart from the odd properties it displayed when it had first been found, it showed no visual signs of being anything besides an ordinary rock. Alice didn’t have any perks that let her investigate or interact with objects, so she couldn’t see the great nothing other people got when they interacted with the rock. In fact, Alice was almost tempted to ask if the group was mistaken somehow; the stone seemed so incredibly ordinary that it would have been easy for her to overlook, if not for the way the group found it.

Hours and days passed as the group headed back toward Cyra. Unlike the journey to the broken mana zone, the group didn’t come across any other [Assassins] this time. Alice, personally, was quite thankful for that. She didn’t need any other fights to teach her how ridiculously outclassed she was against people outside her age group. Even if she had managed to live through the fight with only a few weeks of training under Illa, Alice had discovered that she really hated situations where her life was on the line.

She spent the nights the group camped getting to know the other mages. Even though she wouldn’t really call any of them friends, besides perhaps Milo, she didn’t hate anybody, either. Most of them were either vaguely interested in “Illa’s student,” or they didn’t care much about her presence. Even those that were disinterested weren’t overtly rude about it; they simply had other things they would rather do besides chat with a teenager, even if she was a newly baptized mage as well.

Finally, the group arrived back at Cyra. The [Guards] at the gates seemed relieved to see the expedition return with few casualties.

“Lady Illa, it is good to see that you returned.”

“Indeed. Did anyone come to make trouble while I was gone?”

“A few Sigmusi walked into the ambush. Some high-level [Assassins], along with maybe twenty or thirty [Deserters]. They even had a mage, of all things.”

Illa frowned. “They’re not even trying to pretend that the [Soldiers] are actually [Deserters] anymore, are they? Good grief. I rather hope the king brings this blatant provocation to the table the next time the five big nations of the Shil Confederacy hold a council. Were there any fatalities?”

“No, there weren’t. We were very lucky,” the [Guard] said, grinning slightly. “We are rather lucky, since—”

“Ah, Illa darling! It has been quite a while! How have you been?”

Alice turned to see the new speaker and came across the most beautiful girl she had ever laid eyes on. The [Guard] seemed slightly surprised when he was interrupted, but Alice had a hard time focusing on him.

The girl’s voice was musical, as if every single word was sung instead of spoken. Her eyes were golden rather than any of the normal eye colors Alice had seen so far in this world. Her complexion literally glowed, even in the sunlight, making Alice wonder whether the woman had somehow installed flashlights under her skin. Her hair was blonde, nearly matching the color of her eyes. Somehow, the fact that the two colors almost matched but were subtly different drew out the beauty of each color, complementing each other and exemplifying the radiance the woman seemed to give off with every movement and every word. She was, indeed, the most perfect example of the word beautiful Alice had ever seen. Her age was hard to discern—at first glance, she seemed to be in her late teens or early twenties. However, her bearing was old, speaking of decades passed and experience far beyond what her external appearance suggested. Despite looking like a girl or young woman, she also seemed positively ancient at the exact same time.

Still, she was exceptionally beautiful in the way that the sun was beautiful, or the light of a full moon drew one’s eyes toward it.

And although that was what drew Alice’s eyes toward the woman at first, Alice quickly noticed several strange features besides her inhuman beauty. Every single shadow within fifty meters of her seemed to squirm slightly at each of her movements. She also had, by far, the most mana Alice had ever seen. The density of mana inside the girl’s body was dozens of times higher than it had been in the broken mana zone. Almost out of habit, Alice tried to use {Precise Mana Measurement} on her. The perk failed to activate, giving Alice a brief stinging sensation before the woman glanced at her. For a brief moment, the woman seemed amused, the corners of her lips quirking upward before her expression returned to the grin she wore while facing Illa. Still, Alice couldn’t help but look at the mana in the woman’s skin, her eyes, her … entire body. It was as if her body wasn’t just storing some mana here and there—it was as if the woman’s body was almost entirely made out of mana, and it just happened to be shaped like a regular human being on the outside.

Illa’s face contorted with shock. A moment later, she controlled it as she looked at the woman who looked at least a decade younger than she.

And then Illa bowed her head a full thirty degrees, the first time Alice had seen her teacher bow to another person.

“Illa, servant of the crown, greets Allira, Immortal of Song and Shadow.”



Chapter 42

As Illa greeted the Immortal, her voice fell upon her surroundings like chilly air on warm stones. Most conversations in their surroundings stopped as people took a second look at Allira. It was a strange sight for Alice to see Illa bowing her head and greeting someone outside her own city.

“It has been a while, hasn’t it? How have you been, little Illa? Are you surprised to see me?” The beautiful woman gave Illa a smile, and for a moment, it was like all the light in the world shone upon her face, highlighting her features. However, even though Alice could tell that the woman was beautiful, the way the shadows around her jumped made the entire scene give Alice an uneasy feeling that she tried to suppress.

“Indeed. I was not expecting an honored Immortal to come; I was thinking troops would be coming to help us. And much … later,” said Illa. There was a hint of familiarity in her eyes as she looked at Allira. Alice could tell that it was not their first meeting, though Alice found it difficult to concentrate on the conversation. The woman was so distractingly beautiful; Alice had no clue what her [Charisma] stat was, but it made everyone else’s [Charisma] seem like nothing. The raw distraction of her presence was nearly overwhelming. Alice closed her eyes, finding it easier to dodge the woman’s presence by ignoring her.

After she closed her eyes, the woman’s presence was mercifully gone, allowing her to think clearly again.

Alice was nervous as she started to parse what was happening in front of her. This was an Immortal, someone who had stopped aging due to having a high level. She was also the basis for one of Alice’s guesses, which was that mana somehow slowed down the aging process. During the expedition, she had wondered even more what exactly mana was, since it seemed to cause all sorts of strange effects on animals that came in contact with it. However, the Immortal in front of her seemed like far more than that—she almost seemed as if she was mana.

As if she was mana? Something about that thought tugged at Alice’s mind.

During the time in the broken mana zone, the group had seen what seemed to be a living clump of mana, hadn’t they? It had been a monster even Illa was wary of; the group had made a huge detour around it. Alice hadn’t been able to see the creature with her normal vision, either—it had been visible only through her mana vision. Even though Allira was still very clearly human, despite her mildly inhuman features, Alice couldn’t help but feel that there was also a similarity between Allira and the strange monster the expedition had seen from afar. Were Immortals just … clumps of mana, then? Wait, could mana even have a solid form? Alice had gotten very used to seeing mana act mostly as a gas, even though it seemed to behave strangely when it came to density and spreading out. However, if Allira—no, if Immortals in general were something closer to solidified clumps of mana, that would be a good way to test the properties of mana, and …

And to test it, Alice would need to have an Immortal willing to cooperate with her studies. There was no way that would work out. Alice sighed in disappointment. Well, if I become an Immortal, I can at least run tests on myself. Just need to overcome a nearly impossible hurdle first. Though the benefit of never dying of old age is certainly appealing …

“Quiet, aren’t you?” asked Allira. Alice still had her eyes closed, but she could still feel the Immortal looking at her, the woman’s very presence radiating outward, demanding to be acknowledged.

“My apologies your—uh … Immortal … ship?”

“The correct address is usually to refer to me, or any Immortal, as ‘honored Immortal,’ sometimes followed by my title—in this case, the Immortal of Song and Shadow. At least in a formal setting. But I don’t mind that. The current king just calls me Alli, and those who know me better also call me Allira or Alli. But if you want to address an Immortal in the future, you should call them ‘honored Immortal,’ ” said Allira. Even though Alice couldn’t see her face, she could still hear Allira smiling at her.

Alice also couldn’t help but notice that Allira referred to the king, not with the greatly respectful tone she had expected, but with a more neutral, bland tone. And she used the term “the current king” instead of something along the lines of “his majesty.” However, after a moment of thought, she realized she was speaking with someone who was literally unable to age. Depending on how old Allira was, kings might seem to be more or less like the weather—give it enough time, and it would change again. The woman was also surprisingly relaxed. Even though her status and personal power were probably hard for Alice to even imagine, she didn’t seem to particularly care about it.

“So, Illa and you are acquainted, honored Immortal?”

“A decade ago, Illa was considered to be one of the people most likely to join our little community of Immortals, so I spent some time getting to know her. Unfortunately, she chose to get married and found a town instead, so it’s unlikely that will happen now. Or, at least, it will be significantly harder, since what matters the most when it comes to slowing down aging is the highest level among your classes. It’s more important to have one level-thirty class than three level-twenty-five classes, at least when it comes to aging purposes. All the achievements Illa has, as far as I’m aware, boost her magic-related classes.” Allira snorted softly. “Such a waste.”

Alice opened her eyes for a moment and looked at Illa, wondering if she would be angry at Allira discussing her odds of dying of old age so frankly. However, Illa simply seemed to acknowledge the statement with a mundane shrug, as if the person Allira was talking about wasn’t her at all, but someone else. Alice felt her eyes getting inevitably dragged back toward Allira, so she closed them.
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It had been a while since Alice had last gained a stat so easily. To get a point in [Willpower] just from closing her eyes felt ridiculous—and also put Allira’s very existence in a greater context. Alice tried not to frown before she redirected her attention back toward things she had more control over. Gathering information from someone who was likely at least decades older than her and had more knowledge of the world had to be an opportunity as well, right? If Allira was willing to talk, at least.

Would asking lots of questions be considered disrespectful? But the woman didn’t seem to mind, and Alice was suddenly burning with curiosity. Maybe she wouldn’t mind Alice trying to investigate a little about Immortals in general?

“You went to meet with Illa because of her potential to become an Immortal, then?”

“Of course! Friends and family are what makes eternity worth living, and right now there are only six of us in Illvaria. Three of them are the Sun Knight, his wife, and his only surviving son, so it’s natural that if someone seems likely to become an Immortal we would want to get to know them, right? Well, the king is trying to reach Immortality, but I think this one is also growing old more quickly than he’s leveling up.” Allira sounded … both curious and indifferent. “But hey, we’ll see. The one that tried to use enchantments to control the main river of southern Illvaria back when this area was still part of the country got pretty close, or so I hear. Then again, while this king’s chances aren’t optimistic, if the recolonization effort is successful, it should be worth a huge number of levels, so maybe it’ll be enough. We’ll see.” Alice couldn’t see the woman right now, but she could still imagine her shrugging, her expression a mixture of curiosity and indifference.

“So, in that case, I take it you are the crown’s response for rooting out the Sigmusi?” asked Illa, redirecting the conversation before Alice could find a good way to inquire about the relationship between Immortals and mana.

“The first wave of defenses, yes. There are actual troops on the way as well, but you can expect them to come much later. The Sun Knight can’t leave the northern forts right now, and without his perks, marching through snow is too difficult for most troops. However, I have already cleaned up most of the spies in the area. I chatted with them, and most of them gave themselves away pretty quickly. Then I hummed a little and they died,” said Allira. Something about the way Allira said she killed people by humming a little set Alice’s teeth on edge—there was a mixture of emotions in Allira’s words. It sounded like hatred. And, strangely enough, a bit of glee as well, as if she had enjoyed removing the Sigmusi from the area. Alice wondered if Allira had a personal reason to hate the Sigmusi; the way her lips curled up as she thought of removing Sigmusi [Spies] seemed to hold a personal story inside of it. Alice noted that if she interacted with Allira, she should avoid mentioning the Sigmusi; it seemed like a sensitive topic.

While Alice was considering all this, Illa and Allira continued discussing troop arrangements, spy removal, and the crown’s response. Alice didn’t have the context to piece together a lot of what they were talking about, since Alice had no clue whom the noble families of Illvaria were, but she could at least tell that the crown was taking the Sigmusi Colonia’s interference seriously and intended to intervene.

“I am glad that you are here,” Illa said, revealing a faint trace of a smile. “It is good to know that the crown takes this issue so seriously.”

“There will be troops coming to reinforce the south soon, so you don’t need to worry. The northern nomads have been even quieter this year than the last. It seems they are busy fighting themselves,” Allira said with a hint of dryness. The shadows in the area seemed to ripple in response to the woman’s emotions, flickering madly like the light and shadow thrown off a candle and its surroundings. “Might I ask what precisely this expedition was about? To be leaving town while the Sigmusi Colonia is making movements seems … odd.” Allira practically spat out the word Sigmusi.

“We were going to investigate a broken mana region that appeared near Cyra. While I originally thought of hiring some [Adventurers] to take a look, they don’t always tend to produce very … reliable results. I also had some thought of cleaning up the area, but the monster density was much greater than I anticipated. Thus, we could only investigate from afar and leave. It was very frustrating.”

“I’ll take a look while I’m in the area. I don’t have any mage classes, but I can still probably do something about it,” said Allira. Alice frowned. Weren’t mage classes the only way to get to see mana? If Allira wasn’t a mage, how was she able to interact with mana? Was it some property of Immortals, or did she have a perk or achievement? Or was it something else entirely?

“My thanks to honored Immortal, then,” said Illa, bowing her head again.

“I will take my leave. Bye!” The last of Allira’s words were oddly cheery and informal, as if her earlier tone of voice had been a lie. This made it even harder for Alice to guess at the woman’s personality. She was informal sometimes, formal sometimes. She seemed to hate the Sigmusi, far more than the usual cursing and grumbling, but the rest of the woman’s actions seemed to contradict each other at times while she was speaking.

Alice counted to thirty and then opened her eyes. Allira was gone, and the rest of the expedition was simply standing outside the gates.

“Alice, go to Cecilia’s workshop and tell her to investigate the rock. I want to see if she can figure out if it has any relationship with the broken mana region or any of the society’s actions. After that, come to my manor; we’ll discuss a bonus for unexpected danger related to your job, as well as what we’re doing in the future.” The future? Suddenly, Alice wondered if her presence here was still needed. Originally, Illa had wanted to use her as a way to encourage mages to stay in Cyra until the crown cleaned up the south. However, Allira’s presence already showed exactly how seriously the crown was taking possible threats against the recolonization effort, and she was months earlier than the expected first reinforcements. In that case, was Alice’s presence still useful? Granted, her presence during the expedition might have helped a little bit, but Alice suddenly felt like she might not have paid off Illa’s investment in her. She felt more than a little guilty at the thought, as well as uneasy. If she had no use for Illa, what was she supposed to do now?

“Got it. I’ll head there immediately.” Alice put those thoughts away. For now, she should focus on the stone—and on things she could control.

The expedition quickly dispersed once they were back inside the city walls, and Alice headed directly toward Cecilia’s shop.

The shop was as desolate as before. While business couldn’t be called nonexistent, the feeling of disuse and decay was even stronger than it had been before. Alice knocked on the door.

“Coming!” said Cecilia. A moment later, the shop door opened, and Cecilia looked at Alice. “The expedition is back? I thought it might take a little longer.”

“We ran into a much higher monster density than anticipated, so we couldn’t do any cleaning there.” Alice sighed. She still didn’t even know how to clean up broken mana … She had originally expected Illa might teach her, but the potential showdown with several alphas and monster swarms had put an end to those hopes.

“Well, in that case, it’s good that you came back safely,” said Cecilia. “Giant monster swarms can be pretty dangerous if they notice you, and the Sigmusi even attacked the town while you were away. I’m surprised they didn’t ambush the expedition.”

“They did. We were ambushed along the way by people who were probably from the Sigmusi Colonia. Luckily, Illa managed to drive off the main force, and only two people died.” Alice shivered a bit as a memory returned to her. The feeling of an arrow tearing through her shoulder, and a spear nailing her to the ground as she died …

Alice shuddered. “If I was less lucky, I would have died.”

“Oof.” Cecilia winced. “I’m glad you returned, then. So what are you here for? You guys must have just gotten back. I have the results for the mana and food experiment, but I don’t think it’s THAT urgent. Are you here for something else?”

“Yeah.” Alice pulled out the strange rock and held it out to Cecilia. “We found this floating in midair while we were there, but nobody’s perks can turn up anything about it. If it weren’t for the fact that it was floating, we wouldn’t have thought much of it, but the fact nothing we try gives us ANY information on it is bizarre.” Cecilia frowned before she took out a pair of cloth gloves and put them on. They lit up with mana before Cecilia finally grabbed the rock.

“Hmm …” Cecilia began squinting at the rock, and her expression began changing. Alice quickly realized she was using perks and stepped back. Cecilia’s face, however, slowly began to show more and more signs of confusion.

“Nothing. It’s like I’m trying to look at a piece of thin air. No mana. No potential as an enchanting material. It’s just … nothing. But there’s clearly something there!”

Cecilia frowned. “Hold on a second. Let me try …” She disappeared into the back room of the shop. After a few minutes, she reappeared with several strange-looking tools, as well as a long, thin wire. Alice could detect a great deal of mana coming from the wire, showing that it was some sort of enchanted tool. The other tools also emitted mana.

“This is a mana reader. It should be able to detect if the object in question has any mana. It’ll light up to let us know how much mana is contained in the object, and it’s better than my perks for detecting things that might somehow retain mana inside them,” said Cecilia, holding up an object that looked like a clamp before placing it over the rock. “After all, mages don’t actually see mana perfectly, even with perks. Instead, what we usually see is whatever mana leaks out of something. There might be some sort of material that doesn’t leak anything at all, and if that’s the case, this should be able to detect it …”

The clamp did nothing. The rock simply lay on the table, unmoving, while the clamp-shaped mana reader sat on top of it. Nothing else happened.

“Nothing?” Cecilia frowned. “Maybe I’ll try taking away a smaller piece of it. If there’s something inside the rock that’s changing the way it reacts to external observation, maybe that would somehow explain the object? If that’s the case, it would be good to rub or remove the outer shell of the object, so that we can get a better look at whatever is actually causing the problem here.” Cecilia grabbed the wire and began winding it around her fingers as if it were a piece of floss. She also stabilized the rock with a few clamps, ensuring that it wouldn’t move around. Finally, Cecilia brushed her hands along her bracelets, which began to light up with mana. Before long, a thin coat of mana spread across Cecilia’s skin. Several tendrils of mana also began to spread along the surface of the table, as well as the area directly surrounding the table.

“As an [Enchanter], you need to careful with unknown objects. Always make sure you have a few rings protecting you from potential harm. I’ll go into more detail about safety when I actually start teaching you, but remember that you always need to keep up your safety equipment, especially if you’re about to start a more destructive process with an unknown material. Most equipment to measure and analyze things is relatively harmless. However, it’s always good to be careful. This table has some other safety precautions,” Cecilia said almost absent-mindedly.

Then Cecilia took her wore and began slowly pressing it against the top corner of the rock. She very, very carefully began to slice away a very small fragment of rock. The wire didn’t successfully sink into the rock at all—it was as if Cecilia was trying to cut a block of pure steel. Cecilia grabbed several monster cores and touched the wire, and Alice saw most of the mana inside those cores suddenly began to drain out of them and into the wire. The wire began to glow more brightly in her mana vision, and the monster cores became dimmer and dimmer. Then Cecilia tried again. This time, the wire managed to, just barely, nick the tip of the rock.

The moment the tip of the rock was nicked away, Alice saw something completely different. It was like she was looking at a circuit board—however, instead of being made of metals and wires, this was a circuit board formed purely of mana. It wasn’t on par with the fractal Alice had seen when she had nearly overloaded herself with mana a few weeks ago, but it was still a world of difference compared to even the most complicated enchantments Alice had seen so far. And unlike the System’s mana-intervention fractal, which had been so staggeringly complex that Alice was sure no human could possibly create it, this one felt like it could certainly be man-made. It was filled with straight lines, nodes of mana, and a whirlpool of colors that mixed and blended different kinds of mana together.

Several of the nodes of mana shifted to a variety of different colors. Then, seconds later, the rock collapsed completely. It didn’t explode, or pop, or emit visible light. Instead, it was like all the mana inside the rock simply disappeared the moment it detected that it was being observed and the entire rock collapsed into a pile of gravel. In two seconds flat, the incredibly strange, highly valuable material brought back by the expedition turned into scrap.

Alice and Cecilia stared at the pile of rubble. What?

Alice felt a sneaking suspicion. As far as she knew, there was no such thing as a naturally occurring enchantment in this world. Sure, there were plenty of unusual phenomena that could occur wherever mana was. However, the circuit board of lights and mana hadn’t looked like it could be, in any way, shape, or form, naturally occurring. It had looked detailed. Structured. Intended.

And despite all that, nobody’s perks had picked up anything when they were used on the object.

The object was almost certainly man-made, and when they had tried to observe it, it destroyed itself.

Someone had created a strange object for unknown reasons, and it had somehow ended up in the broken mana zone. And that someone hadn’t liked their object being observed, adding in some sort of self-destruct mechanism into it. And, most importantly of all, somehow that object had fooled the System.



Chapter 43

Cecilia dropped the wire, staring at the pile of rubble. She turned to Alice, and panic surfaced in her eyes.

“It … it broke? What? But there was no problem—I checked it with my perks and there was no—” Suddenly, her upset faded completely, replaced by an oddly emotionless and mechanical expression. Alice started to wonder how widespread emotion-modifying perks actually were; using them for long periods of time couldn’t be healthy, right? Seeing Cecilia’s panicked expression suddenly turn into mechanical indifference just felt off. Before Alice could think further, Cecilia continued speaking.

“That should not have been possible,” said Cecilia. “My perks indicated that this procedure wouldn’t be harmful. I triple-checked it to make sure that it wouldn’t be a problem. None of my other perks came up with any information at all. I wasn’t sure if there was actually an interesting item or material inside the rock, or if it was just some sort of fluke, but it shouldn’t have been able to destroy itself like that,” Cecilia said. Even though Alice could tell Cecilia had turned off her emotions, the other girl was still emphasizing words and hissing out some of them. The fact that Alice could still tell what the other girl’s emotions were despite the emotion-smothering perk meant the perk was failing. That, more than anything else, was a sign of how rattled Cecilia was—her face was transitioning back and forth between panic and abnormal calm over and over again. “My perks … my perks said it would be all right. Even if I’m not as high level as my father was …” Cecilia sighed. “I just … I don’t understand. It was a request from Illa, too, and it broke. But my perks …”

Alice was starting to notice a pattern in how people dealt with information in this world. Even while she was on the expedition, the first response the expedition had when encountering strange situations was to throw more perks at it. Most of the time, that was fine—even if no one understood why they were getting information from the System, or how to do it manually, it worked in most cases without a huge issue. But what about a scenario like this, where perks failed? Perks were a readily available tool that could be used by practically anyone, as long as they had the right classes and met the requirements. That meant that people here were very reliant on their perks.

Alice shook her thoughts away before she hesitated. The last thing she hadn’t told other people in this world yet was about her home world’s religions. After all, she still didn’t know how people in this world felt about religious differences. Then she closed her eyes, took a calming breath, and opened her eyes again. If she kept trying to hide for fear of what might happen, it would be hard to progress. That wasn’t to say she was going to blindly shout out all her secrets and information to the world without regard for the consequences—but if she wanted to trust people, and if she wanted other people to trust her, someone needed to take the first step. So far, Cecilia was a bit odd—but Alice felt that she could trust her.

“What perks did you use to look at the rock?”

“I—There was one to appraise the material, which failed. Then there was one to detect enchantments, which gave me nothing—” Cecilia shook her head. “That was obviously wrong—the inside of that rock didn’t look natural at all. There are plenty of weird phenomena that have come out of clusters of mana before, but that wasn’t ‘natural’ at all. It was highly structured and specific. If it wasn’t made by human hands, I’ll make [Enchanter] a secondary class and go farm for the rest of my life. But … my perks claim otherwise. They didn’t claim anything was there at all. When I checked to see if there was a problem with my intended next action, I got nothing. I don’t understand.” Cecilia just sat there, staring at the pile of rubble with a lost expression.

“Well, if it was immune to perks and it was man-made … have you ever thought that someone fooled the System?” Alice asked, finally broaching the topic she had been trying to lead up to. “If something is man-made and exhibits strange properties that contradict your understanding of what should happen when you interact with it, it’s at least plausible that someone created that contradictory property intentionally, right? In this case, immunity to whatever governs the System’s perks.”

“That’s impossible. The System is god,” said Cecilia. It was an immediate response—there was no hesitation, no thought put into the answer. It was as if someone had asked another person what color the sky was, and they had simply responded, “Blue.”

Cecilia frowned. “Wait, but …” She turned back to the pile of rubble sitting on her enchanting table. A moment later, whatever perk Cecilia was using to deal with her emotions seemed to be deactivated, and her face suddenly regained the traces of emotion it had lost. However, in addition to panic and nervousness, Cecilia also looked intrigued. Alice smiled faintly; the most important aspect of exploring the world around you was curiosity. Without that, it was nearly impossible to move forward. Even if Alice was only an ordinary science nerd that had just started high school, even she knew that the one of the biggest driving forces behind human advancement was curiosity. And right now, Cecilia seemed very curious.

“Alice, you’re raising the question of whether the System is actually a god, right? Or, at least, you’re trying to go down a road of thinking that implies that the System isn’t a god. You don’t seem to react to the idea of the System not being god the same way most people would, either. Do you have some sort of reason for this?”

“I do. Is there some way to ensure we aren’t being monitored here?”

“I have a perk that isolates sound and makes it harder to read lips. It isn’t perfect, and it’s pretty common and easy to pick up, so there are also plenty of ways to get around it. It’s much worse than perks that classes like [Town Leaders] get. However, it would still require a specialized class or achievement to work around, so it’s much better than nothing,” said Cecilia. Even though Alice was paying attention to the girl, as well as the air around her, she didn’t notice anything. But judging from Cecilia’s satisfied expression, the perk must be working now.

“I’ll tell you the truth, because you agreed to research with me, and because I’m going to be learning from you, and because I think you’re someone I can trust,” said Alice. She took another deep breath. Somehow, even though she felt resolved to tell Cecilia more about her home world, it was hard to make the words come out. She hadn’t spoken a word of it, because even though people here seemed relatively friendly, she had no clue how they would react to a direct challenge to their faith. Still, Cecilia had already seen something shocking and seemed to be coping with it.

“On my home world, there was no System at all.”

“WHAT?” Cecilia’s expression warped into total confusion. After a few moments, her expression began to morph into an expression of frustration before switching back to a mechanical, doll-like expressionlessness. “But you—you made it sound like humans were doing well there. Challenging the System’s divinity is already dubious, but … it has to have existed for humans to flourish. If there wasn’t a System, how could humans do anything? That’s ridiculous!”

“There was no System, but there was also no mana or monsters. I think you heard that already, didn’t you?”

Cecilia nodded.

“I remember talking to you about my experiments—I wanted to trade an achievement with you, in exchange for getting some of my [Enchanter] learning for free. Did I ever tell you why I started those experiments? I wanted to investigate mana in this world—after all, it wasn’t present at home. And what I want to know, more than anything else, is what the System is. From my perspective, it’s a seemingly illogical existence—it is very strangely similar to video games at home. However, video games at home are all fictional—not to mention, in video games, things like stats are used to create a simplified model of reality for people to interact with. Stats are used to make the world easier to simulate, and to make players progress as they play through the game. Whereas, here, in this dimension, a made-up way to simplify reality when making games for people to play is reality. Every person here thinks gaining stats and leveling up is just normal. You can see why that would be surprising, right? So I’ve been exploring and trying to figure out how mana and the System work.”

“I … kind of get it? I feel like I’m missing a lot of context behind the words game displayed using metal and light, but I can at least understand part of what you’re talking about.” Alice winced, realizing her language skill had no Illvarian word for video game and had thus come up with complete nonsense when she tried to say, “Video game.”

“A … Well, a ‘game displayed using light and metal’ is … Do children here have any games that they play? Or … um, books that they read? Well, I know paper and ink are expensive, but storytelling must still be popular, right? I’ve heard of [Bards] before, and the perks I saw for the class in the church’s book seemed mostly related to storytelling and singing.”

“Yeah, we have stories here.”

“A video game is … like when we use tools to make pictures of a story, and then let people make choices for the characters in those stories. And video games take that a step further—for example, you might get a choice early on in a game for having your character train swordsmanship versus spearmanship, and that would change the way the story develops in the future or something. And to represent that, we would usually change around stats and skills. BUT we don’t have those things on my actual home world—they’re used to make simple models of reality when we need them. At home, there are no stats, levels, or classes.”

“Then how do you know who’s better than other people at stuff? How do you hire people for jobs? Actually, how do you know who’s better at anything without numbers to back it up? Trying to hire somebody without numbers to back up their ability must be a nightmare.”

“Those subjects are … really complicated if you’re not familiar with the social structure of my home dimension, and I’m not going to get into it right now. But my point is, at home, there is no System. No numbers, no magic, no classes or stats. And yet, here, there IS one, and it seems to be directly related to mana somehow, and now there was a weird substance that looked like a rock on the outside that somehow stepped way outside the System’s perks or found a way to stop people from scanning it. More importantly, it seems to be man-made. In other words, someone deliberately fooled the System. I don’t know about you, but I want to know why the System exists. And how. Because all this is way outside of my understanding of reality, and I want to know how it all fits together and how it works.”

“All right. I understand your goal,” said Cecilia, visibly hesitating. “And?”

“And … would you like to explore it with me? I have some massive gaps in my understanding of the way this world works, and it definitely gets in the way of my research sometimes. I also miss things sometimes, and I have a hard time taking risks, and you already seemed interested in the subject, and there’ll probably be a lot of stats and achievements along the way! Granted, the rock seemed to totally ignore the existence of several aspects of the System, so I can’t promise you with certainty that all those stats, skills, and abilities are going to always be useful, but … do you want to explore the nature of reality with me?” asked Alice. Her heart was pounding, and she felt more nervous than she had ever felt before.

“It’s … a lot to think about. Especially because, if I say yes, I’m accepting on some level that a lot of my beliefs are being thrown out the window. I’ve been part of the Church of the Almighty System for … my entire life,” said Cecilia, after some thought. She turned back to the pile of rubble. Then she turned back to Alice before she simply stared into space, deep in thought. Alice chose not to disturb her; it was a lot to take in, and Cecilia clearly needed some time to think. Several minutes passed that way. Finally, Cecilia turned back to Alice. “All right, I’m in. I want to know who the heck managed to make that object and how. Whatever it was, it was … not like any enchantment I’ve ever seen before. Whoever made it was leagues above what I’m capable of. I want to know who made it, and why, and how. Because I’m curious.”

Alice felt her lips curl into a happy grin as she let out a breath of relief. “I’m … glad.”

“So, where do we start? Rather, what have you done so far? In retrospect, the experiment you told me about makes a lot more sense, and I can also see why you were working so hard to figure out how skills and attributes interact with mana. Why were you trying so hard to figure out what powers mana, though? I can see why it would be interesting, but I can’t see how it directly relates to exploring how the System works.”

“It’s because I was trying to set up some of the background information I thought I would need in future experiments; specifically, I wanted to know how to cut myself off from mana to check whether or not it’s really impossible to survive without it. That sets up a lot of other experiments I wanted to do in the future, but many of them require me to mess with mana concentration—and if I can’t survive in an environment without mana anymore, I need to know that NOW. After all, in my home world, there was no mana, so it’s unlikely that people really can’t survive without mana—or, well, that was my original thought, at least,” said Alice.

“However, I saw the Immortal of Song and Shadow a few hours ago, and she looked like she was made out of mana. Which makes me wonder, is the amount of mana inside a person what makes it problematic for people in this world to be cut off from mana? My original theory was that mana was somehow enhancing people’s muscles, but at this point, I’m starting to wonder if mana outright replaces muscles somehow. Since I have less mana inside my body than a regular person, I can still safely check … I hope. I also think this area of study hasn’t been that heavily explored; after all, there are still rigorous safety requirements for experiments, and nobody would just perform experiments likely to harm participants without worrying about the consequences. Unless they’re part of an organization like the Society of Starry Eyes. As a result, the number of experiments I’ve heard of that actively check how people react to having mana cut off from them is very low, if there are any at all. Most of what I’ve heard of comes from circumstances that make people think that being cut off from mana is probably lethal. I won’t put another human into a risky experiment. But I can see what happens if I cut myself off from mana, right?”

Cecilia frowned before, finally, she nodded slowly. “That’s where I come in, I take it?”

“Yeah. I think it’s probably safe, but I really need someone to hit the safety switch if it turns out to be dangerous for me. And, of course, someone else to observe what’s happening would also be a massive help to gathering data. And I only have a vague idea how to make a ‘mana-less’ room, and I’m pretty sure an [Enchanter] could make that way easier, right?”

“Yeah, it’s definitely possible with the right seeds and materials. In that case … to cut yourself off from mana, you would need enchantments to block mana from moving around. Mana can move through solid objects, so just using walls or something wouldn’t do it. Apart from that, you would need some way to drain the mana in the room. Say, do you have any magic seed slots left?”

“Two. I also have an [Organic Seed] that I don’t really know how to use—it has very little mana inside it. I haven’t messed with it too much yet.”

“It sounds like you really need to get a seed devoted to interacting with pure mana, as well as a good grasp of how to make enchantments. I don’t have any seed slots left, and it’ll be several levels before I’m likely to get another one. Since there’s no way to change a seed once it’s created, that means you’re going to be the one building the equipment for this mana-isolating room.”

“Pure mana, huh … Yeah, that makes a lot of sense, actually. If I want to test interactions with mana, a way to manipulate mana will be useful for me anyway. I also still need to learn how to clean up broken mana, and that might give me some ideas on how it works. Illa hasn’t gotten around to that yet … Hmm.”

Cecilia looked at the nearly empty store for a while before turning back to Alice.

“Since we’re doing this together, I’ll waive the lesson fees entirely—whatever I get out of this is likely going to be worth a bunch of levels in most of my classes, after all. Do you want to work on getting [Enchanter]? We should still have some time before Illa chews me out for destroying the rock.” Cecilia’s eyes twitched slightly at that.

“I … I don’t think she will be too upset. Or at least, I hope not—it looks like the rock was made to destroy itself and was built by someone much higher level than you. If you talk about it and explain the details, she might be disappointed, but I don’t think Illa is someone unreasonable enough to get mad at you for failing a task you had no possibility of succeeding in.”

“I hope so.” Cecilia sounded depressed when she said that. “I’ll think about it in a few hours. Illa will probably come by to check on us sooner or later, and she almost certainly has other details to sort out since the expedition just ended. For now, I’ll explain the basic principles of enchanting.”

“All right, sounds good,” Alice said eagerly. She had been waiting for this. Her first real lesson in enchanting was going to be critical for a lot of her future experiments, and a part of her was just excited at the idea of creating real enchanted items. Her first lesson in enchanting had begun.



Chapter 44

Let’s see … if I recall correctly, you wanted to focus on consumable enchanting but learn both types of enchanting, right?” asked Cecilia, looking at Alice. Her twitchy and nervous expression slowly faded as the topic of enchanting came up, and Alice could see that the girl was truly passionate about the subject.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought made the most sense—you said you mostly specialize in consumable enchanting, and so I figured you could probably teach me more in that subject.”

“That’s true, but based on what you’ve been describing, you might actually want to focus on traditional enchanting first. Traditional enchanting is what you would want in order to make, for example, the walls of a mana-less room,” said Cecilia. “And your perks will help you out a lot in choosing a specialty anyway—after all, perks won’t lead you astr—Ermm.” Cecilia looked at the pile of rubble sitting on her enchanting table. “Perks are … usually reliable, at least. I have never been led astray by one before today.”

“If that’s the easiest way to make a room with no mana in it, I guess I can focus my attention on traditional enchanting for now. But would you at least give me a basic overview of how both work? Right now, I know what distinguishes consumable enchanting, traditional enchanting, and System enchanting from each other, but I don’t know how everything actually works when making an enchantment.”

Cecilia seemed to think it over before she nodded.

“All right, we’ll start with the very basics, then. To create an enchantment, you need three things—first, you need a concept. This is akin to the heart of an enchantment—in essence, it is what tells the enchantment what to do. For example, the novice ring I showed you the first time you came to my shop—it has the concept of ‘lock onto an object moving faster than the speed I described using my mana, then stop its movement.’ This can, theoretically, be anything, as long as you have the right seeds to go with it,” Cecilia began as she pulled out an iron ring. Alice recognized it as the ring that had stopped a piece of iron Cecilia had moved using her mana.

As if to make sure Alice hadn’t forgotten what the iron ring did, Cecilia grabbed a disc of metal from a crate and suddenly flung it toward herself—hard. A moment later, the ring flashed with mana, and the metal disc halted in midair.

“That being said, remember, enchantments are dumb; they can’t remember instructions that are too complicated. It’s one of the reasons why organic magic isn’t very popular for [Enchanters]—you just can’t get an enchantment to remember the dozens of different ways you need to be able to interact with even a small and seemingly simple bone, because there are way too many variations on how a bone can break. So an enchantment made using organic magic is more likely to hurt the patient than heal them. Just like a novice [Organic Mage], before they get perks to help them out.”

Alice paused a moment, taking that information in. She knew that [Organic Mages] were highly valued by most people. After all, they were the healers of this world. They could regrow limbs in seconds. But she hadn’t considered how difficult it was to actually use organic mana. The idea that they needed perks just to control their magic made her wonder whether other kinds of mages had similar problems. Kinetic mages seemed to function just fine, even without perks, but she didn’t have an electromagnetic seed or a thermal seed …

Cecilia’s voice broke Alice back out of her thoughts. “So the first aspect of enchanting is the instructions you want to encode into an object. These instructions are processed via your magic seeds, which is why traditional and consumable enchanting can only be done by mages. If you don’t have any magic seeds, no matter how well you fulfill the other two requirements for making and using an enchantment, you can’t make anything.

“The second thing you need to make an enchantment is mana. Specifically, you can use monster cores as a power source. We’ve already covered this in detail, so I won’t go over it again, but you need mana to make traditional and consumable enchantments work. This is one of the big appeals of being an [Enchanter]; an enchantment could have dozens or hundreds of Mariums beyond what the actual [Enchanter] has available if they rely on their seeds. Even if enchantments tend to be inflexible compared to humans, when it comes to sheer quantity of mana, enchantments have much more fuel available than humans. Monsters have more mana than humans as well, after all; they just waste much more when using magic.”

Concept and mana? Alice frowned, absently thinking through the idea. While she didn’t have a good idea of what it meant to process a set of instructions via her magic seeds, the fact that it seemed possibly to directly translate her ideas into an enchantment once she knew what she was doing was important information. It would definitely make her first major goal—a room with no mana in it—much easier to achieve. Alice shook herself out of her thoughts, refocusing on Cecilia as the other girl continued speaking.

“However, you’ve probably also noticed, a variety of materials is needed to create enchantments as well—it isn’t as simple as just dumping mana into any random material after processing the mana and then calling it a day. The third thing you need to create an enchantment is a proper set of materials,” said Cecilia. She held up the ring that she had been toying with, revealing the inside of the ring—Alice could faintly make out that the ring was actually composed of two layers of material. The outer band of material, exactly as she had previously assumed, was just regular iron. There was nothing particularly special about it, and it seemed to mostly be there for the purposes of helping the ring maintain its shape and keep the inner materials safe. However, the inner band of the ring was made up of totally different materials—there was a band of some sort of green rock inside it, and Alice could easily make out glimmers of gray and silver mana flickering inside the ring. It was somewhat similar to the way the strange rock’s chunks of mana had looked, except that it was dozens, if not hundreds, of times less complex.

“I said earlier that enchantments can’t process complex instructions, right? This is because the number of ‘trigger conditions’ an enchantment can remember is restricted by whatever material you use to lock in mana. For example, the material for this ring is greenstone—a basic and common material that is relatively popular with [Enchanters] because of its low price. It is mostly compatible with kinetic magic, as well as other types of concepts based on moving things around. However, it can only remember one ‘trigger condition’ and one follow-up instruction. In this case, the enchantment’s activation condition is an object moving too quickly. Once it is activated, it follows up by stopping the object from moving. If I was a better [Enchanter] when I made this ring, I would have remembered to add a clause to the condition, telling it to stop focusing on an object once it stopped moving. But I was a new [Enchanter], and so I messed up.”

Cecilia blushed slightly. “It was my first enchantment for a reason. My father laughed for a solid minute after I finished making it; I was so proud of myself, and then my father found a way to make the ring outspend its mana source in less than a minute. Anyway, more complex enchanting materials can hold much more complex sets of instructions as well. However, those tend to be much rarer—which is where [Adventurers] come in.”

“What about [Adventurers]?” asked Alice. At this point, she had heard people mention [Adventurers] several times on this planet—however, it seemed very different from Alice’s initial conception of what an [Adventurer] should be like. Instead of going into dungeons (which didn’t seem to exist on this world) and slaying monsters, most people seemed to think of them as opportunistic treasure hunters with short life spans.

