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        Reborn With a Magic System

    
    
    
    
                [Winner in the April 2025 Royal Road Writathon challenge]

Damion Wells has died, but he has been given the chance at a new life.

In a new world filed with adventure, danger, and magic. 

Will Damion rise to his potential with the help of the Magic System and become the greatest mage ever?

Or will his own impatience get him killed before he even relearns to walk?

*

*

What to expect

Regular releases - Monday through Friday

Slow, but steady world building.

A protagonist that doesn't always instantly kill something, though he will have his moments.

Light LitRPG, no overwhelming you with damage numbers and stats

Third person POV

No harem, profanity only when it means something, no explicit scenes.





            

    
        Chapter 1 - Reborn

    
    
    
    
                *Ding*

{System Initializing}

*Smack*

{Initializing…. 45%}

*Smack*

{System Online}

‘What?’ Damion tried to say, but all that came out of his mouth was a cry as he felt a slight pain in his backside.

“Shkar di khdai di jwandi lari,” Damion heard words, or at least he thought they were words, but he did not understand what was said.

“Da da khdayano barkat di,” another voice answered the first.

Damion tried to look around to see who was speaking, but he could hardly open his eyes and all he could see was a bit of light and a plain ceiling.

*Ding*

{System available for use}

The chime in his ears brought Damion back from trying to look around to think about the words that he could actually understand. Something about a system and it being ready for use. The first of a series of things that came to his mind were computer games. Damion loved RPGs and this sounded right up that alley. With that thought in mind, he began to try and interact with whatever this system was.

‘Open.’ Damion thought, but nothing happened. ‘There has to be a way to interact with whatever this thing in my head is.’

Thinking back to all the games he had played as a kid Damion tried another approach.

‘Menu,’ Damion tried, again with no luck.

‘Status,’ this time, Damion was rewarded with a monotone voice speaking before a screen appeared in his mind’s eye.

{System activated}

[Welcome user. You have been reborn after death and been granted exclusive access to the Magic System]

[Magic System]

[Full System unlock in 17:364:23:57:38]

[System Level: 1]

[User: Damion Wells]

[Age: 0]

[Magic Talent: Locked]

[Magic Affinity: Locked]

[Mana: 0/5]

[Magic Power: Locked]

[Mana Recovery: Locked]

[Strength: 0]

[Dexterity: 0]

[Vitality: 100]

[Intelligence: 112]

[Experience: 0/1,000]

[Store Credits: 0]

Damion read through the description on his status menu and could not help but be a little shocked as his new reality began to dawn on him. Until the chime in his head, he had been driving in his car on the highway at night, when suddenly a pair of headlights had blinded him then he felt a great deal of pain for an instant and then nothing.

‘I died,’ Damion thought as he recalled the brief moment and read over the text from the system. ’I didn’t even make it to 30. What am I supposed to do now?’

Damion’s eyes drifted back to the system menu as he gave it a closer look.

‘It’s called the Magic System, so that must mean there is magic here. Since I died, I guess this means I’ve reincarnated, but not on Earth. That language was not one that sounded familiar at all and there is no magic on Earth.’

Damion was not entirely sure what the system was or how to interact with it, but at the bottom of the window in his mind he saw a few options and decided to focus on them to see what would happen.

The options were [Quests], [Shop] and [Skills]. The first he focused on was [Shop], he hoped that it would perhaps have a how-to manual for sale.

{Shop is Locked}

The same monotone voice rang in his head. Since the [Shop] was locked Damion changed his focus to the [Skills] icon.

{Skills}

*Ding*

{New user detected. No skills available. One free skill draw available. Would you like use your free draw for a random skill?}

[Yes/No]

‘Yes,’ Damion thought. Even though he was now an infant and he had no real clue what this world was like, skills were necessary in games and he was sure they would be essential in this new world.

{Skill drawn. Mana Absorption.}

[Mana Absorption: Passively absorb mana. When mana is full excess mana will be bled off at a rate of 1 mana per second. Warning, absorbing more than twice your mana capacity can result in damage to magic core and mana pathways.]

Damion was not sure what a magic core or mana pathways were, but he took the warning to heart. It meant he should not over absorb mana. He only had a capacity for 5 mana at the moment and he was not sure if that was considered good or bad, but he figured having mana would be better than not having it.

[Activate Mana Absorption – Passive Skill] [Yes/No]

‘Yes.’

The next moment Damion felt his body begin to feel good. It was almost as if he had just walked outside on a warm sunny day from a cold damp room. His entire being felt great.

“Valagha mena juzboy. Da da baor war naa daa,” one of the female voices he heard before exclaimed.

Damion did not understand the woman, but he guessed her excitement was because his body was suddenly absorbing mana.

{Warning}

{Host body mana pathways are not fully developed. Unable to properly channel excess mana. Host mana pathways have been damaged.}

‘Turn off the skill. Turn off the skill,’ Damion shouted in his mind and from his mouth he began wailing as the warm feeling over his body had changed to a searing pain.

{Mana Absorption deactivated}

‘How long until my mana pathways heal?’ Damion asked the system, hoping that it could tell him more than expecting an answer.

{Host mana pathways have been heavily damaged. 5% chance to heal on full system activation}

‘Full system activation?’ Damion thought and then remembered the countdown. ‘I have to wait 18 years! Wait, system you answered me, why didn’t you warn me?’

{The Magic System reacts fully to audio and visual input, but does not possess cognitive functions until fully unlocked.}

‘Great. So, this system can answer me, but doesn’t think to give me more information than I ask for, even if that information would save me from myself.’

“Saa wakro, da meny lary yay kharabi dee,” the woman spoke, this time Damion thought she sounded quite worried.

This time a man’s voice answered her and Damion could not help but feel that this voice belonged to his father, “Mog valagha warta porta koo. Valagha baa da khpal zvak laa lary qawi wee ya naa, naa yawazy jado.”

*Ding*

{New Quest Available}

[Quest: Learn a new language]

[Description: You have heard this strange tongue a number of times now. It is time to learn the Otash language so you don’t go through life unable to communicate.]

[Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credits]

Damion was not sure what to think about the system giving him a quest, but he figured it would be a step forward. The system was right, if he wanted to make his way in this new world, he would have to learn the language.

The problem was, Damion had never been good with learning languages, he was not even that good with English. In high school he managed to fail both his English class and his Spanish class. All he could hope for now was some extra help from this Magic System.

This new world, whatever it was called, was a new chance for Damion. He had left nothing behind on Earth, his parents died in his early twenties, sending him into a spiral that had taken years to recover from. With this second chance he was determined that he would live life to the fullest and find out everything this world has to offer and not settle on being a college dropout computer nerd who could not hold down a steady job. The Magic System gave him this second chance at life and Damion was not going to let it pass him by. Even if he had just crippled himself.

            

    
        Chapter 2 – Learning The Language

    
    
    
    
                Despite Damion’s determination to live his new life to the fullest, his new life was mostly out of his control. He was just a newborn. He could not eat, speak, walk, crawl or even rollover on his own yet. Luckily, he could see and he could hear.

The small bit of this new world Damion had seen so far were his parent’s faces, or at least he hoped they were his parents. If not there were two strange people paying an awful lot of attention to him on his first day. Damion’s mother had long blonde hair that she wore in a bun, but he did see her let it down, where it flowed to her mid back. His father on the other hand had brown hair, cut quite short.

To Damion’s surprise, both his parents had deep blue eyes, which made him wonder if he would inherit that genetic trait as well, but he had yet to spot a mirror to check his eye color.

As a baby it was hard to tell the height of someone but watching his parents as they stood together to watch him or as they moved about the house, Damion guessed they were both of about average height, his father a head taller than his mother. Neither of them appeared remarkably handsome nor were they considered ugly. Damion felt he had been born into an average family, though of course, since he knew nothing of this world, not even the language, he might be completely mistaken, and his parents were actually the rulers of the world.

His mother liked to sing as she cradled him in her arms and fed him, but what the words meant, Damion had no idea. He paid careful attention to all the words everyone said. Trying to look for clues in their actions and demeanors for what the words they spoke meant. Unfortunately, this was not a skill Damion excelled at.

The day after Damion was born an older woman came and looked at him. Examining him all over and using strange instruments to do some type of tests on his small body. There was no way for Damion to know for sure if this was just a normal thing for this world, checking to make sure a newborn is healthy. Or if this doctor, as he suspected, was there examining his damaged mana pathways.

The worried looks on his parents’ faces told Damion it was the later.

Since Damion had an abundance of free time, he spent most of it asking the Magic System questions, trying to piece together as much about his new world as he could. The first thing he learned was that the Magic System was not really at fault for his damaged pathways. Looking at the full description of the skill instead of the summary told Damion where he had gone wrong. Even if he did not fully understand all the parts of the description, he would have been a lot more cautious.

[Mana Absorption - Passive - (F Rank Absorbs 5 Mana P/S) Absorbs mana from ambient mana in the atmosphere. Can absorb a greater amount of mana by touch, depending on mana in object touched]

The skill absorbed 5 Mana a second, which meant that after just two seconds his magic core was full, and the excess mana was stuck in his mana pathways while more was being pulled in. The result of course was damaging his mana pathways.

There was a slight silver lining, Since he had over saturated his body with mana, his magic core had managed to grow. He now had a mana capacity of 25. Damion had also learned that he had been extremely lucky to have shut off the skill as fast as he had. If he had not shut it off his core would most certainly have been destroyed. From the Magic System he learned that if a person’s magic core was damaged or destroyed, there was no repairing it, they would go the rest of their lives without being able to properly use mana, if they even survived the injury.

The Magic System also explained the different attributes, even though they were mostly self-explanatory, it was good to know for sure what they meant. Strength, was of course how strong a person was, the system equated 1 point of strength to being able to lift 1 pound with one arm. Dexterity was how agile and flexible his body was, but also a measure of his hand to eye coordination. Vitality was essentially his life expectancy, each point equating to one year. While Intelligence was his IQ.

The most important thing Damion learned from the system was that unlike his video games from Earth, he could not just level up and put points in the different attributes to increase them. They would increase and decrease based on his condition. If he lifted weights and grew stronger, his Strength would increase. If he broke an arm or a leg, his Dexterity would drop. And since he nearly killed himself by over absorbing mana, his Vitality had dropped to 85, burning away some of his life force.

As he grew older and his body naturally grew, his body would naturally heal and recover the Vitality he had lost, unless he injured himself further, according the Magic System. The system also told him the 5% chance to heal on full system activation was only if his condition did not naturally improve. This meant to Damion, that since he was a baby and his mana pathways had not properly formed yet, there was a chance that as he grew the damage he caused just after being born would be repaired as he grew.

What surprised Damion the most was that he was not the one that would level up. It was the Magic System. As the Magic System leveled up, it would apparently grant him more quests and skills and even shop items, though he still had to wait for the system to unlock when he turned 18. Damion was not thrilled with having to wait that long, but he figured he did already have one quest, and he hoped he would be able to get more as he grew up. Secretly, Damion was hoping he would be able to even gain a few levels for the Magic System before he turned 18 and have a massive number of things unlocked in the system as his eighteenth birthday present.

As the days began to pass, Damion learned a great deal about the new world he was living in. Nerotath was the name of this planet, but what truly surprised him, was that this was not just some world somewhere out in the cosmos. When he was reborn, he was reborn in a completely different reality. The system, being the Magic System, could not exist in a universe without magic, so it brought Damion’s soul to a suitable universe to be reborn in. How the Magic System ended up in his original universe when it did not have magic the system could not or would not tell him, but he did learn the Magic System was unique and only he had access to it.

Damion’s original universe and this one were not all that different. From what Damion could tell from when his mother took him out for walks, the worlds were very similar, even sharing the same hours in a day and calendar from what the Magic System told him, though they just numbered the months, not bothering to name them individually.

Despite Nerotath having magic, the world was not some medieval or fantasy themed world like he had first imagined. The architecture was similar to Earth’s, there were even cars driving around. If Damion did not know better, he would have thought he was still on Earth. Although, the first time he went outside and saw the night sky he would have known he was not on Earth. Since Nerotath has three moons.

One thing that Damion had not learned from the Magic System, though he would find out eventually, was that Nerotath was considerably larger than Earth and that the smallest of the moons in the sky was the size of his former world. For some reason, hearing how vast his new home was, Damion felt an intense desire to see it all and learn all its secrets. Aside from about twenty minutes from his former home back on Earth, he had never traveled much or even seen an ocean, but now that he was given a second chance he did not want to miss out on whatever wonders this world had to offer.

Damion spent a considerable amount of time interacting with the Magic System in his first few days, not just because he was eager to learn about his new world, but also because he could understand it. Despite having the quest to learn the language of his parents, Damion had not made any progress.

Unfortunately, Damion’s focus on the Magic System had led his mother to believe he was a very odd baby. He rarely cried or did anything remotely baby-like. Mostly, Damion just lay there with a vacant look on his face as he interacted with the Magic System in his mind. This led his mother to fear that the mana that had invaded her baby’s body right after birth had done damage to his brain as well as his body.

This fear led his mother to begin to fuss over Damion even more, hardly ever setting him down, as if she was afraid that as soon as she left her baby alone something terrible would happen.

After about a week of learning from the Magic System, not that he had learned a great deal since even though he had the soul of a man, his body was still that of an infant, so he slept a lot, Damion began to realize that his mother was acting overly protective of him. With that thought in mind, Damion began to try to act more like a baby, though he was not sure what that really entailed.

A few days after Damion began acting like a baby, his mother began to relax, happy that her baby was now behaving normally. With Damion now paying attention to his parents, he began to get subtle hints at what they were trying to say. Especially during feedings or when they were showing him off to people.

When Damion was about a month old he received an unexpected notification from the Magic System and he could suddenly understand his mother.

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Learn a new language – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credits]

            

    
        Chapter 3 – Being A Baby

    
    
    
    
                Damion was quite happy he had managed to complete the quest, but what really made him happy was that he could now understand his parents. He was not entirely sure, but he felt that the magic of the Magic System had somehow granted him full understanding of the Otash language. Before the notification, he had only figured out a few words, and he certainly was not fluent. After the notification though, he could understand his mother fine, even if she was using baby talk.

‘Status,’ Damion thought, bringing up his system status.

[Magic System]

[Full System unlock in 17:337:15:30:49]

[System Level: 1]

[User: Damion Wells]

[Age: 0]

[Magic Talent: Locked]

[Magic Affinity: Locked]

[Mana: 25/25]

[Magic Power: Locked]

[Mana Recovery: Locked]

[Strength: 0]

[Dexterity: 2]

[Vitality: 85]

[Intelligence: 114]

[Experience: 100/1,000]

[Store Credits: 1]

After taking a look at the changes to his status, Damion was beginning to understand more about how the system worked. After learning all he did about his new world and his new language, Damion had gained 2 points to Intelligence. He was also growing and beginning to get control over his body, as evidenced by his 2 points in Dexterity.

From everything Damion learned from the Magic System, he knew that as he grew, in mind and body, his attributes would grow. With this knowledge, Damion planned to make full use of his growing body to reach as high of attributes as he could before the Magic System fully unlocked when he turned eighteen. He was not sure of all the features he would unlock when the system was ready, but he was sure the features would be amazing.

Knowing the native language of his new world allowed Damion to learn his parent’s names and more about them. His mother was named Sharon Wells and his father was Caleb Wells. They were ordinary people and lived ordinary lives. Sharon, before Damion’s birth, worked as an accountant. Caleb worked as an architect, designing houses and apartments for their town’s government. Neither of his parents could use magic, in fact, he was the first in either of their lines that was able to use magic, which made his injury at birth even sadder for his parents.

Over the next few months Damion continued to grow stronger and learn more about his new world. Two things he learned surprised him. The first thing that surprised him was that despite magic existing in this world, only one in ten thousand people were able to become a mage. The second thing he learned was that even with magic and all the wonders it could bring, this new world was far more dangerous than his old.

On Earth there were wild animals and if you wandered into their territory they could be quite dangerous. On Nerotath the wild animals were not just dangerous, they ruled most of the world. Beasts fell into three categories, common beasts, which were very much like those on Earth, but could grow often to two or three times the size of their Earth counterparts. Ferocious Beasts which were deadly monsters that had magic powers of their own. And finally, Demonic Beasts, which were monsters that were actually formed by magic.

From what Damion’s mother told him, though he had to piece it all together as she was not trying to teach him, just talking to him about random things in a soothing voice to get him to fall asleep, there were different rankings for the beasts depending on their powers. Just like the rankings for mages based on their power, but she had yet explain the rankings to him. When Damion inquired about it to the Magic System, it merely responded that this world’s ranking system was separate from its own and that it would adapt as more information was gathered.

The beasts were so dangerous that even cities in areas that were considered safe had thick magically strengthened walls to keep out the Ferocious and Demonic Beasts that would from time-to-time wander into the areas humans considered safe. Damion had yet to see a beast of this world, unless you counted the normal household pets, but the way people spoke about them, told him that the beasts of this world were no joke.

Where Damion and his new family lived was a Green Zone city called Saung. From what he had seen of the city, he estimated it to have around 50 to 75 thousand residents. Green Zone referred to the safety of the area. A Green Zone only had a beast wave, as they called a massive stampede of beasts that could flatten a city, once every ten years. There were the occasional wandering beasts, but they were quite rare, and the city walls kept them out and protected the city from the beast waves as well.

In addition to the Green Zones, there were White Zones, the safest areas of the human domains. They only ever encountered a beast wave once every thousand years. Then there were the Yellow Zones, which had to deal with beast waves every five years. Most of the communities in the Yellow Zones were small towns or military outposts. The outposts would fare well through the beast waves, as that is what they were designed for, to disrupt and minimize the beast waves’ effects on communities. But the towns in the Yellow Zones usually did not have strong enough walls and so people either hid, fought, evacuated or died.

The final zones were those considered the wilds by most people. Red Zones, areas unsafe for humans to live in, but there were frequent patrols and operations through them to keep the large beast populations down as this helps to limit the frequency and severity of beast waves in other zones.

Black Zones were areas where only the strongest of humans dare to venture or even have a chance to survive passing through. The Black Zones are completely controlled by the beasts and any human entering them is not only risking death, but also could cause a beast wave into other areas as once most Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts tasted human flesh, it would drive them to consume more.

Damion was unsure why his mother treated knowledge about beasts something to tell her child like a bedtime story. The knowledge was certainly important to know, but ordinarily a person would not remember anything from when they were a few years old, let alone a few weeks. This left him wondering if this information was more important than he thought, or if his mother simply did not know any bedtime stories to tell him.

While Damion was thankful he had been reborn, being trapped in a baby’s body was rather frustrating to him. Luckily, he knew he was going to grow up eventually, he just had to make sure he did not do anything too unusual for a baby before then.