“[Adventurers] are, in essence, people who try to gather enchanting materials from the wilds and then sell them in cities. Well, they also try to sell a variety of other things besides JUST enchanting materials—monster parts, interesting odds and ends, whatever will sell, really. They go into the wild for long periods of time in order to search for these materials and usually grab perks based around locating and hiding from monsters, locating materials that might be valuable, and miscellaneous things like pathfinding. Of course, some have other specialties or work in teams; however, at the end of the day, they’re people who try to strike it rich by risking their lives to snatch materials out of monster-infested regions.” Cecilia shrugged. “Usually, it’s the route people who are economically desperate take if they don’t want to risk a mana baptism. Whether this improves their survival rate is debatable.”

Cecilia had a somewhat strange expression as she talked about [Adventurers], and Alice couldn’t help but wonder if the sort of mixed feelings Cecilia seemed to have toward the profession was common in this world. Other people certainly seemed to view them as potential troublemakers—at the same time, Alice couldn’t help but feel that [Adventurers] were actually quite similar to gold miners from home, in a way. They went into dangerous areas hoping to get lucky and end up rich; it’s just that one braved monsters and mana poisoning, while the other braved cave-ins and getting poisoned by bad air.

“That is … very different from how [Adventurers] were portrayed back at my home,” said Alice.

“How were they portrayed?” asked Cecilia, curious.

“Well … they had this image of amazing monster slayers who would go into the depths of dangerous places, kill everything there, and then get lots of treasure and leave.”

“I thought your home world didn’t have monsters, though? If so, why were there stories of people hunting monsters? That doesn’t make any sense.”

“That … Huh.” Alice frowned. That actually was quite strange, wasn’t it? Granted, she hadn’t seen any monsters in this world that actually resembled a monster from legends and stories on Earth—no Nemean lions or chimeras existed here, just animals that were dumb as bricks, wanted to eat mana, and usually had a magic seed or two to power up their activities. “I have absolutely no clue. Perhaps monsters were present on Earth at some point in the past? Wait, but if they had no mana, how would they survive? Monsters suffocate without mana … Hmm.” Alice frowned. “I’m completely stumped. If I ever get back home, I’ll look into it. But I have no clue how I could investigate the subject without being on Earth.”

Cecilia shrugged. “I guess. Weird, but whatever. Anyway, your description of an [Adventurer] sounds like either an Immortal or a fool with a death wish.” Cecilia frowned. “Actually, that sounds like both. Even Immortals wouldn’t survive strolling into dangerous areas left and right—that’s how you end up as a monster’s lunch. A few people did reach Immortality by more or less doing what you described, but those people usually stop after they reach Immortality, or they disappear into the history books within a few centuries of reaching Immortality. It’s a very risky lifestyle. [Adventurers] have also started growing less common over the years—people are always finding new ways to artificially create enchanting materials, after all. Greenstone is artificially created, and it’s fairly cheap—which is part of why kinetic magic is growing in popularity among [Enchanters]. Enchanting materials aren’t really easy to mass-produce yet, but it’s getting closer as time passes, and the prices for simple materials like greenstone are starting to become more affordable than equivalent materials found by [Adventurers]. If you want something that can remember some mixture of two or three ifs and thens, you can probably find it made by a starving magic university student trying to earn some tuition money. You don’t need particularly specialized perks for it, after all. Nobody can make materials that hold more than three instructions artificially, and the process is somewhat labor-intensive, but I expect that will change within a few decades. People have even been speculating that a new class will be created soon just based around making enchanting materials.” Cecilia sighed. “People can’t predict the intentions of the System with accuracy, though—after all, it’s … Well, even if it can be fooled, it’s very close to a god, at least.”

Alice took a moment to remind herself that, even though the people in this world seriously struggled to manage situations where their perks outright fed them wrong information, they were far from stupid. If they wanted a material to maximize the output of their mages, it made total sense that they would invest in finding ways to artificially mass-produce that material.

“Are there any differences in these requirements that change when doing consumable versus traditional enchanting?”

“No. Although for a consumable enchantment, you don’t need much information-processing material—the amount used can be much lower. Usually just a little fleck of it. You also don’t need to worry about keeping the base material safe—after all, everything is going to get destroyed after one use anyway. Who cares about keeping materials safe for long-term use?” Cecilia shrugged. “Basically, you can slap a bit of greenstone onto a mana core and use a perk to fasten them together. Should be available at level ten. If you’re not interested in spending a perk slot, there are some material options like glue available, but they’re kind of expensive, since they need high-level craftsmen to make them. That kind of defeats the point of a consumable enchantment, which is to make otherwise low-value materials into something useful and sell it for a cheap and quick profit. But if you’re planning on just buying them or creating them for research purposes, it might do well enough.”

Alice decided she would think about it whenever she got to level ten in [Enchanter]. Right now, she didn’t even have the class, so while making plans in advance wasn’t a bad idea, it was still a bit far away from her.

“That makes sense. So, for making a room with no mana in it, I’m assuming I would need a material to remember instructions, some walls I can throw those materials into, and a pure mana seed to actually make the enchantment?”

“That’s the easiest way that I can think of to do it. If you’re willing to pay a [Blacksmith], you could put the enchanting materials inside some sort of metal wall. That being said, that’s probably both expensive and overkill—you could also make some sort of paint that blocks mana out and then just manually drain the room afterward. There are a few enchanting materials that are liquids, even though most are solids; the liquid ones are a bit sketchier, because you NEED to make sure they’re mixed properly if you combine them with other stuff. Otherwise, the whole enchantment might break down. Of course, even before then, I recommend getting a few levels in [Enchanter] to help you actually make enchantments without screwing up.”

“That sounds like a good idea to me—what do I actually need to do to get the [Enchanter] class? Or the [Apprentice Enchanter] class?”

“Make three enchantments. They don’t have to actually work—you just need to try to do so three times while using the correct materials and going through a process that should give you an enchantment. Basically, you can screw up and it won’t be a big deal. Apart from that, study enchanting for ten hours under a teacher or twenty hours on your own. The teacher doesn’t need to have a [Teacher] class—they just need an [Enchanter] class. Pretty easy.” Cecilia walked toward a bin of various rocks—Alice could see that several of them had similar colors and textures, and most of them resembled the band of greenstone inside Cecilia’s first ring.

“These are also greenstone. You can try to make a few basic enchantments with them,” said Cecilia. “I’ll stick around and help you for a while. We can put off telling Illa about the rock destroying itself until tomorrow, right?”

“… probably?” Alice felt like Cecilia was trying to avoid the problem a little bit too much, but given the awkward circumstances of Cecilia accidentally destroying a strange material she was asked to investigate with no results, Alice didn’t blame her for wanting to push the problem away for a little bit longer. Besides, at this point, Alice was excited to try to make her first enchantment.
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	Through training, you have increased an attribute!




	Willpower +1, Magic +2









	Through training, you have increased a skill!




	Basic Enchanting 0 → 6









	You have leveled up!




	Explorer of Magic: 34 → 37






“Your instruction encoding is messy,” said Cecilia, looking over Alice’s first attempt at creating an enchanted item. “However, even though it can’t be called a successful attempt at creating an item, it also can’t be considered a total failure. Even if it doesn’t do what it’s supposed to, it does spend mana to create an effect on the outside world. For a first work, it’s not bad.”

Alice looked over her own work, pushing aside a mild headache as she tried to eye the piece critically. After learning how to convert her mana into a set of instructions and then set up an enchantment inside a band of greenstone, Alice had gotten to work making her first ring. Under Cecilia’s instructions, Alice had done her best to make a copy of Cecilia’s first enchanted ring. While there were three things required for creating an enchanted item, fundamentally, encoding the instructions of an item was the most difficult and time-consuming part of the process—as well as the only part that actually cost mana. Slowly, Alice had attempted to hammer out a set of magic instructions inside a band of greenstone.

She had messed up at some critical moments during the enchanting process. The band of greenstone in front of her was, fundamentally, incapable of doing what it was supposed to do. Instead of stopping any materials that moved too quickly within a given area, it instead slowed down all objects within a given area as long as it had enough mana. This included the user, making the band basically useless. It hindered the wearer, and worse, it chewed through mana at an obscene rate in order to do so. However, Alice wasn’t dissatisfied with the result—after all, it was her first time enchanting, and she wasn’t particularly good at magic yet, either. She had been formally learning magic for around a month now, and half of that was spent on the expedition, where Illa was mostly focused on managing things and didn’t have time to teach her. For her to create a result that did something despite that fact felt like a success to her. She would get better with practice.

She gave the small band of greenstone a light grin as she rubbed her temples. The headache was growing worse—hours spent squinting at a tiny band of rock and mana probably weren’t great for her eyes, and they were beginning to take its toll on her body.

“How about we take a break? Your concentration was beginning to falter a bit toward the end,” said Cecilia.

Alice resisted the urge to pop open her status screen and grab another perk. She could do it when she wasn’t in the middle of a conversation with Cecilia. That being said, the idea of getting another perk from [Explorer of Magic] made her feel excited—perks from that class were always interesting, because she never knew what she was going to acquire.

“That reminds me—I already mentioned it earlier, but did you want to look over the results of food and mana regeneration? I’ve been meaning to talk to you about it.”

“Definitely. What did you find?” Alice resisted the urge to shuffle around, a mix of nerves and excitement buzzing around under her tongue. Her first experiment on this world could be considered more a form of observing and information-gathering rather than a real experiment. Experimenting with food and mana could be considered her first real experiment, in that sense; it was something that, as far as she knew, no one on this world had tried testing and that might produce real, concrete observations. Best of all, she didn’t need to worry about keeping the results secret; after all, mana was a well-researched topic on this planet. Unlike experiments involving the System, nobody here would mind learning more about magic and mana. Even the Church of Mana actively encouraged mages to explore and learn about the world and the way mana worked. So nobody would complain if she shared her results far and wide.

“I found that there wasn’t much change, actually. Here …” Cecilia got out a precious piece of paper, where she had written down the results of her observations as she changed around her food.

“I spent almost a solid week only eating mana-rich foods, and there wasn’t any change at all in my mana regeneration,” said Cecilia. “I still regenerated mana at about 3 percent an hour, based on all my perks and achievements. In other words, there was no change, or if there was a change, it was too small for me to notice. My perk for measuring mana rounds to the nearest Marium. When I switched to food with no mana in it, during the second week you were gone, the results were the same; at least over an observation period of five days, eating food with no mana in it didn’t influence my mana regeneration at all.”

Alice looked carefully over the piece of paper. The results written down detailed Cecilia’s meals as well as her mana regeneration rate. It even went as far as detailing her daily activities that involved mana, which was a useful source of information Alice had forgotten to take into account; even if it was common sense that Mariums were regenerated at the same rate regardless of activity, Alice was here to investigate whether common sense was correct.

“During the expedition, my usage of mana was somewhat inconsistent, so my results might have been contaminated by that. I picked all my food beforehand; unless the fact that it was kept inside a storage perk contaminated the results of the experiment in some other way, it doesn’t seem like my mana regeneration changed at all, either.” Alice said, wincing. She was beginning to think that her hypothesis about the link between food and mana was completely wrong.

“Does that mean that food doesn’t have any relation to mana production?” said Cecilia, voicing the same idea Alice had started to suspect.

“It … at least seems to be that way,” said Alice. “There could be some other explanations for this, but at the very least, it seems like this idea is lower priority for now. Well, I had a lot of possible ideas for where mages get their mana from, so hitting a few dead ends is to be expected. It just means diet probably doesn’t impact mana regeneration. We also didn’t have a control for the experiment, but since there are only two of us right now, it’s a bit difficult to have one. In fact … Come to think of it, getting a control in this world seems really difficult in general. Everyone’s perks and attributes are different, which creates a ridiculously high level of variance …” Alice frowned. After a moment, she sighed, switching back to the results of the mana/food experiment. For now, she could focus on that.

“Fine. What other tests did you plan on running?”

“I want to cut a mage off from sunlight to see if mages are somehow turning sunlight into energy for using magic. Apart from that, I wanted to see what happened if you cut a mage off from the mana in the air around them—after all, it’s entirely plausible that mages get mana from the air as well. Humans already naturally suck in mana whenever they gain stats and skills, as well as at most other times in lesser quantities for unknown reasons. Since humans are already absorbing mana basically all the time, it would make sense if mages never noticed that they suck in a bit more mana or something when they’re low. In all honesty, it’s the test I have the highest hopes for; it is just that that test is also the most difficult to run without materials, so I haven’t been able to set up an experiment for it yet.”

“The bit about sunlight slightly confuses me, but I can certainly see how mages would get mana from the air around them,” said Cecilia. “I agree that it’s a fairly reasonable line of questioning to pursue.”

“The issue is that we still can’t isolate mana from an environment right now, thus making it hard to test. It’ll be good to look into later, though,” said Alice, trying to project confidence. Now that she knew what she was missing, it was just a matter of getting better at enchanting and making a pure mana seed.

“Hmm … You know, now that I think about it, I’m sure there are probably at least a few mages who enjoy holing up inside libraries or houses too much, but I’ve never heard of anyone developing any sort of mana-regeneration deficiency. It isn’t impossible that people would overlook it, but at the very least, it seems unlikely,” Cecilia said after some thought. “Bookworm mages trying to get a few more perks related to reading or practice can probably spend long periods of time indoors without sunlight; oil for lighting isn’t cheap, but it isn’t terribly expensive, either, and some [Enchanters] also make tools like enchanted lights to provide fancier and more convenient lighting. Even if those are expensive, I feel like someone would have noticed a problem in all these years of studying magic.”

“All right, that’s a good point. I’ll still try it at some point, but I’ll put it lower on the priority list and won’t expect much in the way of results, I guess.” Alice smiled. “I’m glad I decided to talk with you about this—sometimes it’s easy for me to miss things.”

Cecilia nodded. “That’s normal—people do research in groups for a reason. If it was so easy to make discoveries, everyone would be doing it left and right. And everyone can make mistakes or get tunnel vision from time to time.” Then Cecilia tapped her fingers against her chin, deep in thought.

“Let’s see … for isolating mana, we’re still waiting on you to get some more enchanting proficiency, as well as form your pure mana seed. I assume you’ve settled on that one?”

“Yeah—I’ll form it tonight. I’ll still have one empty slot left afterward. Any suggestions?”

“You already formed an organic seed, right?”

“Yeah. It was … not my most well-considered action, but I have an organic seed now.”

“In that case, I actually recommend holding on to that last slot for a while—you’re going to have your hands full learning to manipulate pure mana and organic materials and enchant with them anyway, and trying to divert your attention three ways while still boosting your familiarity with kinetic magic is probably biting off more than you can chew. It might work out if you don’t need to sleep at all or have some other way of massively boosting time efficiency, but I don’t think you have one, do you?”

“Not yet, sadly.”

Cecilia gave Alice a slight grin. “In that case, you can dream of it in the future. For now, however, focus more on what you can accomplish with the time you have.” Cecilia frowned. “Apart from that, I noticed you absorbing an awful lot of mana when you finished enchanting earlier—did you pick up some mixture of levels or achievements? If you got a new perk or achievement, it might help us get somewhere, experiment-wise. You never know.”

“You’re right,” said Alice, finally giving her new perk options a glance. She had decided to wait until the end of the conversation to be polite, but since Cecilia had brought it up, she wouldn’t dither anymore.




	Another seed

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 35 or higher




	Allows you to gain another seed of magic, which has a maximum mana conversion ratio of 47%.




	Walker of many paths

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 35 or higher




	All magic seeds you have formed as a result of the [Explorer of Magic] class or achievements gain 12% mana conversion ratio. This applies to all future seeds you form as well.




	Expanding comprehension

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 35 or higher




	You may choose any magic seed and increase its maximum conversion ratio by 60% by integrating more of your understanding of the core concept of the seed in question. Exact gains are dependent upon your understanding of the magic seed in question.




	Broken seed

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 35 or higher




	You gain the ability to break one of your magic seeds every month without harming your body, allowing you to switch out one magic seed for another.






Alice threw out {Another Seed} first—she hadn’t even used up her last seed slot yet, so she didn’t need another slot right now. {Expanding Comprehension} wasn’t particularly interesting, either—even though it gave her a better mana conversion ratio, it didn’t do anything amazing. By contrast, {Walker of Many Paths} and {Broken Seed} were far more interesting. If Alice was going purely for combat proficiency, {Walker of Many Paths} was probably the best option; after all, it would allow her to dramatically increase the strength of a variety of seeds. Even if mages tended to focus their efforts on a few magic seeds, with {Walker of Many Paths} Alice could instead create a rather unique combat style, built around using a wide variety of different abilities and outspending enemies with her massive mana reserves. After all, 12 percent mana conversion ratio on every seed she had would eventually stack up to an absurd amount of extra mana. Not to mention, her mana conversion ratio seemed to affect how easy it was to control the mana inside a seed to some extent. Her organic seed was harder to control because of its low conversion ratio, and {Walker of Many Paths} would make things easier for her. In fact, it would directly double the mana conversion ratio of her three extra magic seeds as well, giving her a big boost in both quantity and control of magic. Furthermore, it would, at least occasionally, scale with seeds she grabbed in the future. Even if 12 percent wasn’t a massive amount, it was far from small, and she was likely to pick up more seed slots eventually.

On the other hand, {Broken Seed} offered a lot of things she was interested in. For one, it would allow her to observe the process of forming a magic seed over and over again, which was highly appealing. That would definitely net her some levels in [Explorer of Magic] and [Scientist]. For another, it would allow her a lot of flexibility when it came to enchanting; after all, most [Enchanters] had a severe limit on what they could do, since most of them picked up weird and suboptimal seeds to get around the inherent lack of flexibility of most enchantments. If Alice could scrap seeds she didn’t need anymore, or switch them around to suit whatever she wanted to work on, that would give her a lot of room to mess with different concepts and ideas as well as give her a better grasp of the rules that actually governed magic seed formation. Most importantly, it would let her experiment with a wide variety of different magic types, which seemed to be exactly what gained her levels in [Explorer of Magic]. What better way was there to explore magic than to keep trying out new things? The perk would ultimately do wonders for her ability to interact with and understand magic and the world around her. Not to mention, Alice wasn’t aware of any other method to switch magic seeds around—as far as she knew, once you picked a magic seed, that was it. There would probably be other ways and other opportunities to boost her magic seed conversion ratios in the future, but she had no clue whether any of her classes would offer such a useful perk for messing around and testing things.

Did she want to be better at fighting, or did she want to discover more of the world around her?

When she thought about it that way, there was only one option. She would be much better at fighting once she learned how to multitask, but she would much rather be in a lab or library than on a battlefield.

Alice picked {Broken Seed}. A wave of mana gathered from the air around her, diving into her body and worming its way toward the magic core behind her heart. Alice suddenly had a random thought—what would happen if she tried to pick a perk while in a room isolated from mana? She had no clue, and doing so might harm her. On the other hand, she was suddenly very curious. In fact, for that matter, what would happen if she tried to gain a skill in a room without mana? Alice had avoided meeting the skill requirements for a few things that, realistically, she should have had already; for example, even though she would probably have a low skill level, she could probably get a few dozen levels in {Advanced Mathematics} whenever she stopped dodging the requirements. This was something that was entirely possible to test once she had a mana-less room.

“Anything good?” Cecilia asked, seeing the mana around Alice stop moving.

“Yes, actually. I can change my magic seeds now.” Alice grinned. Then, before Cecilia could ask any follow-up questions, Alice barreled ahead with her new idea.

“Hey, Cecilia, does anyone know if messing with the mana flowing into people’s bodies can cause damage to them? Like, has anyone tried to weaponize it during a war or anything along those lines?”

“No. It’s too difficult and inefficient to mess with that—if you have the mana to be screwing around with objects so far away from your body, you might as well just electrocute them or fire a rock at them. It’s a much easier way to kill people. Why do you ask?”

“I was just wondering—there’s a big flood of mana whenever we pick up a skill or a level, right? What happens if we cut off the mana and then still try to get the skill?”

Cecilia paused, staring at Alice. “I have no idea.”

“That would let us more clearly define cause and effect—for now, I’ve had a lot of suspicions that mana somehow creates skills and attributes.”

“Based on what we’ve seen so far, that does make sense.”

“That being said, there’s still some small chance that maybe gaining a skill or something just causes a reaction that pulls in mana, or does something else weird.”

“That is also possible, yes.” Cecilia said.

“Well, I have avoided meeting the requirements to gain {Advanced Mathematics} for multiple weeks now, because I wanted to get a better idea of how a skill looks while it’s forming whenever I got some better instruments or perks to measure things. I think that whenever we get a mana-less room, I want to see what happens if I meet the requirements for {Advanced Mathematics} without any mana near me.”

Cecilia’s eyes widened and then began to shine. “That sounds interesting,” she said after a while.

Alice let herself grin slightly. “It does, doesn’t it?”

“You need to hurry up and get better at enchanting—suddenly, I’m very curious to see what will happen next.”

“So am I.” Alice smiled, thinking of the experiments she would be able to run in a month or two—before she winced. “But first, I need to find out if I’m still employed.”

“Why wouldn’t you be?”

“I was hired by Illa to keep the mages in town, especially the ones who were thinking of running away. The idea was that their reputation would take a pretty big blow if a newly baptized teenager stuck around in town while working under Illa and all of them ran away.”

“And now the Immortal came much faster than expected, meaning the danger is already partly resolved?”

“Yup.” Alice winced again.

Cecilia sighed. “All right, let’s go face Illa. If we’re going to make plans for the future, we need to know what’s going on. Besides, I was originally planning on leaving Cyra in a month and a half—I’ve gotten a good chunk of the legal work done for buying a shop back north, where things are a bit more stable, and where my house doesn’t remind me of my dad. If you don’t have a job, we’ll figure something out. I think that your experiments could lead to something amazing at the end of the day. I still want in.”

Alice nodded. She felt awkward returning to Illa’s mansion, so for tonight, she would find one of the town’s inns and stay there. Before she left for the night, she made arrangements with Cecilia: tomorrow, they would meet up and go face Illa. Cecilia would apologize for breaking the strange rock, and Alice would find out if she still had a job.



Chapter 46

That night, Alice successfully formed a pure mana magic seed. The formation of the magic seed itself went well; she formed a 10 percent mana conversion seed, which was the maximum she could possibly get from her {Three Seeds} perk. However, Alice’s attempt to observe the process of forming a magic seed was far less successful. The simple reason for this was her inability to divide her attention effectively.

In fact, this wasn’t the first time Alice had run into a major problem due to her inability to multitask; when the expedition was ambushed, Alice had, in a limited way, been able to defend herself. For someone who had been formally training as a mage for only a few weeks under Illa, one could even say that she had performed admirably, managing to always stop one person from attacking her at a time. Her mana also wasn’t the problem during the fight; even though she wasted a fair bit and wouldn’t have had enough mana to fend off all three attackers for an extended period of time, she’d still had enough mana in her body to put up a reasonable fight. The problem was that right now, she could still only focus on one thing at a time. During the fight, she had managed to consistently deal with one attack—the problem was that three people had been attacking her from the very beginning. Similarly, right now, she could form a magic seed or carefully observe the creation of the magic seed—but she couldn’t do both. In the future, Alice suspected this would be an even bigger problem—after all, she wanted to observe the process of enchanting more carefully, since she could probably find all sorts of fascinating nuggets of information about how magic worked from observing the process. However, especially if Alice wanted to experiment with enchanting using weird seeds and also observe the process in detail, she would need to be able to divide her attention properly.

Similarly, she hadn’t been able to concentrate on observing the process while also forming the seed correctly. When she had tried to form her seed and pay attention to how it was created at the same time, she nearly lost focus and messed up and was barely able to rescue the seed and finish forming it. Naturally, her plans for observing how a magic seed was formed in greater detail had to be scrapped.

Alice felt a hint of regret as she scanned her status screen. She had a skill, {Divided Attention}, that was supposed to help mages multitask. Unfortunately, this skill wasn’t very high in level yet. After the battle and all the stress and danger, it had only increased to level thirteen. Furthermore, the skill had significant problems with its upper limits; according to the church’s records, the skill would generally make it easier to multitask, gradually allowing people to split up their attention into two or three parts. However, it would also become more and more taxing on one’s [Intelligence] and [Willpower], requiring both stats to be much higher each time one wished to split their attention. While continuously boosting the skill itself would help cut down on these requirements somewhat, the skill would still ultimately struggle to deal with the level of multitasking a [Kinetic Mage] seemed to require.

I really need to get a perk that lets me multitask more efficiently, thought Alice, grimacing. While {Folds of Magic} helped, it still wasn’t quite enough to let her do two things at once.

Alice sighed as she thought about her perks and future as a mage. On the bright side, her future as an [Enchanter] looked very bright. She wasn’t constrained by the number of seeds she could form, especially when it came to experimenting and trying out new things, and that was one of the things [Enchanters] struggled with the most. Her new perk in [Explorer of Magic] ensured that she would always have a level of flexibility other mages wouldn’t, especially when it came to enchanting. She could switch around her magic seeds at will—in fact, Alice was already somewhat tempted to break down her organic seed and replace it with something else that suited her needs better. An organic seed would allow her to pick up a few perks she wanted, but it blocked a seed slot she might want for other, more important ideas. Worse, if she grabbed the perks she wanted and then replaced her organic seed, she was fairly certain that the perks she acquired while she had the seed would deactivate, failing to work properly. While Alice didn’t know of any cases where mages replaced their magic seeds, there were plenty of known cases where swapping a primary class to a secondary class caused the higher-level perks to deactivate. For now, Alice assumed the organic seed–related perks would work the same way.

Therefore, while on the surface it seemed like Alice could totally swap out her magic seeds left and right, it was still probably a good idea to keep some sort of core seeds lying around. It was probably best to use one or two of her seed slots as a sort of flex slot that she could swap around when she wanted to experiment or create a new enchantment. Then, she could keep the rest of her seeds the same; after all, even if she could create new seeds with an hour or two of concentration once a month, without the skills and practice to back up a magic seed, it wouldn’t be very useful.

The next day, Alice left the inn where she had stayed, quickly meeting up with Cecilia. Without further ado, the two of them marched up to Illa’s manor.

They were quickly ushered into Illa’s study—clearly, Illa had been expecting them to show up.

“I was expecting Alice, but I must ask, why are you here, Cecilia?”

“I … have something to report regarding the strange stone you gave to me for analysis.”

“Is that so? All right then.”

Cecilia began to relay what happened when Alice gave her the rock, ending with the rock self-destructing.

“You say that the rock seemed to be man-made?” asked Illa, her interest piqued.

“Indeed. My perks claimed that cutting it would not be a problem, so I thought perhaps the strange material might be buried inside the rock. Theoretically, it might have provided a clue to the formation of the giant broken mana zone; however, the rock no longer exists.”

Illa’s expression warped into a frown of displeasure for a moment, before it turned more thoughtful. Finally, she turned back to Cecilia. “Don’t worry about it; I now suspect that the rock might have other, more … interesting origins,” she said, as she drummed her fingers against her desk.

“Anything you can share with me? Right now, I don’t really know what to make of the whole thing,” said Cecilia.

“I honestly don’t, either; my first guess would be that this is some sort of … creation by the Society of Starry Eyes. However, this doesn’t make sense. If it was used as a component of whatever they did to make the broken mana zone, why didn’t they retrieve it afterward? If there were different colors of mana in it, the material used to make it must have been expensive. The Society of Starry Eyes does not have unlimited funds—if anything, they often seem rather frugal, opting for cost efficiency when they do things like hire midlevel [Mercenaries] instead of the best. Part of that is due to the fact that high-level [Mercenaries] might not be willing to deal with illegal and immoral mages who experiment on humans. However, surely there are some [Mercenaries] who wouldn’t mind. The fact they have never been hired by the society is proof that their funding isn’t unlimited.

“My other theory was that it came from Alice’s world and that was somehow throwing off the perks used on it. However, perks used on Alice seem to work fine—in the courtroom, lie-detecting perks, investigative perks, and attempts to make a contract all worked. Given the fact that you say it’s man-made … the only thing I’m sure of is that the rock doesn’t seem to make any sense at all. Which is a sign something I believe to be true is not true.” Illa frowned, thinking about it, but eventually sighed. “For now, I’ll keep an eye on it; perhaps Allira will have some more ideas. I will ask her when she returns.”

“Returns? She was here yesterday,” said Cecilia.

“After hearing of our town’s issue with the nearby broken mana region, she offered to help out. Even an Immortal wouldn’t be able to deal with the entire horde of monsters there, but Allira is very good at survival and scouting in addition to her singing. It is where the ‘shadow’ part of her title comes into play.”

Alice frowned as she thought of the woman. She found Allira’s absence to be a bit unfortunate. She would have been very interested in learning more about Immortals—if Allira didn’t mind.

“I thought she was mostly a singer,” said Alice.

“Oh, that’s one of the two classes she almost definitely has. Nobody knows exactly what class she has, but she should have some sort of [Bard] class. However, she reached Immortality during the last war with the Sigmusi Empire; she was one of the original inhabitants of the Illvarian south, before it was razed to the ground by the Sigmusi and swallowed by monsters and wilderness. It’s also very, very likely she has the [Survivor] class. Or, at least, had it; at level one hundred, classes evolve, after all. Anyway, she has said that she will keep an eye on the region for a few days and give us a better idea of what’s going on. If the monster swarms turn on each other, she will pick off any small and weak surviving groups. If they are strong, she will let us know what is happening, and when, so that we can mount a proper defense.” Illa paused, tapping her fingers against the desk before she turned back to the duo. “Anyway, Alice, I’m glad you came here today. There are two things to discuss.”

“Do I still have a job?” asked Alice. Illa had been both a [Soldier] and a politician, so it was hard to gauge when the woman wanted to take conversation at a slow, measured pace and when she wanted to get to the point. However, at least as far as Alice could tell, the woman appreciated bluntness and getting to the point most of the time.

“That’s one of the two things that I wanted to speak with you about; I don’t intend to just kick you out, but with Allira’s presence here, obviously …” Illa looked a bit awkward for a moment, as if she was trying to find a way to rephrase her words. Finally, she simply shrugged. “Frankly, you aren’t anywhere near as useful to me anymore. The crown has rather decisively displayed that it takes the threat to the south very seriously. People with high [Charisma] tend to be quite good at interrogation and getting information, since most people are fairly willing to open up and chat with outrageously beautiful women asking questions about neighbors acting strange. And Allira has the highest [Charisma] in Illvaria. In short, whatever information channels the Sigmusi have in Cyra, as well as the nearby towns, will probably either flee before they get tracked down and killed, or they will be directly exterminated. Your presence is thus much lower priority.”

Alice felt a cold, sinking feeling in her chest—even though she had known that Illa was a practical woman, it still didn’t feel great to be told up front that the most competent magic teacher she had access to no longer had any particularly great need for her. Even if Alice could get levels and information from constant practice as time passed, it was obvious that her development would be nowhere near as quick in the future.

“However, first and foremost, I want to discuss your bonus.”

“Bonus?”

“Originally, I hired you based on the assumption that the Sigmusi would probably flee after the assassinations a few towns away. After all, the crown would obviously respond, and I didn’t think they would want to stomach any real losses. Therefore, I paid you on the assumption that you might face some verbal harassment from mages who wanted to flee, but it would be nothing severe, and there wouldn’t be any major danger to you. That assumption was obviously incorrect. We were ambushed outside Illvaria, and if you hadn’t gotten treatment, you would have died. Furthermore, even though it was unlikely that the situation would take a turn for the worse, you still accepted a job that had some inherent degree of risk in it. Even if you were desperate at the time and didn’t have much choice, I don’t abandon people who have done a good turn for me. I have two choices for you.” Illa’s eyes twinkled a little, and Alice felt a small kindling of hope reignite in her chest.

“First, you can take severance pay. I understand that your funds are rather low since you don’t have any of this world’s currency, right? Thus, I will give you a nice bonus: fifteen golden suns. This can be broken down into any quantity of smaller coins if you prefer. It would have been equivalent to over a year of your pay, if we don’t factor in other things you got from our original deal.

“Alternately, you are still missing a lot of fundamental information about magic, as well as access to resources in this world. And, obviously, you lack a teacher. Thus, you can also take your bonus in the form of continued lessons from me. Say, a month and a half of five lessons a week. If you are still interested in having a stable form of employment, I also still need workers to help finish constructing the docks. The pay will be lower, but I will still give you full access to my library in addition to lessons. Finally, I will give you a letter of recommendation for a magic school in the north if you want it. And maybe some form of help paying for tuition. I don’t know what your future plans are, but it’s worth considering if you’re interested in the libraries of the magic academies in the north. Those with high levels and skills have a fairly easy time getting employed wherever they are, and magic academies have mages literally devoted to teaching.” Illa shrugged. “Even if you don’t go to the north, having a formal magic teacher for another month and a half would boost your skills by a lot, help fill in the gaps in your knowledge, and boost your self-defense and survival abilities by a lot.”

Alice felt the anxiety and nervousness in her heart disappear without a trace. Even though Illa obviously didn’t have much use for Alice as a means of keeping the political situation in town stable, she was still looking after Alice in her own way. Alice couldn’t help but appreciate that.

“Thank you very much,” said Alice. It was at moments like this that she wished she knew more about Illvarian etiquette—she felt that just words weren’t quite sufficient to describe the gratitude welling up from the bottom of her heart.

“It’s not a big deal,” said Illa, though the edges of her lips quirked up slightly. Alice felt that she could actually see the traces of a mischievous grin on Illa’s lips.

“I’d like the second choice—I want to learn more about magic. I still haven’t really made up my mind about whether or not I’m interested in going to a magic academy in the north, but I would love to be your student for another month and a half,” said Alice. Quietly, she also mentally checked the time—Cecilia had said she would be leaving town in a bit less than two months. If Illa gave her lessons for a month and a half, that might mean they would leave at around the same time. Alice had no clue whether she would head to the same destination as Cecilia, but it was at least a possibility.

Illa gave Alice a small smile. “Then I’ll be seeing you around.”



Chapter 47

That night, Alice went back to sleeping in Illa’s mansion. She felt nowhere near as nervous about doing so as she had last night, so she didn’t mind taking advantage of Illa’s generosity for a little longer. She still didn’t have her feet under her in this world, after all.

That night, Illa’s [Maid] quietly hinted that Alice should start looking for lodgings on her own. Alice had taken this in stride. Since Illa no longer needed Alice to keep a lid on the situation in town, it made sense that she wouldn’t give Alice her own room in the mansion anymore. Once Alice was a more ordinary worker in Cyra, it was natural that she wouldn’t receive special benefits anymore. It was a bit unfortunate, but Alice had already expected something of the sort. This was a world where workers’ rights didn’t actually exist, after all—for Illa to still be quietly offering Alice some assistance for exposing her to unexpected danger was already above and beyond what she was required to do.

The next morning, Illa’s [Maid] brought Alice breakfast. She ate in her room for the final time, trying to figure out what she would do next. Absently, she spooned up mouthfuls of some sort of monster meat, which had been fried and tasted like bacon. It was wrapped in lettuce, and while it tasted unusual, it was also tasty. However, Alice didn’t spend very long enjoying the odd and unique food of this world before she turned her thoughts back to her plans for the future.

The inn she had stayed at last night was relatively cheap, only costing three copper artisans a night. It would only take another few copper artisans to pay for meals for a day. If she looked only at room and board, plus food and minor daily necessities, her daily expenses amounted to about two silver suns a day. Alice wasn’t actually sure how much money Illa was offering her for dock work, but Alice had finally learned more about the demographics of the town she lived in.

Apparently, the reason there were so many men in town was because most people in Cyra were temporary workers who sent back money to their families in the north each month; they were hired to work on the docks, construction of new buildings, and the other miscellaneous tasks a town under construction needed in order to function and grow. While there were some female workers who had the levels to match their male counterparts, this world still tended to expect men to be the breadwinners of the family. This world prioritized levels and attributes as the primary evaluation of a worker, and men tended to be the ones expected to gain those levels. Most employers wouldn’t care much about the gender of a worker as long as they had the right skills, meaning that women who wanted to work could certainly do so.

Alice took that to be a mostly positive sign. If people were willing to work here, it must mean the pay was fairly good. In fact, if Alice didn’t take into account the fact that she would have to pay for her own room and board—and her meal and room quality were about to take a major drop—she might actually end up making more money a week working on the docks compared to her previous deal with Illa. While her room and food were valuable, at this point, levels in [Enchanter] and research materials were more valuable to her. In the short term, at least, Alice should be able to manage.

She had a plan for the next month and a half, at least. What Alice needed now was a long-term plan to help her explore the System and figure out more about this world and its magic. What would happen in six weeks? At that time, her lessons with Illa would end, and Cecilia would also move out of town. As Alice saw it, that left her with two major options for what to do next.

First, she could try to stay in Cyra. It was a small town, and it desperately needed mages. Alice would probably be able to make a living safely if she stayed here. After Cecilia left, Alice would be the only [Enchanter] in town. If she could make even half-decent enchantments by then, she would be able to make a living. It would probably take her some time to get used to buying materials from [Adventurers], figuring out how to manage expenditures, and generally improving her classes and skills. It might be rough at the beginning financially, but it was probably a safe and stable path overall.

While the skirmishing between Illvaria and the Sigmusi Colonia left her slightly uneasy, it was also unlikely that there would be a repeat of Alice’s near-death experience during the expedition. The roads and rivers, the arteries of travel between northern and southern Illvaria, had started to thaw. That meant moving troops and agents around would be much easier as spring returned to the land. After the assassinations and chaos the southern towns had experienced over the winter, the crown would definitely take drastic measures to weed out Sigmusi spies. The Sigmusi weren’t stupid, so they had probably already moved their important personnel back home, leaving only a few dregs behind to make themselves a nuisance for a few more months.

However, while staying in Cyra seemed safe and stable, Alice had her doubts. It wasn’t because of her safety, but her ability to perform experiments and learn here. Alice still hadn’t forgotten her new goal in life—to explore the nature of the System and magic. It might seem a bit insane for a teenager to dream of learning everything about the System and magic, but Alice firmly believed that having big dreams was the best way to stay motivated and keep moving forward in life. She didn’t want to give up on her dream of learning and growing.

Staying in Cyra would, at the very least, seriously hinder her progress. She would lose access to Cecilia, her partner in this journey. Furthermore, Cyra was far away from established bases of scholarly research. The Illvarian south was a land scarce in mages and rich in opportunities. While it was easy to make a living here as a mage, Alice had a very hard time getting books she wanted. It was also hard for Alice to get enchanted items she wanted for experiments.

The very fact that Alice had to make a mana-less room on her own was a good indicator of how many problems she would probably face in the future if she stayed here. In the north she would at least be able to ask an [Enchanter] to help her design or make one if she had enough money. In Cyra, Alice didn’t even have that option. The only [Enchanter] in town was Cecilia, and since Cecilia didn’t have a seed related to mana, Alice could either make it herself or do without. This problem would probably only get worse in the future. Shipping enchanted objects from the north was possible but would cost an exorbitant fee each time, and Alice would never be able to sustain any reasonable experiment pace unless a fortune dropped out of the sky and landed on her. In short, opportunities to grow and experiment here would be limited.

The second option was to go to one of the magic academies in the north. This one had the most obvious benefits. She would be traveling directly to one of the centers of the magical world. Illvaria was renowned as the most mage-friendly country in the Shil Confederation, and while it might not be the best on the entire Southern Continent, it was at least able to compete for the spot. Moving to the north meant Alice would be at the center of magical research and discoveries. Cecilia had also mentioned that she was moving to the capital in the north, meaning that Alice would still have access to her only true friend and co-researcher.

However, it also had some notable downsides—if Alice was smack in the center of northern Illvaria, there was no guarantee she would be able to make a living. Without any materials, she wouldn’t be able to conduct experiments. Northern Illvaria was saturated with mages from the academies, and most of them were desperately scrabbling to make pocket change during their student years. Thus, plenty of them turned to doing more mundane jobs on the side. It was one of the few places on the entire Southern Continent where there might actually be too many mages compared to the demand.

If Alice wanted to attend a magic academy, it would be expensive as heck. Illa had mentioned that she would provide a letter of recommendation and a little financial assistance if she joined an academy, but Alice had absolutely no idea how she might come up with rest of the money she’d need. Most poor mages paid for their education by joining the military and fighting nomads in the north or skirmishing with the Sigmusi, but Alice was absolutely sure that she didn’t want to do that. Even if she was learning how to defend herself with magic, Alice had no interest in going somewhere people were likely to shoot arrows at her and try to stab her on a daily basis. That meant she needed to find a way to pay for her education. She would need to come up with dozens of gold suns, and while Illa’s [Maid] HAD given Alice a small pouch of money as a bonus this morning, Alice still had a little under two golden suns right now. She probably didn’t even have enough to pay for a few weeks of lessons, much less a full year at an academy.