At six months old, Damion started trying to walk, which was not as easy as he thought it would be. Balance, strength, even his perception had to be changed from a grown man’s to a child’s and to make it more complicated, he was constantly growing, so each day his new body was a little different keeping him off balance.

When Damion reached a year old he started his baby talk, carefully making sure he would speak as a baby would. His parents were quite happy as they watched him grow and behave as an ordinary child. The scare of his mana pathways being crippled after birth seemed to be willfully forgotten.

            

    
        Chapter 4 – Starting School

    
    
    
    
                As fast as Damion was learning about his new world, he was growing even faster. When Damion hit six years old his parents decided it was time to send him to school. He had already read all the books in their house and the two of them were at their wits end trying to keep up with him and his endless questions about how everything worked.

The school year for Nerotath started at the beginning of the year and ran to the end, with a break of two weeks at the end of each quarter of the year. Ordinarily, children on Nerotath started school the year they would turn eight. Given the level of intelligence Damion displayed, his parents insisted to the teacher that he was ready to start at the beginning of the new term and she relented. Damion was happy with the decision, after reading all the books his parents owned, he had been getting bored.

Nerotath was similar to Earth in so many ways, that Damion came close to forgetting he was in a different world. What always snapped him back to his new reality was magic. Here everything ran on magic. From phones to computers and even the cars that people drove around, were all powered by magic, making Damion want to be able to use magic even more.

On his first day of school Damion’s mother walked him to his classroom. Even though she wanted him to go to school, she was quite nervous now that the time had actually come. Damion looked at the students who were all a year or more older than him and chose a desk in the first row while his mother went and greeted the teacher.

Damion’s mother left, wishing him a good day. As more students began filing in he saw some accompanied by a parent, some who were not. The other students in the class had whispered conversations to each other, indicating to Damion that many of these kids knew each other. Unfortunately for him, because not only was he physically younger, his older mental age made it more difficult for him to make friends.

One element of this world that intrigued Damion the most, was how most people tended to follow the rules without much question. Perhaps there was magic at work to help keep people in line, or maybe the threat of Ferocious Beasts and Demonic Beasts made people more aware of their actions and more willing to adhere to rules. Whatever it was, Damion was impressed with the behavior of his new class when at the top of the hour the teacher called the class to attention and each of the students instantly became quiet and focused on her.

“Good morning everyone. My name is Mrs. Colman.”

The teacher introduced herself while Damion gave her an appraising look. She was a tall skinny woman, in her mid-thirties with long straight brown hair. Damion could not help but think she was a rather plain looking woman, but he did not care, as long as he was able to learn.

Since neither of his parents were mages, Damion’s knowledge of magic and all its various uses was quite lacking. He knew most items in the world made use of magic to run, magic was essentially this world’s electricity, but more. Lights, cars, communication, entertainment systems. It all ran on magic, but Damion had no idea how, and he wanted to find out.

“Today we are going to learn about the history of magic,” Mrs. Colman said. “Now, can anyone tell me when magic was first discovered?”

“At the start of the Second Age,” a girl in the back of the class said.

“That is right, Noel. When magic was discovered, it was such a world changing discovery that we changed our calendar system to commemorate it. Does anyone know how long an age lasts?”

“10,000 years,” the boy next to Damion answered.

The answer caused Damion to stop and do math in his head. The books he read always talked about one age or another, though most referenced the current age, none had explained how long an age was. His birthday was the twelfth day of the twelfth month in the year 1592 of the Eighteenth Age. If each age was 10,000 years, that meant this world had over 180,000 years of recorded history. This made all of Earth’s recorded history nothing more than a footnote to the people of Nerotath.

‘Perhaps it isn’t magic or fear that keeps people in line,’ Damion thought. ‘Perhaps people here have just learned enough over tens of thousands of years to be civil and instill it in their children from a young age..’

“That is right. Before the discovery of magic, we humans had very little territory and could not fight against the Ferocious Beasts let alone the Demonic Beasts. We were forced to eke out a living in caves nearly always on the brink of being wiped out. Is there anyone who would like to tell the class about the first magic users?”

Several people in the class raised their hands leaving Damion wondering if he was as smart as he thought he was, because he had never learned any of this from the books in his parents’ house.

“Go ahead Michael,” Mrs. Colman said pointing to someone behind Damion.

“The first magic users were the knights. They learned to channel magic into their weapons to enhance the damage they could deal.”

‘Knights!’ Exclaimed Damion to himself. ‘Perhaps if I can’t heal my mana pathways I could be a knight instead of a mage.’

“Very good. In the early days of magic, no magic seals had been invented to cast spells, so there were no mages.” Mrs. Colman elaborated. “The first magic seal for a spell was not created until the Fourth Age. For those tens of thousands of years knights pushed through and cut out from the wilds the first human kingdom. From the start of the Second Age to now, knights have been on the frontlines of humanity against the beasts.”

“What was the first spell created?” Damion blurted out.

“Good question Damion. The first spell was Minor Heal,” Mrs. Colman said. “If you all open your books to 223, you can see the magic seal for Minor Heal.”

“Does this mean we can learn the spell?” a boy asked causing several snickers from other students.

“You can try Sean. To learn a spell, you have to fully memorize its magic seal, but you also have to have the right element. If you do manage to learn the spell, you will have quite the future ahead of you as a healer.”

Damion quickly opened his book to page 223 and looked at the magic seal. The seal was a series of interconnected circles and lines with a number of runes written around the circles that Damion could not make sense of. However, just as Damion was about to close the book he heard a surprise chime.

*Ding*

{Magic seal recorded}

[Minor Heal - Active - (F Rank 15 Mana) Channels your mana to treat minor wounds.]

[Error. Unable to use spell. Host does not have required affinity.]

The Magic System giving him a notification surprised Damion, especially since he had not received any since he was a few months old. He had hoped he would be given a few random quests, but other than when he asked the system questions, he had not heard anything from the system. Not being able to use the spell was within Damion’s expectations, but how the system was able to record the magic seal when he did not have the correct affinity was a mystery.

The biggest question Damion had at the moment was, what was his affinity? That was one of the parts of the Magic System that was locked. Damion was not sure if it was locked to keep it a secret from him, or if once the Magic System unlocked the system would give him one, or perhaps let him choose one. Either way, he would have to wait another twelve years before he would get his answer.

‘System. Why could I learn the magic seal but not use the spell?’

{The Magic System records all magic seals the host comes in contact with}

‘Does that mean I can use any spell?’

{Host can only use spells that align with host’s affinity}

‘How can I use Mana Absorption when I don’t have an affinity?’

{Mana Absorption directly absorbs mana from the environment or objects. Magic seals alter the natural flow of mana to align with a mage’s affinity.}

‘Does that mean there are other unaligned spells?’

{Unable to answer due to system is not fully unlocked}

Damion spent so much time inside his own mind talking to the system that he missed Mrs. Colman calling on him. To her and the rest of the class he was staring at the magic seal with a vacant expression.

“Damion, were you able to memorize the magic seal?” Mrs. Colman asked, snapping him back to reality.

Of course he had memorized the seal, but if he said yes and then could not do the spell, everyone would think he was lying. This left Damion with no choice but to lie to his teacher.

“No ma’am,” Damion answered sheepishly.

“Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll find the right affinity of magic one day. Now, everyone, take out your workbook and start with page one.”

            

    
        Chapter 5 – To The Library

    
    
    
    
                Class continued until midafternoon and when it was time to go home, Damion asked if he could take his book home to read, but the teacher did not allow it. He had hoped to go through the book and let the system record all the magic seals. What Damion did not realize was that taking the book home would not have resulted in him learning more magic seals. The only magic seal in the entire book was Minor Heal.

For the first few weeks of school, Damion was quite excited. He was able to learn quite a few new things, especially about magic and knights. One of the most surprising things he learned was that magic seals were not as simple as he first thought. A spell like Minor Heal was a tier one spell and it was the only type of magic seal that could be recorded on paper.

Tier one spells’ magic seals were one dimensional, meaning all their runes and circles could be laid flat and recorded in a book. For higher tier spells this was not possible. Each tier of spell increased the complexity of their magic seals. Damion had yet to see a tier two or higher magic seal, so he was not sure what it meant to be too complex to be copied down to paper, but the question of how these magic seals were passed down when they could not be recorded in a book greatly intrigued him.  

After the initial excitement of learning new things began to wear off, Damion started to get bored in class. He would do his best to pay attention, but much of what Mrs. Colman was teaching were things that he already knew or had already learned from reading the books his parents had. As the school days continued to pass, Damion took it upon himself to begin reading ahead in his schoolbook after he had finished the day’s assignments.

Mrs. Colman at first wanted Damion to pay attention in class and not set a bad example for the other students. The day she got on to him for reading ahead and not paying attention, Damion turned in all the workbook assignments for the week. After checking his answers, Mrs. Colman found he had answered all of the questions correctly. Not wanting to risk further embarrassment, she simply asked him to make sure he kept up with his classwork.

By the third month of school, Damion was feeling his mental age and was becoming frustrated with his schooling. He understood the other students in his class were still learning and mastering things like written grammar and arithmetic, but for him such lessons were mind numbing.

One morning as all the students were arriving for class, Damion asked Mrs. Colman a question. “As I have already finished my work for this week, may I go read in the library?”

“Do you know the way?” Mrs. Colman asked in return, secretly thankful this bright little troublemaker would be out of sight and out of mind, at least for the day.