Alice did also have a bit of an outside third option. If she felt particularly daring, she could leave the country entirely. The southern portion of the Southern Continent was underdeveloped as a whole, and the Shil Confederacy and the Sigmusi Colonia seemed locked in a continuous cycle of skirmishing and espionage, with the occasional war breaking out. If Alice wanted to, she could try to avoid the mess here entirely. The Corellion Empire to the east was geographically isolated, stable, and prosperous. If she moved there, it would be much safer.

However, Alice was certain that moving would be both expensive and potentially dangerous; no matter which way she went, there wasn’t a really safe region she could travel through. The Shil Confederacy’s smaller nations lay between her and the Corellion Empire. They were locked into a variety of smaller wars that they would only put aside if the Sigmusi Colonia actually started invading. This meant Alice would have to travel through multiple war zones to reach the Corellion Empire. If she traveled north and tried to avoid the region, she would be traveling through a barren wasteland filled with nomadic raiders. To the south, there was nothing but monsters and unexplored territory. People who tried to go farther south than Cyra didn’t usually return alive.

After a brief amount of hesitation, Alice put aside her third idea; it hadn’t been a major consideration for her. Even though the Corellion Empire was stable and safe, it lacked the magical resources and studies she was looking for. It posed the same problems Alice would have if she stayed in Cyra, with the added problem of getting there alive. She also wouldn’t have access to a stable job market the way she would in Cyra, since the country didn’t put a huge emphasis on mages. It still employed them, of course, but it had nowhere near the zeal for magical research and mages Illvaria did. The Corellions tended to focus on producing and selling dyes and exotic crops instead.

After some more hesitation, Alice finally decided that she would probably leave Cyra at the end of her final month and a half of lessons with Illa. She had spent a lot of time here. While much of Alice’s time had been spent training, she had learned a lot here as well. However, staying here would limit her future. She wanted to keep exploring the System, and it would be much faster and easier to do so if she moved north.

She was surprised to feel a little nostalgic once she realized she would be leaving soon. She had met some good people here. Illa had never treated Alice poorly, despite the fact that Alice was an {Outworlder} whom Illa could have certainly taken advantage of if she had wanted to. Milo was a decent enough person, and Alice wouldn’t have minded getting to know him better. She would miss Father Friedheim as well—spending time learning about the System and the church had been surprisingly enlightening, and the middle-aged [Priest] had always been willing to talk with Alice about faith and the new world she found herself in. Even though Alice would get to keep seeing Cecilia, she would probably wave goodbye to the rest of these people. Even exchanging letters might be difficult, considering the cost of paper and ink.

Alice took the final bite of her monster-meat breakfast and quietly set the plate down. Now that she had made up her mind, there were things to arrange. She needed to tell Illa, Father Friedheim, and Milo. Apart from that, she needed to figure out where Cecilia was going and get a better idea what the north looked like. She would need to think about whether she would join a magic academy, and if she did so, she needed to figure out how on earth she was going to put together the tuition. Enchanting might help with that, but right now Alice had no levels in [Enchanter], and her proficiency in the subject was also very low. She would need to study hard for that if she wanted to rely on it to attend a magic academy, and she would also need to look into other options.

She also needed to ask Illa if she had any information about the north; Alice didn’t think Illa would mind sharing some information about what the situation looked like up north, and it would be a good place to go before making any further plans.

Apart from that, Alice wanted to see if she could finish the mana-less room experiments before she left Cyra. That would be another massive time sink, but one that Alice wanted to prioritize if possible. After all, it would give her a lot more information to work with and a better idea of what follow-up experiments she could work on.

She quietly handed the plate to a different [Maid] as she began calculating and planning. There was much to do.

Far away, in another location, stood a man. He was easy to overlook—abnormally so, given his exceptionally handsome features. If an observer looked at him, they would find that their gaze seemed to slide away whenever they tried to focus. If they tried to force themselves to observe the man’s presence, they might end up with a headache unless their stats and levels were high enough.

He stood over a map. On it, the three continents were displayed in detail: the heavily populated Central Continent, the developing Southern Continent, and the uninhabited Western Continent.

Most notable, however, was the massive network of blinking dots on the map. They seemed to cover every single inch of the map, like a massive spiderweb. The dots came in two colors—the vast majority of them were black, creating a strange contrast with the white map. However, perhaps one in four of them was white instead. As the man watched, one of the white lights suddenly turned red. Two minutes later, the light turned blue before winking out of existence.

“Mmm? A bit faster than expected,” said the man as he stared at the spot where the light had disappeared.

“Master? Have you located any of them?” A strange creature walked into the room. It looked like a poor imitation of a human, if half of the human’s body had been replaced with metal. The rest of its body seemed to be cobbled together from a variety of parts—organic chunks of monsters, wood, clay, and a variety of other materials welded together to create a facsimile of a human body. In the man’s eyes, the creature glowed brightly with mana—it contained almost as much mana as an average Immortal, with only a small chunk of its body still being made of physical materials.

“Maybe. Tell me, do you remember if there are any towns, cities, or other populated locations here?” asked the man, pointing to the spot on the map where the white light had disappeared.

“There seems to be a newly established town there—one by the name of Cyra,” said the creature after a few moments. “Would you like further details on its history and establishment?”

“Just give me a quick overview.”

“Very well. It was established as part of the Illvarian [King]’s plan to reclaim the south, and the town is led by a mage named Illa. It is primarily funded via the mercantile practices of Illa’s husband.”

“Relative power? Levels?”

“Low. Illa is estimated to be between levels seventy and eighty-five, probably closer to seventy-five. She has displayed no signs of having a perk above level seventy-five, though she might have picked a passive one, or she may have simply never been forced to use it. However, based on her history and assumed achievements and pseudo-achievements, she cannot be higher than eighty-five at most.”

“Hmm.” The man seemed to think for a while before he sighed. “What do you think? Is there any hope of finding one of the society’s bases from it?”

“Unlikely. I don’t know why someone in the town would have picked up one of the looking stones, but I doubt the town has any connection at all with the Society of Starry Eyes. If you wish to find one of their bases, this is unlikely to yield anything.”

“A shame,” said the man after pausing for a minute to think. “I suppose going there would have no value, then.”

“Correct.”

“Send in another one. We’ll get lucky at some point, right?”

“It is neither highly likely nor highly unlikely. The first surveillance web is more likely to catch them.”

The man simply nodded before turning back to the map. “I really would like to see more of their research. It will be the best way for me to accomplish my goal. Oh well,” he said with a mild shrug. “They can’t keep getting lucky forever. Sooner or later, I’ll find them. Their research should be the last key to the puzzle.” The man sensed no more changes in the mana of the map, so he picked up a small object from the side of the room. If Alice had been there, she would have recognized it—it looked startlingly similar to the strange rock Cecilia had accidentally destroyed in the enchanting room.

The man tapped the rock twice and then began manipulating his mana, flooding the rock over and over again as he began encoding a new set of instructions. Afterward, another tendril of mana extended out from his body and touched the map before a connection between the map and the rock began to form. Several minutes later, the connection seemed to be complete—and then it became almost impossible to notice. Just like the man himself, it was now incredibly difficult to focus on. Anytime one saw it, their attention would begin to slide away. The man nodded happily, satisfied with his work, and threw an outrageous amount of mana into the seemingly ordinary rock. The object began to drift slowly out of the room, as if it was floating, before it sped up. In a few moments, it flew into the distance before vanishing without a trace.



Chapter 48

Alice spent the next day detailing her plans to Illa. She asked a lot of questions about the north, and Illa was more than happy to provide Alice with crucial information.

First, Alice was told she should expect tuition to cost around forty to sixty gold suns for a year. Magic academies usually awarded a certificate of completion after a certain level of proficiency in magic was acquired. Unlike schools on Alice’s home world, there were no strict year requirements—the certificate was awarded solely based on ability. Most academies assumed that you would be somewhere between levels thirty and fifty in a tier-two class by the time you graduated. In other words, you needed to acquire an apprentice class, level it to twenty-five, and then evolve it to a level-one normal class before reaching an appropriate level. The exact requirements differed a fair bit based on what school you went to. Cheaper schools usually had lower-level teachers and also tended to have lower graduation requirements. Most people finished their education somewhere between three and five years after they started.

Alice couldn’t help but grimace at the thought. A magic academy was expensive. Even if she had already guessed she would face a steep paywall, having actual numbers laid out in front of her made her wince.

“Do you have any ideas where I might be able to acquire a large amount of money in a short period of time?” Alice asked, looking at Illa.

“The easiest and fastest way is to join the army. If you serve in the army for a number of years, the army will pay for your education. The army is always looking for more mages, since there is a chronic shortage of mages in the northern forts. Furthermore, the crown has a system set up to give you preferential treatment in several other respects if you join the military. While several of those benefits would be useless to you since you don’t have any family members in this world, the financial aspects would still serve you well.”

“I really don’t want to join the military,” said Alice flatly. “At least not unless I have no other choice. I would have to spend around a decade in the military if I joined, right?”

Illa shrugged. “It would depend on how long you took to graduate, but it’s usually around two years in the military per year in the academy. You would still get normal pay and such during that time, though. It’s an incentive program to get mages to join the military, but they still give you plenty of money and resources while you’re in the military.”

Alice shook her head. “That’s still quite a long time. I want to attend a magic academy as a way of furthering my understanding of magic and progressing my studies and my research projects. If it comes at the cost of losing a decade of doing experiments, the value of a magic academy as a whole becomes questionable.”

Illa seemed taken aback for a moment, before she came to a moment of realization.

“I suppose you also wouldn’t feel any particular patriotism toward Illvaria, either, since you’re from another world. In that case, the other way you might pay for a magic academy is the financial assistance I mentioned to you earlier; specifically, my husband and I could help you find a patron. I doubt your level as an [Enchanter] is going to reach a point where you can fund your own education unless you stay in Cyra for a few years first to get some more levels. There are a lot more mages in the north, and a lot fewer naturally occurring enchanting materials, so the competition for good enchantments is much fiercer. That means you would need higher quality to survive there, and I doubt you can get there in a month and a half. So if you want to leave with Cecilia, you basically need to find a patron, join the military, or work several jobs.” Illa shrugged.

“What specifically is a patron?”

“A patron is, fundamentally, someone you convince to invest in you. For example, viscounts often set up funds to sponsor talented young mages, with the caveat that those mages MUST work for the viscount for some number of years after graduating. In short, they pay for your education, and you work for them afterward. It’s the major way the nobility competes with the crown for talented mages.

“A lot of other kinds of funds exist, and most of them have wildly different requirements. Some demand that you do some sort of task. Some demand that you build your classes, perks, and skills a certain way and then truthfully report the results. This might allow a [Noble] to test how well a certain skill and perk combination works. If they are planning on trying to change how they train their troops, they need to have some feedback in advance. Of course, these kinds of offers are rare and are usually given to people who have some level of combat proficiency.

“The most interesting patronage offer I have ever seen was a requirement that the mage tutor the daughter of the [Noble] in question.” Illa cracked a grin at the thought. “The [Noble] didn’t offer to pay for the entirety of the mage’s schooling based solely on that. Instead, they offered thirty gold suns a year. The requirements were very detailed—not only did the sponsored mage need to tutor the girl for at least two hours every day, six days a week, they also needed to escort the girl once per month on an expedition into the wilderness. Other [Guards] and [Soldiers] went along with her to ensure her safety, but the mage was responsible for getting the girl some ‘real combat experience.’ The girl in question was seven. She had barely unlocked her status screen. I have no clue what the [Noble] was expecting his daughter to do. Just being able to use magic doesn’t make you somehow transcend your age and become proficient in combat.” Illa actually chuckled.

“Unusual, but it gives you an idea of how patronage requirements can work and how much variety there can be. There are also other types of patronage, where a mage tries to convince a [Noble] or [Merchant] that they have some sort of idea or ability worth investing in. This tends to require a much higher level of connections—and tends to fail much more often. But if you can convince a [Merchant] group you’re going to become an Immortal, or that you have some revolutionary idea you can make work that will usher in a new era of enchanting or transporting goods or something, they might invest in you. This was roughly what I had in mind; considering your talent for research, if you can think of some use for your research, my husband could probably find a patron interested in sponsoring you as long as you share the results with them. The exact details would vary, but it was my rough plan, at least. He could set up the meeting since he has a good network with both [Merchants] and [Nobles]. Though convincing them to sponsor you would still be up to you.”

“And how should I convince them I’m worth investing in?”

“[Nobles] and [Merchants] both have access to truth-detecting perks, since those perks are theoretically quite useful in both lines of work. Of course, there are also several perks that [Nobles] in particular have to fool truth detection, so if you’re chatting with a [Noble], they might try to verify your words through other means. So you would need to genuinely believe your research was useful somehow and probably have some sort of proof of concept. Without that it will probably be harder to find someone interested.”

Alice started thinking. Then, after almost a minute, Alice’s face lit up as she thought about what achievements and status screens meant for her in this world. “Say, how impressive is it to have a rarity-eight achievement and a rarity-ten achievement? Not to mention, I’m only sixteen, and I managed to get my rarity-eight achievement as a result of my experiments on the nature of mana. Do you think that, perhaps, a [Merchant] or [Noble] might be willing to fund some of my research and possibly my education?”

Illa grinned. “Now you’re asking the right questions. I would say that’s pretty darn rare, now that you mention it. Achievement rarity is determined by two things—the difficulty in acquiring something and the number of people who actually have the achievement. Even though that can create some oddly high- or oddly low-rarity achievements sometimes, having two achievements at high rarity should still be sufficient proof that it wasn’t a fluke. Just don’t tell anyone what the achievements actually are. Especially {Outworlder}. Most people will be respectful about privacy for that sort of thing, especially if you mention they are somewhat related to combat.

“And most people can still pick up at least a lesser achievement for participating or helping to discover something, even if the reward is usually much lower. If a [Noble] or [Merchant] had a child who was a bit low on achievements, they might be willing to sponsor you in exchange for a slice of the potential achievements you might pick up in the future. You would need to include another person in your experiments, and that person may not be particularly interested in what you’re actually doing, but—” Illa shrugged. “Even if they need to participate in the experiment without knowing or caring much about it, it IS a way to pick up some funding, as long as you can produce results. Plenty of [Nobles] and [Merchants] are willing to buy a few decent achievements for their children this way. It’s definitely worth a thought if you can find the right people.

“Alternately, there might be a [Researcher] who wants to learn more about your research and has some funds lying around. I don’t know exactly what the economic and political climate in the north looks like right now.” She shrugged. “I’ll also let you know in advance that I intend to publicize this matter if you take me up on the offer. Being known for being a generous employer is never a bad thing. But that shouldn’t really be harmful to you.”

Alice mulled over Illa’s words. It sounded like patronage would be the most preferable method of paying for her education. However, this path also presented a notable problem: she would need to learn to present herself in a way that would make potential patrons want to invest in her education. But with Illa’s help, Alice would at least be able to meet with Illa’s husband and would have a network to draw on for finding a patron. Which would remove a huge part of the struggle she would face.

Alice thanked Illa. The woman may have placed Alice in a dangerous position in Cyra, but she at least seemed willing to provide bonuses equal to that risk. Even if it wasn’t a huge benefit from Illa’s perspective, since she was only providing a letter, it meant a lot to Alice right now.

As for Illa using this as a new form of “promotional material,” Alice didn’t really care. She did find it amusing that Illa seemed so good at promoting the image of herself that she wanted other people to be familiar with, but she was also completely blunt about making sure others knew how something benefited her. She was also very blunt and to the point when she talked with people, which was completely different from Alice’s image of [Nobles]. She couldn’t help but wonder if that was a remnant from Illa’s time as a [Soldier].

The woman was, in many ways, a unique person who was completely different from Alice’s image of a politician—and also exactly like Alice’s image of a politician. However, Alice was glad that she had come to Cyra instead of one of the other towns. Meeting Illa and spending time as her student had been both fascinating and helpful, and Alice certainly didn’t regret the time she had spent here.

After Alice thanked Illa, the two made small talk for a while longer. Eventually, Alice left, deciding that she would head to Cecilia’s workshop to grind out a bit more work on enchanting before she started working on the docks and learning under Illa again tomorrow. As she walked, she continued to think about the future and what she needed to do in her last month and a half in Cyra.

Illa was providing Alice an opportunity, but Alice still needed to be able to take advantage of it. For that, she needed to focus on gathering levels, furthering her research, and learning enchanting. If Alice’s achievements and knowledge about her own research were better, it would naturally be easier to convince a patron to invest in her. In short, what she needed to focus on was learning everything she could in the time she had left. Alice was already starting to hit the limit of how much information she could collect from books in Cyra. She would get the [Bookworm] achievement as soon as she finished reading through Illa’s library, which was the main achievement she thought would be both useful and (relatively) easy to acquire while she was in Cyra. The only other thing she needed was to set up and perform her mana-less room experiments.

She had only a month and a half left in Cyra, and she needed to make use of every moment.



Chapter 49

The next two weeks settled into a comfortable routine once Alice got used to working at the docks. Alice had discovered that Milo also worked there, which made her feel much more at ease. Milo was more than happy to show her the ropes, which made her integrate smoothly into the crowd of workers, as well as the few other mages who helped with construction. A lot of the work wasn’t particularly complicated. It mostly involved lifting heavy objects, such as planks, walls, and so on, and holding them steady. Afterward, workers would come do the more detail-oriented parts of the work, such as nailing in objects and putting everything together. Other than that, Alice would sometimes move large amounts of materials from one place to another, especially if they were awkwardly shaped and difficult to carry with human hands. The work was more than slightly dull, but it was more useful for her magic training than she had thought it would be. As a result of the work at the docks, along with Illa’s training, [Student of Kinetic Magic] had gained a few levels, going from nineteen to twenty-three. At level twenty, Alice had selected a perk called {Split Mind}. This perfectly addressed one of Alice’s bigger problems, the inability to multitask effectively.




	Split mind

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 20 or higher, Magic 100 or higher, Intelligence 150 or higher




	You gain the ability to focus on two things at once, creating the ability to genuinely multitask.






The feeling of being able to think of two things at the same time was … trippy. Alice had a headache for almost a solid hour after unlocking the perk as she tried to figure out what in the world was going on. The way her brain worked once she was processing two sets of information at once instead of one was … different. Very different. Instead of processing information from her surroundings once, it felt as if she was receiving the same set of information twice, with one set of information being ever so slightly delayed.

Naturally, the next thing she had done was try to walk around, only to trip over her own feet and lie on the floor of the inn. After that, she decided she wouldn’t move until the room stopped spinning. Luckily, after an hour, her headache had started to go away, and Alice had started to figure out how to process multiple streams of information. Even though it was originally migraine-inducing, Alice had quickly begun to figure out how useful it was to be able to do two things at once.

She could control two mana tendrils at once.

She could observe the formation of a magic seed while also forming the seed.

She could keep an eye on her surroundings, remaining alert for danger, while also thinking about magic or research.

She could even read a book while simultaneously doing her work at the docks. It had taken some convincing on her part for Illa to let her take a book out of the mansion, but once Alice had done so, the increase in efficiency was simply remarkable. It was just a shame that Alice only had two eyes, and so even if she got more perks allowing her to multitask, she would still have an upper limit on how much she could do at once. Still, there were probably perks that could fix that problem, if she cared enough to pick them up. Regardless, Alice was pretty sure this was the best perk she had ever gained.

Alice was also becoming increasingly aware of the fact that she would get her [Student of Kinetic Magic] class to its maximum level soon. All student classes maxed out at twenty-five, and she had been curious to see what a class evolution looked like for a while. With a month remaining before she left, and only two levels to go, Alice was sure she would get to see it before she left.

With the two weeks and her newly boosted efficiency, she finished raiding Illa’s book collection, finally picking up {Bookworm} when she was almost out of books.




	You have gained an achievement!




	Bookworm (Rarity: 3)




	You have read at least fifty books from cover to cover in less than a year.




	+10% class experience for all classes related to research. +5% effect of the Intelligence stat. Significantly improved reading speed.






The final segment of Alice’s time was spent learning enchanting with Cecilia. Alice’s enchanting ability improved day by day, and at the end of the two weeks, while her enchanting couldn’t exactly be considered proficient, she was at least able to make very shoddy enchantments. They were often inefficient, wasting mana and breaking after being used for several hours, but they at least did what they were supposed to do. Bit by bit, she was making progress.

Of course, [Enchanting] was a horrible money sink. Cecilia was something closer to Alice’s research partner now, so Cecilia wasn’t charging her for tuition. However, she still needed to pay for enchanting materials. In a mere two weeks, Alice had sunk every single day’s worth of wages into enchanting supplies. Even that hadn’t been enough—she had already started dipping back into her meager savings, dropping her to a little under a gold sun in remaining funds. If she didn’t find a patron after moving north, she would be in a very awkward position. Still, Alice was determined to make use of her time and improve herself as much as possible. She would only save enough for a few days of sick leave, along with passage north, and hope things worked out somehow.

Her massive expenses in enchanting materials weren’t without gains. She had picked up [Apprentice Enchanter] within a few days, and it was now at level nine. At level five, she had picked up a small but useful perk.




	Enchanter’s vision:

Requirements: Apprentice Enchanter level 5 or higher, Perception 100 or greater, Magic 100 or greater, some form of mana vision available.




	Grants the ability to see mana more clearly when it is part of an enchantment. Allows for low-level analysis of enchantment-related materials, especially if the user has seen materials with similar properties before. Perk is dependent upon eyesight.






[Enchanters] required all sorts of weird and out-there materials. And plenty of them were unique or not very common. Especially when interacting with high-grade materials that could remember dozens of instructions at the same time. Being able to figure out what a material was compatible with was a core skill for [Enchanters], and Alice had double-checked some of the perks in the church. This perk could combine with several others to give relatively useful results once she passed level fifty in a nonstudent [Enchanter] class, so she would have plenty of options for using the perk later.

Alice couldn’t help but think about how much easier the System made everything. With perks as low as level five being able to automatically analyze materials for the user, it was no wonder people in this world struggled to do things without their perks. For now, Alice had no way to avoid using perks; however, she did keep in mind the fact that, once she grew further, it might not be a bad idea to invest some time in learning to do things without the System. Someone had tricked the System right in front of her, and if it could happen once, it could happen again. She wanted to learn how that had happened, and she doubted the System would help her learn how to fool it. However, she had no idea where to start if she wanted to learn how to trick the System, so for now she had other priorities.

Alice’s research was starting to make progress again. Once Alice got the hang of processing information from her {Split Minds} perk, she got the chance to observe the formation of a magic seed. She had immediately retreated to her inn room the following night and decided to see what happened if she formed an electromagnetic seed.

The description of this world’s electromagnetic magic had confused her for quite a while. After all, on Earth, electromagnetism encompassed far more than just electricity and moving around metals. Electric force, on an atomic level, should theoretically interact with most physical matter, for example. Electric charges were what kept electrons glued to atoms and governed most chemical reactions. Atoms swapping electrons was also the basis for how molecules were formed. However, in this world, electromagnetic seeds didn’t seem to exhibit any abilities beyond the ability to shoot electricity and move metals around. While those were PART of electromagnetism, it was just like Alice’s thermal seed—it felt like the seed was missing a lot of things it should have been able to interact with.

Since she could switch her magic seeds around once a month now, she thought it wasn’t a bad idea to try forming seeds she didn’t care much about, just to delete them afterward and see what happened. If she focused on forming an electromagnetic seed based on the idea of atomic interactions, what would happen?

Alice wasn’t sure, but she was hoping that it would at least be interesting.

Unfortunately, reality was often disappointing. After establishing an electromagnetic seed, Alice was unable to use her understanding of electromagnetism in ways that went beyond this world’s understanding. She’d tried to mess around with a few grams of table salt (keeping the resulting substances in a safe and covered container so that the sodium and chloride didn’t melt her face off if she actually succeeded. Just because an [Organic Mage] could probably heal it up easily didn’t mean she wanted to experience an accident with acid). The result, however, was … nothing.

She just wasn’t able to do it. Which confused her to no end. It felt the same way it did when she tried to use her kinetic seed to slow down atoms around her and lower temperature. It was as if the seed just couldn’t do what she was trying to make it do. Even though it should theoretically be able to.

She had specifically tried to focus on building a very different magic seed. However, even though she’d focused on something completely different, what she ended up with was somehow the exact same kind of seed everyone else had.

It had the ability to generate small amounts of lightning and move metal objects. It was basically a half-baked kinetic seed with some lightning manipulation slapped on top. Which made no sense to her.. Hadn’t she tried doing something totally different with her magic seed? Why did it seem like she had just formed a totally normal electromagnetic seed?

Alice found the result extremely disappointing. She hadn’t figured out as much as she had hoped to from watching the magic seed form, either. Mana had continuously collected behind her heart before it seemed to just … vanish. She had no idea where it had gone or where the magic seed was. Alice had sort of assumed that there might be something she could observe inside her body when she formed a magic seed. She had thought perhaps the organ behind the heart in all mages would change somehow. Perhaps inside the organ, a new cluster of mana would form, or something. Instead the mana seemed to go through a long, convoluted process of condensing into a smaller and smaller ball as it started to turn a yellow-gray color. And then, it just poofed into thin air, and a notification appeared telling her she had formed a new magic seed. For whatever reason, when the mana condensed to a certain level, she was suddenly unable to observe it.

Alice originally thought the magic had actually disappeared. She even spent a few hours trying to figure out how and why that might happen while she was messing with the seed. However, once she had broken the magic seed, she had discovered that things might be a bit different than her expectations. The moment she used her new perk to shatter the magic seed, several bits of yellow-gray mana had been dragged out of the mage core behind her heart. They then stuck around inside her body for a few moments before they were dragged out of her body by a force she could neither see nor interact with. A few moments later, the only evidence that Alice had ever had the magic seed to begin with were a few clumps of broken mana hanging around in her surroundings.

The broken mana told her a few things. Most importantly, the mana hadn’t just disappeared into thin air. It was obviously still somewhere, in some form, after she formed her mana seed. However, once the mana seed was formed, she couldn’t see a thing. It was impossible to observe, impossible to interact with, and impossible to even confirm the existence of. However, it was still inside her mage core.

Or at least, that was Alice’s current theory. She would need to think about a better way to observe whatever was going on in there.

The light experiment had provided her with two levels in [Explorer of Magic] and a level in [Scientist] just for observing the weirdness of the seemingly unobservable magic seed. Frustratingly enough, [Explorer of Magic] was now level thirty-nine, and [Scientist] was now level nineteen—exactly one level away from gaining a perk in each class.

However, the biggest gain Alice had from two weeks of her new lifestyle wasn’t just levels and achievements. Instead, Alice had finally managed to create the necessary supplies for a mana-less room.

It had been surprisingly simple once Alice learned that enchanting materials could be liquids as well. Cyra might have been a relatively newly established town, but one of the major reasons Illa and her husband had built a town in the area was the easy access to enchanting materials from the south. In the wilds, plenty of weird materials existed, and [Adventurers] had perks to figure out which ones interacted with mana, even though they weren’t mages. It was an obvious safety need, since [Adventurers] were almost universally afraid of mana poisoning, and it also gave them the ability to find new and odd materials to sell.

About a week after Alice’s new lifestyle started, Cecilia had told Alice an [Adventurer] had sold her some plant sap that worked well with pure mana. It could only remember one instruction, so it was surprisingly affordable, and Cecilia had bought about a bucket of it.

From there, Cecilia and Alice spent a day messing with the sap, trying to figure out if there was a way to spread it around a bit more. When it was first boiled, then mixed with water, it could form a sort of paint that was able to remember enchanting instructions, as long as the sap wasn’t thinned out too much.

From there, Alice had finally had the basis to start her mana-less room experiment. Cecilia had lent Alice one of the rooms in her workshop, which was insulated, and which her father had used to contain explosions or risky experiments. Alice had enchanted the sap paint with exactly one instruction: do not allow mana to pass through it. Then she had painted the inside of the room and used her pure mana seed to clear out all the mana inside it, and then Cecilia had cleaned up all the broken mana Alice had made in the process. Alice still hadn’t learned to purify broken mana, although Illa had mentioned she would teach Alice before she left if she hadn’t learned it from somewhere else by then. However, for now, Alice finally had what she was longing for.

A room with no mana inside it, which repelled mana from outside the room.

“It’s finished?” Cecilia asked, giving the room one more look.

“It is! We can finally do the mana-less room experiments,” said Alice, grinning. “I’ve been wondering for a while what happens if a mage doesn’t have access to mana from the air. Can we still cast spells? Do things still work?”

Cecilia frowned a bit as she looked at Alice. “You’re free to do things that are a bit risky as long as you are only experimenting on yourself. Just … be careful. After you go into the room, let me know immediately what you’re feeling. I’m not going to let you just die in there. I know we’re trying to be more open-minded about how mana interacts with stuff, but even so …”

“I’ll be careful. I wouldn’t do the experiment if I thought it would actually hurt me. Well, I don’t know for sure, but … I need to know,” Alice said. “At home, there was no such thing as mana. Does touching mana once really mean that I can’t survive without it anymore? I just … I want to know if it’s true. The only reports I could find on the subject just said that people separated from mana started feeling weak and dizzy. And monsters do die without mana, but they also eat nothing but mana. They’re a different species to begin with. I know that I’ve changed a lot since I came to this world, but I’m really hoping I haven’t changed so much that I’ll die if I ever return home,” said Alice.

Even though Alice had mostly given up on going home, she still had a sliver of hope deep in her heart. Even if she knew that people needed special permits to even form a dimensional seed without becoming a fugitive, and that it was dangerous, she didn’t want to give up hope completely. But if going home would kill her, there was obviously no hope of ever leaving.

“All right. The room is set up, and I’ll be sitting right outside the door. Call out to me so that I can record everything, and we’ll start the experiments. Just … stay safe. If you feel any danger at all, let me know so I can immediately open the door and let in some mana,” said Cecilia.

Alice nodded.

It was time to finish figuring out how mana had changed her. And see how mana and the System really worked.



Chapter 50

Alice entered the mana-less room, and Cecilia closed the door. For the first time since Alice had arrived in this world, she was completely out of contact with mana. She had suspected for a long time that being cut off from mana wasn’t lethal for humans, but now that the time had finally come to test it, she couldn’t help but feel nervous. If something went wrong, it would be her life on the line here. But she needed to test this somehow. She took a deep breath, then released it.

If she was incorrect, Cecilia would open the door to the room and let some mana inside. Alice would learn a valuable fact about how mana interacted with the human body. Exploring the nature of mana and reality required taking bold stances sometimes. And sometimes she would just be wrong. She needed to accept that and run the test anyway; otherwise, she would never know if she now needed mana to survive.

She took another deep breath, trying to feel out the changes in her body. Was she actually dying? Was she suffocating in some sort of slow, unnoticeable way? She didn’t feel very different yet. However, it might just be hard to notice the changes at first.

The only sound was Cecilia slowly counting out her heartbeat to use as a method of keeping time. While horribly imprecise, neither of the two had access to a perk that would allow for perfect timekeeping, and clocks were expensive.

Sixty of Cecilia’s heartbeats passed.

“I am starting to feel a bit of what the other anecdotes and cases mentioned. Even though it isn’t necessarily indicative of me dying, I feel a bit weaker,” said Alice. “It’s not by much, but I definitely feel something.”

“Are you feeling all right otherwise? Any illnesses or strange problems?”

“Not yet.”

“What else is changing? You mentioned weakness; can you get me some data on that? Is it just a feeling, or are you actually weaker?”

Alice picked up one of the weights she and Cecilia had prepared beforehand. It was actually just a sack filled with sturdy tools, none of which were likely to break even if Alice dropped them. This particular sack was the heaviest one Alice had managed to pick up before the experiment started.

Of course, in the process of figuring out Alice’s maximum weight-lifting abilities, Alice had gained a point of [Strength], meaning she and Cecilia had needed to completely redo all their calculations afterward. Luckily, Alice hadn’t gained any more points after that.

Gathering research data when attributes could change in seconds was nightmare inducing. Something Alice had never thought about before she had actually tried to do it.

Alice shook away her thoughts and prayed that she wouldn’t gain a point in any of her attributes during the test inside the room. Who knew how that would mess things up?

Then, with a heave, Alice magnificently failed to lift the sack. She was almost able to lift it, but it was just a bit too heavy. After a few more seconds of trying, she quickly realized it was pointless. She stopped messing with the heaviest weight.

“[Strength] is certainly dropping. I can’t lift up the heavy sack anymore.” Alice then picked up the next-heaviest weight, which the two had approximated should be around 90 percent of the heaviest sack’s weight. Cecilia had a [Merchant] perk that let them make decent approximations of weight, but without either perks or equipment to get real numbers, vague approximation would be the best they could do.

“I can still lift the second-heaviest sack, although it’s difficult. How are we doing on time?”

“Three hundred heartbeats, so we should be at around five minutes. Give or take a few seconds on either side. Any dangerous symptoms yet?”

Alice closed her eyes, trying to focus on the sensations and feedback her body were giving her as she moved around.

“I am starting to feel very slightly dizzy. It’s a bit hard to evaluate what that means in numerical terms. However, I can definitely feel that it’s getting just a bit harder to keep my balance. I am also feeling … slower? Less precise in my movements?” Alice shook her head. “I can’t quite put it into words. However, it’s not just my physical strength—it’s not even just that I am starting to feel a bit weaker. It is like something is missing that has always been there. I feel … clumsy. Slow. I think if I tried to balance on something, I would probably fall.”

“Slow and clumsy?” Cecilia sounded surprised.

“Yeah.” Alice tried walking from one end of the room to the other. Not only was each step less sure than it usually was, but she felt that her limbs just weren’t obeying her the way they usually did. It didn’t feel entirely foreign to her, though. In fact, the entire sensation felt oddly familiar …

“It feels like I’m losing stats in [Dexterity],” said Alice, absently popping open her status to make sure she wasn’t actually losing points in her attributes. There were no changes in her actual stats—in fact, her status screen looked exactly the same as it had before she had entered the room.

Alice breathed a sigh of relief.

“Alice … you say that you feel like you’re losing points in [Dexterity], right? And that your maximum strength has decreased a bit?”

“Yeah, I definitely feel that way. It’s as if …” Alice sucked in a deep breath. “Say, what do we know about attributes and skills?”

“According to our best guess, they need mana to form,” said Cecilia, sounding like she was also realizing where Alice was going with this. “Though, thus far, we have only actually proven the two are related to each other and have yet to prove any sort of causation. Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?”

“That this might be a way to actively prove that mana is what causes increases in stats, rather than the other way around? And that maybe those stats stop working without mana?” asked Alice.

“So you are going there,” said Cecilia, her speech slowing down. “Tell me, do you notice any mental effects? You mentioned changes to your physical abilities but no changes to your mental capabilities. Those are also stats, after all.”

“For now, I haven’t observed any major changes,” said Alice, frowning. “Actually, now that I think about it, my skin is becoming a lot less sensitive. My eyesight is getting a bit worse, too. At home, my eyesight was pretty average, but it became much better after I arrived in this world. However, it’s starting to get closer to what it used to be. It’s just that the change is too small and spread out for me to immediately notice. My hearing is also getting worse, but only by a little bit. Hmm …”

“In that case, perhaps you’re becoming slightly dumber by staying in the mana-less room? People would say this experiment is quite stupid, after all.” Cecilia’s voice carried a faint undercurrent of amusement. “Maybe you can properly live up to their expectations while you’re in that room!”

Alice snorted.

“Maybe. I’ll keep an eye on it. It’s also much harder to test [Intelligence] objectively, so I might just not be noticing the decrease. Hmm … Now that I think about it, I also had much higher mental attributes than physical ones when I arrived on this world,” said Alice. “Assuming mana is used to improve stats, and only the stats gained through mana are decreased while cut off from mana, maybe my [Intelligence] and [Willpower] won’t be affected much if I’m cut off from mana? After all, neither of those stats has changed much since I arrived here.”

“True. If this proves to be safe, I wouldn’t mind also entering the mana-less room for a bit to see if I can notice a difference. First let’s finish this before we think about follow-up tests, though.”

Alice continued to walk around the room, chatting with Cecilia so she could monitor her and keep an eye on her mental abilities and safety. As seconds ticked by, Alice started to notice more and more of the weaknesses brought about by having no mana in the air around her. The weakness and dizziness were getting worse with each passing minute. It felt almost the same as being out of breath.

“I’m starting to notice the recorded symptoms of mana deprivation. It feels more and more like I’m missing something. My limbs are feeling weaker, and I am getting dizzier. I am also starting to get a headache, although it is relatively minor so far. What is the time?”

“If we approximate my resting heart rate back into minutes, we’re probably at about fifteen minutes now. Should we call the experiment here? Don’t put your health at risk; if you think there’s any danger to you, we should stop.”

“I can continue on for now. But be ready to open the door if necessary. I want to push a little longer first. If getting out of an area filled with mana makes me lose the stats I worked hard for, I want to know,” said Alice. “Even if places without mana in this world are almost exclusively labs, I still want to get a better idea of what’s actually going on. Besides, we still don’t know for sure what’s happening. Am I just losing stats, or am I suffering from something similar to asphyxiation? Because becoming dizzier and weaker would also be consistent with my stats dropping. Loss of [Endurance], especially, would make me frailer and weaker. And it would also explain why people think that mana deprivation is fatal. [Endurance] does a wide variety of things, but some of the most critical ones seem to be boosting the immune system and making the body healthier. If that’s suddenly taken away, people would definitely feel sick and dizzy. People who are barely surviving a major illness might die, and those who are seriously injured might also drop dead after losing access to mana. But that’s still just our theory for now; we need to actually test it out. And I won’t put anyone else at risk.”

“All right. Just make sure to let me know the moment things start to feel really wrong,” said Cecilia. This time, there was an undercurrent of anxiety in her voice. The girl went back to chatting about unimportant topics, but the nervousness never quite left her voice. Approximately five minutes later, Cecilia asked Alice a new question. “Any further loss of [Strength] or your other stats?”

Alice walked back over to the sets of weights and tried to pick up the previous weight.

“I can’t lift the second-heaviest sack anymore.” She started working her way down some of the lighter sacks, over and over, until she stopped.

“I can still do the third-heaviest sack. We estimated that one should be around 85 percent of the heaviest one, right? In that case, I seem to have lost about a sixth of my arm strength,” said Alice.

“Any other symptoms? Are they getting any worse?”

“Hmm … I think they’re starting to stabilize. I definitely noticed the symptoms getting worse a minute or two ago, but at this point, I’m not noticing much change. It’s hard to evaluate the stats besides [Strength], though.”

“All right. We can wait another five minutes, then.”

The two continued waiting and talking. Alice paced around the room, anxious to see what the results would be. However, she made sure to keep talking—speaking nonstop was one of the best ways Cecilia could monitor the safety of the experiment, apart from the small two-way peephole installed in the door. However, Cecilia watching everything might not give the full picture of the situation inside the room, so Alice made sure to keep speaking.

“All right, it has been another five minutes. Any further decrease in [Strength]?”

Alice began testing the sacks for a third time. “No. I can still lift the third-heaviest sack, and it doesn’t feel like the difficulty of doing so has changed.”

“Hmm … How would this compare to your previous world?”

“Um … I mean, I would still be noticeably stronger than the girls in my school, even the physically active ones. Compared to the boys … I think I would still be noticeably stronger than them, but the difference wouldn’t be as pronounced. Nowhere near my current normal, where I could easily stomp my school’s sports team, but I could still beat an average athlete, I think?”

“Interesting …” Cecilia stopped talking for a moment. “Wait a minute. If your attributes aren’t working at 100 percent anymore, what about your perks?”

“Huh.” Alice hadn’t thought of that. She immediately grabbed a fingernail-size piece of charcoal and tried to store it using {Sample Collection}. The charcoal disappeared into thin air, the same way objects usually did when she used the perk. For the first time, Alice noticed a feeling of strain when she stored it. Usually, whenever she had an excuse to use the perk, it just slipped objects in and out easily. If before it was like lifting an apple, this time it was like shoving an apple into a tube that was just slightly too small—still doable, but harder.

“{Sample Collection} still works, but it seems harder to use than normal. Let’s see …” Alice tried using {Precise Mana Measurement} on the mana-less room. She already knew that there was no mana in here, but she wanted to see if the perk would work at all.