“I just follow the signs past the cafeteria,” Damion answered.

“Alright, here is a hall pass for you,” Mrs. Colman said hastily scribbling a note. “As long as your assignments for the week are done, you may read in the library whenever you like.”

When Damion heard Mrs. Colman, he wanted to shout for joy, but he restrained himself to a simple ‘thank you,’ and headed to the library. His main goal in the library was to see if he could find a book with magic seals covering a wide variety of magic affinities. The hope was that one of the magic seals would allow him to figure out his magic affinity.

On arriving at the library Damion handed Mrs. Colman’s note to the librarian, an elderly woman with grey hair and light blue eyes whose nameplate read ‘Ms. Helga Teft – Head Librarian,’ at the front desk who looked up from a large book she was ready to scrutinize the note and Damion for a moment before finally handing the note back to him.

“Are there any books in particular you would like to read?” the elderly librarian asked.

“Is there a book that has a lot of magic seals with different affinities in it?” Damion asked. If he could find a book that had magic seals with a variety of affinities it would save him a lot of time. Otherwise, he would have to leaf through a large number of books, which would undoubtedly be suspicious.

“This is not a school of magic,” Ms. Teft answered. “Students here are all too young to learn or control magic, so we don’t stock magic books.”

“Then how are we supposed to figure out what our magic affinity is?”

“Every few years the magic schools in the White Zones send their teachers out to test kids in the Green and Yellow Zones. They have a tool that can read a person’s affinity and their magic aptitude.”

“Really!” Damion exclaimed. If such a tool existed, it would surely help him figure out his affinity and then he could work on figuring out how to get ahold of the right magic seals to learn spells.

“Shush” Ms. Teft said upset with Damion’s outburst.

“Sorry,” Damion sulked. “Do you know when the next time those magic teachers will be coming to our town?”

“Really want to be a mage hmm? Well, I haven’t heard anything, but it has been a couple of years, so more than likely they’ll come by in the near future. Six months, a year at most I would guess from their past schedules.”

This news was both exciting and disappointing for Damion. He could get tested and find out his affinity, but he had to wait a few months, perhaps even a year, before he could get tested.

“Since you don’t have any books on magic seals, can you perhaps suggest a book for me. I’ve already read all my class books.”

“How old are you?”

“Six,” Damion answered.

“Hmmm. Six years old is far too young to try and memorize a magic seal. But I do happen to have a book here that you might be interested in.” The librarian closed the hefty book in front of her and placed it on the counter causing Damion’s eyes to widen when he saw how thick it was. “This isn’t exactly a book with a list of magic seals, though it does have quite a few in it. This book actually is all about the theory of magic and the making of magic seals.”

Damion reached up and pulled the book off the counter. Its weight nearly knocked him over when it slid off the counter into his arms. The book was nearly as large as he was, but thankfully, he had been diligently exercising every day since he learned to walk, making him fairly strong for his age and he was able to handle the book.

Damion awkwardly carried the book over to a table and slid it up before climbing into a chair and got to work. The title of the book, ‘Hermetics Study of Magic Seals’ was emblazed in gold on the cover. The first thing he checked and was happy to find was a table of contents. The book was broken up into sections for various magic affinities. Judging from the chapter titles in each section, the book was a study of magic theories for different affinities and how they interacted together.

Damion was not sure if he was ready for such an in-depth study of magic, but he supposed now was as good a time as any to start.

            

    
        Chapter 6 – Reading The Book

    
    
    
    
                The first thing Damion did was flip through the chapters that had basic magic seals for an affinity. As he turned the pages he paused only for about ten seconds at each magic seal. Once he heard the system’s chime, he moved on to the next one, not even bothering to check the system messages.

Not even ten minutes passed before Damion reached the last magic seal. He had not counted how many magic seals there were, he had simply flipped through the book to look at each one to let the system record them. Now that he was done, Damion briefly wondered if he should go to the beginning of the book and start reading. If he were to return the book so soon after borrowing it Ms. Teft would surely find it odd.

Damion flipped the book back to the first chapter and then mentally brought up the system to look over his gains.

[Magic System]

[Full System unlock in 12:251:12:19:47]

[System Level: 1]

[User: Damion Wells]

[Age: 6]

[Magic Talent: Locked]

[Magic Affinity: Locked]

[Mana: 25/25]

[Magic Power: Locked]

[Mana Recovery: Locked]

[Strength: 12]

[Dexterity: 25]

[Vitality: 85]

[Intelligence: 122]

[Experience: 100/1,000]

[Store Credits: 1]

When Damion saw that his magic affinity was still locked he frowned, but quickly moved on to the skills section. After looking at the skills menu Damion was shocked. He now had two options, Usable Skills and Unusable Skills. Crossing his fingers he opened the Usable Skills portion first and was instantly disappointed. The page in his mind showed only one skill, Mana Absorption. This meant all the magic seals he had just reviewed were useless to him.

After letting out a resigned sigh, Damion opened the Unusable Skill page to look at what affinities he most likely did not have.

[Minor Heal - Active - (F Rank 15 Mana) Channels your mana to treat minor wounds.]

[Darkness - Active - (F Rank 15 Mana P/S) Summon a cloud of darkness over an area blocking out all light.]

[Fireball - Active - (F Rank 20 Mana) Conjure and launch a ball of explosive fire at your target.]

[Flame Breath - Active - (F Rank 5 Mana P/S) Breathe fire up to 1 meter away.]

[Firewall - Active - (F Rank 40 Mana) Conjure a wall of fire.]

[Firey Grasp - Active - (F Rank 15 Mana P/S) Burn your target on touch.]

[Clean Water - Active - (F Rank 5 Mana) Conjure clean water.]

[Rock Shield - Active - (F Rank 20 Mana) Conjure a shield to block physical and magic attacks.]

[Earth Shard - Active - (F Rank 20 Mana) Shoots a rock shard at your target.]

[Wind Slash - Active - (F Rank 20 Mana) Send out a razor sharp blast of wind to slice your target.]

[Shocking Grasp - Active - (F Rank 15 Mana P/S) Electrocute your target on touch. Can temporarily incapacitate your target.]

[Lightning Breath - Active - (F Rank 5 Mana P/S) Breathe lightning up to 1 meter away. Can temporarily incapacitate your target.]

[Ice Shard - Active - (F Rank 20 Mana) Shoots an ice shard at your target.]

[Ice Breath - Active - (F Rank 5 Mana P/S) Breathe freezing air up to 1 meter away.]

[Ice Shield - Active - (F Rank 20 Mana) Conjure a shield to block physical and magic attacks.]

[Icy Grasp - Active - (F Rank 15 Mana P/S) Chill your target on touch. Can completely freeze a target if held long enough.]

[Telekinesis - Active - (F Rank 15 Mana P/S) Manipulate space to control distance objects.]

[Nurture Growth - Active - (F Rank 20 Mana P/S) Channel your magic into a plant to help it grow faster. Also stimulates a plant's natural regeneration.]

[Poison Breath - Active - (F Rank 5 Mana P/S) Breathe poison air up to 1 meter away. Has a chance to poison target.]

[Poison Grasp - Active - (F Rank 15 Mana P/S) Poison your target on touch. Has a chance to poison target.]

Damion was quite disappointed when he saw spells like Fireball and Shocking Grasp on the list of spells he would not be able to use. The book had quite a variety of affinities in it, but none of them resonated with him. This left Damion with the same two possibilities, either he would not get an affinity until the system unlocked, or he simply had not found the right affinity yet.

Given the variety of affinities in the book and that the library had no other books with magic seals, Damion had to admit defeat. His only realistic options to find out his affinity was to wait for the White Zone teachers to come and test everyone or wait until he turned eighteen.

Flipping back to the beginning of the book Damion began reading the introduction. Even if he could not gain access to magic until he was eighteen, he figured this was a good chance for him to learn. With more knowledge he would be able to make better use of magic once he had it.

The book, as it turned out, was a comparative study of magic seals and how certain spells were very similar to each other even though they had different affinities. The idea of spells being similar caught Damion’s attention and he thought back to the list of spells he had just learned. Quite a few were very similar, Ice Shard and Earth Shard for example and Damion wondered if Fireball was also similar to them and only named differently.

As Damion read on, it seemed the author had the same thought. Not only were such spells named similarly, they also had very similar magic seals. Continuing to read, he quickly learned a great deal about magical theory and how magic seals were created. Of course, Damion was a long way from being able to truly grasp the theories outlined in the book. And even further away from being able to create his own magic seal and thus create a spell. The bit he did understand though, fascinated him and he continued to read on, completely lost in thought.

By the time Damion finished reading the first few chapters, which were entirely dedicated to theories, he had been reading straight through lunch. His stomach growled at him, but Damion ignored it and moved on to the next chapter which was titled, ‘Limitations of Magical Learning.’ What he read in this chapter shocked and greatly worried him.

‘In regard to the limited number of magic seals a person may learn in their lifetime, a person need not overly worry. While a person may be limited to learning twenty magic seals in their life, the fact that a tier 1 spell, when properly mastered can have power greater than a tier 5 spell, if the tier 5 spell is not properly mastered, shows that hard work and dedication are more important than raw power. The sheer difficulty and time required to learn higher tier spells should be taken into account and compared with the same time and effort spent on mastering a lower tier spell. In the end which mage’s spell would be stronger? As to the reason a person cannot learn more than twenty magic seals and if it is simply the limitation of their magical talent or the power of their mind, further research is not warranted, as even if one could fully master more than twenty spells, who truly has the time to do so.’

            

    
        Chapter 7 – Screwing Up Again

    
    
    
    
                The words on the page told Damion something he had never considered. A person was limited in how many spells they could learn. Being limited to learning only twenty magic seals in his entire life was something he had never considered. In a panic, Damion opened up the Magic System and checked the skills page. To his disbelief he had twenty skills recorded under unusable.

Realizing he had just used up every magic seal learning opportunity in his life, Damion wanted to cry. Tears began to well up and as Damion began to try to stop himself, he saw the system menu still open in his mind’s eye and he realized something. He had only counted the unusable skills, he still had the usable section which contained one spell.

This meant he knew a total of twenty-one magic seals. What this meant Damion was not sure, but it was somewhat obvious that the rule of only twenty magic seals did not entirely apply to him. There was a possibility that the limit only applied to spells he could use, but Damion wanted to believe the Magic System would not be limited by this sort of rule. After all the Magic System let him learn magic seals that were not related to his affinity.

‘System, what is my limit for learning magic seals’

{By default Host can learn five active magic seals per tier of mage.}

The answer did not help Damion that much, as he was not sure what it meant at all. ‘System, provide an example of the previous question and answer.’

{When host is an F Rank mage, host can learn five magic seals. When host advances and becomes an E Rank mage, host will expand that limit by five. This will continue until host has reached maximum rank.}

‘System, what is the maximum rank a mage can achieve?’

{Error. Unable to answer due to system restrictions. Please unlock the system for further information.}

‘Well, I guess that answers some of my questions.’ Damion thought to himself. ‘If its five spells per mage rank, then I will have to get to C Rank to reach the twenty spell limit, that is really going to restrict my magic, especially since I already know one spell. Wait!’

Damion suddenly realized his spell restriction and his learned magic seals still did not match.

‘System, if I can only learn five spells per mage rank, why do I know more than twenty spells already?’

{The Magic System has no limit on retaining knowledge and can record all magic seals host comes into contact with. Non-usable magic seals and passive spells do not count towards magic seal limits.}

‘So that’s it.’ Damion finally understood.

All the magic seals he learned did not count against him since they were not usable. This was a huge weight off his shoulders as Damion had briefly thought he had once again crippled his ability to do magic by having the system record all the seals in the book. Now that he knew he had a hard limit that he needed to respect, Damion would be more careful, especially once he found out his magic affinity. It would really cripple him if he learned weak or useless spells and couldn’t learn more because of his limit.

‘Wait a minute!’ Damion screamed mentally. The words of the system finally sinking in. The system had specified a limit to active spells and that passive spells were not counted towards the magic seal limit. His Mana Absorption spell was a passive spell, so that should mean he still had five free magic seal slots. Now he needed to understand the difference between an active and a passive skill.

‘System, what is the difference between active and passive spells, please provide examples.’

{Active spells are single use spells that require a mage to intentionally cast the spell. Example: When Fireball is cast the spell is shot out and to be used again the spell must be cast again.}

{Passive spells are continuous use spells that when activated continue to function until the spell is deactivated or the caster runs out of mana. Example: Mana Absorption will continue to absorb mana until host deactivates the spell or explodes from excess mana.}

The idea of exploding from absorbing too much mana sent shivers down Damion’s spine. He had already come far too close to that happening for comfort.

‘System, Fire Breath is an active skill, but requires mana to keep active, why is it not a passive spell?’

{Fire Breath relies on activation and while can be kept up for long periods of time at a high mastery level, there is a limit to how long a mage can maintain the spell even without exhausting their mana supply.}

Once again Damion was happy to learn something new. While Mana Absorption was not a spell he would like to keep active all the time, except maybe if he was casting a lot of spells and needed to recover, that might not be the case with other passive spells. Damion did not know what other passive spells were out there, but he hoped there existed passive spells like game buffs from Earth that he could keep up all the time and basically become invincible.

“Alright young man, time to go home,” Ms. Teft said to Damion snapping him out of his thoughts about spells.

“Already,” Damion whined in complaint. He had completely lost track of time in his reading and interacting with the Magic System.

“Yes. It won’t do for you to skip lunch and be late getting home. Your mother will worry. Don’t worry, you can come back and read my book tomorrow as long as you are finished with your classwork.”

Damion perked up when he heard what the librarian said. After scooting off the chair he left the book to its owner and headed out of the library to meet his mother so they could walk home together.

At the entrance to the school, Damion saw his mother waiting for him. He walked to class everyday by himself, but she insisted on walking him to and from the schoolyard, after all, he was only six years old.

“So, what did you learn in school today,” Sharon Wells asked Damion as they walked home.

“We worked on mathematics today,” Damion answered his mother while mentally wondering if he should continue his search for magic seals or just wait until he turned eighteen.

"That is nice. I know school can be hard and it is important to study well so you can get a good job in the future, but don’t forget to have fun. You only get to be a kid once you know.”

His mother’s words hit Damion hard. He was actually granted a second childhood because of his rebirth into this new world. However, he had spent the majority of his childhood studying and learning as much about this world and the Magic System as he could.

The thought of just enjoying himself had not occurred to him before. Any other child born would slowly learn about the world as they grew, the idea that he had to know everything as soon as possible was driving him to neglect his all-important childhood lack of responsibilities.

“I understand mother,” Damion said as he hugged his mother from the side to reassure her. “I will try and have more fun and make friends. You don’t have to worry about me.”

            

    
        Chapter 8 – Exploring 

    
    
    
    
                The next day at school, Damion considered how he could ‘have fun and make friends’ as he had promised his mother. The kids in his class were all older than him, and since he had already shown he was smarter than they were, they were not at all interested in being his friend.

As for fun, Damion considered learning about magic fun, but he also enjoyed discovering new things about this world. He decided a stopgap would be to finish the magical theory book first and then perhaps he would start exploring around town. His mother had taken him to a few places in their city, but Damion wanted to know about more than just the grocery store and the local parks. Exploring on his own was a good chance to discover what else was out there.

Over the next two weeks Damion continued to read Ms. Teft’s book and finally finished it. Aside from complex magic theories that he was not able to wrap his head around due to his lack of actual experience with magic, finishing the book did not provide any new revelations to Damion.

The day after finishing Ms. Teft’s book, Damion, instead of going to the library from class, headed out of the school grounds to explore. One of the many places he wanted to see with his own eyes, was the city wall.

Even through the city of Saung was built in a Green Zone, it still had a magically strengthened wall that ran around the entire city. Damion had caught glimpses of the wall in the distance, but his mother had never taken him very close to it and he was quite curious to see how big it really was.

As Damion made his way towards the wall, or at least he was fairly certain he was going in the right direction, he knew that if people saw a six-year-old child walking the streets alone they would consider it quite odd. There was even a good chance a good-natured person would snatch him up to keep him safe until the police could find his parents. To make sure he was not caught, Damion took to following side streets and cutting through backyards, avoiding people whenever he saw them.

The plan was working fairly well until Damion was cutting through an alley and a sinister looking man stepped out in front of him. The man had long dark straggly hair and reeked of liquor. Damion attempted to make his way past the man, but before he could get past the man reached out and grabbed the back of his shirt.

Damion was lifted up off the ground easily by the man, who hoisted him to eye level before letting out a harsh laugh. The man’s breath nearly made Damion pass out, but luckily his fight or flight instinct kicked in and he began to struggle against the man.

“Well, well, what do we have here?” the man snickered as Damion struggled in his grasp.

“Let me down you big oaf!” Damion shouted as he reached up and tried to claw against the man’s arm that was holding him. Unfortunately, his mother took too good of care of his grooming, and Damion had no sharp fingernails to scratch the man.

“Where you off to by yourself boy,” the man asked as he spun Damion around by his shirt to take a good look at Damion.

“None of your business you big bully!”

“Suppose tha’s true, but it’s also true ain’t no one around to stop me.”

“If you don’t put me down, I’ll… I’ll… I’ll scream!” Damion shouted again before crying out at the top of his lungs, “HELP! I’M BEING KIDNAPPED!”

“Hush up, or I’ll smash your head on the wall,” the man threatened as he shook Damion.

Damion, still with his hands grasping the man’s forearm, did the only thing he could think of to free himself. He activated his one and only usable magic spell. After learning from Ms. Teft’s book and from the system, Damion had taken a closer look at his only spell.

What he learned was that he would only hurt himself by absorbing more than twice his mana capacity. With his capacity at 25, it meant he could keep the spell active for several seconds before he risked injury. The other important thing he learned was that if he was touching something, he would absorb mana from what he was touching, but the rate of absorption depended on the object.

Damion did not know how quickly he could absorb mana from a person, but he had a feeling it would work. His guess was that on a non-mage, like his assailant, pulling the little bit of mana they had in their body out would be just as painful for them as when Damion had overloaded his body with mana.

Ms. Teft’s book had taught him that all living things in this world needed magic to live. If the mana was removed from a creature, be it man or beast, it would die. Damion did not want to kill this man, but he also did not want to be subject to whatever plans this man had for him.

‘Activate Mana Absorption.’ Damion mentally told the system while he got a firm grip on the man’s arm.

Damion’s assailant was not sure what was happening to him, but he knew something was wrong. All the power of his body seemed to be getting sucked out and it all seemed to flow towards the arm he was using to hold Damion.

While the man did not know what was happening, or if Damion was really the cause, he still instinctively tossed the boy down the alley. Once contact with Damion ceased, the man felt the drain on him vanish, but he was already so exhausted that he simply collapsed on the ground.