“{Precise Mana Measurement} still works, but my headache got much worse. A lot of my other perks are passive or combat-related, so it’s hard to test them as effectively. However, I am starting to wonder if they’re all weakened. My thoughts are finally starting to slow down a bit, and I can’t sense motion in the world around me as effectively as before. So my [Student of Kinetic Magic] perks are definitely weaker right now.” Alice frowned and began trying to focus on the feeling of multitasking.

Then, for the first time, she realized that the buzzing feeling of having two different thoughts at the same time had grown muted. She was still thinking of two things at once, but her second stream of thoughts felt sluggish. It was hard to focus. Even though she could still do it, it was harder and less efficient.

“I think my more passive perks are also working less effectively. I’m definitely noticing a few of the more combat-related ones seem less efficient here.”

“Is that so?” Cecilia called out. “In that case, I’m going to assume for now that everything granted by the System is working less effectively without direct contact with mana?”

“It seems to be that way,” said Alice. “I’m not noticing anything changing further, so I don’t mind waiting a little longer. Let’s see how things go from here.”

“All right. Let’s wait another fifteen minutes, then we can also try seeing what happens if you hit the requirements for a skill. You mentioned you wanted to see what happened if you tried to form one inside a mana-less room, right?”

Alice nodded, then realized that Cecilia was only able to see her through a peephole in the door. She spoke out loud so Cecilia would know she agreed. “Yeah. Let’s go for it.”

Every five minutes, Cecilia would have Alice go through a list of physical tests and ask what had changed, but by the thirty-minute mark, Alice had stopped noticing anything different. She retained 85 percent of her physical abilities, as far as the two could tell, and using perks remained difficult but still possible.

“All right, I think we can assume mana deprivation isn’t fatal—or, at least, it isn’t fatal to you. We haven’t tried with someone from the world of Luliv yet, so even if Earthlings can survive without mana, people from here might still struggle. Anyway, how about we try forming {Advanced Mathematics}? You said you should already have a few levels in the skill already, even if it didn’t show up yet, right?”

“To the best of my knowledge.”

“In that case, how many degrees are there in a triangle? Make sure to write down the question and then say the answer; if you aren’t looking at a written version of the question, the skill won’t be awarded. Even though this question is a bit on the simple side, it’s one of the most common ones to start getting into the skill. That means it’s well-documented, which is good for testing purposes.”

Alice grabbed some charcoal and a piece of scrap wood and quickly wrote down the formula for the question, then scribbled the correct answer on the wooden slat and said it out loud as well.

“All triangles have 180 degrees,” she said.

She checked her status screen. She looked at the room around her, preparing to bat away any mana if it somehow made its way into the room.

Instead, nothing at all happened.

No skill increases. No attributes. No levels.

It looked exactly the way it would have on Earth, really. She wrote down a question and then answered it. There was no reason to expect anything to happen afterward.

“I didn’t get a skill,” Alice said after waiting a few minutes.

“Huh.” Cecilia sounded like she was scribbling something down. “There’s really nothing?”

“No change at all. No new skill, no new levels, nothing. In fact, I haven’t seen a single change to my status screen since the moment I entered this room,” said Alice, sinking into her thoughts.

“Is that really true? That’s … that’s really …” Cecilia cut herself off midsentence, as if she didn’t know how to continue what she was saying. “Don’t talk about this with Father Friedheim. In fact, don’t mention it in public. I won’t, either. Let’s just … think about this.”

Alice already had no intention of talking about her study of the System with the church, so she quickly agreed to Cecilia’s statement.

“All right, so we’ve established that you can’t form skills in the mana-less room. We haven’t tried it with anyone else yet, but we at least know that it seems impossible for now. Do you want to come out now?”

Alice thought about it for a few moments, then nodded. “I haven’t seen anything change at all in the last half hour. While there might be some shocking discovery in the next half hour, I am starting to doubt it. At the very least, we know it’s unlikely to be potentially fatal to carry out this experiment, at least for me. We can try replicating it one more time with me as the test subject, and then, if you’re willing to, you can try it as well.”

“All right,” said Cecilia. A note of delight entered her voice a moment later. “Ah, I got an upgrade to {On the Shoulders of Giants]! I also got a few levels in [Scholar]. I also picked up [Scientist]. It’s a shame [Scholar] is a secondary class, and I don’t intend to focus on science. Still, not bad for a few weeks of work. Especially the achievement upgrade. How about you?”

“Nothing,” said Alice, sighing slightly. She hadn’t gained a single attribute, level, or skill. The moment she had failed to form the {Advanced Mathematics} skill, she had realized she might not get anything for her status screen out of this experiment, but she had still hoped that she would gain some levels.

She sighed and decided to ignore it. She wasn’t doing experiments just for the sake of gaining levels and attributes; she genuinely wanted to know more, see more, understand more. Even if she didn’t get a single level out of this, she would still do it.

Of course, it would still be more than a little disappointing.

“Nothing? That … does verify the idea that mana needs to be in the area for skills, attributes, etc. to work. Still. I’m sorry,” said Cecilia.

Alice sighed, then walked over to the door and opened it.

The first thing she saw was her friend, standing directly outside on her toes, looking into the room.

The second thing she saw was mana.

A WHOLE LOT of mana. The moment Alice touched a wisp of mana outside the mana-less room, all the mana in the hallway seemed to perk up. Then it started surging toward her like a tidal wave.



Chapter 51

Alice watched as mana poured into her body. It was far more than she had ever seen before. It wasn’t just a trickle, or even a stream.

Instead, this time, it was as if a veritable tsunami of mana was surging toward her. She could feel her weakened attributes quickly recover, and her perks and skills started rapidly improving. More importantly, System notifications started popping up left and right.

And Alice, filled with curiosity, tried something else. It wasn’t something she had prepared to try, and it wasn’t something she had the time to design a sophisticated or precise experiment around. It was merely a growing hunch, an idea that she wanted to inspect. However, if she didn’t act now, it would grow harder and harder to test in the future. She needed to test it now, while she was in the middle of gaining a bunch of levels and skills.

Alice immediately turned around, hopping back into the mana-less room. She slammed the door before using her pure mana seed to drive away the remaining wisps of mana from her surroundings. She was acting on a half-baked suspicion instead of a fully-fledged hypothesis. But after what she had just seen, she had a guess.

She thought the System might not work without mana.

The moment Alice stepped back into the mana-less room, the System notifications stopped.

From gaining levels, skills, and attributes every second, suddenly, Alice’s status screen just froze. It was like someone had hit a giant pause button on her status screen. All the numbers, notifications, and levels just stopped changing.

Alice opened the door again, letting mana stream toward her.

For a moment, the mana did absolutely nothing. However, the moment Alice’s skin made contact with a wisp of mana, the surroundings began to change again. Mana began to ripple and surge. Within ten seconds, the veritable tsunami of mana was back.

Meanwhile, Cecilia watched Alice with an increasingly dumbfounded expression.

Alice opened the door to the mana-less room and ran out. She walked back in and closed the door. Over and over again, Alice watched as System notifications appeared when she had access to mana and stopped appearing when there was no mana in her surroundings. Anytime she walked outside the room, mana would drift around in weird, unnatural patterns every time. The mana resembled an incredibly drunk fish; it would start “swimming” before it flopped around unnaturally and became still. Over and over again.

Alice repeated this set of actions seven times while Cecilia looked at her as if she had lost her mind.

Finally, Alice opened the door and walked back out of the room. She turned to Cecilia and started cackling madly.

Cecilia started to look concerned.

Finally, Alice stopped laughing. With a massive grin on her face, she turned to Cecilia, who had started reaching for a consumable enchantment with healing properties before she paused and a look of enlightenment dawned on her face. Cecilia seemed to have finally realized what Alice was doing.

Meanwhile, Alice opened her status screen.

She had already finished her rough experiment.

If there was no mana in her surroundings, she couldn’t gain levels or attributes. If she was supposed to gain levels, attributes, or skills but she was in a room with no mana, she wouldn’t get a single System notification. Her status screen would remain paused.

In fact, it felt exactly the same as the way she would do something on Earth. Almost as if the System didn’t exist at all. The only evidence that the System had ever existed in the first place was the fact that, even in a room without mana, Alice could still open her status screen. She could also feel her perks still working, even with no mana in her surroundings. They started to limp along, still kind of working, but much weaker.

It was an undeniable fact that when there was no mana in one’s surroundings, the System seemed to stop functioning at 100 percent. Stats, perks, and the ability to gain levels and stats all just froze when one no longer had mana in their surroundings.

Even more interesting, if she reentered a field of dense mana afterward, all the System stuff she should have gotten would start ticking up again as mana was pulled toward her. And if she shut off the flow of mana again after that, she would immediately stop gaining levels, attributes, etc. It was like a water faucet that could be turned on and off at will.








	Name: Alice Verianna

	Age: 15 → 16




	Strength: 101 → 103 (113%)

	Perception: 114 → 119 (146%)




	Dexterity: 100 → 102 (115%)

	Intelligence: 158 → 160 (123%)




	Endurance: 105 → 109 (111%)

	Willpower: 133 → 138 (108%)




	Charisma: 125 → 126 (107%)

	Magic: 112 → 123 (107%)




	Primary Classes: 6/6

	Survivor: 37 → 40




	
	Explorer of Magic: 31 → 41




	
	Scholar: 19 → 24




	
	Scientist: 14 → 22




	
	(Student) of Kinetic Magic: 13 → 23




	
	(Apprentice) Enchanter: 0 → 9




	Secondary Classes: 1

	Fisherwoman: 3




	Perks:

	Survivor Perks:

Foraging (Survivor 5)

Microbe Resistance (Survivor 10)

Extremophile (Survivor 15)

Camouflaged (Survivor 20)

Sixth Sense (Survivor 25)

Enhanced Training (Survivor 30)

Sense Hostility (Survivor 35)

Explorer of Magic Perks:

Magic Proficiency (Explorer of Magic 5)

Enhanced Regeneration (Explorer of Magic 10)

Combat Spellcaster (Explorer of Magic 15)

Improved Seed (Explorer of Magic 20)

Seeds of Magic (Explorer of Magic 25)

Three Seeds (Explorer of Magic 30)

Broken Seed (Explorer of Magic 35)

Scholar Perks:

Enhanced Memory (Scholar 5)

Lesser Reduced Sleep Requirement (Scholar 10)

Accelerated Thinking (Scholar 15)

Scientist Perks:

Precise Mana Measurement (Scientist 5)

Sample Collection (Scientist 10)

Student of Kinetic Magic Perks:

Object Control (Student of Kinetic Magic 5)

Above-Average Mana Sight (Student of Kinetic Magic 10)

Folds of Magic (Student of Kinetic Magic 15)

Split Mind (Student of Kinetic Magic 20)

Apprentice Enchanter Perks:

Enchanter’s Vision (Apprentice Enchanter 5)




	Skills:

	Academic Skills:

Basic Mathematics: 122

English (Language Proficiency): 100

Illvarian (Language Proficiency): 94 → 98

Intermediate Mathematics: 78

Advanced Mathematics: 18

Magic Skills:

Kinetic Manipulation: 44 → 48

Mana Control: 30 → 33

Mana Precision: 26 → 31

Kinetic Force: 24 → 29

Projectile Awareness: 6 → 9

Divided Attention: 5 → 13

Basic Enchanting: 0 → 6

Crafting Skills:

Weaving: 27

Woodworking: 25

Cooking: 12

Stoneworking: 11

Physical Skills:

Spearmanship: 19

Sprinting: 15 → 18

Dodge: 15 → 18

Climbing: 9

Fishing: 9

Digging: 8

Stealth: 4

Basic Medicine: 3




	Magic Seed: ¾

(Organic Seed +2 Undetermined Seeds Max 10% Conversion Rat.)

	Kinetic Seed (135%)

Organic Seed (10%)

Pure Mana Seed (10%)




	Achievements:

	Outworlder (Rarity: 10)




	
	Seeker of Truth (I) → (II) (Rarity: 8)




	
	Baptized by Broken Mana (Rarity: 6)




	
	Survivor of Winter (Rarity: 3)




	
	Monstrous Encounter (Rarity: 1)




	
	Monster Slayer (II) (Rarity: 1)




	
	Well Trained (Rarity: 4)




	
	Murderer (Rarity: 4)




	
	Bookworm (Rarity: 3)






The experiment had given her several levels, especially in [Scientist], [Explorer of Magic], and [Scholar]. Each of them had picked up at least one perk, and [Scientist] had even gotten past two perk levels.

She had expected all those. {Seeker of Truth} had also increased in tier, even though it was still a rarity-eight achievement. It had been hard for her to figure out how many experiments she would need to boost the achievement further, and so it was a welcome, if not wholly unexpected, result.

However, why had she gotten a level in [Survivor]? That … didn’t make any sense. She had been looking over her status screen for a while, thinking that she might have to give up on her original intention of getting [Survivor] up to level forty and getting her fast-healing perk, since it was becoming harder and harder to level the class. However, her [Survivor] class had finally ticked up to level forty as a result of this experiment.

And, frankly, that was just bizarre. She tried to think more about the subject, but no matter how she turned it over in her thoughts, she couldn’t figure out where the level in [Survivor] had come from.

Was there a greater element of risk in the experiment than Alice had assumed? She had thought it should be relatively safe, and even if it wasn’t, Cecilia was watching over the experiment, and it wouldn’t take more than ten minutes for an [Organic Mage] to get over here and help her if she was in real danger. Therefore, Alice shouldn’t have really been in too much danger at all. As far as she had observed, [Survivor] mostly gained levels when she survived dangerous situations.

On the other hand, this experiment also seemed to show that there were definitely bugs in the System. Ways that it worked, or failed to work, where it obviously should. Thus, the level in [Survivor] might also be one of those. In fact, it could even be a big hint about where one of the other errors in the System were.

Alice shook her head. For now, at least, she had no ideas. She quickly grabbed a piece of paper and scribbled down the strange occurrence. She would keep it in mind and think about it later. For now, she had other things to look at.




	Seeker of Truth (I → II) (Rarity: 8)




	You have gained multiple glimpses into the mechanics of the System and at least partially understood them. Your ability to observe mana is no longer subject to interference, and you may now see clearly.




	+1 Primary class slot(s), +35% → 50% class experience for all research-related classes, +10% effect of Intelligence, +15% effect of Perception. Your ability to see mana is significantly enhanced. You will no longer experience any interference at all when attempting to observe phenomena involving mana and will be able to see perfectly clearly.






Interference?

Alice tried to think about what interference could mean.

Truthfully, she had always found it odd.

Why was it that no one had discovered the link between mana and attributes? It felt like someone should have noticed it by now. Sure, people might have chalked it up to some sort of idea like “if you exercise, your body will inhale more mana, just like you need more oxygen while you exercise” or something like that. However, for that kind of idea to exist for thousands of years? In a world where the church was unlikely to actively suppress this kind of research and centers of academic research were established all across the world?

Alice had wondered what was going on.

Now that she thought about it, she remembered Cecilia saying that it was hard to see what Alice was talking about when she was trying to explain the link between mana and attributes. After Cecilia had picked up {On the Shoulders of Giants}, however, she hadn’t mentioned any sort of similar problem.

Was there some sort of actual interference that happened when people tried to look at the relationship between the System and mana?

If so, how did it work?

And why?

Was it some sort of natural phenomenon? Some sort of natural result of the way the System worked? Was it intentionally designed? Alice had no idea.

She shook her head. For now, at least, she had no good ideas for investigating the matter. She intended to figure out what “normal” mages saw during her experiments as soon as possible, and she could probably ask Milo to help her out on that front. She would ask him to help out whenever he next had free time. However, assuming that people without achievements improving their sight didn’t see anything in particular when people gained stats and levels, it would at least explain why the link between mana and attributes wasn’t common knowledge.

“I was right. The System can’t work without mana!”

Cecilia gave Alice a slightly odd expression.

“That’s fine, and it’s actually really interesting. May I ask why you decided to run in and out of the room seven times in less than a minute before cackling like a maniac, though?”

Alice twitched. “Erm … for the sake of greater scientific experimentation! Look, it did look slightly silly, but it was important, all right?”

“S … sure.”

Cecilia looked away from Alice. A moment later, Cecilia looked back. Her expression quickly warped back into a more focused countenance.

“Come to think of it, you said the skill for {Advanced Mathematics} also didn’t form while you were inside the room, even when you solved the basic question for starting trigonometry, right?”

“Yeah. It formed once I left the room, but I didn’t get all the levels in the skill at once. It stopped getting levels whenever I ran back into the room and cut off any contact with mana.”

“Then what happens if you try to grab a perk while in the mana-less room?”

“… huh. That’s a really interesting question.” Before Cecilia could say anything else, Alice ran back into the room.

“Nothing. I opened the perk selection screen and then ran into the room. The moment I stopped touching mana, the entire screen just closed itself. I can’t open it back up, either.” Alice opened the door again.

“I think you have entered that room at least ten times today now,” Cecilia said absently. Then she tapped her chin, as if she were trying to stroke a beard that wasn’t there. Instead of looking as if she was deep in thought, she started to give off a comedic vibe, but Alice said nothing.

“You know, if the System really doesn’t work without mana, that could also be why people think it’s lethal to not have mana.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s easier to think of if you’re a native to this world, probably. However, the System is … everything. It’s almost literally what shapes us, from the moment we unlock our status screen to the moment we die. One of my perks failing to work properly was a big shock to me, because for most of my life, ‘trust in the System’ was an undisputed fact. It wasn’t even something I would have thought of. It’s like … it’s like thinking about breathing, right? Nobody thinks about breathing in a normal situation, because they don’t have to. Their body just does it. Just like they don’t usually think about air.

“And now, in this experiment, it seems like the System itself doesn’t work without mana. YOU experienced about a 15 percent reduction in your physical strength in that room, right? But at the same time, you aren’t a good example of the average person in this world. What if the effects are worse on someone who has grown up with the System? What if the stat loss is greater? Heck, what if losing access to the System is, in and of itself, lethal to people who have been connected to it for long enough?”

Alice fell silent, thinking over the question.

Was her research difficult to repeat for natives of this world? She did have good reason to think she might be an exception to the rules about how the System interacted with people here. After all, she had spent fifteen years of her life not exposed to mana or the System at all. Would it put other people in danger if she ran further tests?

Alice didn’t want to seriously endanger someone’s life just to prove a hypothesis.

But at the same time, she felt like she was so close. That the answer was there, and if she pushed just a little bit further, she would be able to know.

Suddenly, she felt like she could understand the Society of Starry Eyes just a little bit better. Why people would want to join such an organization that was willing to place lives in danger in order to satisfy curiosity.

She didn’t like the feeling that she could kind of understand one of the most feared organizations in Illvaria. It put a sour taste in her mouth.

The room fell into an awkward silence for a few minutes as Cecilia’s face seemed to switch between worry and curiosity over and over again. Eventually, Alice broke the silence.

“For now, let’s keep experiments constrained to me, then. We’ve confirmed that this shouldn’t be lethal to me, and I’m not willing to put someone else in danger. Not until we know with a higher level of certainty that this isn’t likely to be dangerous.”

Cecilia seemed to think about it. Finally, she sighed.

“It will cripple our ability to collect other data. Things like whether there is consistency in how many stats people lose, in whether perks are universally impossible to take while in a mana-less room … We won’t be able to test that without the help of other people.”

Alice felt a slight, bitter sting inside her heart. But she also sighed.

“At least I can test those things. Even if we can’t ethically try this on another person, even after this experiment, we can still test things on me.”

“It’s something,” said Cecilia. However, there was another element in her voice. A slight hint of stubbornness. A desire to learn more without giving up. “We can at least learn more. Even if we can’t generalize the experiments yet, we can learn more and do more experiments. I don’t want to give up. We can start here and try to learn more. Then, when we’re sure it’s safe, we can try to get it past an ethics committee. Or we could find a perk that tests safety or something. If we succeed, we could try to generalize the experiments.”

Alice nodded. She had hoped that this experiment would open doors to a completely new path.

In a sense, she wasn’t wrong. This experiment seemed to prove that mana and the System were linked together. Without mana, the System didn’t work. Attributes would degrade. Perks would stop working at full capacity. She had entirely new questions and ideas to test.

But the fact that it would still be hard to use as a “real” experiment, one that could be tested on multiple people, recognized, and published in an academic circle, was hard to swallow.

Still, that was just for now. She could use herself as an experimental subject, and she was fairly sure it was safe. Even if it wasn’t perfect, it would do the job.

For now, at least, she still had plenty of things to explore with Cecilia. She would remain the only test subject and wouldn’t even be able to see how things looked like if someone like Milo were involved instead. Still, it was something.

Even if it wasn’t perfect, for now it was enough. Finally, Alice felt she had settled things enough to deal with her other System notifications.



Chapter 52

As Alice was wrapping up her thoughts, she started to go through her classes and pick her perks. She had unlocked a total of five over the course of the experiment, which was a record high for her. She was more than a little eager to see what she had available. [Survivor] was the easiest pick, since she had already decided roughly what she wanted a long time ago, while reading through the list of known perks in the Church of the System.




	Moderate tissue regeneration

Requirements: Survivor level 40 or higher, Endurance 100 or greater




	Once per day, you may regenerate a great deal of damaged tissue and internal organ matter, healing you from even potentially fatal wounds or missing parts of limbs (hand size or smaller). May only be used once per day.

Increases the effect of the [Endurance] stat by 10%.

(Note: If you lose an entire arm, this perk WILL help you eventually recover the lost limb, but it will take several days.)

(Note: Regenerating large amounts of organic matter also requires proper nutrients. Each time you use this perk, you will need to eat a great deal more afterward.)

(Note: It is impossible to recover from destruction of the brain, regardless of method used. If your brain is damaged enough, recovery is impossible.)






Alice didn’t even take a serious look at the other options. While they were okay, they didn’t offer as much as this one did. Besides, Alice had already realized, and accepted, that it would probably be very hard for her to level up [Survivor] in the future. It felt like a waste of her extra class slot in some sense, but at the same time, Alice didn’t think it was a terrible idea to have one class “wasted” in order to have an emergency plan just in case everything went horribly wrong somehow. At least until her magic was really up to par, she felt that keeping the class around was still useful.

Therefore, this perk did exactly what she was hoping the [Survivor] class would do for her. It provided a pseudo–organic seed, one that she wouldn’t need months or years of time and training to use, unlike her real organic seed. If things went horribly wrong, she would at least have some safety margin during a crisis now. If things went well, Alice would never need to use the perk, but just in case. At some point in the future, she might drop [Survivor] entirely, but this would serve until then.

After grabbing that perk, Alice started to look at the other perks. The ones she was really looking forward to.




	Enhanced seeds

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 40 or higher




	All magic seeds you have access to both now and in the future can gain an extra 15% mana conversion by integrating more of your understanding of the core concept of the seeds in question. Exact gains are dependent upon your understanding of the magic seed in question.




	Yet another seed

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 40 or higher




	Allows you to form another seed of magic with a maximum mana conversion ratio of 50%.




	Infusion of comprehension

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 40 or higher, at least one magic seed, Intelligence 150 or greater, Magic 100 or greater, At least one achievement related to magic at rarity 5 or higher and one or more achievements related to scholarly or scientific investigation at rarity 5 or higher.




	You may select one of your seeds. Over the course of the next 8 hours, you will gradually improve both your internal comprehension of the seed as well as the seed’s conversion ratio. The results of this perk will vary based on how quickly you understand the concepts inherent to the magic seed, but you will see an absolute minimum improvement of 30% and absolute maximum improvement of 100%.

Warning: You will be helpless during this time, so it is highly recommended you activate this perk only when your safety is assured and you are in an environment where you will not be interrupted.






Alice decided to ignore {Yet Another Seed} for now, because she didn’t think she needed another seed slot at the moment. She already had her hands full learning to deal with the seeds she already had. Every single seed needed training and understanding to back it up. More seeds meant nothing if she couldn’t use them effectively.

However, {Infusion of Comprehension} was … very interesting. Not necessarily because it was useful for any of her combat-related abilities, the way it seemed like it was intended to be used. In fact, Alice suspected that if she used it on kinetic energy or organic magic, it would mostly be a waste. This world had well-documented understanding of the human body, and if Alice used this perk on the organic or kinetic seeds, it would definitely save her some time reading and researching, which would be nice. However, it probably wouldn’t fundamentally change anything besides her mana quantity.

However, using it on her pure mana seed … that would be far more interesting. Interesting in that Alice had absolutely no idea what the result would be. Even though this world had some understanding of mana, none of the theories about mana Alice had read indicated that it could do anything related to powering the System, or making it work, or whatever was happening here. Which meant that those theories were incomplete. This perk might let her get a much better glimpse behind the curtain, and that was exactly what Alice wanted out of her perks and research.

And interesting things might give her new ideas for new experiments. For now, all Alice knew was that the System only operated when mana was present. However, that still left a wide variety of questions unexplored. Alice was fairly certain that if she had a better grasp of mana, and what it actually was, she would have a better idea of what the System was and how it could exist.

Alice briefly glanced at {Enhanced Seeds}. That perk was actually tempting. If she was looking at it strictly from the perspective of enhancing her combat abilities, it was probably the correct choice. It would even give her enchanting abilities a slight boost, since the mana conversion ratio of a magic seed did matter when it came to enchanting. It was of lesser importance most of the time, since [Enchanters] used monster cores to fuel enchantments, but they still needed to use their own mana pool to add instructions to a material. {Enhanced Seeds} would help with that.

However, it didn’t appeal to Alice as much as {Infusion of Comprehension}, which she picked with a huge smile. She already knew that she sucked at fighting, so she didn’t want to focus heavily on that. She would learn to defend herself, but when she was given the choice between slightly enhancing her strength and possibly getting a glimpse behind the curtain, Alice would choose to peek every time. She wanted to know how magic and the System worked more than she wanted to fend off potentially faraway threats.

Besides, {Infusion of Comprehension} would provide her with a wider perspective on things, and, possibly, new ideas to mess with for experiments as well. Experiments could be turned into levels, skills, and attributes, and so it was probably a better investment than {Enhanced Seeds}.

She would use the perk later tonight, back in her inn room. She should be safe and free from disturbance there.

Alice continued looking through her new perks from her other classes.




	Object analysis

Requirements: Scientist level 15 or greater, Intelligence 100 or greater, Perception 100 or greater




	Allows you to analyze one item in great detail, analyzing a variety of properties which may be unfamiliar to you. The longer this perk is used on the same object, the greater the detail of the information collected.




	Eyes That See

Requirements: Scientist level 15 or greater




	Increases the effect of Perception by 8% and the effects of Willpower by 3%.




	Timer

Requirements: Scientist level 15 or higher, Intelligence 150 or higher, Perception 100 or higher




	You may always tell what time it is down to the hundredth of a second. You may also attach a timer to a specific object or area and measure the amount of time it takes for one condition of your choice to be met. (For example, you may attach a timer to a rock before throwing it off a building and set the start and stop conditions to “touching no physical objects” and “hitting the ground,” giving you the exact number of seconds that it takes for the rock to fall). Timers cost a small amount of mana to create (payable from any seed) and cannot last longer than two hours.






{Eyes That See} was a little weird, mostly because Alice had no clue why [Willpower] would be increased by a perk related to eyesight. Still, she also remembered [Student of Kinetic Magic] having a perk named {Railgun}, even though the class had nothing to do with magnetic force. She wasn’t sure exactly how these names were chosen, but it was at least food for thought.

Alice had no intention of picking a generic stat boost right now, so she ignored {Eyes That See} entirely. {Timer} was far more useful as a perk. Timekeeping devices existed on this world, but they were expensive. This perk would cut down on research expenses while also improving Alice’s ability to accurately measure the result of experiments. Even if this perk just replaced a watch, if Alice’s research was continuously hindered by a lack of accurate timekeeping devices, it would slow down her leveling speed. Even if she might be able to afford a timekeeping device in the future, that didn’t help her now, when she was trying to make the most of her remaining month in Cyra. Besides, it was just a level-fifteen perk. Alice was starting to realize that most level-fifteen perks just weren’t that great. This was pretty useful right now, and it was better than her other options.

Alice grabbed the perk, taking a moment to feel out the effects.

Suddenly, she could feel a sense of time’s passage. Every single second was divided into one hundred individual parts. If she was paying close attention to her surroundings, she could even track how much they moved every hundredth of a second. Even when she wasn’t paying close attention to something, when this perk was paired with her {Enhanced Memory}, she was able to accurately remember exactly when something happened.

Alice smiled softly. The two perks worked surprisingly well together. Usually she just used {Enhanced Memory} to help recall everything she had read, assisting her in her monthlong crash course on the academia and history of Illvaria. However, the perk was showing an unexpectedly useful side here.

Alice took a few more moments to relish the feeling of being able to properly time everything before she moved on.

Alice took a look at her second [Scientist] perk.

And then immediately burst out laughing.




	Safety analysis

Requirements: Scientist level 20 or greater, Intelligence 150 or greater, Perception 100 or greater, Magic 100 or greater, Must have some method of seeing clearly; must have some method of observing mana.




	Allows you to analyze, with high accuracy, whether an experiment would have harmful or potentially harmful effects on you or any other participants in an experiment. (Note: In order for this perk to operate, you must already know what the experiment is and target a specific participant.)






Alice and Cecilia had just been talking about how difficult it would be to expand Alice’s research to a greater scale. About how growing up with the System might mean that cutting it off would result in dangerous side effects. About how, as much as Alice wanted to learn more about the System, she wouldn’t do so by putting other people in danger. Alice had even spent a few minutes trying to come to terms with the fact that her experimental data might never be perfect, and she might never be able to start expanding her research to a greater scale. Science without data to back it up wasn’t proper science, and Alice had felt this thought gnawing at her every time she thought about her experiments.

And now, a solution was available.

The other two perks for this level were just generic stat enhancements. Alice didn’t give them a second look before she picked {Safety Analysis}. This one was a no-brainer. It solved a pressing problem Alice had been struggling with for days.

If all went well, she could revisit some of her earlier ideas now. And this time, she wouldn’t even be starting to approach the line between humane science experiments and unethical ones. She could just use the perk and stop an experiment if it had potentially harmful effects. She couldn’t stop herself from grinning, nearly humming a pop tune from home as she continued looking through her perks.

There was only one perk left to pick. After seeing {Safety Analysis}, Alice was hopeful that her final perk in [Scholar] might provide a solution to some of her other problems. Two of her perks had been simply amazing this time, and {Timer} was also likely to prove useful. Hopefully the final perk would provide a new tool for her to use?




	Greater intelligence

Requirements: Scholar level 20 or higher




	Increases the effect of the Intelligence stat by 9%.




	Published works

Requirements: Scholar level 20 or higher




	The effect of the Intelligence stat is increased by 2% for every published academic paper or book you have written or contributed to, up to 20%. You must have genuinely published works that have some level of academic merit; works published specifically to trigger this perk will not work without genuine scholarly intent driving the work.




	Rhetorical flourish

Requirements: Scholar level 20 or higher, Charisma 100 or higher, Intelligence 100 or higher




	When you are in the midst of any form of debate, you gain the ability to articulate your ideas more clearly and effectively, and you will be able to speak clearly without stumbling over your words or thoughts.






Three disappointments to round off the perk selection.

Alice mentally shrugged. She couldn’t always get lucky. If she had only been gaining a perk in [Scholar], she probably would have felt incredibly disappointed by the lackluster choices. But in the wake of the exceptional perks she had gotten from the [Scientist] class, she didn’t feel too disappointed by the mediocre results from [Scholar]. She briefly scanned back through the earlier perks from levels five, ten, and fifteen of [Scholar], looking for anything interesting. Then, finding nothing useful, Alice started to debate whether it was actually time to grab {Greater Intelligence} as the best perk available here. Maybe {Rhetorical Flourish} was worth thinking about? A 9 percent increase to the effect of the [Intelligence] stat just felt … rather lacking, honestly. That was basically the side effect of an average rarity-three perk, and Alice knew for a fact there were plenty of other, lower-rarity perks she could, and would, pick up in the future.

Alice sighed and grabbed {Rhetorical Flourish}. She didn’t think it was particularly amazing, but enhancing her stats by a small margin also didn’t seem that amazing. At the very least, being able to articulate her ideas clearly and calmly would be useful in the future. If or when she was trying to find a patron, the perk might provide a little boost. She wasn’t actually sure if the perk would trigger in those circumstances, but it was better than the other choices, at least.

Alice finally closed her perk selection screens before turning to Cecilia. She, like Alice, was staring into thin air with a glazed expression. Finally, Cecilia finished looking at her own perk selections, turned back to Alice, and grinned. However, her smile was nowhere near as huge as Alice’s.

“I got an amazing perk!” said Alice, trying not to burst into laughter again.

“I got some good stuff, too, besides just the achievement tier. Some levels in [Scholar], even. I think I’ll switch it to a main class—it’s unexpectedly easy to level these days. What did you get?”

“A solution to the biggest research problem we have!” Alice said before she explained the details of {Safety Analysis}.

By the end of her explanation, Cecilia was also grinning.

“That solves a lot of problems, actually. Truthfully, I was starting to get a bit worried about how much we could do with these experiments if we were limited to using you as a test subject. If we expanded the research, we would have probably been accused of being part of the Society of Starry Eyes. Even if we could have proved with some truth-telling perks that we weren’t, it still would have been a very bad reputation to acquire.”

Alice simply grinned maniacally.

She no longer had to worry about the safety of participants in her experiments, as long as she used {Safety Analysis} before each experiment. She could revisit her original thoughts about a few experiments.

“Can I steal a bit of paper from you?”

“Sure—I already had some ready for recording the experiment.” Cecilia pulled out a few sheets of paper, handing them to Alice along with a quill and ink bottle.

After a few moments of thought, Alice began writing. Even with [Enhanced Memory], she found writing down her thoughts helpful.

Future experiment ideas/Questions to answer:

Find out if other people lose stats after losing access to mana. If so, how much? Do other people experience greater loss of stats than I do? Also, how are other perks affected by lack of mana?

Milo probably would not mind helping me test this. Ask later. Cecilia also would not mind. {Safety Analysis} should be used before I do any tests in the future!

Do mages need mana in the air to use magic? This experiment can be run with just me in the future, though testing with Cecilia and Milo would also be useful. (This would finally conclude my experiments on where mages get the mana to use magic from. Finally finishing up this experiment chain would be nice.)

Actually, side note. Thus far, I have only tested the effects of lack of mana on myself, and even after doing some tests with idea one, I still wouldn’t have tested how mana works with mages versus nonmages. Since it’s already clear that mana is somehow at work when it comes to the effects of the System on people, I should absolutely test how these experiments work on nonmages as well. If there is a difference, it would be extremely interesting to see, and might provide some other clues on how all this actually works.

How do mana and the System actually work with each other? How much mana does the System need to operate? Can it just always work as long as there is ANY amount of mana in the air, or is there a certain density of mana required? Are there other conditions that need to be met for the System to work? Try messing with mana. As long as the mana is not broken, {Precise Mana Measurement} from [Scientist] can be used to provide accurate numbers for this experiment.

Alice smiled as she wrote before passing the list back to Cecilia, who started scanning, occasionally making a thoughtful expression. Finally, she passed the piece of paper back to Alice.

“It looks fine, I think. We can run the experiments on mages in a mana-less room tomorrow; I’m ready for today’s experiments to be over, at least. However, I think these are good directions to head down.”

Alice quietly stored the paper in {Sample Collection}.

“Sounds good. I have something else I want to check back at my inn room tonight, anyway. I need to use a perk that will take some time to activate properly. Tomorrow, I’ll also ask Milo if he minds being a guinea pig, as long as {Safety Analysis} says everything is okay. We can have a few people inside the mana-less room, in that case. It’ll certainly make our data a bit more reliable if we can run three different tests instead of just one.”

Cecilia nodded. “Sounds like a plan. Then I’ll see you tomorrow?”

Alice resisted the urge to cackle again as she looked at her perks and her notes. Everything was finally coming together.

“I’ll see you tomorrow.”



Chapter 53

That night, Alice returned to her inn room. It was noisier than Illa’s mansion had been, but it was reasonably clean and isolated from other rooms. On the bright side, Alice still had meat with every meal. Monsters being present everywhere seemed to make meat a surprisingly cheap commodity in this world, so long as one wasn’t too picky about exactly what they were eating.

After she said some greetings to the [Innkeeper], had a meal of spidercrab wrapped in lettuce with unidentified purple fruit on the side, and spent a bit of time going over her thoughts and notes for the day, Alice got ready. She let the [Innkeeper] know that she might be “sleeping in” the next day and she didn’t want to be disturbed unless it was an emergency. Then she retreated to her room.

It was time to use her new perk. Alice gave the inn room another glance before she locked the door. She hadn’t detected anyone with {Sense Hostility] since the end of the expedition, when the Immortal had come to Cyra and started purging the area of both monsters and problematic humans. However, just to be safe, Alice quietly spent a few spidercrab cores and a few low-quality enchanting materials for kinetic force. She then spent several minutes making a small enchantment to stop the door from moving if someone tried to open it. She also took a few moments to congratulate herself for slapping together this kind of basic enchantment in less than an hour, giving herself a mental pat on the back for her growth in enchanting, before she got back to business.

After enchanting the door shut, Alice was as ready as she could be. {Infusion of Comprehension} had stated she should wait to use the perk until she wouldn’t be interrupted, and this was the best she could do for now. After giving her room a final check to make sure nothing could get in the way, Alice lay down on her bed. Then she used {Infusion of Comprehension} on her pure mana seed.

Immediately, her vision started to get blurry. Over the course of less than a minute, her sight faded away into darkness. Soon, the physical world vanished without a trace.

The world became an endless series of drifting images and patterns. Alice felt like she was lying in an endless ocean of mana. It floated everywhere—shifting, blurring, solidifying, and collapsing at a moment’s notice. The only constant in this ocean of mana was change; no particular pattern of mana remained stable for more than a few moments before it collapsed and reformed into something else.

Finally, she managed to find something easier to understand. A fragment of an idea that she understood more clearly drifted into her vision, and she latched onto it like a drowning woman holding on to the side of a raft. The chaotic and nonsensical images began to stabilize, and the world around her transitioned from an endless sea of mana into a series of semistable images that she was more familiar with.

Suddenly, she could see physical force, electricity, light, sound, heat, and cold forming in front of her.

Even though Alice wasn’t able to physically see sound and physical force under normal circumstances, she could do so here. Not perfectly, and each force mostly looked like a scattered group of colorful blobs, but with the assistance of the perk, she could still sort of understand what she was looking at.

It seemed … like mana “understood” reality fairly different from the way Alice did. Alice was familiar with the concept of atoms being the root of everything. Ultimately, reality could be broken down into a set of interactions between smaller and smaller things, all the way down to the level of subatomic particles. This was the reality Alice had learned about in school back on Earth.

Mana did not seem to interact with reality on the basis of atoms and subatomic particles. Instead, what Alice saw in front of her was a huge series of different ideas. Heat, for example, should have been the result of atoms vibrating at higher speeds. However, when Alice looked at the concept of heat the way pure mana understood it, she felt dozens of different sensations instead. The warmth of a fire on a cold winter’s night. The agonizing sensation of flames crawling along her body, the proteins and enzymes that made up her body denaturing and breaking down as her flesh cooked. The tiny radiance and heat of a candle just flickering to life. Dozens of different images of fire, of heat, of warmth, of burning, all combined into a messy and complicated web of memories, images, and ideas.

And not a single one was related to atoms. It was sort of like a child making a wish to a genie; even though the child understood practically nothing, the genie would simply interpret the child’s wish and produce results. The way mana worked, on a fundamental level, seemed to directly sidestep physics and work with concepts and symbols instead of atoms and subatomic particles.

Was this why kinetic magic seeds couldn’t influence the heat of one’s surroundings, even though kinetic magic and thermal magic should theoretically be the same thing on different scales?

After that, the ideas displayed by the hovering mana in front of Alice changed. Before, they had mostly focused on magic seeds, especially the basic four. Now they started to shift in a very different direction now. The mana began to build itself into entirely new forms, returning to the chaos and instability of before. New images, ideas, and concepts were created and destroyed within seconds, over and over again. Eventually, a new stable image was produced.

Alice stared at the new image, trying her best to keep calm as she stared at a perfect image of … herself.

However, the “Alice” that she was looking at wasn’t made of flesh and blood. Instead, every single organ, every single cell, every single fragment of regular matter was replaced with mana.

Through the help of her perk, she sensed that the Alice she was looking at was still herself. In the same way all the cells of a human body would replace themselves as a natural result of deterioration and regeneration every so often, the Alice she was looking at had replaced every single cell of her body with mana.