As Damion was flying through the air, he deactivated his spell before he hit the ground and slid a few feet. Not wanting to see what happened to the man, he got to his feet and ran out of the alley and headed to the closest group of people he could find. If the man chased after him, Damion did not want to be alone, and he counted on crowds shopping in the area he was in to protect him.

Once his heart stopped pounding, Damion took a look at himself. From being thrown to the ground in the dirty alley, his clothes now had a fair amount of dirt on them, and he had a scrape on his elbow from where he landed. All in all, he was pretty much uninjured, and he could easily explain his appearance and scrape to playing in the schoolyard when his mother undoubtably would ask.

Now that he was sure he had no permanent damage, Damion took a look around to see how close he was to his goal, the city wall. To his amazement, just beyond the shop he had stopped at to look himself over, was the city wall.

The city wall stood a good five stories high and was pale blue in color. Damion was not sure what it was made of, but now that he was looking at it, he could almost feel the magic power radiating from the wall. Just as Damion started to move closer, a blaring siren sounded throughout the city.

            

    
        Chapter 9 – Beast Wave

    
    
    
    
                The wailing of the siren was interrupted by an announcement coming from the same source and could be heard throughout the city.

“All residents should seek shelter immediately. This is not a drill. I repeat this is not a drill. A beast wave has been spotted moving toward Saung. All residents should seek shelter immediately. Remain in your shelter until the ‘all clear’ is sounded.”

Damion was at a loss for what to do. If he was at school, he was sure all the students would be rushed into whatever shelter the school had, but here he was on the edge of a shopping plaza looking at the wall that was there to stop beast waves.

As Damion was wondering if he should try and make his way back to the school, a woman stepped out from a store and took Damion by the shoulders.

“Did you get separated from your parents kid?” the woman asked.

Damion decided not to answer and simply allowed the terror he was feeling to show on his face. After he did not reply, the woman picked him up and brought him inside her store. She sat Damion down on a cushioned stool and then hit a button on the wall behind the counter. Immediately, the front windows of the store went dark as a security door slid down across the store front.

“Don’t worry little man. We’ll be perfectly safe here. The city guards will repel the beast wave and in a few hours you’ll be back with your parents.”

The thought of facing his parents worried Damion more than the beast wave. He had a hard time believing his rotten luck. Not only did he get accosted by someone, but the day he decided to skip school was also the day of a beast wave that only happens once every few dozen years.

As Damion was sitting in silence, trying to think up a lie to tell his parents, the shop owner had left and returned with a tray of food. She gently set the tray next to Damion and he eyed the beverage choices and sandwiches she had brought.

Seeing Damion’s hesitation, the shop owner chuckled. “It’s okay. Go ahead and take however much you want. My name is Anne.”

“Damion.”

After offering up his name in return, Damion took a sandwich and began eating. There was no sense in being hungry while waiting for his parents to punish him and food in his mouth gave him an excuse to avoid small talk.

“Such a well-behaved little boy,” Anne smiled as she praised Damion. “I’m going to go alert the police that you are here. That way they can let your parents know that they can stop their worrying.”

Damion took a big bite of his sandwich to avoid saying anything as Anne left for the store’s backroom. His parents probably did not even know he was missing yet. Most likely, once the lockdown was lifted, his mother would rush to his school to check on him. At that point she would start worrying. Damion just had to figure out how to get back to the school before his mother arrived.

After several minutes of not coming up with a solution, Damion decided to check on the system. Today was the first day he had used Mana Absorption since the day he was born. The use of the spell had not caused him any pain, but he wanted to see if there were any changes.

‘Status.’

[Magic System]

[Full System unlock in 12:246:9:55:50]

[System Level: 1]

[User: Damion Wells]

[Age: 6]

[Magic Talent: Locked]

[Magic Affinity: Locked]

[Mana: 40/40]

[Magic Power: Locked]

[Mana Recovery: Locked]

[Strength: 18]

[Dexterity: 30]

[Vitality: 85]

[Intelligence: 125]

[Experience: 100/1,000]

[Store Credits: 1]

‘Interesting,’ Damion thought as he saw some of his stats had increased, most noticeably was the increase to his mana capacity. ‘System, how does one increase the amount of mana they have?’

{There are a multitude of methods to increase an individual’s mana capacity. Including but not limited to, Natural growth. Artifacts that when equipped allow for additional mana capacity. Medicines that permanently increase mana capacity. Meditation techniques and endowment techniques.}

Damion knew he had not acquired an artifact and he also had not taken any medication to explain his increased mana. For six years he had not managed to increase his mana capacity, so he doubted it was natural growth. Mana Absorption was not a meditation technique and he had no idea what endowment techniques were.

‘System, explain meditation and endowment techniques.’

This time instead of the system speaking to him, it displayed a text for the definition of each type of technique.

[Meditation techniques are techniques individuals make use of to feel ambient mana around them and gather extra mana into their body. By flooding their body with mana they are able to forcibly increase the size of their magic core.]

[Endowment techniques are techniques employed to pass mana from one person to another. A person with superior mana control can forcefully inject mana into another person’s magic core to increase their mana capacity.]

The explanations left Damion somewhat baffled. Mana Absorption was almost like a hybrid of the two. It was almost like a reverse endowment technique. He did not give mana to another, but took it and in the process, it seemed the excess mana was able to enlarge his magic core.

‘System. Does the Mana Absorption spell increase my mana capacity like an endowment technique?’

{Mana Absorption can have the side effect of mildly increasing an individual’s magic core size if the person recklessly absorbs more mana than their body can handle. This is most common in individuals with small mana capacity due to the ease of reaching excess mana saturation of their core and body.}

Now Damion was beginning to understand what happened. By absorbing mana that pushed his magic core to the limit, it would forcibly increase the size of his magic core. As he had already learned, this was a dangerous path to take to increase his mana capacity. Too much mana had already damaged his mana pathways and there was the possibility that it could also kill him.

‘System. How does natural growth work to increase mana capacity?’

{Natural growth affects mana capacity in two ways. One: as a person’s body matures, it will slowly expand the size of their magic core naturally. Two: by repeated exposure to magic and use of magic a person’s core will slowly expand.}

‘So, if I use magic a lot, I will naturally gain a larger and larger magic core?’

{To an extent. Once the size threshold for a magic core to a person’s body is reached, expansion of the core is no longer possible. When this happens the outer portion of the core is strengthened to allow for greater mana density.}

The system’s answers gave Damion a good understanding of how to grow as a mage. Mana capacity was one of the essential things a mage needed. If a mage could only cast a few spells, they were not very useful for long fights.

Now all Damion had to do was to figure out the best way to increase his magic core safely. Sure, Mana Absorption worked, but it was dangerous and as the system indicated, it eventually would be less practical to use because of the amount of mana he would need to reach the critical threshold.

On top of those factors Damion had not fully recovered from using Mana Absorption as a baby, his mana pathways were still damaged and he was afraid that if he used the spell too often it would negatively affect his recovery.

            

    
        Chapter 10 – First Kill

    
    
    
    
                While Damion was pondering his options a new city alert went out, snapping him out of his thought process.

“The lockdown has lifted. Citizens in effected areas should coordinate with their City Council liaison for damages related to the beast wave. Inquiries for missing persons should be made to your sector police department.”

“Repeat. The lockdown has lifted. Citizens in effected areas should coordinate with their City Council liaison for damages related to the beast wave. Inquiries for missing persons should be made to your sector police department.”

“Well, now that that is over, let me walk you over to the police station,” Anne said as she hit the button on the wall behind the counter to raise the security doors.”

“It’s okay, I know my way home,” Damion said as he tried to head to the door. However, Anne was faster and took him by the hand, preventing his escape.

“Don’t be silly,” Anne said as she led him out the door and towards the local police station. “It is far too chaotic for you to wander around here by yourself. Besides, your parents are probably out looking for you. If you go home, how are they to know?”

Not having a choice, Damion did not resist being pulled along to the police station. The station was just a few storefronts down and if not for the signage, it would look just like any other store in this shopping district. Damion figured the design was to keep the area looking fairly uniform. This district seemed to like uniformity and cleanliness.

“Officer Parker, this is the young boy I called earlier about,” Anne greeted a young, uniformed police officer.

“Hi there little guy,” Officer Parker said as he patted Damion’s head. “We haven’t received any reports of missing children. Do you know your parents’ contact information so we can give them a call?”

“My parents are Caleb and Sharon Wells. We live at 127 Cheshire St,” Damion answered. He wanted to add that his mom was likely rushing to his school to check on him, but he thought they might question how a six-year-old got so far from his school right as the beast wave was starting.

“That should be enough,” Officer Parker said as he typed Damion’s information into his computer. A moment later the police officer picked up his phone and called his parents. “Hello is this Officer Parker of Police District 17, am I speaking to Sharon Wells?”

Damion could not hear his mother’s response on the phone, but he was sure she would be quite upset as soon as Officer Parker told her why he was calling.

“Your son Damion was brought in lost after the beast wave… Yes, he… We’ll see you when you get here.

“Your mother is on her way,” Officer Parker said as he hung up the phone. Damion’s mother had not let the officer get more than a few words out evidently.

Damion headed over to a chair to sit and wait, he did not believe it would be long until his mother arrived. Sure enough, not fifteen minutes passed before his mother rushed through the police department’s doors and after a quick glance around saw Damion sitting quietly in his chair. She rushed over and hugged him tightly.

“How did you get separated from your class at the school shelter?” His mother asked after she had thoroughly looked him over to make sure he was uninjured.