Most odd, however, was that the mana-Alice was changing. Every second, Alice could feel that the fake her was shifting into … herself? Repeatedly, every single second, she was constantly transforming into herself. An unending cycle of change, and yet despite the constant change, somehow nothing changed at all. It was the most confusing image she had seen so far.

Before Alice could probe the image more closely, it broke apart again.

The mana shifted again. It was switching from one idea to another, almost as fast as Alice could look at and understand each image. The collage of random images returned, and Alice saw a variety of things. Healing. A person. Heat. The mana formed each image before it disappeared in seconds. Until, soon, Alice saw another image that startled her.

A … [Survivor]?

Wait, what?

A [Bard]. A [Fisherman].

Every single idea flickered by, lasting only a few seconds, but Alice was absolutely certain she had just seen some ideas expressed in the mana that seemed to have nothing to do with mana at all.

And yet, her perk was supposed to be centered directly on whatever magic seed she used it on. In other words, [Survivors], [Bards], and [Fishermen] were somehow related to the idea of pure mana.

Images began to flick by more quickly. Alice started to lose track of what she was seeing, but the images had returned to more familiar grounds. Fire. Water. Healing. Organic material.

The constant shifting and changing of Alice’s vision finally began to slow down. Step by step, the perk began to lose its effects. The constant transitions slowed to a crawl before they finally stopped completely. Alice opened her eyes.
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Apart from that, on her status screen, Alice could see that her pure mana seed had increased its mana conversion ratio from 10 percent to 50 percent.

She had barely gotten more than the minimum benefit from {Infusion of Comprehension}. The perk would provide a minimum of a 30 percent bonus to a magic seed, and a maximum of 100 percent. Of that, Alice had only gotten a 40 percent bonus, indicating her previous understanding of pure mana was very shallow. Truthfully, Alice had already expected that. She had used the perk on her pure mana seed because she thought it would provide useful ideas for future experiments.

And it absolutely had.

The images of a [Bard] and a [Fisherman] were firmly etched into her thoughts now. She had barely been able to make out what she was seeing, and without the perk she would never have understood what she was looking at. However, she was absolutely certain of one thing.

According to her understanding of mana, [Bards] and [Fishermen] had absolutely nothing to do with mana.

Her perk claimed the exact opposite.

Thus far, while the System often showed signs of breaking down a little without mana, and some other inconsistencies showed up from time to time, it had appeared to be relatively trustworthy.

That meant that her understanding of mana was either flawed or dead wrong.

Was her vision indicating that classes were fundamentally made from mana somehow? That was shocking to Alice … and would make a surprising amount of sense, now that she thought about it. In fact, it would at least seem to line up well with the results of Alice’s experiment with Cecilia. Since Alice had seen that classes required mana to gain levels, it was obvious that there must be some relationship between the two. However, Alice hadn’t thought about what this would look like behind the scenes. She still wasn’t sure how the two interacted with each other at all.

Something she would need to think about in the future.

Alice sighed. For now, she would wait until she saw Cecilia again to talk about this. Alice needed to think in more detail about several ideas and aspects of the observations shown by her perk, and two heads were better than one for this.

Alice looked around her room, double-checking the enchantment she had slapped onto the inn door was still intact. It was almost out of mana but otherwise looked undisturbed. She carefully disentangled the nearly spent spidercrab cores from the enchantment, then lifted the spidercrab cores and the low-level enchanting materials and stored them in her storage perk. Then she stretched her body, wincing a little as she moved around and rubbed her eyes.

Sure enough, her perk did not count as sleeping. Her body was letting her know, in no uncertain terms, that she had not slept for the entire night, and she was tired. Alice took a quick peek outside her room, only to see that the inn was already beginning to wake up. The [Innkeeper] gave her a friendly nod when he saw that she was up.

“Hello—erm, I mean, good morning to you, lady mage! I thought you said you were going to sleep in today?”

Alice rubbed her eyes. “Just checking the time,” she said dryly.

“The church has yet to ring morning bell, so it is before the sixth hour of the day,” said the [Innkeeper].

Alice nodded.

Working on the docks today was going to suck. Still, her perk had provided her with everything she had hoped it would. She had an awful lot more food for thought today than she had yesterday.

“Wake me up an hour and a half after morning bell, please,” she said.

“Of course,” said the [Innkeeper].

She retreated to her room. Even if she couldn’t get much sleep, a few hours would help.

She took another look at herself, thinking back to the image she had seen of an Alice formed entirely out of mana.

And froze.

Inside her mage core, located directly behind her heart, were several colors of mana. And she had never seen any of them before. Even though she had distinctly, directly checked the magic core in her chest over and over again in order to find out as much as she could about what mages were, she had never seen a thing. Apparently, neither had anyone else in this world. What a mage core did, and what made mages different from regular people, had been a mystery to this world for centuries, with no one ever discovering a thing about it. Magic cores had no traces of mana inside them, showed no visible interaction with the rest of the body, and had no visible effect on anything.

The only thing people knew for sure was that all mages had a mage core, and if it got damaged, mages usually couldn’t use magic until an [Organic Mage] with a specialized perk fixed it. Apart from that, mage cores could be used as enchanting materials, the same as monster cores—though they were incredibly illegal to actually use as an enchanting material basically everywhere.

In short, people of this world didn’t have great understanding of mage cores.

And now, inside Alice’s mage core, she could see mana through her skin, condensed into three solidified balls of color. All three were easy to identify once she focused closely on them. One had the same sort of silver-gray color her broken mana did when she used her kinetic seed. Another was easy to miss—it was almost the same color as the mana Alice saw floating in the air around town. It was fairly clear that it was her pure mana seed. The third easily identified seed looked like a mixture of green and red. Even though Alice hadn’t experimented with her organic magic seed very much, she could at least still match this color to broken mana created from her organic seed.

Alice took a moment to process these new, unique additions to her vision. She had never seen them before, and they carried a world of new implications.

And then Alice walked over to her bed, dragged herself under the covers, and closed her eyes.

All this could wait until tomorrow.



Chapter 54

Afew hours later, the [Innkeeper] politely rapped on Alice’s door a few times. With the help of some sort of noise-enhancing perk amplifying the sound of him knocking, it was loud enough to wake Alice up.

Only to find that the world looked as if a rainbow cloud had fallen over it. Briefly she wondered if she had somehow wandered into the aurora borealis from back on Earth. Every single inch of air, floor, and wall was covered with color and lights. The lights were not static, however; instead, it seemed as though every single inch of the air was rippling and vibrating with color every second.

“Lady mage? As per your request, I am trying to wake you up an hour and a half past morning bell. Can I receive an acknowledgment that it has succeeded?” The [Innkeeper]’s voice came from outside her door.

Alice looked at the swirling lights, which were moving enough that she was starting to feel motion sick. The entire world was suddenly swimming and rippling with swirling color every second, and there was nowhere Alice could move her eyes to avoid seeing more of the dancing colors.

“I … I am awake. Thank you, [Innkeeper].”

“It is my pleasure to be of service to a mage,” said the [Innkeeper]. Alice heard the man begin to move away from her room, giving her more time to examine … whatever the heck was going on with her vision.

This was something Alice had never experienced before. It certainly hadn’t been there when she had gone to sleep earlier. Even if she had been tired from the experiment she and Cecilia had finished yesterday, she was still sure she would have noticed the entire world starting to look like a rainbow taking a stroll.

She looked blearily at the walls of her room before she shook her head and closed her eyes. She rubbed at her eyelids for a moment, trying to figure out if she was seeing things.

Maybe she was still sleepy? She had only gotten a few hours of sleep, and while Alice didn’t think that would suddenly cause her vision to go wrong, maybe there was some sort of interaction between tired mages and mana that she didn’t know about.

She opened her eyes again. The rainbow colors had not disappeared. They were just as prevalent and vibrant as before, distorting the air and making it hard for Alice to see her surroundings clearly.

She looked at her hands, only to see that, even underneath her skin, the rivulets of rainbow lights were still present.

She closed and opened her eyes a few times while focusing on a specific point in her inn room, giving her eyes and her brain some time to adjust to the perpetual motion in her vision. After a few minutes, her motion sickness was starting to clear, and she was getting used to the constant moving lights. Even though she still found the constant shifting and moving in her vision to be obnoxious, it was no longer making her feel ill, at least.

“What in the world am I looking at?” she asked, watching as the streams of color whirled and danced underneath her skin. The colors were inside her skin, her flesh, her bones … everything.

As she watched, Alice started to feel a sense of familiarity with the lights. Hadn’t she seen something like this before?

After a few moments, she finally figured out why the streams of light looked familiar.

Didn’t this look kind of like that incredibly complex flood of mana that had appeared when she nearly melted herself? She tried not to think about the time when she had tried, and failed, to form a wide variety of modern physics–based seeds, only to end up failing each and every time before she nearly melted both her room and herself. However, even though she tried not to remember it …

The fractals of light in midair reminded her of that day quite a bit.

The difference was scale.

The swirling fractals she had seen on that day had mostly been focused. They had been limited in scope, appearing mostly around her body and the air directly surrounding her. She hadn’t been able to see much else as far as the light fractals went outside of that specific, limited space.

The light fractal she was seeing now was everywhere. It was a rainbow fog that obstructed her vision of her surroundings.

She reached one of her hands toward the floating lights in midair. As expected, her hand passed directly through it.

Alice had a sneaking suspicion that she could guess what she was looking at. She focused on her pure mana magic seed before she extended a tendril out toward the air in front of her and tried to mess with the dancing lights.

The lights shifted away, continuously remolding and reshaping themselves into new patterns and fractals as they avoided her mana tendril. The lights also avoided any mana or broken mana that Alice pushed out of her pure mana seed for a few seconds, the lights seeming to “ignore” the mana that had originated from her. She tried a few more times before confirming something.

The light show was avoiding her mana. The light fractals would avoid any mana she made, regardless of what seed it came from.

And, similarly, the lights that Alice observed looked like the ones she had seen during the failed seed construction day.

Curious, thought Alice as she stared at the swirling lights.

She took another look at the lights inside her body, searching. If her speculation was correct …

There might be some sort of link between magic seeds and classes. At least, after a few hours of sleep, that was her best guess about what her vision trip yesterday meant.

For now, Alice decided to ignore the swirling lights as best she could. She would experiment more with this when she had more ideas for how to actually interact with the lights. However, right now, they were (seemingly) avoiding her attempts to interact with them. Quite efficiently, in fact. No matter what she tried to do to mess with the fractals in midair, she consistently failed to get an interesting reaction. The one and only result that she had encountered so far was that the light fractals would avoid her and her mana, intelligently wriggling, writhing, and squirming around to avoid being cornered or trapped no matter what she tried.

She opened the door to her room in the inn and looked around. A few people were eating breakfast here and there. The [Innkeeper] was chatting with a group in the corner, occasionally making exaggerated gestures with his arms as he laughed along with a story one of the guests was telling.

And, of course, the room was still surrounded by light fractals. Every single centimeter of air, every single surface of the inn, was plastered with them. Alice, who was getting used to the new and bizarre world of living in a rainbow, did her best to examine the other guests in the inn.

Most people had huge clusters of rainbow lights hidden inside their skin, just like Alice. However, there was also one thing that Alice hadn’t seen before.

Every person she saw had a few far more densely packed fractals inside their skull or near their heart. Usually, the rainbow fractals of light were near the forehead, but that wasn’t always the case. There were plenty of rainbow fractals plastered across just about every inch of people’s skulls, as long as Alice checked enough people.

Each person she saw had at least five rainbow fractals.

Apart from the five superdense and bright clusters of light, most people also had a few smaller clusters of light. However, these ones looked … deformed, for lack of a better term. It was like the difference between looking at a healthy adult and looking at a survivor from a village on the verge of starvation.

Alice observed these clusters of light and made another mental note to herself.

Five clusters of light. People usually have five classes.

Am I looking at the System itself right now? This light show needs further investigation.

After Alice had her fill looking around, she got breakfast and then headed to the docks. She couldn’t investigate this in greater detail yet, but when she had another day free, she was definitely going to check this with Cecilia. For now, however, she still had other problems and questions to look into—Milo’s participation in her research being one of them.

“So you want me to help you verify a few things as a test subject?” Milo asked, giving Alice a curious glance. “I thought you mentioned the experiments would need to be put on hold, or involve fewer people, since they might be dangerous?”

“I got a perk that obviates a lot of that issue now,” said Alice. She had used {Safety Analysis} on Milo earlier and had confirmed that sticking Milo in her mana-less room wouldn’t actually be harmful to him. With her primary concern addressed, Alice no longer felt any hesitation in asking Milo if he was willing to help. Which was a relief, because Alice really wanted to see if other people got weaker in mana-less rooms, just like her.

After all, science that couldn’t be replicated wasn’t science; it was just an interesting anecdote. The root of science was to replicate oddities and use them to improve one’s understanding of the world, and right now Alice had a sample size of one person. She had no plans to create anecdotes or bad research if she could avoid it.

Milo scratched his head as he lifted a wooden beam into place with his mana.

“I guess I’m up for it. I usually relax on my weekends and hang out at the tavern since they have decent-level [Bards] there. I can take a day or two to help out next weekend. What did you have in mind?”

Alice cleared her throat before she started getting into a more detailed analysis of her experiments.

“Cecilia and I have been trying to figure out how mana works and how it influences other things,” said Alice. “We found a few interesting results, but we want to verify them. After all, one person isn’t a very good representation of everyone in the world, and I have a few achievements that might screw with the results a bit.” Such as {Outworlder}. Alice still had no clue what “increased support from the System” meant, and for all she knew, it might throw all her experiments out of whack.

“Anyway, I need a little more data … if that’s all right with you. I have a perk to detect how dangerous an experiment might be, and it looks like it’ll be safe for you. There shouldn’t be any danger,” Alice said. “I can even make some statements about safety under lie-detection perks if you want me to.”

“Mana levels and their effects? Hmm … I think you might be best served by messing with some spidercrabs, if you haven’t done that already. Even if it isn’t usually what they focus on, most [Adventurers] would probably be willing to help you catch some alive for a few silver suns. Heck, if you wanted to save money, you could probably do it yourself. At this point I seriously doubt an average spidercrab pack poses any threat to you, so you could probably destroy a pack, grab a few alive, and then drag them back for research. Just make sure to wear thick padding. There are even a few loons who try to raise spidercrabs like farm animals in some areas where the ground is too barren to grow regular crops or fodder for animals, provided they have the right permits and licenses. Which just shows how much of a nonthreat spidercrabs really are.”

“The issue is that I want to look at how mana and stats interact. Monsters don’t have access to the System, so there’s nothing to test there.”

“Wait, testing the System?” Milo gave Alice a strange look. “Like … to see what the Almighty System deems proper?”

“Erm … I want to see how the Almighty System makes decisions and how its blessings work,” said Alice. “I just figure that there has to be some underlying mechanism behind how the System’s blessings work in practice, and I want to see what those mean for the world in general.”

Milo, thankfully, didn’t immediately decide she was a heretic and start yelling at the top of his lungs, or chew her out for her strange stance about the major religion in Illvaria. Instead, he pursed his lips, seriously thinking it over. Finally, he sighed.

“All right, I’ll help out. How long would it take, and what exactly do you want from me?” Milo asked after a few moments of thought. “I trust you enough to know you wouldn’t lie to me about my safety, and I don’t mind helping you out.”

Alice felt a smile tug at her lips. “I’m just asking you to sit in a special room for a while and test your physical strength. I have also undergone the same experiment with no harm coming to me, and Cecilia will be doing the experiment with you,” said Alice.

“Testing my strength in a room? All right, I can see it sort of making sense. Are you planning on messing with mana quantity by changing it over the course of the experiment?” Milo mulled it over for a few moments. Finally, he nodded. “I don’t particularly mind, I guess.”

Alice felt her smile grow wider. “Great! Thanks, Milo! I’m glad that you’re willing to help out. I’ll get more bags ready for the mana-less room.”

Milo paused, and his expression turned to complete bewilderment.

“I’m sorry, WHAT? Mana-less room? As in … a room with no mana in it?”

“Yes?”

Milo gave Alice a blank stare.

“What exactly is the wording for this perk that claims no harm will befall the subject? Didn’t you say—Wait, you already did this? To yourself?”

“It’s why I think I found something big,” said Alice. “I have sat in a manaless room over half an hour. During this time, I experienced some reductions in my stats and my perks became weaker, but none of them were life-threatening, and after about fifteen minutes, my stats stopped decreasing. Since it’s common knowledge that lack of mana is lethal, and it didn’t hurt me, I want to see what happens if other people try it. My perk claims it isn’t lethal for other people, either, so I want to know what would happen if someone sat in a mana-less room for an extended period of time. Do other people also lose stats? Is the stat loss consistent? There are a lot of other finicky things I want to experiment with, but since everyone’s perks and achievements are so different, I need bigger sample sizes if I want to really figure out what’s going on here.” Alice paused. “Of course, if you’re sick or injured, you probably shouldn’t participate. While mana deprivation doesn’t seem particularly harmful, if you’re already fighting off a disease, dropping your [Endurance] would certainly be harmful. So if you get sick, or you’re sick right now, let me know so I can call things off.”

Milo frowned. “Being perfectly honest, this seems more than slightly insane. Alice, that’s an environment with no mana! You can suffocate monsters just by dropping the mana in an area low enough! It’s the main reason human civilization can thrive at all; stronger monsters can’t wander out of their high-mana environments without dying off in droves. They stick to the mana-rich, wild parts of the world, and humans inhabit the mana-thin regions. To hear someone say that lack of mana isn’t lethal just sounds … I trust you, but it sounds ridiculous.” Milo’s expression kept changing, warping between shock, confusion, and anger.

Alice took a deep breath, feeling {Rhetorical Flourish} kick in and help her select her words more accurately.

“Milo, there is a difference between monsters and humans. Monsters need mana to survive, but there isn’t enough evidence to conclude that humans do, right? In the first place, monsters don’t even strictly need to eat in the first place, if the environment has enough mana. By contrast, humans starve to death or get the {Malnourished} achievement if they don’t get enough food in their bellies. This happens regardless of how much mana there is in the food, right?” Alice couldn’t help but think about her and Cecilia’s mana-influenced diet and how little the amount of mana in food seemed to influence mages. “Monsters get stronger in environments with high mana density, too. Humans don’t. Similarly, mana deprivation doesn’t necessarily have to be lethal for humans, even if it’s universally lethal for monsters, right?”

“This is crazy.” Milo sighed. “I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this. All right, I don’t mind. You can use me as a test subject. But let the record show that even if this experiment works out, this is insane. The fact that you tested this on yourself is insane.” He took a deep breath and then spoke more calmly. “Remind me at the end of the week to help out. Even if it’s nuts, I trust you, and I’ll help you out this one time.”

Alice felt a huge grin tug at her lips. “Thanks, Milo!”

“Don’t mention it. I might have a nervous breakdown if I think about it in further detail.”



Chapter 55

After Alice recruited Milo, the rest of the day went by quickly. At least, it would have, if Alice didn’t still see gloppy chunks of colored mana whirling about everywhere she looked. The fact that the world was now made of rainbows made even walking distracting. Alice was getting seriously frustrated by how hard it was to concentrate on other things when she had rainbow fractals painting literally every inch of the world around her. Even if it was translucent enough that she could still see the physical reality underneath the mana, it was distracting. Alice couldn’t help but wish that she had some way to turn this off—even if it would be useful to her goal of learning the truth behind this world, frankly, it was a huge pain in the butt when it came to doing normal, day-to-day activities.

Maybe she could get a perk to disable it when she needed it turned off? There could definitely be something about that in [Scholar] or [Explorer of Magic], right? Or maybe [Scientist]?

Actually, I feel like I’m falling into the same mental trap many other inhabitants of this planet have fallen into, mused Alice. Whenever I have a problem, I look to the System as the first way to solve it. The sheer utility and number of perks available makes it easy to develop reliance on the System. After all, it can solve almost any problem if you level up enough. However, the System isn’t the only way to solve problems. Even if it’s an excellent tool, I shouldn’t become so reliant on it that I can’t solve problems without the System.

Alice nodded to herself, deciding that she would try her best to solve this problem without the System. The best way to break a bad habit was to push through instinctive reliance on it, right?

Right now, her problem was that her ability to see mana was becoming distracting. However, there was an equally simple solution that Alice could already implement—make an enchantment that temporarily blocked her ability to see mana. Then, when she wanted to do an experiment, she would just remove the enchanted item and conduct the experiment. And when she needed to go back to everyday life, she would put the enchantment back on. It would solve the problem, get her a bit more practical experience with enchanting, and help curb her reliance on the System. Using the System as a tool was fine, but being unable to function without it wasn’t ideal.

I’ll see what I can whip up later, she thought. She would probably need a full workday to really make something functional, so she would have to deal with the rainbow fog for a few more days before she had time for some real enchanting. Since she had a pure mana seed and a better idea than before of how mana worked, she could probably make something that fixed her newly acquired vision problem.

That night, after she returned to her room, she spent more time experimenting with the rainbow mana. Regardless of how she poked and prodded at it, she couldn’t interact with the mana. It still avoided her and her tendrils no matter what she tried. Eventually, she gave up and went to the dining area.

While she was focusing on her meal, she kept observing the people around her, trying to figure out how the fractals inside people’s brains and the rainbow mana in the air around people interacted with each other.

The rainbow mana didn’t just avoid her; it avoided directly touching anyone. However, every single time anyone around her did anything, the rainbow mana fractals would recenter themselves around the person, spinning and warping themselves and the mana around them. Even though the rainbow mana never directly touched another person, Alice finally realized that the rainbow mana always touched mana that was about to enter a human.

Normally, all living beings on this planet sucked in mana. This was considered normal; every single person drained mana from their surroundings just by existing. Monsters would die if they were isolated from mana, and many kinds of plants and domesticated animals did the same, though not all of them did. However, every single bit of mana that people pulled in would be touched by the rainbow fractals first.

Curiously enough, the rainbow mana fractals didn’t care about plants and animals at all. The dog the [Innkeeper] kept as a pet absorbed mana from the air around it quite naturally, and the rainbow mana seemed to just ignore the dog’s existence completely. It didn’t even make an effort to avoid the animal; it just literally passed through the dog as if it weren’t there in the first place.

Grass, and the few potted plants near the windows of the inn, also drained mana pretty normally from their surroundings. As with the dog, the rainbow mana completely ignored their presence.

But humans never touched a single drop of rainbow mana. And they also never touched a drop of mana that hadn’t been filtered by the rainbow mana first. Anytime mana was about to touch a human, the rainbow fractals would swarm it. The mana looked … different afterward. Even if Alice couldn’t see a distinct change in color, the mana would always have a different texture afterward. Then, once the mana made its way into a human’s body, it would worm its way toward the fractals in their brain or toward other parts of their body.

For now, Alice didn’t have any further observations to contribute to her initial findings. She decided to wait until the next weekend, when she could discuss what she was seeing with Cecilia and see if the other girl had any ideas. Apart from that, she could also get some basic test results from Cecilia and Milo spending some time in the mana-less room, which might also give her some inspiration for new ways to mess with the rainbow mana. Thus, at least for now, Alice shelved her observations and decided to quietly take notes and prepare.
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At the very least, she got an attribute point out of spending her entire dinner giving people weird stares over each mouthful of food. It was small, but it was something.

The next day, near the end of Alice’s training with Illa, a [Messenger] entered the training room. Alice took this as a welcome opportunity to stop her training today; trying and failing to take a drink of water from a glass without spilling any liquid. Illa looked over at the letter with keen interest. It was written on real paper, instead of wood and charcoal, which meant it was expensive.

Illa took the letter out of the envelope and began scanning the paper. She frowned for a moment, sinking deep into thought. Then she flicked a few copper artisans at the [Messenger], who snatched them out of the air before turning around and leaving the room.

Ill turned to Alice with a thoughtful expression. A few minutes passed in silence before Illa spoke again.

“Do you want to see something interesting?” she asked.

“Define interesting,” said Alice, feeling uneasy.

“Do you want to watch an Immortal fight a monster swarm?”

“Hmm?”

“The dimensional broken mana zone we explored a few weeks ago finally collapsed. Afterward, a bunch of alpha monsters started forming swarms and chowing down on each other. Long story short, there is now a very large swarm of vinebears wandering around the woods, and all the other monsters in the area have been turned into food. For a while, we were hoping they might just head south into the Mana Wastes and get eaten by stronger monsters, but unfortunately, they’ve been wandering closer and closer to Cyra instead. Immortal Allira got sick of having one of her subordinates keep an eye on them, so she has decided that rather than leave a potential threat near the recolonization zone, it was better to just remove the threat once and for all. She requested the aid of some mages and experienced [Soldiers] or [Guards] to help deal with the swarm. It would be a rare opportunity to see alphas at closer range while in the wild, and it would also be an opportunity to see an Immortal in action. On top of that, I’ll give you paid time off from working on the docks AND danger compensation. If you’re interested, at least,” said Illa. “It shouldn’t be too dangerous, either; the Sigmusi presence has mostly been rooted out in this area by now, so the possibility of ambushes is low. It’ll also give you a few levels in most combat classes, which never hurts.”

Alice pursed her lips, thinking over the offer.

Truthfully, it was … surprisingly tempting.

Illa was many things. First and foremost, she was extremely pragmatic. However, Illa was always up front about her intentions as well. Alice trusted that if the situation would be seriously dangerous, the older woman would tell her what she was getting into and then beef up the compensation according to what Illa felt the danger was worth. If she said it shouldn’t be too dangerous, it probably wouldn’t be.

And Alice was increasingly curious to know what Immortals and classes were, when underneath all of the layers of obfuscation by the System. Alice increasingly suspected that both mana and the classes given by the System were more tied to the nature of mana than she had realized. As for Immortality … Alice didn’t want to die, and if possible, she would love to reach Immortality as well. However, she was a long way from becoming an Immortal, and right now, Immortals were one of the strangest aspects of life in this world.

“What time would we leave if I agreed to join?”

“Tomorrow. I don’t want this damn swarm getting anywhere near the actual town. Immortal Allira agrees with me, and so we have decided to remove the potential threat before it becomes a real problem. Even a single vinebear is usually a matter for the [Guard] to deal with, since average [Farmers] don’t have a good way to stop anything more threatening than a few spidercrabs. A whole swarm of vinebears is a serious problem. Luckily, we have an Immortal and a solid group of competent, high-level [Guards] and [Soldiers], so it should be fairly straightforward to deal with.”

“All right. Count me in,” said Alice.

Illa grinned. “I’m glad you’re interested. Meet us outside the town gates tomorrow at noon.”

The next day, Alice made her way to the town gates. There were small groups of [Soldiers] standing around just outside town, armed with a mixture of bows and a strange spear Alice had never seen before. Instead of just the usual wooden shaft with a spearhead, these were made entirely out of metal and had an extra hilt—like protrusion about half a meter behind the spearhead. Perhaps it was to provide a greater ability to stop a charging vinebear? Alice wasn’t really sure, but since it wasn’t too important for her role in this, she didn’t ask. The majority of the [Soldiers], however, had ranged weapons.

Apart from the [Soldiers] and [Guards], a few people were wearing far heavier metal armor, and Alice originally assumed they were some sort of higher-ups in the [Guards]. That is, until she recognized one of them.

“Lady Vallenta?” asked Alice, looking at one of the mages dressed in high-quality, heavy armor.

“Lady Alice. It has been a few weeks since we last spoke,” said one of the town’s [Organic Mages], whom Alice had met during the expedition.

Alice stifled the urge to do a double take. “Are you also here for the vinebear culling?”

“Indeed. I take it you are here for the same reason?”

“Yes. I am surprised to see you in heavy armor.”

The woman seemed to perk up a bit as she fondly ran her fingers over one of her gauntlets. “It was quite pricey, but I am glad I invested in it. It has saved my life a few times. Today, we’re fighting with an Immortal, and I’m mostly going to be in the back lines to heal people, so I doubt it will be terribly useful. However, I thought it was best to wear my nicest armor, just in case. Besides, we’re just taking a smaller trip outside town, so I don’t need to worry too much about long-term mobility,” she said, giving Alice a friendly grin.

“Is wearing armor common for mages?” asked Alice. In her previous world, it had been common sense that mages all wore robes to fights. While robes had pretty minimal defensive abilities, Alice was still used to the trope.

“Why wouldn’t we wear armor? Do you enjoy getting shot with arrows?” asked Vallenta, giving Alice an odd look.

“I wasn’t sure, honestly. I’ve never seen mages in a real military situation before this, but I assumed maybe mages wore … lighter armor so they can keep up. Most of us don’t have the physical stats to keep up with [Soldiers] on the march, right?”

“Ah, are you referring to [Corellion Warmages]? I know that they have lighter uniforms for mages, since their armies tend to value high mobility. On the other hand, they also don’t have any other nations competing for land in their region, and so their armies are mostly focused on fighting nomads and monsters,” said Vallenta. “Since mounted nomadic raiders attack and then leave before [Soldiers] can arrive, their mages tend to be mounted and wear minimal equipment so that they can actually get there in time. A few decades ago, Illvaria tried something similar with a light mage cavalry corps, but the idea never really caught on. Illvarian mages are higher level and take a lot more time and money to raise, so we focus a lot more heavily on keeping our mages alive. Not that I’m complaining; I like my organs to be arrow-free. I can heal myself if my brain isn’t damaged, of course, but I prefer to avoid wasting mana and being in less pain when I have the option.”

“Huh. I had never really thought about it too much. Fair enough,” said Alice, giving Lady Vallenta an appreciative nod. The idea of heavily armored mages struck her as bizarre, but Alice couldn’t help but feel more than slightly amused as well. A lot of tropes from her old world … really didn’t hold up well in the face of practical necessity.

“Speaking with you is always enjoyable, Lady Alice. Your ideas are always refreshing to listen to, and I like that you aren’t afraid to speak your mind. That’s rarer up north. I like that things aren’t so stuffy when I talk with you.” Vallenta gave Alice a warm smile.

Alice returned the older woman’s smile before she changed the topic. “Do you know who else is coming along?”

“Well, I am here, obviously. Illa is also coming, and I know we have another [Organic Mage] for backup healing. Apart from that, just these two,” said Vallenta, gesturing toward the two mages, one of whom was wearing heavy armor like Lady Vallenta and one of whom was wearing normal clothing. Both gave Alice friendly nods.

“Apart from that, the Immortal of Song and Shadow is coming! My mother always told me stories about her when I was a little girl! I never thought I would get to see her in real life!” Vallenta’s gaze grew fervent.

Alice took a curious look at the three mages, who wore various expressions of excitement. How were Immortals actually regarded in this country? Vallenta had heard stories of Immortals growing up? How … odd. She had a hard time processing the idea of hearing a person who lived in a country being used as materials for storybooks told to children. She was more used to the idea of children stories being about … well, mythical heroes going on adventures to slay monsters and rescue princesses.

Which, in this world, could just be an entirely factual tale of an Immortal doing their job, now that Alice thought about it.

She settled down for a chat with the other few mages as more [Soldiers] and the other [Organic Mage] gradually entered the area.

Alice was glad to see the other [Organic Mage] dressed in more casual clothing. It was nice to know that only half of the mages here owned freaking armor and decided to wear it to cull vinebears.

Finally, Alice saw Allira arrive, accompanied by Illa. Allira was just as inhumanly beautiful as the first time Alice had seen her, but the weird, rainbow-colored mana soup acted very differently near her.

This was Alice’s first time seeing an immortal since she had upgraded her pure mana seed and her {Seeker of Truth} achievement. And now that Alice could see things more clearly, Allira looked even more odd than the first time she’d seen her. Her body still looked like a solidified clump of mana.

However, even more bizarre was that Alice could see Allira’s body moving. Every second, she was continuously transforming in tiny, subtle ways. Her skin, bones, and flesh were all continuously shifting, almost as if they were alive, but they still stayed in roughly the same position and place. It looked more than slightly unnerving, but it also seemed as if she were transforming into herself repeatedly, similar to the fake Alice she had seen during her pure mana seed vision.

Most curious of all, the area around her brain was extremely still; anytime mana started to move around near there, the rainbow mana in the area would throw a hissy fit. Then, the mana near Allira’s brain would settle down. In addition, the woman didn’t have a set of fractals in her brain, the same way other people did—instead, it almost looked like her entire body had blended together with one of the fractal patterns present in other people’s bodies. Instead of five separate fractals located in various parts of the brain, her entire body looked like a massive blender had taken all those fractals, broken them down into smaller but still recognizable chunks, and then scattered them randomly throughout her entire body.

In addition, the rainbow-colored mana didn’t avoid the Immortal’s body the way it avoided other humans’. Instead, it seemed to actively hug her at all times, like a layer of cling wrap.

Alice had no clue what to make of that, so she turned her attention back to Illa. The older woman gave Alice a friendly nod before she turned her attention back to Allira, continuing a conversation that Alice was totally unable to hear even though she was standing fairly close to them. With some amusement, Alice realized that she couldn’t even see their lips properly—it looked blurry whenever she tried to focus on how their lips were moving. Whatever perk was preventing eavesdropping even stopped people from trying to lip-read.

After a few moments, Illa nodded to Allira and then turned to the group of forty [Soldiers], mages, and [Guards]. “All right, you all know why we’re here. I’ll give you more specific instructions when we encounter the vinebear swarm. Scouts, get into position. The rest of you, just focus on marching—I’ll give you more specific orders once we get there.” The others simply nodded, giving each other nervous glances before they turned to Allira, seemingly feeling a lot more reassured when they confirmed the Immortal was still there.

With that, the hastily organized group got into formation and set off.



Chapter 56

The group of [Soldiers] and mages spent a few hours traveling through the woods before they found the swarm of vinebears. In that time, Alice mostly chatted with the other mages, though a few of the [Guards] traveling with the group also ended up joining into the conversation from time to time. Apart from the occasional swish of [Archers] dispatching overly adventurous spidercrab packs, the group marched with few interruptions.

Alice was happy to talk with people she already knew and could get along with. Even though she wasn’t really a people person back at home, she found the way this world’s culture had developed to be fascinating. The [Guards], for example, considered the Sun Knight, the most famous Immortal of Illvaria, to be something like Superman back on Earth. If Superman could be met in real life, at least. Alice was starting to theorize that even though it was well-known that Immortals didn’t have the ability to overturn armies and fight kingdoms by themselves, they probably played a huge role in boosting morale. Fighting alongside someone you spent your childhood hearing bedtime stories about was probably like fighting with your idol, if Lady Vallenta’s excitement was anything to go by.

The effect an Immortal could have on morale seemed to be something Allira was keenly aware of. As the group marched, Allira would continuously bounce between groups, talking a bit with one group for a while, spending time cheering up those who felt nervous or encouraging [Guards] to do their best, before moving on to the next group. Something else Alice noticed was that Allira had left Illa in charge of the actual details behind when the hunting party moved, when it stopped marching for a few minutes, and so on. Was it because Allira wanted Illa to gain levels in some sort of [General]-related class? Was she just more confident in Illa’s commanding abilities, compared to her own? Alice didn’t know. Either way, despite how intimidating the woman’s status as an Immortal was, she seemed surprisingly easy to get along with. She occasionally drifted over to tease or talk with Illa, chatted with the [Soldiers], and worked to boost morale. If Alice couldn’t see the massive, solidified chunks of mana replacing every bit of flesh and blood in the woman’s body, or the woman’s inhuman, too-perfect beauty, she would have had a hard time believing that Allira was someone with an extraordinary status.

Which might have been because Immortals didn’t necessarily come from distinguished lineages. A [Farmer] was almost as likely to reach Immortality as a [King] if they worked for it and got the right achievements. If anything, [Nobles] and [Kings] tended to be less likely to take the kind of insane risks one usually needed to take to get good achievements and reach Immortality, though they also had access to better [Teachers] and educational resources. Alice didn’t know what background Allira came from, but she made a mental note that she should ask around about it later, when she wasn’t near the woman. She suddenly found herself increasingly curious to know why the Immortal of Song and Shadow had such a huge flinch reaction toward the Sigmusi Colonia and Sigmusi Imperia, and whom she had been before she became an Immortal.

As the group followed the marks left behind by the [Spies] under Immortal Allira’s command, Lady Vallenta glanced at Immortal Allira no fewer than twenty-three times over the course of half an hour. Alice couldn’t help but feel a little amused by the woman’s focus on the Immortal.

“Anxious?” asked Alice, giving the older woman a grin.

“Ah!” Lady Vallenta flinched before she looked back at Alice.

“If you want to talk to her, just do it. I don’t think she’s the type to make a big fuss over that sort of thing. You already mentioned you want to talk to her, right?” said Alice, giving Lady Vallenta a mirthful look. Even though Lady Vallenta was in her early twenties physically, and probably a fair bit older than that chronologically, right now Lady Vallenta seemed more like a kid. Since she had a good personality and wouldn’t mind, Alice suddenly found teasing her to be unexpectedly fun.

“Ah … I just … She does a lot for the kingdom, and as I grew up, I heard a lot about her, so I’m just a little curious … I don’t know if I want to interrupt her …” Vallenta shook her head a little. “Even if she’s the youngest Immortal in Illvaria, meeting her is still really amazing, you know?”

“You know her age?” asked Alice, unconsciously dropping her voice.

Lady Vallenta twitched slightly before she looked at Allira again. Then Alice saw the rainbow mana fractals in the air spin a bit, and a strange bubble formed around Alice and Lady Vallenta. Sound from outside the bubble became muted.

“Most people in the kingdom do, actually. Knowledge about Immortals isn’t particularly secret, since any proper organization or [Historian] can find it pretty easily. She was originally a [Bard] who lived in southern Illvaria before it was razed to the ground by the Sigmusi. She was present during the war with the Sigmusi several decades ago, actually; that was when she became an Immortal. I heard that her home city was besieged by the Sigmusi and over half the town died from stray debris thrown at the walls by [Kinetic Mages] or starved to death. She managed to survive … unlike most of her neighbors and friends. She leveled up [Bard] by trying to bring hope to the dying citizens of the city … and when she started combining perks, she somehow managed to make [Bard] into an offensive class with shadow manipulation abilities. She’s around eighty or eighty-five right now, I believe.”

Huh. Younger than ninety, then. Even if she wasn’t an Immortal, she could quite plausibly still be alive, even back on Earth. Compared to Immortals like the Sun Knight, who are several centuries old, she really is quite young.

Alice shrugged but dropped the matter. Immortal Allira would probably come talk to them sooner or later anyway. She could ask more if the Immortal felt like chatting—which she seemed to be inclined to do.

It took another fifteen minutes before Allira finally worked her way over to their group.

“So how are all of you doing?” asked Allira. Her voice was faintly musical, almost as if she was playing an instrument instead of simply speaking. Curiously enough, the rainbow mana in Alice’s surroundings also seemed to quiver faintly as Allira spoke. The more normal mana, however, seemed to totally ignore her.

“We are doing well, Lady Allira,” said Lady Vallenta, giving a slight, but visible, deferential bow.

“Are you nervous?”

“Not terribly so, Honored Immortal,” said Vallenta.

“It’s okay. Monsters becoming alphas is pretty rare up north, since mage academies deal with mana clusters whenever they form. There is no shame in being nervous, so long as it does not influence your ability to your job.”

“My thanks to the Honored Immortal. I will keep your words in my heart and never forget them,” said Vallenta, practically oozing eagerness. Alice, who was starting to feel more than a little secondhand embarrassment, gave Allira a respectful nod.

“What about you? I recall … Ah, yes, you were the one who closed your eyes during our first meeting a few weeks ago. I notice you now have your eyes open,” said Allira, giving Alice a smile wider than a Cheshire cat’s. Alice suppressed an involuntary twitch. That was what stood out the most from the first time she had seen an Immortal?

On second thought, she did recall being unable to concentrate whenever she looked at Allira. Now, the rainbow fractals embedded inside Allira’s body and the world around her were so distracting that Alice had an easier time ignoring Allira’s presence. Still, Alice couldn’t help but wince a little bit. She had rather hoped to either make less of an impression—or a different one.

Seeing Alice’s discomfort, Allira actually laughed. It wasn’t a disdainful or mocking laugh, but one that sounded good-natured. Even though she could tell Allira was amused, it felt like she was laughing with Alice rather than at her.

“It happens sometimes, actually. I remember the previous [King], when he was a young lad, once tried to convince me to wear really ugly, shapeless dresses by claiming they were the ‘new fashion.’ He was quite an interesting child,” she said, her lips twisting into a nostalgic smile for a moment. “It was a shame when he got assassinated, but such is nature of life, I suppose.” The nostalgic smile on her lips twisted into a grimace for a moment and then disappeared entirely.

“Illa said you are a newly baptized mage, yes? Do you have any experience in combat from before then? You don’t seem to have any perks that boost your marching speed or discipline, so I doubt you have a [Soldier] class or anything of the sort. That’s usually the first thing most [Soldiers] take if they don’t want to get yelled at for bad marching posture.”

“No. I’ve had a few smaller encounters with monsters, and I was part of the expedition that scouted out the broken mana zone. However, I can’t really say that I have too much fighting experience overall,” said Alice. “Illa has been helping me boost my combat skills, so I don’t think it’ll be too bad.”

Allira gave Alice a sympathetic look. “Don’t worry about it. This kind of thing isn’t really that scary, honestly. I’ll be doing a fair bit of the work, and the [Archers] will be doing a lot more. You guys are here to make sure that a huge mass of vinebears doesn’t start roaming the countryside and terrorizing farmers or less well-prepared towns, but it shouldn’t be very dangerous. Just mow down the vinebears where you can, listen to the person leading your team when we break into groups later on, and prioritize your safety first. The [Organic Mages], as well as the Illa and the people around you, will keep you safe.”

Even though she knew Allira was working to improve everyone’s morale, Alice still couldn’t help but feel more relaxed after the Immortal personally took some time to reassure her.

After that, Allira continued chatting with the mages and [Guards]. Lady Vallenta seemed about ready to burst with excitement, and Alice suppressed a few chuckles as she watched the rest of the group interact with the Immortal.

It seemed that even after growing older, some things stayed the same. And as amusing as Alice found it, she couldn’t help but feel a little warm inside as well.

This world was very different from home … but it wasn’t so bad. Most of the people here were nice, or at least tolerable. Even though there were a few, like Lady Vallis, who were malicious, most of the people she had met so far were decent people. Even if this world would never replace home … staying here wasn’t so bad.

Before long, the group arrived near the pack of vinebears. As they approached, Illa signaled a stop. Then she turned to the group and began doing a final check. Finally, Illa seemed satisfied.

“The vinebear group is currently about a kilometer ahead of us. Before we engage, I will be assigning each group a [Scout]. You are to follow the [Scout], who will be taking you to encircle the vinebears. Afterward, the Honored Immortal will be the first to attack, and with any luck, we can get rid of the vinebear alpha in the first wave of attacks. If that happens, mopping up the rest of the vinebears should be easy, because the vinebears will no longer act intelligently. Even if they won’t immediately start eating each other, they won’t have any interest in working together. From there, just shoot down whatever comes in your direction if you’re a ranged fighter, or keep the people behind you safe if you’re a melee fighter.

“If the alpha doesn’t die in the first wave of attacks, [Scouts] will be in charge of keeping the groups moving. Remember—vinebears can move plants around, so keep an eye on the grass and trees near you. Allira’s {Shadow of an Old Song} should cut off most of their access to the plant life around them, but that doesn’t mean you can completely ignore your surroundings. Stay safe and stay cautious. The [Scouts] have already found clearings where you should be fairly safe from everything besides some mostly dead roots in the ground, so the odds of getting speared by a tree branch or something are very, very low. Still, surprises can happen. In that case, the [Scouts] have some perks that will help keep plants from getting in their way, and they have pretty good reflexes. They will be in charge of countering those attacks. However, they are also currently considered mini team leaders. If they tell you to move, you move and don’t ask questions. [Organic Mages], feel free to interfere with the any unexpected bits of plant life, but only if you can do so safely. Prioritize healing. Understood?”

The [Guards] and mages all nodded.

“Good. All right, stay still for a second while I organize you.” Illa and Allira spent a few minutes getting teams of people together. Every team had at least one mage, one scout, and about ten [Guards].

The teams quickly formed up and began following their assigned [Scout]. Then, each group quickly set off.

Alice’s group slowed down considerably under the [Scout]’s guidance, making sure not to disturb the surrounding forest or make any loud sounds. They also maintained a proper distance from the vinebears to make sure that the monsters wouldn’t sense any of the rich mana that all life in this world contained. Every so often, the [Scout] would make them stop and then disappear into the woods to check the vinebear swarm and make sure that it hadn’t made any unexpected movements. Then he would reappear and urge them to keep moving on.

Finally, the group came to a halt in a clearing. There, they waited. Several minutes passed as the [Scout] continued to check the position of the vinebears occasionally. Finally, he nodded.

“Get ready. The other [Scouts] have used {Signal}, so they should be in position now. We should be starting in a few seconds.”

Less than ten seconds later, Alice heard a woman singing.

She had never heard Immortal Allira sing before, but upon listening to it, it was the most beautiful sound she had ever heard. It was as clear as a bell chiming in the wind, soaring through the air. However, Allira’s voice also carried an undefinable feeling of weight to it, as if the song bore grief, nostalgia, and regret. These emotions were far heavier than mere physical objects. Unconsciously, Alice thought back to her family on Earth, and she clenched her fists.

The first verse began to drift through the region, speaking of a town that had once stood. Alice quickly lost track of the actual words, because a set of images started to manifest in the forest around her. Suddenly, instead of the trees of Illvaria’s forests, she could see a paved set of streets. The style of the buildings was still distinctly Illvarian, with wooden sidewalks and low, squat buildings made of wood with stone mixed in. However, the style was also slightly different from what Alice was used to seeing.

In the town, children played in the streets, laughing and smiling. Sunlight beamed down from a clear, blue sky. Even though Alice had never seen this town before, she was filled with a sense of comfort and nostalgia. It was as if this town contained a wealth of memories buried within it—happiness, warmth, kindness … The town had an emotional weight to it that Alice could feel pressing down on her.

And a massive set of rainbow mana fractals covered everything. Every single building, every child playing in the illusory streets, every single centimeter of land was made of rainbow-colored mana fractals, densely packed together as far as the town stretched.

Alice could, with some difficulty, still see the forest underlying this illusion. If she strained her eyes, she could still see the reality that lay beneath this song. However, when she reached out her hand to touch one of the buildings, it felt like a real, physical object. No matter how she pushed her hand against the building, no matter how she ground her feet into the wooden street, she still had a hard time separating reality from illusion. If she hadn’t known that she was still in the middle of a forest, it would have been easy to mistake the transparent, untouchable forest for the illusion, rather than the solid, colorful street in front of her. Even if she could still faintly see through the streets and buildings, doing so required a fair bit of concentration and effort.

At the same time, she was able to see the group of vinebears that the group was supposed to be hunting. There were nearly one hundred of them, all of them standing in the middle of one of the town’s illusory streets. The alpha was also distinctly recognizable—it was nearly twice the size of the surrounding vinebears, and the mana inside it was several times more dense than the others’.

Down each of the streets leading away from the vinebear pack, Alice was able to see the other groups as well. They surrounded the vinebears, giving each group a suitable shooting range and giving the [Guards] armed with spears and shields narrow chokepoints to defend. Suddenly, Alice had a much better understanding of why Illa and Allira were so sure this group would be able to stop the vinebears from escaping. With only a few chokepoints to control, the [Guards] were definitely able to control the entire street and keep the back lines safe.

Then, the song suddenly changed. From a beautiful, nostalgia-evoking melody, it rapidly changed as the sky began to darken. The children and [Merchants] in the street totally disappeared, and the streets were suddenly barren and devoid of life. She could, just faintly, hear people in the distance barking out orders in a language she had never heard before. The metal gates of the city wall quickly slammed shut, but since Alice could still faintly see through the illusory wall, she could see a group of human figures in the distance. A single person at the front of the group held a flag Alice had never seen before, and in the back, Alice could see groups of people wearing distinct, brightly colored armor.




	Through training, you have increased a skill!




	Sigmusi (Language Proficiency) 0 → 1






After listening to the people yelling in the distance, Alice almost immediately picked up a new language skill.

Then, as the sky continued to grow darker, Alice saw the people in brightly colored armor break into groups as they began grabbing a variety of things from their surroundings. At the same time, they began unloading large boulders from the backs of carts before setting them on the ground in front of another group of people wearing armor. It took Alice a moment to realize the new group of people were mages.

The mages touched clump after clump of rubble, and then the pieces of rubble sailed into the air, propelled by kinetic magic.

A sudden boom rocked the world. A giant piece of rubble crashed back into the earth, smashing into the streets below and causing the illusory world to shudder.

It missed the vinebears completely, crashing into one of the buildings right next to Alice’s group and causing the building to shatter. A shower of stone and wood fragments fell upon Alice’s group.

The splinters passed directly through them, as if they weren’t there at all.

The vinebears finally came to their senses and roared. However, they stopped as they warily observed their new surroundings. Alice felt {Sense Hostility} began churning into overdrive as the bears temporarily eyed her group.

Underneath the illusion, some of the trees and vines started to wriggle near Alice’s group. However, their movements were sluggish, much weaker than the vinebear Alice remembered attacking her when she had fled to Cyra. The [Scout] simply stepped near them, and the roots and tree branches stopped moving entirely. The [Scout] also lit up with rainbow mana, and Alice wondered if he was activating some kind of perk to keep the area under control.

Before the vinebears could mount anything at all with their impaired magic, the [Scouts] had immediately stopped any possibility of a counterattack.

Then another piece of rubble fell from the sky.

This one did not miss. It smashed directly into the center of the vinebear group, and the alpha and several other vinebears were crushed and immediately killed.

The previous patience and careful analysis of the vinebear group collapsed instantly. The monsters seemed to jolt in surprise. Then, with a start, they began looking in totally random directions. Before, the group had been cautiously eyeing every one of the groups, as if they were trying to find the weakest point to attack and escape. They were like a group of [Soldiers] caught in an ambush. Now, they were just wild animals; there was no semblance of coordination or intelligence in their actions anymore.

A few of them immediately charged toward random groups, totally ignoring their surroundings. Most of the vinebears just targeted whatever group was closest to them. A few of them even began trying to chew on the buildings in the illusion, completely ignoring the humans in favor of the mana fractals inside the buildings.

Alice tentatively pushed a mana tendril into a fist-size chunk of stone that had passed through her a few moments ago. To her surprise, even though the object had passed through her like a trick of light, when she touched it with her mana, it felt the same as any other stone.

Alice picked it up with her mana before firing the stone toward a vinebear. It made no attempt whatsoever to dodge as the chunk of stone crashed into its skull, killing it instantly. The other [Guards] with bows began shooting into the scattered and disorganized pack as well.

What followed was neither difficult nor suspenseful. It was akin to harvesting wheat. The vinebears were slaughtered mercilessly. Debris kept falling from the sky, launched by the illusory group of Sigmusi mages outside the walls. Even though most of the debris missed completely, it passed through the humans while crushing any vinebears it landed on. The “fight” wasn’t even really a fight. It was just an organized group of overly prepared [Guards] and mages mopping up a disorganized group of hungry wild animals. It took less than ten minutes for the last vinebears to be dispatched, including the few who were still insistently gnawing on illusory buildings.

After the vinebears were all dead, out of curiosity, Alice tried plugging her ears with her fingers.

Immediately, the illusory buildings in the area became fainter. If before they were only slightly translucent, once Alice couldn’t hear Allira’s singing, the buildings became far closer to transparent. Alice tried touching one again and found that she could now stick her feet and elbows into the illusions. There was a faint feeling of resistance, but it was nothing like touching a real object. Alice unplugged her ears and waited.

Allira stopped singing, and the illusory world faded away. Alice immediately lost visibility of the other four groups, because she could no longer see through the trees in her surroundings. Mana started rolling in from the area around her.




	You have leveled up!




	Survivor: 40 → 41

(Student) of Kinetic Magic: 23→25 (MAX LEVEL)




	Through training, you have increased an attribute!




	Magic 123 → 125









	Through training, you have increased a skill!




	Kinetic Manipulation 48 → 49, Mana Control 33→ 34, Mana Precision 31→33, Kinetic Force 29 → 30, Sigmusi (language proficiency) 1 → 7






Alice dismissed the System notifications. She would deal with her new perk when she got back to town.

The [Scout] began leading them toward the dead vinebear. As they did so, Alice couldn’t help but reflect on the fight.

First and foremost, Alice was surprised by both the massive strength and massive weaknesses of Allira. Vinebears were a species of monster that was considered a pretty big threat to most of the inhabitants of this world. Dealing with one usually required a squad of [Guards] or [Soldiers], because the species tended to stick to areas where their plant control could shine. They were considered a big threat to [Farmers] if they were caught off guard and could kill low-level combat classes if they didn’t work together. In wooded areas, they were a massive problem.

And Allira just literally changed the topography of the entire area. Instead of standing in the middle of a heavily wooded region, suddenly the entire fight was taking place in the middle of a town. With a single action, she had totally nullified the biggest advantage the species had. This sort of reality-altering ability was nothing short of miraculous.

At the same time, just by plugging her ears, Alice managed to remove a huge chunk of this illusion. There were definitely still some remnants of Allira’s illusory world, and Alice was sure the woman had far more than just this ability up her sleeve. Allira hadn’t used other perks because this one had proven to be more than enough for the fight. Still, it gave Alice a better perspective on why Immortals didn’t rule the world. Even though Allira had a massive, overpowering advantage, as long as an army or nation was prepared for it, they could directly counter her abilities. Even though Allira certainly had other perks up her sleeve, there could just as easily be other counters to those perks as well.

The higher someone’s level was, the slower their leveling speed. Nations would learn the perks of Immortals from neighboring nations every time the Immortal took action. Thus, they would keep trying new things until they learned to counter the perks of Immortals, until they developed a full list of training and equipment to keep their [Soldiers] safe during a fight. Of course, countering someone like the Sun Knight, who was reported to be a powerful all-around commander and fighter, was probably several times harder than someone like Allira, who had basically forced a noncombat class into a combat role. Still, Alice didn’t doubt for a second that the Sigmusi Colonia had a good idea what the Sun Knight’s perks and achievements were and had specific tactics for each one they knew of.

In addition, Allira’s perks had other weaknesses. The massive stone debris lobbed into the city by the “mages of the Sigmusi Empire” who had destroyed the nostalgic, dreamlike city at the beginning of the song wasn’t aimed very well. Even though each missile had been aimed close to the vinebears, there were plenty of times that they missed completely. In a smaller fight, especially, this ability had a reasonable chance of just missing repeatedly. Overall, the fight gave Alice a good perspective on how much an Immortal could change a battlefield—they were both incredibly good at totally controlling a smaller fight—and incredibly ineffective the moment a counter was developed to their perks and achievements.

Apart from that, however, Alice had another thought. One that, at least to her, was far more interesting.

After her mana-vision trip, she had already been starting to think about the nature of mana more closely. What exactly was a mage? A class? A perk?

Today gave her even more food for thought.

Because after speaking with Lady Vallenta, Alice knew Allira was not known to be a mage. However, despite that, Allira was able to do a lot of things that … well, seemed pretty mage-like. Manifesting a song from what Alice assumed was her memory, darkening the sky, creating an illusion that was almost real … and lobbing around giant chunks of stone—all those things were remarkably similar to what a mage could do. In fact, since Allira had constructed a bunch of fake, illusory Sigmusi mages proficient in kinetic magic … In a weird, convoluted way, Allira was sort a [Kinetic Mage]. Alice had no clue whether she could influence objects that weren’t part of her illusions. However, the fact remained that she could create a somewhat similar effect, even though she wasn’t a mage.

As the groups met up and the [Scouts] began to harvest the corpses of the vinebears, Alice sank deeper into her thoughts.

This matter … required further testing.



Chapter 57

The [Scouts] spent about half an hour cutting apart the vinebear corpses, searching for valuable materials. In the meantime, a few spidercrab packs wandered nearby, perhaps attracted by the mana left in the area. Alice and the other mages quickly shredded them if the [Guards] didn’t shoot them down first. Alice was sure she was pretty close to {Monster Slayer III}, though there was still some way to go. With some effort, she could probably pick it up before she left Cyra. The spidercrab corpses were also disassembled by the [Scouts], turning into more spoils of war.

Apart from that, the few people who were injured during the fight received treatment from the [Organic Mages]. Luckily, nobody had died or lost a limb, making it fairly easy to heal most of the injuries. Alice couldn’t help but marvel at how the mages healed the [Soldiers] and [Guards]. She had been unconscious when an [Organic Mage] had interacted with her during the expedition, and the [Organic Mage] who had inspected her after her trial had simply used some perks to analyze her body for potential problems. Thus, this was her first time actually seeing an [Organic Mage] heal someone else.

And upon seeing the [Organic Mages] work, Alice couldn’t help but think that this world’s healing was definitely superior to Earth’s medical technology. On Earth, getting someone to heal after getting mauled by a bear and receiving a massive gash to their chest would have required some serious medical attention. The person in question would probably have needed an emergency room. If a person was particularly badly mauled, they might have even needed surgery, blood transfusions, rabies shots, and any number of other things.

In this world, an [Organic Mage] demanded the patient give {Patient’s Consent} to reduce their resistance against mana. Then, the [Organic Mage] put their hand on the other party’s exposed flesh, closed their eyes, and started throwing perks and mana at the problem. A process that Alice could now, finally, observe firsthand, as mana fractals formed a strange net that stretched out from the brain of the [Organic Magic] and into the other person’s body, continuously lighting up the whole way before the entire net of mana dissolved into thin air and much more basic organic mana started healing the person. Usually, the whole process took less than ten minutes. Afterward, it was hard to tell that the person in question had even been injured in the first place. They could get up, move around, and walk with no problems, whereas on Earth they would have probably needed to stitch up the mauled area and keep it clean for a few weeks of recovery.

After everyone was healed and the [Scouts] were done cleaning up the vinebear corpses, it was time to deal with the rewards from the battle.

Every single monster had a monster core. Vinebear cores were particularly compatible with healing enchantments, making them relatively high in demand, because healing magic wasted far more mana than organic magic. However, they were much safer than organic enchantments for healing injuries, meaning there was never enough supply to keep up with demand. On top of that, the pelts of the vinebears also made decent warm clothes. Even though many of the pelts had been ruined during the fight, about half of the vinebears still had usable hides. Finally, there was a huge amount of bear meat and bones, neither of which was particularly valuable.

First, everyone was given a choice: they could either take one vinebear core or Illa would sell them in bulk to one of the traders upriver and divide the money among all the people who just wanted to sell the cores. Most of the [Guards], [Scouts], and [Soldiers] chose to sell the cores, along with about half the mages. Everyone was given a similar option for the bear pelts. Alice grabbed a vinebear core, since she would probably have a use for it during her enchanting lessons, but she opted to sell her share of bear pelt because it wasn’t particularly useful for enchanting. Finally, for the bear meat and bones, the group adopted a policy of “whoever wants it can take some.” Alice grabbed as much as she could stuff inside {Sample Collection}—which wasn’t much, since the perk only allowed a certain quantity of any unique substance to be stored inside it. However, it was still at least a few days of free meals after they were cooked. Alice could probably sell the meat to the [Innkeeper] in exchange for a free dinner or two. She could use the money. She did the same with the bones, on the offhand chance she could figure out something useful to do with them, although she didn’t know if they had any real use. Still, since she had room to store them, it didn’t hurt to bring them along, just in case. Finally, the mages and [Archers] picked up whatever they wanted from the dead spidercrabs.

Since the number of vinebears had slightly outnumbered the members of the hunting party, there were about fifteen remaining vinebear cores. These were distributed to the mages in the group, including Alice, netting her two extra vinebear cores with the remainder going to Illa and Allira.

With the spoils of war distributed, the group began trudging back toward Cyra. Alice opted to walk a little bit behind her previous conversation group this time, intending to think more carefully about what she had seen during the fight instead of chatting with others.

As they walked, Allira began bouncing from group to group again. Alice was surprised—she had expected that Allira would mostly keep to herself on the way back home, now that there was no real need to keep up morale. However, the woman seemed to actively enjoy mixing around and talking to people.

Perhaps Allira just enjoyed talking with people in general? That did seem quite logical. In the first place, [Bards] tended to be people who interacted with other people a lot. If Allira didn’t enjoy talking, she probably would have picked a different class.

Eventually, Allira made her way to Alice. Alice, although slightly surprised, was more than happy to see her. It wasn’t often she got an opportunity to observe an Immortal up close.

“Greetings to the Honored Immortal,” said Alice, giving Allira a respectful nod. “That was extraordinary! I had heard stories of Immortals fighting before, but hearing about it and seeing it firsthand is completely different.”

Allira gave a small chuckle before she nodded. “The abilities Immortals possess are pretty interesting. Once I became an Immortal, I could hardly believe what we’re able to do myself. It took a few years for me to really get used to the idea that my abilities were so … reality-bending. A lot of them started heading in that direction when I started fusing perks together, but when I became an Immortal, they became much, much stronger.”

“So do all your abilities get a comprehensive upgrade after you become an Immortal?” asked Alice.

“Well … the achievement for becoming an Immortal gives you a lot of things. That being said, it’s far from the majority of what makes an Immortal a force to really be reckoned with. Part of it is just the attributes; Immortals have dozens or hundreds of years behind them. Even if they don’t train much after becoming an Immortal, they’ll still end up with ridiculously high stats just by virtue of the normal exercise people do in their day-to-day routine. If an Immortal DOES actively train their stats … well, they can get to stupidly high numbers with enough time. On top of that, our class levels are also higher. Our perks are much better as a result—after level fifty, you can start combining perks within the same class, giving massive upgrades each time. After level seventy-five, you can also start combining the perks you got from combining perks, meaning you usually start to refine all your perks into a couple incredibly strong ones. After level seventy-five, you can also start combining perks from different classes, giving you an even better selection of high-power, focused perks.” Allira shrugged. “It all just sort of lumps together, really. At level one hundred, you upgrade your classes and get another big boost to strength, and then the achievement for Immortality tends to be the final huge upgrade most Immortals experience. It’s quite a bit more specialized and individual to the Immortal, though there are also some traits all Immortals share, such as the fact that we don’t age anymore. Why?” She gave Alice a big grin.

Alice gave a somewhat strained smile back. “I just like to hear about it. I’ve always been curious what makes Immortals different from other people, after all.”

Allira nodded. “That kind of curiosity is pretty normal. You wouldn’t believe how many times I’ve had little kids ask me if Immortals fight massive monsters every day, or can kill people by looking at them, or all sorts of other crazy stuff.” She chuckled. “It’s pretty interesting what kids come up with. The questions they ask are quite unique. It is what makes them interesting, don’t you think?”

Alice was taken off guard by the question. She had a hard time imagining a prestigious, dignified Immortal mixing with children frequently, and it was hard to imagine Allira spending time taking care of children, either. “Do you spend a lot of time with children, then?”

“Sometimes. If court is in session, I usually have to be present and represent the Immortal estate, especially if there’s a big issue the king wants multiple opinions on. There are only six Immortals in Illvaria, and most of them have other responsibilities tying them down. It often falls to me to do all the boring court nonsense, since I’m the youngest one. It’s really time-consuming. Still, the court of the estates is mostly active in fall and winter. When it isn’t in session, if I’m not doing something else, I usually just roam around and have fun. Going from city to city, playing songs, messing around …” Allira wore a grin tinged with nostalgia. “It’s what I live for. I enjoy wandering. When I was a young girl, I wanted to journey across the two inhabited continents, becoming a world-famous [Bard] and seeing everything there is to see.”

Allira shook her head, as if in regret. “I guess I’m at least sort of world-famous now, since most countries keep records of known Immortals. Still, I can’t really say I managed to travel the world the way I once hoped to. The war with the Sigmusi Colonia ended that dream,” she said. Alice felt that Allira’s smile was tinged with a trace of both sadness and nostalgia. Then, Allira turned to Alice.

“What about you, Lady Alice? Do you have any hopes for the future?” Alice quietly noted that this was the first time she had actually heard Allira use her name. She appeared to have gotten a slight upgrade in status after going through a battle with Allira, even if it had been a one-sided vinebear massacre.

“I want to learn everything I can about the nature of magic and reality,” Alice said, after a moment of hesitation. “I want to learn everything I can and explore everything I can about the world we live in. And I think a lot of that stems from mana, so I want to know everything I can about mana first.”

“The scholarly type, then? I have to say, I’m a little surprised. Most true [Scholars], those who devote their lives to it instead of just using it as class for upgrading their real pursuit in life, tend to come from scholarly mage families, and I heard you only got your mana baptism recently. Or did you get your mana baptism for reasons besides desperation? Most get a mana baptism because they’re on the brink of starvation and decide to make a last-ditch attempt to rise in society or die trying, but you don’t seem too … used to physical labor. Or hardship, really,” said Allira. “Your stats just don’t match with what a starving slum child should have, no offense.”

“I became a mage by accident. If I had been given the choice, I probably wouldn’t have ever taken the risk,” said Alice, shuddering as she remembered the horrifying pain of her mana baptism. The fear, the risk of death, the feeling as if she was being burned alive … She would probably never forget those moments. “Still … even though I didn’t expect to become a mage, and I probably wouldn’t have ever risked a baptism if I had the choice … now I’m glad it happened.” Alice gave a bitter laugh. “Which is basically entirely because it turned out well, now that I think about it. My odds were … very bad.” And even worse since I accidentally got a broken mana baptism instead of a normal one. “It is, however, really easy to see how much better my life is because I’m a mage. And being a mage also means I can explore how mana works much more easily, so I guess it’s pretty lucky I didn’t have a choice in the matter and I survived my baptism.”

Allira laughed, much more lightheartedly than Alice. “Indeed. There are ways to get around not being a mage if you want to study mana, but … the perks required just to see mana are a nightmare to get if you aren’t a mage. Then there’s the fact that you would need to hire mages to do more specific experiments anytime you wanted to study something. Mages are pretty expensive to hire. I remember back when I was a regular [Bard] and a caravan I was traveling with hired a mage as an escort. No clue what the heck they were transporting that required an actual mage as an escort, but his prices were crazy. With the danger involved, time spent away from civilization, and all the other fees the guy managed to tack on, the caravan ended up paying the mage three silver crowns a day. The guy was only level thirty in [Kinetic Mage]. The [Guards] were probably getting paid one or two silver suns a day for the same job.”

Alice turned back to Allira. She paused, carefully weighing her options, as well as Allira’s personality. Finally, she decided Allira probably wouldn’t mind her asking about something she had been wondering since the start of the conversation. “You surprise me a lot. I thought Immortals would be a lot more …”

“Intimidating? Stern? Aloof from the mortal world, devoid of emotions toward regular humans, or some such?” Allira snorted. “It might not be great to say this, considering the fact I often need to act as a political entity as well, but … Immortals are people. We laugh, we cry, we love, we hate. Sometimes, we even die if we get unlucky enough. Even though I have lived for decades, will never age, and can accomplish crazy and reality-breaking acts when I put my perks to the task, I’m also just Allira. Honored Immortal of Song and Shadow, but also just Alli. Being someone in a position of power, or even just somebody with powers well beyond the common sense of ordinary humans, does not take away from my humanity. It is easy for some Immortals to forget that, I think. However, I try my best to remember it. Many Immortals do, since they are afraid of losing themselves as time passes. I don’t want to lose what makes me … well, me,” said Allira. For a moment, there was an uncharacteristically serious expression on her face. Then the playful grin returned, and she focused back on Alice again.

“But I really admire [Scholars]. Too much fiddling with numbers and studies for my tastes, but the innovations [Inventors] and [Scholars] can create make life better and easier for all of us.” Her gaze became slightly more teasing. “Did you discover anything from me, oh great [Scholar]? I’ve seen you looking at me a lot during the journey here. I was wondering what you were up to, but if you’re studying mana, I think I at least have a few guesses …” Her playful grin widened.

“Not much, but a little bit,” said Alice. “At least as far as I can see, your body seems to be made almost entirely of mana—which is something I find fascinating. I haven’t interacted much with children yet, but they seem to have pretty low amounts of mana in their body. By contrast, Immortals are almost entirely made of mana. Every time people level up, the mana in their body increases. The same thing happens when they gain more achievements, stats, and skills, which makes it rather hard to estimate levels based purely on mana content. However, it’s still quite interesting. Now, a lot of people know that people with higher levels have more mana in their bodies, but I’ve always wanted to know why that is. So I think that your body, being made mostly of mana, is fascinating. And it also makes me wonder more about what mana actually is.” Alice shrugged. “Well, for now I don’t really know; I have a lot of guesses, and I’m starting research to try to narrow down those guesses and confirm whether I’m on the right track. However, I find the way your body still looks so human, and yet seems to be made of mana, to be fascinating.”

Allira stared at Alice a little more thoughtfully now. “Hmm. I can honestly say I’ve never thought about that before. Though I can’t say I feel this branch of study is very practical. It’s hard for me to figure out what would make the information useful.”

Alice shrugged. “I want to know the truth of mana. I am sure I’ll find a way to use it for practical purposes in the future; however, even if I don’t find a single practical use behind my studies, I wouldn’t regret it. I just want to know for the sake of knowing.” She felt a small smile tug at her lips as she said this. “Though I have gotten a few achievements for exploring and learning. In that sense, I’ve already gotten some nice bonuses from studying this topic, so I can’t say it has been a waste of time.” Alice didn’t hesitate to advertise the benefits of taking part in her research. Even if it was unlikely, maybe in the future she could get an Immortal to help her learn about the truths behind how mana and the System worked. Allira was a pretty relaxed person, so maybe it would be possible someday, even if Alice thought it would be rather hard to ask Allira now.

Allira’s smile became gentler, less filled with fun and carelessness and more relaxed. “If that’s what motivates you, then I can only admire you. Wanting to know for the sake of knowing may not always be what causes [Merchants] and [Nobles] to line up and sponsor your research, and some people might even say it’s a fundamental failure to research something just for the sake of knowing more. But doing what you love can still sometimes lead to unexpectedly useful results.”

The conversation fell into a comfortable silence until the walls of Cyra came into view. After a brief hunt, the vinebear threat was exterminated.

Somewhere far away, a man stood in a room filled with rocks and maps. If one were to analyze the rocks, they wouldn’t be able to find anything unusual about them—save, perhaps, the fact that most System perks would completely ignore the rocks, as if they weren’t there at all.

In the center of the room was a map. On it were images of three continents.

The Central Continent, the origin of the human species in this world, and the continent with the lowest mana density and highest human population density.

The Southern Continent, which was more recently settled. It had much higher mana density than the Central Continent, and few had ever explored farther south than the Shil Confederacy and lived to tell the tale. It was becoming more and more heavily settled as the decades passed, but it would be a long time before it reached the population density of the Central Continent.

And finally, the Western Continent. The mana density would kill any nonmages who tried to go there. And if the mana baptism caused by setting foot on the continent didn’t prove fatal, the ridiculously powerful monsters would. Even Immortals never ventured onto the Western Continent unless they were feeling suicidal. The only maps of the continent basically consisted of some random chunks of coastline. The rest was untouched by human hands.

And on the map, there were a variety of blinking lights. Most of them were black, but about one in four of them were white. There were even a few blinking lights on the Western Continent, though they were very few in number.

On the map of the Southern Continent, one of the white lights blinked, then flashed bright red. After a few moments, the light disappeared entirely.

“Another hit, huh?” The man turned to the only other occupant of the room—something that seemed human, except half of its body had been replaced with metal. “Are there any known settlements there?”

The half-metal human stared at the spot for a moment, deep in thought. Then, finally, he shook his head. “None of my perks are pulling up anything at all in that area. Checking through the map’s record log, there was no blue flash. So the total number of people is lower than one hundred. Still … red means at least fifty. An unrecorded settlement with a high enough level of [Enchanter] to start investigating one of the probes and trip the minimum population requirements … it might be the one, Master. There’s a good chance of it being another miss, but this could be it.”

The man who was looking at the map smiled. “Then prepare my enchanted weapons and consumable enchantments. Especially the consumable ones—get at least a few hundred ready. Hopefully we can get in and out without them noticing us, but just in case. We’re taking a trip to the Southern Continent! Let us see if we’ve finally stumbled across one of the bases of the Society of Starry Eyes.”



Chapter 58

After the group returned to Cyra, they quickly settled accounts. Illa said payment for the expedition would be deferred for those who were selling at least one material, and it would be settled the following Monday after the city lord’s manor had time to sell and record everything. Nobody objected to this, since Illa was known for being fair. Shortly after, the group dispersed. Some remained chatting after the fact, but Alice decided to spend the rest of the day in her inn room. Even if the danger hadn’t been terribly high this time, spending hours in the wilderness being on guard for monster attacks and knowing a fight would come soon had been more than slightly mentally taxing. Since Alice had the rest of the day off from the docks, she figured a break for the afternoon was in order.

She managed to convince the [Innkeeper] to exchange her stored vinebear meat for two days of free meals. Alice grinned slightly, since that saved her a silver sun or two. Predictably but sadly, the [Innkeeper] had no use for Alice’s vinebear bones. Alice just kept them in her {Sample Collection}. Maybe they would come in useful someday.

After dinner and a few hours spent relaxing by the fireplace and listening to other patrons talk, Alice returned to her room. It was time to pick her new perk and deal with her class upgrade.




	Solidified objects

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 25 or higher




	Objects you interact with via kinetic mana become harder and more solid for a brief period of time during and after your contact with them. The amount of time each object retains these benefits is based on the amount of mana used during interaction.




	Improved object control (sensory enhancement)

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 25 or higher, {Object Control} perk, Magic 100 or greater




	Improves the {Object Control} perk, expanding the range and detail at which you are able to sense objects in motion around you. You also gain improved speed at creating and manipulating mana tendrils.




	Short-range mana efficiency

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 25 or higher, Perception 100 or greater




	You gain the ability to drastically reduce broken mana production whenever using kinetic magic to manipulate objects close to your body. The closer it is, the greater the reduction in broken mana production.




	Greater folds of magic

Requirements: Student of Kinetic Magic level 25 or higher, {Folds of Magic}, {Divided Attention} 5 or greater




	Your ability to multitask is backed by both perks and skills and grows dramatically. You gain the ability to manipulate an extra tendril of magic, along with the mental capacity to pay attention to your improved magical capacity.






Alice lay on her bed in the inn, looking over her perk choices. She first knocked out {Short-Range Mana Efficiency}—she only lost somewhere between 5 and 10 percent of her mana as broken mana when she used kinetic magic. Even if Alice still didn’t have a good grasp on purifying broken mana, because things kept coming up, the amount of broken mana she produced was quite minimal. It wasn’t worth spending a perk to improve her broken mana production.

She also quickly dropped {Solidified Objects} for being too situational. Most of the time, if Alice needed a harder material when she was using kinetic magic, it meant she should just grab a harder material from her surroundings. Although Alice could see situations where this perk might be useful, she just didn’t think it was worth a level-twenty-five perk slot. Maybe someone else would find more use in it? Either way, it wasn’t that useful for her.

That left {Greater Folds of Magic} and {Improved Object Control}. Both of which were tempting.

{Folds of Magic} had gone some way toward improving Alice’s multitasking ability. However, even with the additional bonus from {Divided Attention} and {Folds of Magic} overlapping, it had never really reached the point where Alice could manipulate three mana tendrils at the same time. Sure, she was pretty close, and she would definitely reach that point whenever {Divided Attention} finally got another few levels behind it. Still, Alice often felt that this skill wasn’t justifying the time she had spent improving it yet. Investing more heavily into it would … kind of justify that expense. However, at the same time, Alice was afraid of the sunk cost fallacy. She also had access to two tendrils now, instead of one, which already meant that it was much easier for her to cope with multitasking than it had been. Besides, she already had a clear path to getting a third tendril going, and it probably wouldn’t take more than a month or two of practice anyway.

Therefore, after some thinking, and a bit of regret, Alice set the perk aside. While it would be somewhat useful, Alice felt that the final perk was better.

Alice had never once doubted the usefulness of {Object Control}. For a level-five perk, it did more work than many of her level-twenty perks by letting her sense movement in her surroundings. Even if it wasn’t particularly precise or efficient, compared to the usual level-five perks, it was incredibly powerful, and supplemented {Projectile Awareness} and {Dodge} very nicely. Enhancing her ability to “see” in 360 degrees also would eliminate one of the greatest weaknesses of mages, which was the fact that anytime humans fought with a mage, they would immediately try to kill the mages in a surprise attack. Monsters were about as smart as the average potato, but even they tended to focus on killing and eating mages over other people if given the choice—probably because mages had more mana in their bodies. Even though Alice didn’t have any plans for picking fights when she could avoid it, improving her odds of not getting murdered in a surprise attack still seemed like a great idea. Allira had already rooted out most of the Sigmusi infiltration into the south, but it never hurt to be cautious. Especially since Alice would be traveling north soon, and she might get attacked during the journey.

After a few more minutes of thinking just to make sure she couldn’t find any reasons to second guess her decision, Alice grabbed {Improved Object Control}.

After picking the perk, Alice watched the rainbow mana, waiting to see what changes happened.

The rainbow mana didn’t disappoint her. It quickly flooded in. Even though she was used to seeing mana swirl toward her whenever she gained attributes or perks, now that she could see the rainbow mana, she was also able to observe what happened to the mana inside her body. After the rainbow mana passed through her skin, it seemed to wander around for a while, as if feeling out all the mana already there. Then it rushed toward her head. Alice couldn’t see her own skull, but based on direction and angle, she suspected the mana was making its way toward her brain.

She didn’t have the ability to observe what happened after that, sadly. However, she quietly noted the few moments where the mana had seemed to be feeling out what was already present.

After that, she did her best to feel out the changes from the new perk. She picked up a pen and closed her eyes before dropping it.

Even before upgrading her perk, she would have been able to tell that something was moving relatively close to her and falling toward the floor. When an object was heading toward her, as a result of Illa’s training, she could usually stop it from hitting her at least half the time. However, it was still difficult and unreliable. She often slightly misjudged the location of the object, and she never knew quite how much force the object had, so sometimes she would apply too much or too little force to stop the object. It worked sometimes, but it was crude and imprecise.

This was no longer a problem. Even with her eyes closed, Alice could tell the EXACT location of the pen she had dropped as a test. She could also get a sense of the object’s mass and speed. Although it was nothing as precise as “X number of grams forty centimeters in front of you,” she could at least tell that it was a fairly light object falling toward the floor at a somewhat fast pace, and she had an instinctual feel for where the object was.

This gave her an idea. Without opening her eyes, Alice tried to use a mana tendril to stop the object from falling.

Unlike before, Alice managed to catch the object perfectly. Rather than deflecting the object too hard, wasting mana, or pushing too softly against the object, slowing it down without stopping it, Alice managed to almost perfectly halt the object in midair.

And then her ability to sense the location of the object vanished, since it was no longer moving. However, Alice kept applying the same amount of mana to the pen. When she opened her eyes, directly in front of her was a floating pen.

She grinned. Precisely stopping an object she couldn’t see without wasting even a fraction of a Marium—this was exactly what she was hoping for.

She could finally catch those damn beans Illa was fond of lobbing at her during training. And, more importantly, she could probably do the same with an arrow. As long as she wasn’t sleeping, she should now be incredibly hard to ambush. Unless the other party had perks to make it harder to observe their arrows or something, but hey—it was certainly better to have some protection than none. As of now, people would need specific perks to successfully ambush her, and without them, they would certainly fail. That was progress.

Grinning a little, she turned her attention back toward her status screen.

Next to [Student of Kinetic Magic], there were the words MAX LEVEL written in all capital letters.

Alice had heard of class evolutions before, but this would be the first time she would be able to see one herself.

Her grin grew wider as she pressed the little blinking MAX icon on her status screen.

The class [Student of Kinetic Magic] disappeared from her status screen, and for a brief moment, the classes section of her status screen seemed to melt into a puddle of glitch signs. Then the status screen closed itself, and a new pop-up screen appeared in front of her.




	Congratulations! You have unlocked a class evolution for the class: Student of Kinetic Magic. Listed below are options for what you can evolve your class into. You may only choose one, so please make your decision after thinking carefully about the future.




	Kinetic mage: The most traditional advancement for Students of Kinetic Magic. Kinetic mages have a wide variety of perk options available and can learn almost anything. Be it combat, research, or enchanting, this class trades away the power and precision other class evolutions might offer for a wide and versatile selection of perks.

Unlocked as a result of: Having the Student of Kinetic Magic class at level 25.




	Increases effect of [Magic] attribute by 15%. Increases effect of [Perception] attribute by 5%. Your kinetic magic seed will have its mana conversion efficiency improved by 10%. You will gain a moderate boost to your instinctive ability to use kinetic magic, improving the speed and effectiveness with which you wield kinetic magic.






Alice didn’t think very much about this option before setting it aside for now. It was neither good nor bad. It was a pretty solid backup option if nothing else caught her eye, but it also probably wouldn’t be her first choice. It was just a very generic, boring evolution that didn’t offer any major upsides or downsides.