“I was on my way to the library because all my class work was done,” Damion said trying to sound honest. “When the alarm sounded, I didn’t know what to do, so I tried to run home, but I must have gone the wrong way.”

Damion’s story sounded plausible enough, to everyone present. If they each had all the facts, they would realize the timeline did not make sense. Sharon was too happy seeing her son safe to question anything and Officer Parker and Anne felt it was none of their concern, although they were curious about how Damion was supposed to be in school.

“Do you need anything from me before I take my son home Officer?”

“Are you walking or in a vehicle?” Officer Parker asked.

“In a vehicle.”

“You should be fine then. We received a report of a casualty found in a nearby alley. The beast responsible has not been located and teams are out checking to see if it is still in the City or not. But if you are in a vehicle, you should be fine.”

Damion swallowed hard when he heard Officer Park. That casualty they were attributing to a beast was most likely the man he had encountered. Officer Park did not indicate how the person died, but Damion could not help but wonder if he had absorbed too much mana from the man and had accidently killed him.

Before Damion and his mother could leave the police station another person entered and stood in the doorway. The man was tall and had broad shoulders, with graying hair at his temples and in his neatly trimmed goatee. When he entered the police station his gaze swept over everyone before he turned his attention to Officer Parker.

“I’ve swept the entire city, there is no sign a of beast that could have sucked the mana out of a human,” the man’s words frightened Damion’s mother, and she pulled him to her, holding him tightly.

“Dean Thorn, do you think the beast has fled, or do you think it was among the beasts we killed?” Officer Parker asked as he was entering information into his computer.

“It has most likely fled. I believe it was a weak, but fairly intelligent beast. It used the beast wave as a cover to enter the city and attack, but since it attacked someone that was not even a ranked mage, its strength must be very low. Otherwise, it would surely have attacked more or someone stronger, after all, mana consuming beasts prefer mana rich targets.

‘A no Ranker like the victim should hold little appeal to beasts like it. So, the only explanation is that it is quite weak. I suggest putting a hunter mission out to the local guilds and hope someone is lucky enough to find and kill it before it grows stronger.”

“Understood sir,” Officer Parker replied as he continued to type on his computer.

“Excuse me sir,” Damion said as he freed himself from his mother’s grasp. The title of dean had intrigued him, and he was wondering if this man was from one of the magic schools he had heard about.

“Are you from one of the magic schools? Are you here to test for new students?”

“Very astute of you young man,” Dean Thorn replied as he looked down at Damion. “I am Dean Richard Thorn of Silver Spire Academy. I was on my way to your city to test for new students when the beast wave broke out.”

“The Dean was responsible for the early warning we received,” Officer Parker chimed in. “If not for him, we likely would have had a great many casualties.”

“Wow,” Damion said amazed. He was not truly overly shocked, but he wanted to sound like a star struck child in hopes of the man granting his request. “I just started school; will I get tested too?”

Dean Thorn looked to Damion’s mother for clarification, since he appeared too young to be going to school.

“My son Damion is very smart, by five years old he had already read all the books in our home. We were able to convince our local school to let him start this year, he just turned six in the twelfth month.”

“Sounds like you are quite a smart lad,” Dean Thorn said as he took a small round crystal out of his pocket. “This is a testing crystal. Normally, we only test after ten years old, but I’ll let you have a go early. Just hold it in your hand and it will read your magic core to identify your potential.”

Damion took the crystal in his hand. It felt warm to the touch and for a moment, he was sure it was going to tell him his magic affinity, but then he received an alert from the Magic System. 

            

    
        Chapter 11 – You’ll Never Be A Mage

    
    
    
    
                *Ding*

{Warning. Intrusive energy attempting to disclose information locked by Magic System.}

{Self-defense initiated.}

{Reflecting energy back to source.}

The system announcements rang in his ears and by the time Damion fully registered what the system said, it was too late. Damion’s stomach sank as he watched the crystal crumbling into dust in his palm.

“What the hell,” Dean Thorn blurted as his crystal disintegrated.

The look of disbelief on Dean Thorn’s face quickly turned to rage as he looked at Damion with hate in his eyes.

“These crystals are quite costly boy. Know this, no matter what your magic affinity or talent is, since you destroyed my crystal, you’ll never get trained as a mage!”

Before Damion or his mother could protest, Dean Thorn turned and stormed out of the police station. Leaving everyone who witnessed the brief exchanged at a loss for words.

“Tell me honestly Damion, did you do anything to cause that?” Damion’s mother asked gently.

“No. The crystal felt warm and then all of a sudden it just fell apart.”

There was no way Damion could explain that his Magic System, which had his magic affinity and talent locked until he turned eighteen, decided that the testing crystal trying to reveal his abilities was a hostile act towards the system. Seeing that the Magic System could defend itself from anything prying into its secrets made Damion glad and worried at the same time.

Damion decided it was best for him to give up trying to find out his magic talent or affinity until the Magic System was fully unlocked. With the ability to defend itself, Damion could at least rest assured the system would not easily be revealed.

“The crystal must have been defective in some way then,” Damion’s mother said consoling her son. “You can get tested at the school with the other students when it’s your turn.”

Damion was not sure if his mother was ignoring what Dean Thorn said or if she believed he would calm down before it was time for the school tests. What Damion did know was that it did not matter if he was tested again or not. The Magic System would block the next test the same as it did this one. Damion was not sure how the magic schools would view the results of multiple tests that were, for lack of a better term, inconclusive.

Sure, the tests would show there was something unusual about Damion. But what? And how would they react? Damion did not look forward to the possibility of becoming a lab rat, should the magic schools decide to try and find an explanation for the test’s failures.

Once at home, Damion was let off with a light lecture from his mother that was mostly repeated by his teacher the next day in class. Thankfully, no one bothered to question how Damion got all the way across town and Damion was able to put this little adventure behind him. At least until the school principal came over the intercom with an announcement.

“Attention students. We have a special guest today from the Silver Spire Magic Academy. All students should gather in the auditorium this afternoon after lunch.”

The announcement caused a furry of chatter in Damion’s class, many rightly guessing that the special guest was here to test for magical aptitude. Damion, however, sulked. He knew there was no way Dean Thorn would have cooled off this quickly. Even if he did let Damion test again, Damion was afraid that if he broke the crystal this time, then many of the students in the school would miss out on their chance to be tested today and they would despise Damion for it.

“Mrs. Colman,” Damion called out to his teacher. “May I go to the library to read. I’ll make sure to be on time for the meeting after lunch.”

“Yes, you may Damion. But remember what we talked about earlier,” Mrs. Colman answered.

She was of course referring to the lecture about wandering off and what to do in the event of a beast wave. Damion gave her a smile and a nod of his head before gathering his things and heading to the library.

In the library, Ms. Teft was sitting at her desk and as usual reading a book when Damion came in. She gave him a smile, but otherwise let Damion take his usual seat at a table. Damion passed the day reading ahead in his class book and completing his worksheets for the next week.

Given his realization that he had no way to find out his magic affinity or aptitude, Damion decided to do the only thing he could think of, his schoolwork. The idea of going out and exploring occurred to him, but he did not want to risk getting caught skipping school so close to the events of yesterday.

“Aren’t you going to go to the auditorium Damion?” Ms. Teft asked after the principal made another announcement after the lunch hour finished and Damion remained in his seat. “I’m sure you will find the reason quite exciting.”

“No.” Damion said, trying to sound like he did not care.

“Are you sure? Someone from a magic school is here to test all the students,” Ms. Teft said trying to entice Damion.

“Dean Thorn tested me yesterday and somehow his magic crystal broke making him mad at me. He even said no matter what my magic talent is I’d never get to be a mage.”

“What?” Ms. Teft was shocked at what Damion told her. She quickly got up and walked over to Damion’s table. “Give me your hand.”

Not understanding, but also not wanting to argue, Damion offered his right hand to Ms. Teft. She took his wrist and appeared to be taking his pulse. After a few moments she let his wrist go before eyeing Damion closely.

“Your body is doing well. I don’t know if your parents ever mentioned your injury from when you were a baby, but you’ve nearly fully recovered. And I can sense a fair amount of magic in your core. You can definitely be a mage. That coot is just mad at losing face.”

“Ms. Teft, are you a mage?” Damion asked as he began putting together the pieces.

“I am indeed. Though I am retired now, I took this job to give me something to do.” The librarian answered confirming Damion’s guess. “And I’m sad to say, I even taught Mr. Thorn in my younger days.”

“What should I do if I can’t join a magic academy?”

“I don’t think you have to worry about that, eventually you will be discovered. Mages are too rare to let anyone with potential be overlooked. What you should do for now is train. Many mages are so weak physically, if anyone got in close or snuck up on them, most mages would die before being able to get a spell off.”

“You mean I should train like I want to be a knight?” Damion questioned. He had already invested a good amount of his time in this life training his body since the system could show him his status. Training more or more seriously, probably would not be an issue.

“Exactly. Knights can’t cast spells, but they do learn to control mana and can channel it into magic items. But their main strength is their bodies. They have to be able to physically keep up with monsters to be able to fight them. If you train like a knight and then become a mage, you will instantly become one of the most promising mages in history.”

            

    
        Chapter 12 – Planning Revenge

    
    
    
    
                Little did Damion know that after school that day Ms. Teft met with Dean Thorn and took a look at the test results, purely out of curiosity, she told Thorn. After all, she did not want him to suspect her of trying to help Damion. To Ms. Teft’s delight, Thorn had marked Damion down as having no magical talent, even though the boy had not been tested at the school.