	Kinetic Catapult: Trading away many of the defensive options of a traditional kinetic mage, the kinetic catapult is the option traditionally chosen by many members of armies across the world. They excel in picking up heavy objects with kinetic magic and then hurling them at targets in the distance repeatedly, as well as tearing down fortified structures and working with other kinetic catapults. Recommended for those who pursue long-range firepower and teamwork with other kinetic mages of all varieties. Especially useful when sieging an enemy fortification or whenever extremely long-range attacks are useful. Falls somewhat short when doing other things, compared to other class options.

Unlocked as a result of: Experience or take part in long-distance bombardment that was the result of multiple mages using kinetic magic together. Have [Student of Kinetic Magic] at level 25.




	Increases the effect of the [Magic] attribute by 10%. [Endurance] attribute will now have a slight effect on the [Magic] attribute, boosting your mana reserves by a moderate amount. When attempting to work together with other [Kinetic Catapults], you will gain improved ability to balance heavy objects together. Your [Perception] attribute will have its effect slightly altered, boosting your ability to see things far in the distance while losing some of the boosts [Perception] normally gives to your other senses (especially smell and hearing).






Huh, thought Alice. Well, that explains a bit about how these armies coordinate their mages. I always figured there was probably some sort of perk [Generals] or some other military leader got that helped mages figure out how to lift up rocks and throw them together. I guess this class does the same thing—and a lot more besides that.

Honestly, though, it’s not really for me. If anything, trading away my close-combat ability is the last thing I want to. Right now, my kinetic magic serves as my best line of defense if someone wants to hurt me. This class trades that important function away for abilities I don’t really need. I can certainly see why the class exists, but it’s almost entirely useless for me.

I am a little surprised by the fact that Allira’s illusion allowed me to qualify for this class, though. Come to think of it, I wonder if Allira’s {Sigmusi (Language Proficiency)} ever increased as a result of using her own ability? I don’t know whether Immortal Allira’s illusion is based on her memory and understanding of what happened, or on the System’s understanding of the events that happened back then, or something else entirely. I would be pretty interested in finding out.

Alice shook her head, turning her thoughts away from Allira’s perks and abilities and back toward her class advancement.




	Kinetic Brawler: A class for those who prefer getting up close and personal during fights and then supplementing their physical abilities with kinetic magic. The kinetic brawler has a wide variety of perks, many of which are similar to those in the [Kinetic Mage] class. However, where a traditional [Kinetic Mage] has a great deal of versatility, being able to gain perks suitable for most situations, [Kinetic Brawlers] tend to have significantly stronger perks. However, most of them only work within a very certain distance. Strongly recommended to be paired with some sort of melee-oriented class, such as [Swordsman] or [Soldier].

Unlocked as a result of: [Student of Kinetic Magic] at level 25. Any melee weapon–related skill at 15 or higher. Kill at least ten monsters or humans with a melee weapon while having used kinetic magic during the fight.




	+5% effect of [Strength], [Endurance], [Dexterity], [Magic], and [Perception]. All combat-related classes gain 10% more experience points. Once per day, you may activate {Adrenaline}, which will increase your [Perception], [Dexterity], and [Strength] by 40% for ten seconds. {Adrenaline} will also be automatically activated if you suffer serious injuries, if you have not already used {Adrenaline} for the day.






How in the world did I ever qualify for this class? What the heck?

Alice was more than slightly baffled before she thought back to the lonely months she had spent surviving on her own. During that time, she had, indeed, used a spear to kill several spidercrabs. She had usually used kinetic magic to hold the spidercrabs down and keep them from biting her before finishing them off with a few spear stabs.

She also had {Spearmanship} at level nineteen. It hadn’t leveled up recently, since Alice didn’t really need to use a spear anymore. However, amusingly enough, it meant that she—just barely—met the requirements for this class evolution.

Alice immediately dismissed the class option. She felt that this class advancement suited her the least of all of them. To level it up, she would need to do exactly what she was trying to avoid—fight people in close combat with weapons.




	Kinetic Manabinder: A class for those who prefer to study the enchantments and mana involved in kinetic magic. This class trades away some of the more combat-oriented perks a traditional [Kinetic Mage] has to offer and, in exchange, gains several tools for improving enchantments and furthering the pursuit of scholarly understanding. Even if a [Kinetic Manabinder] may not be the same terror on the battlefield a kinetic brawler or [Kinetic Mage] might be, they will be able to create far better enchanted tools and have a much deeper understanding of kinetic magic compared to a combat-focused kinetic magic class.

Unlocked as a result of: [Student of Kinetic Magic] at level 25. Have an achievement related to either enchanting or studying mana that is at least rarity 7. Have a class related to [Enchanting]. Have a desire to explore academic topics unrelated to combat but related to mana.




	+10% effect of [Intelligence], [Magic], and [Perception]. All enchanting-related classes and skills gain 25% more experience points. All classes and skills related to research and magic gain 10% more experience points. The [Perception] attribute will now begin to apply a small bonus to your ability to use mana efficiently. This will boost your ability to manipulate mana inside your body and push it out of your body quickly and effectively, speeding up the speed you can create mana tendrils, reducing broken mana production, and increasing the precision with which you can manipulate mana for enchanting purposes.






Alice grinned, looking at her final—and by far most suitable—option for her class evolution. There was no real contest between this one and the other three. Although this class seemed to lean more heavily toward enchanting instead of research, Alice already had two classes devoted to research. Having this class be more focused on enchanting wasn’t really a bad thing. And this class fit her intentions for the future pretty well. If Alice ever got into an actual conflict, she was leaning more and more toward the idea that she should just survive by having a load of enchantments keeping her safe, since her actual talent and abilities were seriously lacking in this department. Furthermore, this would also seriously boost her ability to turn her mana into money, which would hopefully help shore up Alice’s funding problem.

After picking the class, Alice grinned as she watched the rainbow mana in her surroundings surge toward her again. She opened her status screen again as, for the first time, Alice witnessed a class evolution in progress.








	Name: Alice Verianna

	Age: 16




	Strength: 103 (112%)

	Perception: 119 → 120 (155%)




	Dexterity: 102 (114%)

	Intelligence: 160 (128%)




	Endurance: 109 (121%)

	Willpower: 138 (108%)




	Charisma: 126 (107%)

	Magic: 123 → 125 (117%)




	Primary Classes: 6/6

	Survivor: 40 → 41




	
	Explorer of Magic: 41 → 42




	
	Scholar: 24




	
	Scientist: 22




	
	Kinetic Manabinder: 1




	
	(Apprentice) Enchanter: 9




	Evolved Classes: 1

	Student of Kinetic Magic: 23 → 25 (MAX)




	Secondary Classes: 1

	Fisherwoman: 3




	
	Survivor Perks:

Foraging (Survivor 5)

Microbe Resistance (Survivor 10)

Extremophile (Survivor 15)

Camouflaged (Survivor 20)

Sixth Sense (Survivor 25)

Enhanced Training (Survivor 30)

Sense Hostility (Survivor 35)

Moderate Tissue Regeneration (Survivor 40)

Explorer of Magic Perks:

Magic Proficiency (Explorer of Magic 5)

Enhanced Regeneration (Explorer of Magic 10)

Combat Spellcaster (Explorer of Magic 15)

Improved Seed (Explorer of Magic 20)

Seeds of Magic (Explorer of Magic 25)

Three Seeds (Explorer of Magic 30)

Broken Seed (Explorer of Magic 35)

Infusion of Comprehension (Explorer of Magic 40)

Scholar Perks:

Enhanced Memory (Scholar 5)

Lesser Reduced Sleep Requirement (Scholar 10)

Accelerated Thinking (Scholar 15)

Rhetorical Flourish (Scholar 20)

Scientist Perks:

Precise Mana Measurement (Scientist 5)

Sample Collection (Scientist 10)

Timer (Scientist 15)

Safety Analysis (Scientist 20)

Kinetic Mage Class Perks:

Object Control (Student of Kinetic Magic 5)

Above-Average Mana Sight (Student of Kinetic Magic 10)

Folds of Magic (Student of Kinetic Magic 15)

Split Mind (Student of Kinetic Magic 20)

Improved Object Control (Sensory Enhancement) (Student of Kinetic Magic 25)

Enchanter Class Perks:

Enchanter’s Vision (Apprentice Enchanter 5)




	Skills:

	Academic Skills:

Basic Mathematics: 122

English (Language Proficiency): 100

Illvarian (Language Proficiency): 98 → 99

Intermediate Mathematics: 78

Advanced Mathematics: 18

Sigmusi (Language Proficiency): 0→7

Magic Skills:

Kinetic Manipulation: 48 → 49

Mana Control: 33 → 34

Mana Precision: 31 → 33

Kinetic Force: 29 → 30

Projectile Awareness: 9

Divided Attention: 8

Basic Enchanting: 6

Crafting Skills:

Weaving: 27

Woodworking: 25

Cooking: 12

Stoneworking: 11

Physical Skills:

Spearmanship: 19

Sprinting: 18

Dodge: 18

Climbing: 9

Fishing: 9

Digging: 8

Stealth: 4

Basic Medicine: 3




	Magic Seed: 3/4

(+1 Undetermined Seeds Max 10% Conversion Rat.)

	Kinetic Seed (135%)

Organic Seed (10%)

Pure Mana Seed (10%→50%)




	Achievements:

	Outworlder (Rarity: 10)




	
	Seeker of Truth (II) (Rarity: 8)




	
	Baptized by Broken Mana (Rarity: 6)




	
	Survivor of Winter (Rarity: 3)




	
	Monstrous Encounter (Rarity: 1)




	
	Monster Slayer (II) (Rarity: 1)




	
	Well Trained (Rarity: 4)




	
	Murderer (Rarity: 4)




	
	Bookworm (Rarity: 3)




	
	Kinetic Manabinder (Rarity N/A)






At the same time, the mana inside Alice’s body began to dance. The fractals in her body began to shift, swirling round and round. Rainbow mana once again probed the mana in her body, feeling out the structures and fractals already in place. Then Alice saw some mana from her surroundings, especially the rainbow mana, slowly flow toward her body before coalescing inside her mage core. However, since she had a much better view of what was happening this time, Alice noticed that the rainbow mana wasn’t actually fusing with her body or any of the mana already inside her.

Instead, it seemed to be acting more like a filter. More ordinary mana rushed in from her surroundings before touching the rainbow mana. There, the mana seemed to change in a way Alice couldn’t quite put her finger on. The color and shape remained the same, however, instead of being mana from her surroundings, it suddenly seemed compatible with her. Alice couldn’t put it into better words than that, because she didn’t quite understand what was happening. However, that was the distinct impression she got as she watched.

The little ball of gray-white light inside her mage core suddenly began to grow brighter and brighter for a few moments, before it started to dim again. However, Alice could see that the kinetic magic–colored light ball was more structured than before. Even though it was still just a lump of colored mana, there were certain lines and patterns to it that Alice could see. However, these lines and patterns didn’t seem to be linked to the entirety of the mana seed—instead, it looked more like a second, half-formed mana seed made of fractals had been added on to the original mana seed.

After a few moments, the rainbow mana dispersed. The mana, which had passed through the rainbow mana fractals and changed somehow, remained inside her body, forming what Alice assumed to be her new class and the benefits that came with it. The rainbow mana, however, returned to the hodgepodge of rainbow mana in her surroundings, no longer interacting with her at all. With a bit of curiosity, Alice extended a mana tendril out toward the rainbow mana that had just acted as a filter moments ago. However, once again, it was now avoiding her mana.

A few moments later, the light from the ball of mana inside her magic core settled down, and the fractals started to slowly merge with her kinetic magic seed. Within just a few minutes, it looked perfectly natural, as if it had been there all along.

Hmm. Interesting, Alice thought as she observed the mana in the room settle down once more.



Chapter 59

The next day, when Alice went to the docks for work, she was caught off guard.

The reason was simple: the broken mana at the docks had, rather naturally, built up over the time she had been working there. [Kinetic Mages] moved things around, [Organic Mages] occasionally popped in to heal injuries, and, on rare occasions, enchantments would also be used. All these things would naturally cause broken mana to build up. Alice had grown used to the fog of broken mana that hung over the docks even before she gained the ability to see the rainbow fog that cloaked the entire world. And now that she could see the rainbow mana, she had started to forget about the broken mana at the docks entirely. After all, she was {Baptized by Broken Mana}, so it wasn’t like any density of broken mana was ever going to harm her.

The amount of broken mana at the docks had never reached the critical point where it might start causing harm to people, of course. The other mages who worked in the area weren’t that careless. However, Alice had grown used to seeing a little bit of it here and there.

However, today, the broken mana near and above the docks had shrunk by a noticeable amount. And as Alice watched, it was still continuing to shrink. Alice also noticed that the rainbow mana in the area seemed to be behaving a bit abnormally, although she didn’t have a very good view of what exactly was going on.

Intrigued, Alice stepped into the area to see Milo and some of the other mages waving mana tendrils around. Wherever their mana tendrils went, broken mana disappeared.

The nonmagical workers weren’t around that day. It was just mages right now. There were even a few local mages Alice recognized who didn’t have jobs at the docks. Near the water, for example, was one of the town’s [Organic Mages] who specialized in healing. Standing next to him was an [Organic Mage] who specialized in healing herself while fighting whom Alice vaguely remembered taking part in the expedition. A wide variety of mages from around town were all joining together to clean up the broken mana at the docks.

Milo finally noticed her and gave her a cheery wave. “Good Morning, Lady Alice! It’s cleanup day for the docks.”

“Cleanup day?” Alice felt somewhat baffled. She didn’t remember a day like this happening in the two and a half weeks since she had started working here.

“Whenever the broken mana buildup gets bad enough, we flush out the area. Some of the mages who work at the docks handle the more heavily used regions regularly, but we also have a full clean day every so often, just to make sure no one gets hurt. On that day, the mages who work on the docks get together to clean up everything in the area,” Milo said as he gestured toward a cloud of broken mana. “That day is today. How about you take that area near the entrance and start working your way toward the river? I’ll help you after we finish this area up.”

“Unfortunately, I still don’t know how to clean up broken mana,” said Alice, feeling more than slightly awkward.

“Illa never showed you?” Milo seemed surprised.

“No. She kept mentioning she would get to it at some point soon, but the expedition came up, and then the hunting party for the vinebears … and we just never got around to it. I was originally planning to bring it up again next week if I still didn’t know how to purify broken mana by then.”

“Huh. Come over here, then. I’ll give you a quick tutorial. It’s actually pretty easy once you get the hang of it, and it doesn’t take too much effort to learn. I don’t know much of the theory behind it, but I can do the practical bits. Illa can teach you the theory whenever she gets around to it,” said Milo, shrugging. Alice quickly obliged.

“So, the gist of cleaning up broken mana is just a visualization exercise. Most usage of mana relies on pushing mana out of your mana seeds through your tendrils, right? You guide mana out of your seed, through a tendril, and into a target, thus making the target do something. Mana purification is sort of the opposite.

“Take a mana tendril and push it into a broken mana area, like this,” Milo said as he moved one of his mana tendrils toward a particularly dense cloud of broken mana. “Then, what you want to do is to imagine drawing the broken mana toward the mana tendril. However, you don’t want to actually suck it into your mana seed. If you do that, you might give yourself broken mana poisoning. Instead, you want to draw the mana into the tendril and then leave it there.” As Alice watched, Milo’s mana tendril seemed to start acting like a vacuum cleaner. Mana from their surroundings was slowly but surely drawn into Milo’s mana tendril. Alice realized that all the mages around her were also repeatedly drawing mana into their mana tendrils—they were just doing it much more quickly, since they weren’t teaching someone what was going on.

Once it was inside Milo’s mana tendril, the mana just … stopped moving.

“Once the mana is contained in one of your mana tendrils, imagine returning it to a state of nothing. You don’t need to focus on any image in particular, but there are a few different ones most mages find helpful. I personally like to imagine a blank sheet of paper, but the image people use to purify mana can be pretty much anything. Then, guide a little bit of mana out of one of your mana seeds and into your mana tendril while holding on to this image. Over the course of a few seconds, the broken mana you’re in contact with will slowly break down. See?” As Alice watched, the broken mana inside Milo’s mana tendril started to dissolve.

A few things started happening at the same time. Totally unnoticed by Milo, rainbow mana rushed toward Milo’s mana tendril from the air around him. This was the second time Alice had ever seen the rainbow mana actively move toward someone else’s mana. The only other time she had witnessed the rainbow mana interact with human-controlled mana was when Alice had evolved her class.

The rainbow mana seemed to act as a sort of filter again this time. Milo’s mana touched the rainbow mana, where it seemed to change into a sort of … whiteness. It looked kind of like broken mana, but not quite like broken mana at the same time. Before Alice had time to get a better look at it, it touched the broken mana inside Milo’s mana tendril.

And then both the not-broken mana and the broken mana just vanished into thin air.

One moment it was there. Over the course of the next minute, as far as Alice could tell, it just disappeared forever. No purified mana. No light or heat. It didn’t look like the mana had broken down into anything at all.

The broken mana was just … gone.

It was like someone had hit the delete button on the chunk of broken mana, leaving nothing whatsoever behind.

What?

Alice stared blankly at the patch of air inside Milo’s mana tendril.

She started to get a very weird feeling about this.

One of the experiments she had been hoping to finally finish exploring this weekend involved one of her earlier questions. Specifically, the question of where mages got mana to use magic from. She had tried a variety of things to see if they influenced how much mana mages had. For example, messing with the amount of food mages ate, the amount of mana inside each food … Heck, she had even tried looking into things like sunlight, though that experiment had proven completely fruitless as well. The only thing she had yet to try was cutting off mana from the air around a mage, since she had only just finished building her mana-less room last weekend.

This was based on the idea that conservation of energy probably still applied in this world. So far, everything seemed to indicate that was the truth. Enchantments needed monster cores as fuel, and once the monster cores ran out of mana, the enchantment stopped working. Rainbow mana seemed to somehow convert airborne mana into stats and levels, plus or minus some details Alice hadn’t figured out yet.

However, as far as she could tell, Milo seemed to have literally deleted a chunk of broken mana from existence by using his own mana. Maybe she just couldn’t see whatever it had turned into, but …

What if it hadn’t turned into anything at all?

She felt her eye twitching as she looked at the empty spot of air previously inhabited by Milo’s mana tendril.

Did conservation of energy somehow not apply sometimes? Was she missing something?

Alice took a deep breath before trying her best to ignore her thoughts. First, she wanted to purify a piece of broken mana on her own to get a better look at what was happening here. She did as Milo had instructed, first sucking up a little bit of broken mana before thinking of the concept of purifying light and pushing out a small wisp of mana from her kinetic seed.

Then, using her second train of thought, she carefully observed the broken mana. Just as it had when Milo poofed away a chunk of broken mana, rainbow mana filtered a chunk of her kinetic mana into the weird white mana. Then, both the weird mana and the broken mana poofed out of existence. Since it happened right in front of her face this time, Alice was absolutely sure that there was no change in heat, or light, or leftover normal mana. The broken mana, as far as she could tell, hadn’t been converted into any other form of energy. It was just … gone.

Alice glared at the empty chunk of air, feeling more than slightly miffed. She had felt that she was on the verge of another breakthrough in her study of mana and the System. That she was assembling all the pieces of information together into a larger, coherent whole picture.

That might still be true for the most part. However, her assumptions about conservation of energy might need a slight rework if she was understanding what had just happened.

“Fuuuuuuuu—” Alice cut herself off, before, finally, she just sighed. “You know, Milo … Do you ever get the feeling that reality just has it out for you?” she asked, staring at the empty chunk of air where broken mana had previously existed.

“No. Though, given how frustrated you suddenly seem, I find myself suddenly curious to know what has you upset.”

“I think I might have just accidentally broken one of my really big assumptions about how mana works, and I might need to revise some things.”

“Isn’t that usually grounds for realizing you’re on to something big?” asked Milo, sounding suddenly amused. “I heard one of the professors at my magic university say that something taking you totally off guard is the hallmark for a big discovery. Of course, the guy had a penchant for talking about his ‘amazing’ research that never produced any results, so I have no clue how correct he was.” Milo chuckled at the memory before giving Alice an even wider grin.

“If I’m right, I might be able to build a larger and more coherent model for how mana works that might give me a huge leg up in figuring out how everything works together. But I’m also a little frustrated, you know? I thought I was on the right track for one of my earlier experiments, and then this nonsense comes along. Say, Milo … have you ever heard of something called conservation of energy?” asked Alice. Surely there was no harm if seeing if the locals already had some research on the topic, right?

“I’ve never heard of it before!” Milo answered cheerily.

“Figures,” muttered Alice. Then she sighed. “I’ll be excited once I stop being frustrated, especially if I turn out to be right this weekend, but … I’m going to stew in my irritation for a few minutes longer.”

Milo chuckled again. “You know, somehow your expression reminds me a little bit of my sister. She looks like a kid when she pouts like that, you know? She’s starting to get a little older than me, but somehow the kid impression always comes back whenever she makes an expression like that.”

Alice just sighed, continuing to stare at the empty space in front of her. On another day, she would have given more thought to what it meant in this world that someone’s younger sister was now older than them, and how that impacted social dynamics and relationships. But she was just too tired right now.

Finally, after a few minutes of stewing in her irritation, she got back to cleaning up the docks with the rest of the mages. She tried asking some of the mages if they knew what broken mana turned into once it was purified and received only blank looks in response.

Apparently, nobody had ever thought about this question. Because, apart from Alice, nobody seemed to carry the innate assumption that conservation of energy existed in the first place. Alice had just decided to turn her brain off for now and settle her questions this weekend. For now, she had cleaning to do.
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Alice reached the weekend while still feeling a strange mixture of irritation and excitement. Previously, she had considered the question “can mages use magic with no mana in their surroundings” to be more of a side note. She had basically considered it to be an afterthought to the main experiment, which was to check how natives of this world handled being cut off from mana and how it influenced their status screens. She had assumed that she would confirm what she had already assumed—mages would probably fail to use magic without mana, and that would be that. She would still test it, because one of the fundamental needs of science was to put your model where your mouth was and prove your assumptions. However, she had considered it to be a done deal in all but name.

Now, she checked one of her old notebook entries. It had been written quite a while ago—before the expedition, even. It had originally been simply a set of thoughts inside her head, but she had later transcribed it onto one of her precious pieces of paper, because she had felt it was worth keeping written down in an easily accessible format. While her memory was vastly improved compared to when she had lived on Earth, it wasn’t yet perfect enough to forgo paper notes entirely.

The sheet of notebook paper detailed her hypotheses on how mages got energy to use magic.

1) Hypothesis: mana is actually digested from extra food somehow—as in, mages eat a lot more than regular people (not that I have observed, based on my own eating—possibly [Survivor] reducing food requirements or something, though). Magic seeds might actually be converting extra nutrition into mana. (Do mages eat more than regular people? Check this later. If all mages consistently eat more food, then this is good evidence, and if mages don’t eat more, this hypothesis is unlikely.)

Alice had already done her best to test this hypothesis and had eventually come to the conclusion that it was incorrect. Mages seemed to have no dietary needs that were unique to them. They did eat more than average people—however, that was mostly a difference based on income, rather than actual need. If a mage was on the brink of starvation, they could still use magic just fine, and similarly, nobody had ever found a single difference in dietary needs among mages. While Alice definitely felt this world had some major flaws in how it explored scientific questions, she was pretty sure that over the few thousand years of recorded human history in this world, someone would have noticed something as obvious as mages needing lots of food to do magic.

2) Hypothesis: mages absorb mana from their food somehow. I have noticed that food itself contains mana on this planet—all living things seem to contain at least a bit of mana, and this includes plants. Maybe mages are just somehow digesting this energy and then spitting it out using magic seeds? Check to see if the amount of mana in the diet changes mana recharge rate.

While it had only been an experiment involving two people, Alice and Cecilia had already tested this. The net change in mana regeneration rate was … nothing. Eating no mana in each meal or super-mana-rich food with every meal changed absolutely nothing about one’s mana regeneration rate and magic ability. While there was some small potential for the two individuals involved in the experiment to have gotten some weird results due to sample size, Alice felt that she could at least dismiss this train of thought for now. She had a preliminary result indicating this line of thought was a waste of time, and while she would still do some follow-up experiments eventually, for now she was comfortable ignoring it.

3) Hypothesis: mana is filtered from mana in the air, and mages just absorb it naturally to fuel future spellcasting when they aren’t absorbing mana to improve their stats (assuming that’s why people “naturally” absorb mana). (Do I absorb more mana than usual when I use magic? Have not checked yet.) (If it’s safe to cut myself off from mana, see if I can keep using magic if I sit in a room with no mana for multiple days.)

Alice looked at this question for a moment before she nodded. This was currently her primary assumption for how mages got mana. She would be putting it to the test today, along with Cecilia and Milo. If the two lost their ability to use magic after being cut off from mana for a while, that would be a good indicator that this line of thought was on the right track.

4) Hypothesis: mana is somehow condensed from sunlight, and mages are doing the same thing plants do without chloroplasts or something. (Idea kind of vague, but maybe it’s correct? See if cutting myself off from sunlight causes me to lose magic abilities or something. I don’t think this one is correct, but it’s still worth checking. The sun is a big, obvious energy source, and it would be dumb not to at least check.)

Alice had already determined this one wasn’t it. Again, nobody had ever found anything to this effect. Even just looking at the town around her, there were a few mages that were, to put it bluntly, near-agoraphobic. Cecilia herself had rarely ventured outside since news of her father’s death was brought back to town. When she had been a little more willing to talk about the following period, she had mentioned to Alice that she had zero problem using magic even after staying indoors for almost a week straight. Thus, sunlight wasn’t the answer here.

5) Hypothesis: mana doesn’t care about conservation of energy and is just doing whatever it wants. Unlikely, but it’s magic, after all. Who knows what it’s capable of?

This was now Alice’s second most likely hypothesis. Which was unfortunate, because she had mostly written this down as a joke originally. She hadn’t actually expected that it had any real chance at being correct. Something which made her more than slightly twitchy, because if this hypothesis proved to be correct …

Well, it would toss out a lot of other assumptions Alice had. About how reality worked. If conservation of energy wasn’t, well … true, then Alice would really be looking at an alien world. One in which many of her previous assumptions would need to be tossed aside, and she would need to restructure the fundamental root of her understanding of reality, at least to a degree.

Which was why she hadn’t seriously considered it before seeing how broken mana was purified. She had written it down more as a way of covering her bases. A conclusion that she didn’t really think she would come to.

Conservation of energy was one of the building blocks of reality. It was a fundamental, inescapable of fact of life. It was part of the idea that every component of reality could be broken down into smaller, more manageable chunks of mathematically provable and identifiable chunks of matter and energy. It was one of the greatest hallmarks of human progress toward understanding the universe. The notion that every single gram of matter and every joule of energy had always existed and would always exist in some form.

If Alice’s growing speculation turned out to be right, and she learned that it didn’t work here …

What did that mean?

Honestly, Alice had no clue.

Which was why she was hoping she would discover she was jumping to conclusions earlier when she started thinking that conservation of energy might just be incorrect in this world. Being wrong never felt good, but when the alternative was just directly throwing half of her understanding of reality out the window, Alice kind of preferred the notion that she was just wrong this time.

Still, that didn’t stop her from quietly writing in a new set of notes into her notebook.

1) Check whether conservation of energy is still correct when magic does … magic stuff. Measure things wherever possible—Mariums of mana when fueling enchantments is a good place to start.

2) Investigate in great detail how purifying broken mana actually works. This needs much, much more investigation.

Alice closed her notebook and began walking to Cecilia’s shop. The weekend was here.

It was time to test some hypotheses.



Chapter 60

When Alice walked into Cecilia’s enchanting shop, many of the less popular items had been packed up. It was obvious based on the emptied shelves that people were coming into the shop more frequently these days. Once Cecilia left, it might be a while before another dedicated [Enchanter] came to Cyra. Therefore, the people who were able to afford enchanted items had obviously been buying up everything they could before Cecilia headed north. Even if it would still be possible to import enchanted items afterward, that would introduce extra costs, delivery times, and other inconveniences.

The only exceptions to the mass buyouts were the neat rows of enchanting ingredients. After all, only mages who were able to do some enchanting actually had a use for those. Even though they were displayed on the shelves as merchandise, they were often used by the shop owner rather than customers. Though occasionally some mages, like Alice, would buy the ingredients to practice enchanting or to make some quick and easy enchantments, the market was far more limited for enchanting materials than for enchanted items.

Milo arrived at the shop a minute after Alice did. “Lady Alice! Good to see you!”

“Thank you very much for coming, Sir Milo,” said Alice, giving him a courteous nod as well.

“You’re here, too!” Cecilia said as she walked out from the back of the shop. “Good to see you, Lady Alice. And you as well, Sir Milo.”

“Good to you see you as well, Lady Cecilia!” said Milo, giving Cecilia a wide grin.

“Are you two ready?” asked Alice.

“Yeah. We’re mostly testing to see how fast stats drop without mana, right?”

“That’s … one of the two things we’re testing,” said Alice, feeling her eyes twitch slightly as she thought of her new theories about mana and energy conversion. “I also want to … hopefully finalize the results of our test on where mana comes from.” If the laws of conservation of energy still worked, and if Alice wasn’t missing something else that let mages produce mana. Even though Alice was pretty sure that, after today’s experiment, she would have tested all the obvious ways to produce energy, she was also aware that she could be wrong or missing something.

“Sure. Makes sense—we might as well get that experiment done, too. By the way, before I move, we’re going to need to take down the mana-less room next week. I’m contractually obligated to make sure there are no remaining enchantments before I turn the building over to the new owner,” said Cecilia.

“All right. Next weekend, we’ll set aside Sunday to break everything back down into components,” said Alice, not too concerned. She had already started to get into the habit of stuffing some mana cores and random enchanting materials into her storage perk, just in case she wanted to enchant something on the go. She was already storing a few buckets of the sap she had enchanted to block mana inside {Sample Collection}. Recovering the sap from the walls would probably be difficult, so she would be down a bucket of sap and the mana cores she had already fed the enchantment. Still, setting up another mana-less room wouldn’t be too hard now that she had both the supplies and the know-how.

The three of them quickly got the preliminary work out of the way—testing how much Cecilia and Milo could lift at once, preparing sacks of sturdy objects to evaluate how much their strength had decreased, and so on. Testing mental faculties and some stats like [Dexterity] was much harder to quantify, but Alice had at least prepared a few simple Sudoku puzzles that the two could work on during the experiment, all at approximately the same difficulty level (as far as she could tell). It was far from a perfect way to gauge intelligence, but it was something. With some luck, maybe she would think of a better way to test mental stats in the future, but this was her best idea for now. She gave Milo and Cecilia a bit of time to familiarize themselves with how the puzzles worked, and once they both had a decent grasp of what they were supposed to do, she moved on. Finally, Alice readied her {Timer} perk, thankful that they no longer needed to rely on heartbeats to measure time.

With that out of the way, the three of them proceeded to the mana-less room. Just to make absolutely sure that nothing was about to go horribly wrong, Alice used {Safety Analysis} on Cecilia and Milo one last time. Lowering one’s [Endurance] meant temporarily weakening the body’s immune system, overall resilience, and health, and so even though Alice’s perk had said the experiment would be safe when she’d tried it a few days ago, something might have changed since then. If Milo or Cecilia got sick, for example, the experiment could easily change from ultimately harmless to dangerous or even life-threatening. Obviously, Alice didn’t want her friends getting hurt over this, so she was very careful to double- and triple-check everything. Once she was satisfied the experiment was still safe, Alice double-checked whether Milo and Cecilia had any perks that might mess it up somehow, before finally beginning the experiment.

Milo was the first to step into the mana-less room.

Similar to when Alice had done the experiment, it didn’t take long before Milo started to notice a decrease in his strength. But Milo’s stats seemed to be dropping faster than Alice’s had, and his mana-deprivation symptoms were also far more pronounced than Alice’s.

“I have a horrible headache,” said Milo. “My [Strength] is also decreasing pretty fast. How long has it been?”

“Three minutes.”

Milo frowned as he reached over to the sack he could barely lift, even at full strength. He was unable to lift it. Then, after that, he went to the 95 percent strength sack … and was also unable to lift it. Alice immediately recorded the results. Milo’s strength was definitely decreasing more quickly than hers had. Alice had still just barely been able to lift the 95 percent strength sack at around five minutes, but Milo was already unable to lift his at three minutes.

“My headache is getting worse. It’s harder to think as well. Hmm … If I had to say, it’s sort of like I had an extra drink or two at the bar and I’m waking up with a hangover,” said Milo, waving his hands in front of his face. “My vision is getting slightly worse, and my movements are getting slower and clumsier. It feels … Ughhhh.” Then, wincing a little as he moved around, Milo pulled out Alice’s first logic puzzle. He took about two minutes to solve the first one.

As the experiment continued, Alice took a moment to appreciate the rainbow mana inside the mana-less room. Since Alice hadn’t been able to observe the rainbow mana during her first experiment, it had almost certainly still been in the room, so she had left the rainbow mana in the room the second time as well to observe it.

Normally, outside the mana-less room, the rainbow mana would rearrange itself every so often. Alice was beginning to get more used to the way it flowed and moved and was actually starting to recognize some shapes and patterns. Even if she didn’t know exactly what was going on behind the scenes, she could still remember the way rainbow mana seemed to transform when it was trying to guide mana inside someone’s body. Whenever people moved, when they gained levels, the rainbow mana would swirl around them. The seemingly random eddies were people continuously gaining tiny fractions of stats and levels, every single second of the day.

Or at least that was Alice’s running theory right now.

And as of right now, the rainbow mana didn’t move at all. Even though Milo was doing things that should, realistically, have started to get the rainbow mana in his surroundings moving, nothing at all was happening. In fact, Alice found it more than slightly unnerving, because she had gotten so used to the rainbow mana constantly shifting and swirling about. This was the first time she had ever seen the rainbow mana just be … silent.

Alice continued to watch as the rainbow mana around Milo did absolutely nothing. After five minutes, the class fractals inside Milo’s body also started to seem … dimmer. Like a flashlight with dying batteries, the fractals grew dimmer and dimmer. Finally, at around fifteen minutes, they stopped changing brightness, settling at a much less intense level of light than before. At exactly the same time, Milo reported that his stats had stopped decreasing.

At the end of half an hour, Alice asked him to move to the far side of the room. Then she opened the door, carefully observing the rainbow mana.

The moment the door was opened, the rainbow mana started to go crazy. Apart from studiously avoiding Milo, it was like someone had given it twenty cups of coffee. Less than a second later, the fractals that Alice was beginning to recognize were related to filtering formed in midair, and at the same time, pure mana began to surge into the room before being guided into Milo’s body.

Milo then reported he had gotten {Discovering the Unseen}, a rarity-three achievement that gave him some minor boosts as a reward for learning things during the experiment. He had also gotten a minor stat bump in [Intelligence]. Most curiously of all, he had gained a level in [Survivor], a secondary class he had acquired mostly by accident when he had gone through his mana baptism long ago. Alice scratched her head at this, still not quite understanding why that might be the case.

Cecilia went through much the same process a few minutes later. Alice had her stand at the far corner of the room. This time, the experiment was a fair bit less interesting—there weren’t any notable deviations from Milo’s experiment.

Alice had lost about 15 percent of her stats in total during her experiment.

Both Cecilia and Milo had experienced far worse reductions in stats, suffering around a 30 percent loss to their strength. By the end of the experiment, they had also been very noticeably impaired mentally, with the time it took them to solve Sudoku puzzles approximately tripling. Their vision and hearing had seriously suffered a fair amount as well. Of the more easily quantifiable and testable stats, Cecilia and Milo had lost about 30 percent. Furthermore, the symptoms they’d experienced also seemed far worse than Alice’s—headaches, joint pains, and a variety of other minor ailments had cropped up left and right somewhere between the ten- and twelve-minute marks. These had all disappeared within less than a minute of being reexposed to mana and had all been mild to moderate in nature. However, this all seemed to indicate that Alice suffered a lot less than the natives of this world when she was in the mana-less room.

Cecilia had also gotten the {Discovering the Unseen} achievement, meaning that she had now gotten two achievements from helping Alice with her experiments. Alice had gained a fair bit more … mana, as well as some levels in [Scientist] and [Explorer of Magic]. She had not gained any levels in [Scholar], possibly because the class didn’t seem to care at all about rigorously double-checking one’s ideas and conclusions. Since no class gained a new perk, Alice just dismissed the notifications for now, because she wasn’t done yet.

After looking this over, Alice decided to run a few more experiments on herself. After all, if she was going to need to help Cecilia take down the manaless room next week, this was basically the last time she would be able to run experiments in this environment for a while. Why not make the most of it? She thanked Milo for coming to help her out, and after they chatted for a while longer, Milo went to get a drink and relax. Cecilia stayed behind, interested in potentially gaining more useful achievements.

After a few checks with {Safety Analysis} to make sure there wouldn’t be a problem, Alice slowly began to drive the rainbow mana out of the mana-less room, along with the normal mana.

This was easier said than done; the mana actively avoided her at every turn, and “touching” it with her mana was basically impossible. All her mana seeds were equally difficult to use here, because the rainbow mana wasn’t pure mana and thus couldn’t be interacted with. Not to mention it seemed to be actively avoiding her. Finally, after a great deal of wrangling, Alice managed to drive out the rainbow mana and shut herself in the mana-less room again. This was to see if perhaps stats would fall by a greater amount when the rainbow mana wasn’t present.

The answer was no. Alice noticed no major differences between when the rainbow mana was and wasn’t present in the room, so long as no pure mana was present. This was about what she had expected, but it was nice to confirm it.

Then, Alice decided to try something a bit more interesting. What happened if the rainbow mana had pure mana near it but didn’t have a connection to the outside world?

Thus, she let the rainbow mana back in while driving out the ordinary mana. This time, Alice tried spewing some normal mana back into the air using her pure mana magic seed. Alice theorized this would let the rainbow mana start doing its job again, and she should gain stats and such as per usual. After all, the reason the rainbow mana didn’t work earlier was probably because there was no raw mana in the room. Right?

Wrong, apparently.

Alice used her pure mana seed to create some pure mana, injecting a bit of raw mana back into the room.

And …

And that was it.

Nothing happened. The rainbow mana didn’t react at all. The pure mana in the room, however, did something a fair bit more interesting—it drifted toward Alice, just as it would when she normally gained levels and stats.

And then she absorbed it, just like usual. However, the mana didn’t integrate itself with any of her muscles or class fractals or anything of the sort.

Instead, it just kind of … drifted around in her body. It moved with the speed of a dying snail as it repeatedly limped its way around her body, not accomplishing much of anything. Occasionally, when the mana drifted near one of her class fractals, a small amount of the mana would be absorbed inside it. However, the amount was quite small compared to the number of Mariums of pure mana Alice had dumped into the room. She had thrown out around ten Mariums from her pure mana seed, and maybe two or three were being absorbed per minute. Since Alice was used to seeing dozens or hundreds of Mariums of mana get filtered and absorbed every second, this was way too slow.

Finally, after a few minutes of absorption, her [Explorer of Magic] class … leveled up?
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Alice looked at the incomprehensible glitch signs on the System notification before she turned back to her status screen. The [Explorer of Magic] class was still at level forty-four on her status screen, despite her having “gained a level” in it. Furthermore, there was now a row of extra glitch signs directly attached the class’s level in her status screen.

The System had finally bugged out.

Alice opened the door, and the rainbow mana finally reacted. For the second time ever, it stopped avoiding human beings and went inside Alice, seemingly dead set on straightening out whatever was wrong with her class fractals now. Less than a minute later, she properly got a level in [Explorer of Magic], the glitch signs having all disappeared completely. She was now properly level forty-five in [Explorer of Magic], despite whatever had happened to her status screen during the experiment. She briefly checked her perk choices before she decided to think a little longer. She would deal with perks once she was done experimenting. She had done multiple new experiments, and {Seeker of Truth} might or might not be close to getting another tier. If it did, Alice wanted to at least see what she got from improving the achievement first, since it might change what she wanted in her next perk. And because none of the options were terribly relevant right now.

Besides that, Alice had a sudden thought. It was closer to a fit of curiosity, but it was also the natural result of the many things Alice had been seeing and thinking about during her time in Cyra.

The System being able to be fooled and manipulated made it fairly clear that, whatever the Holy Church of the Almighty System claimed, the System wasn’t a god. It was some sort of incredibly complex machine or enchantment—or something. However, it was neither omniscient nor omnipotent, despite being close to a god in many ordinary situations.

The church had very clear mentions of there being a time when humanity had existed but the System hadn’t. Why had the System suddenly come into being?

And was it possible for Alice to do the same thing as the System?

It had only been an idle thought, but once Alice spent a few more moments pondering the idea, the “System” seemed to be some sort of incredibly complex thing that changed mana somehow. There were obviously a lot of specific mechanics behind how it worked, but at the end of the day, that seemed to be the gist of what the System was doing. In that case, was it possible for her to achieve the same effect, even in an environment where the System was cut off?

Sure, it was thousands of times more complex than anything Alice had ever seen before. If the System was equivalent to a calculus problem, Alice barely knew multiplication right now.

Still, the more she observed, explored, and experimented, the more she felt that even though she barely understood what the System was doing or why and how it worked …

If she just kept striding forward, she would eventually figure out what the System was and why it existed. How it worked. She might barely understand it right now, but with enough testing and observation, she would get there sooner or later.

Alice grinned a little at the thought before she started her final experiment. She had wanted to see whether mages needed mana in their surroundings to use magic, and that would require spending a much more extended period inside the mana-less room to confirm what happened to her mana regeneration. Thus, with Cecilia’s permission, she got some meals ready, set up some basic bedding, and prepared to spend the night in the mana-less room.

However, now that the little idea of trying to copy the System had sprouted inside her head, it simply wouldn’t leave.

The System was the most miraculous thing she had ever seen before. But at the end of the day, if there were definite, specific mechanics behind how it had been constructed and how it worked, surely it was possible to recreate it and observe it.

That was the nature of all technology—it would be miraculous and nearly magical, so long as one didn’t understand the nature of what one was looking at. While this world had literal mana and magic in it, the System seemed to defy the way even those two things worked. However, seeming to defy the nature of magic and actually defying the nature of magic were two totally different things. There had to be some reason behind how and why the System worked, right?



Chapter 61

After a night spent inside the mana-less room, Alice’s mana-deprivation symptoms didn’t get any worse than they had during her first experiment with mana deprivation. This more or less lined up with what Alice had experienced and seen so far. It seemed that there was no difference between half an hour and sixteen hours inside a mana-less environment; once the mana-deprivation symptoms reached a certain maximum threshold, they did not seem to get any worse no matter how long the body went without mana. Alice originally found this reduction of stats and perks to be quite uncomfortable, because she had gotten used to the extraordinary strength and balance she had acquired after living in this world. However, as time passed, she found herself growing used to the sensation of being weaker and less balanced again.

More important was the fact that Alice’s mana was still regenerating. She had emptied it completely after entering this room, even cleared out every speck of mana in the room and drove out the rainbow mana by carefully sweeping it out using threads of her own mana. Since the rainbow mana avoided contact with other mana, it had been difficult but just barely possible. Then, anytime she acquired any amount of mana in her magic seeds, she would immediately empty it, trying to track the moment where her body stopped producing more mana. With {Timer} and {Enhanced Memory}, she would have an exact time estimate after that.

This was predicated on the assumption she would eventually stop producing mana. Which never happened.

Alice was still regenerating mana just fine even though there was no mana in the room at all.

There seemed to be no difference at all in her mana regeneration rate, no matter how little mana there was for her to absorb.

Even after falling asleep and waking up, Alice kept inexplicably producing mana from seemingly nothing whatsoever.

This led to Alice feeling even more confused. Why was this happening? In the first place, thus far the world had seemed to have a loosely consistent energy economy: monsters ate mana to survive and thus inhabited areas with more mana. Areas with less mana were usually inhabited by humans, because humans relied on crops and animals for their food and thus their energy. Monsters all had cores inside their bodies that stored mana, much like how the human body stored energy in the form of fat. Humans could even directly measure and use the energy a monster stored inside its core by turning it into a fuel source for enchantments. The enchantment would slowly drain away the mana in the monster core until it ran out, at which point the enchantment stopped working until the cores were replaced. The fact that monster cores seemed to follow the laws of energy conservation, while Alice’s magic seeds didn’t, made Alice feel even more confused than before she started thinking about conservation of energy. Why did monsters seem to follow conservation of energy while humans didn’t?

Alice spent several minutes trying to wrestle with this seeming inconsistency before she remembered a statement she had made to Milo in the not too distant past.

Monsters and humans weren’t the same. The mechanics behind how each one dealt with, processed, and used mana were totally different. Monsters consistently died whenever they were cut off from mana, didn’t need to eat physical food at all if enough mana was present, and couldn’t access the System. While human mage cores bore some resemblance to monster cores, Alice had erroneously been assuming that the two were almost equivalent. However, right now she had no evidence that this was true besides the fact both could be used as enchanting materials.

Humans had tried, and failed, to figure out how human mage cores worked for thousands of years now, and to this day nobody seemed to have any clue what exactly they did or how they worked. They just knew all mages had them, and if the organ was seriously injured, it might damage or totally disable magic until it was healed. None of Illa’s books, or the mages Alice had spoken to, even seemed completely sure there was mana inside a mage core in the first place and instead left it for academia to debate. Alice also didn’t know how monster cores worked, though this one was significantly more possible to read up on and research from an ethical standpoint. Right now, all she knew was that monster cores were good ways to fuel enchantments and they stored energy for monsters.

Could human cores provide “permanent” enchantments or produce mana seemingly from nowhere? Using human magic cores was illegal in most countries. Therefore, Alice had no way of answering this question legally. While the Sigmusi might know the answer, Alice had zero intention of going into the Sigmusi Colonia to find out.

For a brief moment, she wondered if the Society of Starry Eyes knew the answer. While the society seemed to be known for emphasizing a few kinds of illegal research, such as dimensional magic, they were also known to dabble in several other illegal branches of research. The country of Illvaria seemed to be in a state of perpetual conflict with the society, so it was inevitable Illvaria had found and attacked society research bases. If Alice was lucky, maybe she could read some research notes Illvarians had stolen from a successful raid? Even if Illvaria banned dangerous and unethical research, keeping and using the information obtained FROM that research was perfectly legal. It was worth looking for once Alice had access to the libraries of the magic academies of the north.

However, that didn’t help her right now. Right now, Alice was left scratching her head and wondering why her mana seeds were still producing mana. Either human magic seeds were producing mana from nothing, or she was missing something. Alice sighed in frustration before she turned her attention to something easier to think about.

At the very least, Alice finally had a better idea what distinguished classes and normal magic seeds. After her vision trip from {Infusion of Comprehension}, she had started to seriously consider what exactly classes were and how they worked behind the scenes. However, she could at least say with certainty that things like attributes, perks, and the minor knowledge boosts given by levels didn’t work at full power without mana in her surroundings, while magic seeds did. It wasn’t much to go on, but it was a place to start.

Finally, Alice left the mana-less room.




	You have leveled up!




	Explorer of Magic: 45→ 47, Scholar: 24→29, Scientist 24→28, Survivor 41→ 43




	Seeker of Truth (II→III) (Rarity: 8→9)




	You have consistently taken steps to understand the System and the underlying nature of reality, regardless of how well or poorly you are equipped to understand what lies before you. While the nature of reality is often confusing, striving to understand it is what it truly means to seek the truth.




	+1 primary class slot(s), +50% → 200% class experience for all research-related classes, +10% effect of Intelligence, +15% effect of Perception. Your ability to see mana is significantly enhanced. You will no longer experience any interference at all when attempting to observe phenomena involving mana and will be able to see perfectly clearly.






{Seeker of Truth}’s upgrade wasn’t too interesting, all things considered. It quadrupled the bonus she had toward experience for research related classes, which was useful, but didn’t require much thought or planning. If she wanted to reach Immortality someday, she would absolutely need to stack massive amounts of XP boosts working together to propel her leveling speed upward, so Alice certainly wasn’t complaining. Still, she had been a little hopeful that she might get some sort of new ability when the achievement gained a tier. Still, [Explorer of Magic] was getting pretty close to level fifty, and that meant {Outworlder} would stop boosting XP gain for that class. Coupled with the fact that every twenty-five levels, the XP needed to gain more levels would increase exponentially, this meant that Alice would start to seriously struggle to level up without this kind of boost. Even though she found the new achievement to be a bit bland, it was certainly very useful.

Apart from that, she had gained another two mystery levels in [Survivor]. Alice still had no clue why she was getting levels in a class that was supposed to thrive off surviving close scrapes with death and living in the raw, untamed wilderness. She had already pretty decisively proven that there was no real danger in sitting inside a mana-less room, so the fact she kept getting levels for it was just odd. Alice was starting to wonder if this was some sort of glitch in the System or something.

For now, she couldn’t make heads or tails of it. She added it to her list of weird observations before ignoring it and turning her attention to her perks.




	Enhanced mana tendrils

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 45 or higher




	Doubles the range at which you can manipulate mana tendrils.




	Magic seed

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 45 or higher




	Allows you to form another seed of magic with a maximum mana conversion ratio of 54%.




	Mana construct modeling

Requirements: Explorer of Magic level 45 or higher, unique achievement related to exploration of the System




	Allows you to temporarily break down a complex mana construct into its constituent parts by creating a mental model of the construct in question. This will also inform you of all the kinds of mana present in the mana construct in question. This is an extremely accurate model that exists only in your thoughts. It will react to perk analysis and projected mana manipulation accurately but does not exist outside your imagination.






Alice dismissed {Magic Seed}, because she didn’t need another seed right now. {Enhanced Mana Tendrils} was also surprisingly lackluster for a level-forty-five perk. She probably would have been happy to grab it at level ten or fifteen, but it just didn’t seem worthy of level forty-five. Therefore, that one also got removed from her considerations.

{Mana Construct Modeling} would let her mess with class fractals without the risk of accidentally melting or killing herself. Given Alice’s newfound ambition to try recreating whatever the System was doing, this perk was perfect for some of her early exploration and experimentation. Experimenting would also give her more levels, thus giving her more perks to make future experiments easier and more viable, creating a positive feedback loop. Since one perk was useful and the other two were disappointing, this was an easy pick.

Then, eager to try it out, she tried copying the mana fractal she had seen in her body when she evolved her [Student of Kinetic Magic] class to the [Kinetic Manabinder] class.

Immediately, an accurate mental model of the [Kinetic Manabinder] class fractal appeared in her thoughts, as well as a list of mana types inside the construct.

Pure mana, organic mana, kinetic mana, and System mana are all present in this class fractal. That seems about in line with what I think the System is doing, and surprisingly, I have access to three of the four types of mana present already, even though I can’t really use my organic seed yet. Wait a minute. System mana?

Alice suddenly felt baffled. There was such a thing as System mana?

Upon further reflection, Alice remembered that it was possible to form a magic seed out of literally any concept, at least in theory. Even though she had nearly killed herself trying to form seeds based on Earth’s understanding of physics, it was still well-known that people had created dozens or hundreds of magic seeds throughout the centuries. The four most common magic seeds were simply the ones that people had the easiest time forming, while also providing high amounts of versatility and minimal broken mana pollution. There were even a few magic seeds such as hope or sadness seeds. Their efficiency level was atrocious, and they dumped the vast majority of their mana into the atmosphere as broken mana while accomplishing very little, but their existence still proved a point. Theoretically, it seemed like anything could be turned into a magic seed. Once Alice considered that fact, it didn’t seem too unusual for there to be something called System mana.

The next step seemed rather obvious. After checking with {Safety Analysis}, Alice tried forming a System magic seed.

Alice saw something rather unusual afterward.

Normally, the rainbow mana seemed to act like a kind of filter. It messed with mana before it entered the human body, and somehow this made it easier for humans to absorb and interact with mana. However, for the first time, it looked like the rainbow mana was at war with itself. A chunk of mana started drifting toward Alice, and, as per usual, the rainbow mana started to form a sort of filter. Alice was more than slightly intrigued by the fact that forming a magic seed seemed to also require System input. Maybe the reason she had nearly melted herself when trying to form magic seeds based on Earth physics was because the System just … didn’t know how to deal with creating those seeds? Alice had no clue how much or how little assistance the System was actually providing when it came to forming magic seeds, but she would definitely be testing this later.

Alice’s body drew in the mana that had passed through the rainbow fractal. Then, the moment it entered her body, a chunk of rainbow mana also drifted into her body and kicked the mana right back out, well before it reached the mage core. The core continued desperately trying to suck in mana, and the rainbow mana outside her body seemed to be actively trying to help her form a magic seed. Meanwhile, the rainbow mana inside her body actively messed up the formation of the magic seed. It helped move the mana safely out of her body, straightening out any potential damage the failed seed formation may cause, but in this case, Alice could clearly see the System’s rainbow mana actively preventing the seed from forming.

After a few more seconds of observation, Alice felt her magic seed formation fail.

After that … nothing happened. Alice gave her body a careful glance and noticed that some of the mana in her body was moving a bit erratically. Even though the rainbow mana had clearly tried to stop the failed seed formation from harming her, there were still a few small aftereffects. Alice had a sneaking suspicion that the reason she had nearly hurt herself so badly when she tried and failed to form seeds was probably related to this erratic quivering of the mana inside her body. Even if failing to form one or two magic seeds might not be dangerous, if she failed a bunch in a row, it would probably put her in another dangerous situation.

She promptly decided that messing with this could wait until later. She was definitely going to come back to this idea, but she would at least wait a day or two for her mana to settle down a bit. She turned her attention back to her other perks.




	Shared memory

Requirements: Scientist level 25 or greater




	You may take a specific memory you have and then share it with another (willing) target, allowing them to see the memory from your perspective. You must first be in physical contact with the other party and focus on the memory you wish to share. The other party will experience the memory as something akin to a slideshow or movie—only vision and sound will be shared.




	Deeper investigation

Requirements: Scientist level 25 or greater, Perception 100 or greater, {Outworlder} achievement.




	You gain the ability to drastically improve your vision for short periods of time, especially while trying to investigate a specific phenomenon. Can be used to get better looks at very tiny objects, or objects that are very far away.






Neither of these were too exciting. {Shared Memory} had some potential for letting other people take a look at the rainbow mana, which could be useful. Nobody besides Alice had the ability to see it, so Alice figured it was a decent way to share information and get other opinions. This made it surprisingly attractive. If Alice could help Cecilia see what was going on and get another set of opinions on what she was looking at, Alice would certainly welcome it. When it came to scientific exploration, discoveries were almost never made in a vacuum. Trying to work alone with minimal manpower and resources would be incredibly difficult. Using this perk, Alice might have some ways to help other people get achievements that let them see the rainbow mana, or at least get second opinions on experiments sometimes.

{Deeper Investigation}, on the other hand, could replace a microscope in a pinch. Alice didn’t need a microscope right now, but maybe somewhere down the line it would be useful. That being said, Alice had no immediate use for it, while she did have a possible use for {Shared Memory}, which she grabbed. She would try it with Cecilia later to see if the other girl had any interesting ideas about the rainbow mana or class fractals.




	Almost as good as glasses

Requirements: Scholar level 25 or higher, Perception 100 or higher




	Increases the effect of the Perception attribute by 10%.




	Passion for reading

Requirements: Scholar level 25 or higher




	If you have finished reading a book within the past thirty days, your Intelligence stat grows 25% faster, and the effect of the Intelligence stat increases by 20%.




	Scholarly pursuits

Requirements: Scholar level 25 or higher




	All research-based classes gain experience 15% faster.




	Photographic memory

Requirements: Scholar level 25 or higher, Intelligence 150 or greater, Perception 100 or greater, {Enhanced Memory} perk (or a similar perk taken from the Scholar class)




	You gain the ability to perfectly remember and reproduce all sights and images you have seen since the acquisition of this perk.






{Almost as Good as Glasses} was an easy perk to ignore. {Passion for Reading} was actually kind of interesting. Alice was pretty sure the perk would almost always be active as long as she hadn’t lost access to libraries or books entirely. That being said, stat boosts weren’t usually particularly exciting. {Scholarly Pursuits} suffered from a similar problem—15 percent boost to XP gain wasn’t … bad, per se, but it just wasn’t very important, either. Furthermore, after getting a 200 percent boost from her achievement, 15 percent just didn’t seem like a very big bonus.

{Photographic Memory} was the best pick here. It would allow Alice to finally start remembering exactly what the fractals the rainbow mana spontaneously formed looked like, as well as the exact context she had seen each fractal in. Even though {Enhanced Memory} was pulling its weight more and more as Alice mentally kept a growing list of oddities and suspicions she had, it only fueled her desire to improve her memory further. Right now, she could kind of remember what mana fractals looked like, but not well enough to visually recreate them inside her head. {Photographic Memory} would directly solve this problem and also give her a bunch of other useful minor bonuses. A {Photographic Memory} perk would be invaluable when she was trying to investigate the mana fractals further, since drawing them was basically impossible for her to do with any level of accuracy or precision.

With that out of the way, Alice bought a small copper ring from Cecilia’s supplies, covered it in pure mana sap, and started working on enchanting it. She was more than a little frustrated by how hard it was to see her surroundings ever since she had gotten the ability to see rainbow mana consistently. Alice had originally been planning to just make the ring block off her ability to perceive mana for a bit, but on further reflection, Alice decided that was a little too drastic. She might miss something useful or interesting while she was “blinded.” Therefore, Alice instead decided to work on making the ring block off around 80 percent of her mana perception. This would be a little bit trickier, but it should make her life more bearable without potentially missing valuable information she might need later.

Her first attempt at enchanting the ring … ended in failure.

Alice had tried to just make the ring “turn off the color for surrounding mana.” This … didn’t really work. Instead of removing the bright rainbow colors that made it hard to see, the ring spurted out broken mana while making the other mana around her turn a weird gray color.

Even more frustrating was the fact that the System-controlled mana perfectly avoided the ring’s attempts to interact with it. Thus, the ring only worked on normal mana. Not to mention, at the rate the ring was burning through mana and wasting it, it would probably chew through a spidercrab core every few hours. Alice had expected a little bit of inefficiency because she was using basic spidercrab cores, but this was way worse than she had been imagining.

Alice quickly realized that this ring was a total failure. Though it did give her a small moneymaking idea that she would work on later today if she had time. First she wanted a ring that stopped the distracting, nausea-inducing rainbow, though.

The second ring was a fair bit more effective. Instead of trying to decolor all the mana around her, Alice made the ring create a pair of “sunglasses” out of mana, then force them to hover in front of her eyes. It was a bit tricky to get the height correct, but after some work, two patches of mana hovered in front of her eyes. These patches of mana blocked out the color of her surroundings, turning the mana around her into a bunch of muted shades.

This unfortunately came with the downside of affecting not just mana, but every other color in her surroundings as well.

Finally, Alice gave in. She grabbed a type of rock that could remember two instructions and made sure to deposit the correct amount of money on Cecilia’s counter. Then she used Cecilia’s enchanting tools to punch a small hole in the middle and loop a string through it. Then she made the ring figure out when Alice was perceiving a “color” created from mana. The second instruction was to seriously dampen her ability to perceive that color whenever it was created from System mana. Since the enchantment was reliant upon her own perception, she would be able to dodge the issue of rainbow mana avoiding other kinds of mana. She put it on, and, finally, the dancing rainbows disappeared. Even though she could still perceive muted colors shifting quietly in the background, they were no longer overwhelmingly bright and distracting. She grinned.

Alice’s enchanting proficiency was coming along nicely. Even though this enchantment had been a fair bit more complicated than her previous simple rings, it had only taken her three tries to get a working model.

Then she turned her attention back to her moneymaking idea.

[Adventurers] often went into the wilderness to scavenge for valuable items such as enchanting materials. While higher-level [Adventurers] usually had perks that let them identify useful enchanting materials and avoid mana poisoning, lower-level [Adventurers] often lacked these perks. Alice had already accidentally created a ring that let one perceive mana in their surroundings.

Alice decided to make a ring that would let people perceive mana by “coloring” mana near them. This mana would become visible even to totally normal people and would provide on-the-spot feedback on how mana interacted with materials. This would let [Adventurers] have an easier time figuring out which materials were valuable and which spots were prone to cause mana poisoning.

While it wouldn’t be valuable to high-level [Adventurers], who would naturally have perks to deal with these problems, for midlevel [Adventurers] this ring would be far more useful than the perks available at earlier levels. Even though people tended to pick up the [Adventurer] class because they were desperate for money and willing to scavenge deadly areas for enchanting materials, they usually gained levels and money quickly or immediately ended up in a monster’s stomach, meaning that midlevel [Adventurers] often had a little bit of money floating around. This kind of ring, which could potentially save their life and help them avoid missing valuable things, should have a market. Especially in Cyra, which directly bordered the unclaimed wilderness of the south and had access to the trade arteries needed to sell enchanting materials. Furthermore, the stone she had used wasn’t SUPER expensive. It cost a single silver sun, which wasn’t tiny, but was still affordable. If she charged three silver suns, it would be most of the daily income of a normal dock worker. An [Adventurer] should be able to afford that much, right?

After thinking about it, Alice got to work making a few of the mana-coloring rings. If she sold a few of them, she could finally have a use for her pure mana magic seed, since right now she didn’t have a good way to convert pure mana Mariums into money. It wasn’t a good long-term source of income, since the market was quite narrow, but it would help her raise some funds before she went north.

An hour or two later, Cecilia also came down to the shop. Alice used {Shared Memory} to give Cecilia a better idea of what she had been seeing all this time regarding rainbow mana, which Cecilia found fascinating but couldn’t make heads or tails of. Alice decided to put it out of her mind for the rest of the day and focus on her enchanting. The two spent the rest of the day chatting as they quietly worked on their own enchantments, with Cecilia occasionally springing up to make sales. It was a comfortable and relaxing day. Alice felt vaguely reminded of days before she had been teleported to this world, which she had spent soldering robot parts together after building a code in Arduino with her friends. All in all, it was a nice way to spend what would probably be her last full weekend in Cyra.




	You have leveled up!




	(Apprentice) Enchanter 9→ 17, Kinetic Manabinder 1→2








Chapter 62

Alice’s last week in Cyra passed slowly. She went to and from the docks each day, converting her kinetic energy into silver suns and the right to keep training with Illa for a little bit longer. At the same time, Cecilia continued to pack up or sell the last remaining items in her shop. Upon seeing Alice’s attempt at making a marketable enchanted ring, Cecilia offered to sell them in the shop, which was far better than Alice’s original plan of trying to sell them to the [Adventurers] she had seen around her inn.

The mana-revealing rings didn’t exactly fly off the shelves, but they gathered enough interest for Alice to make a second batch partway through the week. By the end of the week, she had sold five of the mana-revealing rings and had two left over want. Having acquired a net profit of eight silver suns, or one and three-fifths of a silver crown, along with two unsold rings, Alice was in a considerably better mood by the end of the week. Not just because of the money, but because it proved she was capable of designing and making a piece of enchanted equipment people wanted to buy. Successfully selling her items helped her kick-start the loop most [Enchanters] lived off: buying and enchanting materials, getting levels, and selling their items before starting over again. Even if her actions didn’t matter too much right now, she was still happy to prove to herself she was at least capable of getting this process going.

Apart from that, upon hearing that Alice wanted to finish rounding off the early stages of {Monster Slayer}, Illa had her servants catch a few spidercrabs and bring them to Alice’s training sessions. Alice also mentioned a vague idea she’d had a long time ago, which was testing a few spidercrab eggs to see what happened during the hatching process and if monsters had any sort of mana-baptism process they went through. Illa didn’t mind helping Alice with this, and so she acquired both grown and unhatched spidercrabs over the last week of her stay in Cyra.

Instead of just having Alice directly mow down the grown spidercrabs with kinetic magic, Illa had Alice use them as sparring partners. She made Alice go through a variety of different scenarios that Alice might encounter while traveling, especially ones where she wouldn’t have [Scouts] pinpointing every group of monsters half a kilometer in advance. Even though it wasn’t exactly a perfect way to train, since spidercrabs were pretty weak, it still gave Alice a good amount of combat experience and better emergency response mechanisms, as well as two levels in [Kinetic Manabinder] and another level in [Survivor]. Even though Alice had long accepted that her talents in real, up-front combat were lacking, she considered boosting her combat abilities as something like going through an emergency self-defense class—hopefully unnecessary, but it wasn’t a bad idea to learn something. Just in case.

That Thursday, Alice got the third tier of {Monster Slayer}.




	You have gained an achievement!




	Monster Slayer (II→III) Rarity: 1→2




	You have successfully slain 100 monsters. (To further advance this achievement, please ensure that you are hunting stronger monsters. Weak fodder will no longer suffice to advance this achievement beyond this point).




	Increases the effect of the Strength, Dexterity, and Perception stats by 5% → 15%. Improves your ability to perceive monsters in a ten-meter radius. Any classes related to fighting or hunting monsters gain 10% more experience.






Alice didn’t find the difference between tier two and tier three of the achievement to be that important. She was a little bit faster, stronger, and had slightly improved senses, none of which were terribly hard to acquire in this world. The biggest difference was that classes related to fighting or hunting monsters would get 10 percent more experience than before. A bonus that, at least to Alice, probably wasn’t particularly useful, since most of her classes were enchanting- and research-focused. [Survivor] and [Kinetic Manabinder] benefited from it, although Alice wasn’t quite sure why the second class was included, but none of her other classes got anything out of the achievement at all. It was still better than not having the achievement, so Alice didn’t mind it too much either way.

The monster eggs that Alice had finally acquired had originally been to see if monsters went through any sort of mana-baptism process, since Alice wanted to know if monsters had any sort of issue adapting to concentrated mana. Humans either became mages or died upon going through a mana baptism, but Alice had no clue whether monsters went through any similar process.

After watching them hatch and grow a day, Alice found no evidence the spidercrabs needed to adapt at all. Just like their adult brethren, they ate mana and wanted to kill and eat her the moment they were out of the egg, and there was no evidence of any mana baptism before hatching. Thus, since none of the books she consulted mentioned the topic at all, Alice shelved the topic for now.

Apart from that, Alice grabbed three perks from {Apprentice Enchanter} during the week by using the levels she gained.




	Monstrous enchanting

Requirements: Apprentice Enchanter level 10 or higher, create at least five enchantments with monster cores.




	Your ability to effectively link together monster cores to enchantments is moderately improved. From now on, all enchantments you make will waste significantly less mana and produce significantly less broken mana so long as they are using monster cores as a power supply.






Alice found most of the perks for level ten of {Apprentice Enchanter} to be fairly unimpressive. This perk at least solved one of the bigger problems Alice currently had with enchanting, which was the fact that she seriously struggled to optimize mana consumption for her enchantments. The perk didn’t fully solve the problem, but it at least put her on the right path. It also gave her something new to look into, because after taking the perk, Alice seemed to instinctively do a few things differently when building enchantments. These differences gave her a direction to keep improving, which was a great supplement to Cecilia’s instruction in enchantments. All in all, the perk would save her a lot of time and effort in improving her abilities as an [Enchanter].




	Faster enchanting

Requirements: Apprentice Enchanter level 15 or higher




	Improves the speed at which you manipulate mana while enchanting, significantly improving the speed at which you can create enchantments.






This perk was a simple, no-nonsense improvement to Alice’s enchanting speed. Alice was starting to struggle to fit her daily schedule inside a day, between training with Illa, working at the docks, enchanting things at Cecilia’s shop, receiving instruction from Cecilia, and squeezing in time for sleep and meals. This problem would almost certainly grow worse and worse over time as Alice got stronger, because she would need to start devoting more time to experiments, classes, library research, and any other resources she could get her hands on in the north. {Lesser Reduced Sleep Requirement} helped with this problem, shaving off some of the time she needed to sleep, but the perk just wasn’t able to keep up with her ever-expanding to-do list. {Faster Enchanting} cut down by about half the time Alice needed to make simpler enchantments, creating a small but noticeable difference in her overburdened schedule.

And, if she couldn’t get a patron after going north, improving her enchanting abilities was the best alternate route to funding her time in the magic academies. Alice was pretty hopeful that she might be able to find a patron, but she knew there was a decent chance she would fail. Cecilia had offered to hire Alice as a kind of shop assistant in that case, which Alice would probably accept if she couldn’t find a patron. She could miss a half-year of time in a magic academy in order to amass some funds and try again next admission period. There was a reason people were willing to risk mana baptisms to become a mage, even though the survival rates were only around 4 percent. It was because once a mage had some proper levels behind them, it was very easy to lift yourself out of crippling economic circumstances. Alice mostly wanted access to the libraries and massive research databases magic academies had available to them, and while taking a semester or a year off from her research would sting, it wouldn’t kill her research. Alice might have balked at the idea of missing all that time when she had first come to this world, but she was a more practical person now. Sometimes things happened, and while she wouldn’t pretend to be happy about it, she could just accept it and keep going.

Finally, near the end of the week, Alice picked up her level-twenty [Apprentice Enchanter] perk the same day she reached level twenty in [Apprentice Enchanter]. This was the level she would be leaving Cyra with.




	Faster mana regeneration

Requirements: Apprentice Enchanter level 20 or higher, Magic 125 or greater




	Allows you to regenerate mana 10% faster.






This perk was even simpler than {Faster Enchanting}. However, one of Alice’s biggest bottlenecks to practicing magic, gaining levels, and improving her income right now was the fact that her mana bottomed out pretty rapidly these days. Even though enchanting tended to be less mana-intensive than normal magic, it still cost a fair amount of mana to do. And {Faster Enchanting} just exacerbated this problem, because she depleted her mana even more quickly these days. She was starting to find that her meager reserves of pure mana just couldn’t keep up with what she wanted to do. With this perk, Alice was now regenerating 2.7 percent of her maximum mana per hour, a small bonus over her previous 2.5 percent regeneration, but combined with her ever-increasing maximum mana reserves, she was noticing a bigger and bigger benefit from all her stacking bonuses to mana regeneration.

The other major thing Alice did with her week was try (and fail) to form System magic seeds. Not because Alice expected to miraculously succeed. She absolutely expected to fail, since the rainbow mana would probably disrupt her attempts every time. However, what Alice wanted to observe was how the System’s rainbow mana interacted with the magic seed creation process.

No matter what she tried, the rainbow mana stepped in and broke the seed before it finished forming. However, she got a fair number of observations out of each failed attempt.

Alice was starting to get a very weird feeling about the System. It was becoming increasingly clear that the System was designed in such a way as to actively prevent people from studying it. This was the only reason Alice could think of for why the rainbow mana was utterly invisible to everyone else. If people could actively study and dissect the rainbow mana, and the mechanisms behind how the System worked, it probably would have lost its “god” status centuries ago. Furthermore, the System actively prevented her from forming a System magic seed, which seemed like pretty good evidence that the System was built to actively stop people like her from successfully learning more.

And if that was the case, why in the world did the System also give her an achievement like {Seeker of Truth}? The one and only reason Alice could see the rainbow mana and experiment with the System was due to the tools the System itself had provided her. The {Seeker of Truth} achievement gave her the ability to see the rainbow mana, without which Alice would only have had a vague idea that the System didn’t seem to work without mana. She probably could have worked with that, but she would have never been anywhere close to making some discoveries for months, or even years, and probably would have found herself totally blocked off from further exploration somewhere down the line. If the System was trying to stop people from studying it, why was she an exception?

Right now, Alice had no clue. She had some guesses, most of which were centered around “the System is dumb and had some sort of conflicting objectives it couldn’t resolve” or the {Outworlder} achievement. Both could be valid explanations for why the System both actively stopped people from studying it and helped people study it. Still, she was increasingly baffled at how something that managed to create the System, of all things, could have made such an elementary mistake. The very idea felt bizarre to her, because even if the System was probably artificially made and didn’t work perfectly in some circumstances, it was impressive as heck. She shelved this idea for now; she had no leads and couldn’t even make a good guess about this for the time being, so she decided to come back to this sometime in the future.

Finally, near the end of the week, Alice’s {Broken Seed} perk was finally done cooling down. Since that meant she could break another magic seed, Alice decided it was time to form (and then immediately break) a magic seed again. This time she could observe the rainbow mana, and she was sure that would give her all sorts of new ideas to work with.

True to her suspicions, when she tried to form an electromagnetic seed, the System’s rainbow mana actively stepped in. But unlike when she tried to form a System seed, this time it actively helped her.

Alice quickly realized that while she could probably technically form a magic seed with or without the System, the System provided a massive, overwhelming advantage when forming magic seeds.

When she first started drawing in mana, it simply headed to her magic core on its own. The System’s rainbow mana did nothing, and Alice didn’t need to actively prompt it, either. She just concentrated on what she knew about electromagnetic energy, focused on the feeling of pulling in mana, and hoped for the best—the exact same thing she had done when forming all her other magic seeds. That’s where things started to fall apart.

She could tell that her electromagnetic seed was missing several things. It was like looking at a patchy, worn-down canoe after getting used to looking at luxury cruisers and yachts. You didn’t need to know anything about boats to see there was a very obvious difference in quality and materials.

Then the rainbow mana formed dozens of different fractals around her (which Alice immediately memorized, fully intending to throw it into {Mana Construct Modeling} in the near future). The mana, which Alice continued to pull in from her surroundings, passed through the fractals and changed in small and subtle ways. Then another set of rainbow fractals appeared inside Alice’s mana core. The magic seed, which had previously looked like it was on the brink of collapse, began to change. The rough, poorly built edges smoothed out. The chunks of shoddy workmanship were fixed. The previously messy and poorly structured mana became smoother and more stable. It took less than a minute for Alice’s messy seed to become a normal, well-constructed electromagnetic seed.

For the first time, Alice had a front-row seat to appreciate just how much the System really helped out behind the scenes. For all that the System was sometimes dumb, easy to trick, and bizarre, it was also quite possibly the reason mages (and humans) could survive on this planet at all.

This didn’t seem to be without a cost, though.

Alice was well aware of the fact that electromagnetic force was one of the four basic building blocks of reality, along with gravitational force, strong force, and weak force. At least, according to the physics she had studied in her previous world. It was capable of doing a mind-boggling number of things, because electromagnetic force as defined by physics governed a dizzying number of interactions. It governed how protons and electrons interacted with each other, the chemical behavior of matter, the color of light … All these were fundamentally linked to electromagnetic force.

However, in this world, electromagnetic mages weren’t capable of any of the bizarre and wacky things Alice knew they should be capable of. Instead, they were reduced to being the weakest and least valued of the four major types of mage. At the end of the day, they could produce electricity and lightning bolts with their mana, and they could move metal around. Far from breaking reality, they were just half-baked kinetic mages with lightning thrown into the mix.

The System was clearly helping people form stable magic seeds. It wasn’t incorrect to say that without the System’s help, most people would probably fail to make a fully functional magic seed in the first place. However, the System also removed extra concepts Alice had been trying to integrate into her electromagnetic seed. Clearly, it had some sort of template of electromagnetic magic seeds it was working with. And when people tried to innovate too much, the System would remove that innovation in the process of “helping” them form a seed. Alice wasn’t sure whether this was purely accidental or intentional.

Still, it was probably why this world’s study of the fundamental forces of physics and life were weirdly advanced in some places and outright crippled in others. The System accidentally got in the way of some studies just by virtue of separating fundamental forces of physics into different magic seed templates, and no one on this planet had an easy way to break free of that influence.

On the bright side, Alice had a better idea what her first attempt to mimic the System might look like. Alice had already proven that if she added mana to a mana-less room, for whatever reason, the System wouldn’t work properly. She wasn’t sure whether that was because she had created the mana personally, or if there was another reason behind it. Still, whenever {Broken Seed} was finished cooling off again, Alice would try forming a magic seed in a room blocked off from outside mana to see what happened. {Safety Analysis} informed her that the test wouldn’t be harmful to her—so long as she broke the seed back down quickly enough. Based on the magic seed models Alice envisioned, it seemed that if she tried to use the magic seed too extensively, or left it around for longer than a day or two, it would start to put her health in danger. However, since it wouldn’t cause any harmful effects if she used it for a few hours before nuking the seed back into oblivion. Alice thought it would be a valuable and interesting experience to try out whenever her perks were ready again.

With that, Alice’s week came to an end as she made rudimentary plans for her move to the north. She needed to try to find a patron, get her financial matters squared away, find a place to live, and make contact with the magic academy she was planning to apply for. Illa, living up to the original agreement she had made with Alice when she had first arrived in Cyra, had one of her servants provide Alice with a long list of magic academies, recommendations, specialties, and information about the cities and magic academies available in the north. Included with the list were a few recommendation letters to give to whatever academies she applied for, stamped with Illa’s personal seal.

After talking with Cecilia, Alice had ultimately confirmed her plans to head to the Illvarian capital, Metsel, with the other girl. Alice’s ultimate goal in heading to a magic academy was to get access to a much wider array of knowledge and books. The capital of Illvaria was the largest and most prosperous city in the country, and since Illvaria was the country that specialized most heavily in magic in the Shil Confederacy, it wasn’t an exaggeration to call it the magical capital of the Shil Confederacy. Illa’s husband also had a decent level of influence there, even if it wasn’t the city where his company had the most influence. It hosted four different magical academies. One of them was pretty research-focused (Alice’s top pick), one of them was more for enchanting specialists (Alice’s second pick), one was a low-quality but cheaper option, and the final academy mostly catered to the military.

With Alice’s future plans solidified, the week drew to a close. On Friday, Alice and Cecilia were dragged away by the people they had met in Cyra. They ended up going to a local inn that was on the pricier side, where everyone got a nice meal and some drinks to send the two of them off. It was Alice’s first time actually drinking alcohol, and she had to admit the effects were underwhelming—possibly because her endurance was so high that she could outmatch a grown man back on Earth. Still, it was good to see all the friends she had made and the people she had come to care about wish her well before she left for the capital in the north. Milo, Father Friedheim, a variety of mages, Alice’s [Innkeeper], and even Illa had taken some time out of their schedule to wish the two well and remind them to send letters whenever they could, and to come back to Cyra if they couldn’t make things work in Metsel.

Alice wasn’t usually a big fan of gatherings like this. However, perhaps her time in this world was changing her more than she thought. She found that she enjoyed the atmosphere of the gathering—friends and acquaintances reminiscing over the few months she had spent with them, people chatting and laughing and enjoying tasty food. Although she didn’t notice it, she grinned softly throughout the night as she spent time with the people she was close to. The feeling of people wishing her well and sending her off …

It wasn’t bad. Even if she still wished she could have properly said goodbye to the people from Earth, or that she could see her best friend and her parents again, she was still glad to be part of something like this in the world she had come to. She realized that, even though she had left behind a family back on Earth, she had something of a new family here in Cyra. And while she wasn’t saying goodbye forever, since she would be able to send letters back and forth once her financial situation improved, she wouldn’t be able to see or talk to the people in Cyra for a long time.

However, all things needed to come to an end.

Even though Alice felt it was a shame to say goodbye to the people she had met and cared about in Cyra, she also wanted to see where her future in this world would take her. She wasn’t going to stop chasing after her dream of deconstructing the System, as much as she wished she would still be able to see some of the people from Cyra as she moved forward. But she hoped that, in the future, she would be able to see the people here again.

Saturday was spent deconstructing the mana-less room, as well as helping Cecilia pack up the last little bits of her shop that she couldn’t sell. Alice shoved a lot of it into {Sample Collection}, which helped Cecilia cut down on her luggage quite a bit.

On Sunday, a passenger boat from the north came. A variety of people got off, many of them [Adventurers] seeking to make a fortune in Cyra, people of all walks of life who hoped to make a new life for themselves on the rugged frontier of the south, or [Merchants] who swarmed toward the new markets of southern Illvaria like bees toward honey.

And then passengers started to board the ship as well. Temporary workers who wanted to visit their families back north during a vacation. [Adventurers] who had made enough money to scrape by and wanted to find a less life-threatening profession. And among them was a mage who was new to this world, named Alice, and her friend, an [Enchanter] named Cecilia.

As Alice and Cecilia boarded the wooden barge, Alice took a last look at Cyra. The docks, still under construction but complete enough to allow some ships to properly dock in town. The people she knew and cared about were waving at her from the crowds near the entrance. Illa hadn’t made it this time, but her most trusted [Maid] was there to serve as her representative. Alice tried to remember the woman’s name. Was it Ella? Ellia? She couldn’t remember. But even if Illa herself hadn’t come, Alice appreciated her sending a representative to see her off.

Then she quietly said goodbye to the town she had lived in for months. She might return here someday, or she might not. She didn’t know yet.

But for now, at least, she was setting off to Metsel, where she could pursue her future, even though it meant saying goodbye to the people and time she had gotten to know in this world so far. She just hoped that, in the north, she would find another new set of friends and another place that felt like a home.

Love this book? Please consider rating and reviewing it on the retail platform of your choice, and connect with the author on Discord and Patreon.
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