This blatant falsification of facts would be enough to one day get Thorn fired, which made Ms. Teft smile inwardly since Thorn had been one of the people that had forced her to retire from her position as the Dean of Silver Spire Academy, just when she was on the cusp of becoming Headmistress.

Getting even with the man would have to wait though, since right now Damion was just a boy and other than her feeling of him being a great mage one day, she had nothing to back up her belief. She suspected, as Damion knew, another test from the magic crystal would just result in it breaking again. Damion knew this was due to the Magic System, but Ms. Teft believed this was due to his abnormal magic talent.

For now, Ms. Teft made a copy of the test results, informing Thorn that she would look after the group of prospective mages and try to guide them on the path of growing their magic. What she did though, was take the list over to the school principal and get the man on her side.

“Have you taken a look at the list of prospective mages from the test results?” Ms. Teft asked as she dropped the complete list on the principal’s desk.

“I saw the list of positive results, but I saw no point in reviewing the entire list, Helga. No point in paying too much attention to those students that can’t become mages.” The principal said picking up the thick stack of papers to hand back to Ms. Teft.

“If you take a look at it, you will see at least one inaccuracy. Do take a close look Mr. Frederick Telfer and see if you can find the name of the most promising mage in this age?” Ms. Teft responded, refusing to take the stack of papers back.

“And what name should I be looking for?”

“The same name as your most promising student.”

The principal ran a hand through his sandy brown hair as he considered Ms. Teft’s words.

“You mean that six-year-old that just started this year?”

“Precisely.”

“If his result is no magic aptitude as it says, then that is what it is. I didn’t see any funny business on the stage. I remember each student that had a positive result and even made my own notes. Damion’s name was not one that had a positive result.”

“That is because Damion was not tested.”

“What do you mean?” Telfer asked, confused at how the boy was not tested. If his name had not been called, surely the boy would have raised an issue with his teacher, or even made a scene in the auditorium.

“The boy comes to the library to keep out of his teacher’s hair, because he gets his work done so fast. He’s a good way to reading through all the books in the library too. When I asked if he was going to go and get tested, he said there was no point since Mr. Thorn already told him he would never get to be a mage.”

“And when was Thorn supposed to have said this?”

“The boy ran into him yesterday. Apparently, Damion was eager to get tested and the test crystal Thorn had was destroyed, just by the magic potential when Damion held it.”

“Is that possible?” Telfer asked in disbelief.

“If someone has high mana levels and a strong talent yes. I tested the boy myself and while I can’t confirm his aptitude or affinity, I can tell he has a profound magic core for his age. Stronger than many apprentice mages.”

“Then we should call Silver Spire and let them know immediately. Get Damion on their shortlist for applicants. I know he can’t enroll there until fifteen, but…”

“You think that is the best course of action?” Ms. Teft interrupted. “Right now, Thorn thinks the boy is nothing. If we alert the school, even if they correct the results and send someone else to test him, all the credit for discovery and training the boy will go to Silver Spire.”

“You want to use this opportunity to get back at them for forcing you to retire?”

“Of course I do.”

“Then what do you propose?”

“The boy has read through one of my magic theory books and apparently did not find an affinity in there, or at least he didn’t mention it. This, and the weird feeling I got when I tested him, makes me think his affinity is very rare, so it might take some testing to figure out what it is. In the meantime, I want to train him as a knight.”

“As a knight? Why?”

“If he is to truly rise to the top, he’ll need a strong foundation. Most mages don’t start seriously training their bodies until they are B Rank. By having a head start he will advance much faster than everyone else and be able to focus more on enhancing his magic power.”

“Fine. You know more about training mages than I ever will. Train him how you like, just don’t put the boy in danger and make sure he keeps up with his class work. And make sure you get his parents’ permission.”


Damion had no idea Ms. Teft was making plans for his training as a knight. As he and his mother walked home from school as they usually did the subject of Dean Thorn and the testing of students at the school did not come up.

However, not long after they arrived home Ms. Teft called and after his mother and Ms. Teft had a long conversation, Damion was called into the room after and informed of the decision the two women had made.

“From now on, instead of just reading in the library when your class work is done, Ms. Teft is going to start training you like knights get trained.”

“What does that mean?” Damion asked. Ms. Teft had mentioned that he should train his body like a knight, but now suddenly she was going to be training him.

“First it starts with physical conditioning and then you will start to learn how to channel mana. Once you can do that, she will start training you to fight, but she said that will likely be when you are at least twelve since learning mana control is difficult.”

Damion was not sure what to think as his mother explained that his relaxing school life was about to turn into a bootcamp. Part of him was excited, but another, larger part, was fearful. In his past life he had not exactly been athletic. And while he had striven to be physically fit in this life, largely because of the Magic System, he was not sure if he was ready for a full physical fitness routine. Especially not one designed to train knights.

“Will we be starting tomorrow?” Damion asked meekly as his mother nodded. “I guess I should get a good night sleep then.”

            

    
        Chapter 13 - Training

    
    
    
    
                The next day, several of Damion’s classmates were excitedly explaining their affinities and magical talent to the rest of the class. James Gewing, a redheaded boy, had learned he had a Fire affinity, while Luke Darnold, a short blonde boy, was revealed to have a Wind affinity. Both boys had B Grade talent which led to the two of them arguing over which affinity was stronger.

Of course, everyone except Damion already saw their test the day before so the rest of the class had already had quite enough of their posturing. Luckily, everyone was still focused on the two boys that had confirmed magic powers and not on Damion or how he had not been tested.

Once attendance was done, Damion headed to the library to meet Ms. Teft, who led Damion to an empty classroom. Ms. Teft explained that the library was not a place to be taking lessons and that it was best to have their lessons away from prying eyes.

“Now this,” Ms. Teft began as she took out a wooden plate from seemingly nowhere, “is a training plate.”

After a brief double take, Damion realized she was wearing a spatial storage artifact. Damion had read about them, but he had never actually seen one, or at least not knowingly seen one. To his knowledge they were supposed to be extremely expensive, with only top mages being able to afford them.

“What you do, is channel your magic into it and it will make the surface light up,” Ms. Teft continued. “Your first goal is to make it light up. From there we will start working on control.”

Ms. Teft then set the wood plate in front of Damion and looked at him expectingly. Damion of course had no idea how to channel his magic, so he just looked at Ms. Teft waiting for further instructions.

“Ah, right. You’ve never used or probably even felt magic. First, place one hand on the plate. In the future you will be expected to affect the plate without touching, but we’ll start slow.”

Damion did as she instructed, but did not feel anything. He briefly considered if he should activate his Mana Absorption spell, but he decided against it. The goal was to push magic into the plate, not take it away. Plus, he had no idea if Ms. Teft would be able to tell if he was using the spell or not.

“Now, feel your magic core inside you. And from there push the magic out of your core and into the plate.”

This instruction proved a bit easier for Damion to understand. Having used Mana Absorption, he knew roughly where his magic core was as that was where the mana ended up after he pulled it into his body. Focusing on that area, Damion mentally pushed his magic through his arm and onto the plate.

Almost instantly, Damion was rewarded for his effort by seeing a growing blue glow on the plate expanding outward from where his hand held it.

“Marvelous!” Ms. Teft clapped happily. “I haven’t seen someone able to learn channeling that quickly in years.”

Ms. Teft’s praise was enough to break Damion’s concentration, and the plate quickly returned to its normal dull brown color.

“Alright, we will continue this channeling exercise every morning until you can write out your name on the plate using your mana. After lunch every day we will work on your physical training. Once you are up to snuff, I’ll start training you with a magic weapon. The strength of Knights has always been the ability to channel magic into enchanted artifacts.”

“And what will we do after that?” Damion asked.

“If I think you are ready, then maybe I’ll take you out of the city and let you fight a Ferocious Beast.”

“Why not a Demonic Beast?” Damion quickly asked.

“Demonic Beasts are magic creatures, and it is unlikely to find one in a Green Zone. Besides, Demonic Beasts are going to be too strong for you to fight to start with. You’d need to be able to handle a Ferocious Beast first if you want to fight a Demonic Beast, they are usually several times stronger than a Ferocious Beast of the same Rank.”

Damion was startled by that assessment of a Demonic Beast’s strength. He had read quite a few stories about them and thought they were merely tougher Ferocious Beasts, but clearly that was not the case if Ms. Teft’s assessment was to be taken to heart.

This quickly became their routine. Magic control practice in the morning, with physical training in the afternoon. Time seemed to pass by quite quickly for Damion now that he was able to pursue a magical education.

There were times that things slowed down, like when James and Luke began to try and tease Damion for not having a magic affinity. Damion was able to shut them up by controlling his magic to become a glowing ball of energy in his hand. This of course was not a spell and would not harm anyone, but it had the effect of getting the two boys to think twice before they thought they were better than everyone else because of their magic.

As the weeks and months went by, they quickly turned to years. Damion continued to excel in his academic studies, which Ms. Teft had completely taken over after he finished his first year of schooling. Before either of them had realized, Damion had gone from being a young boy to being ready to graduate. Since Damion had started school early, he was graduating early as well, shortly after his fifteenth birthday, his final year in school ended.

The students that tests had shown had a magic affinity had been transferred to the various magic academies the year they were turning fifteen. Aside from the students tested in the years after Damion’s first year, all the others had all headed off to one of the magic academies.

Over the years, Ms. Teft had provided an array of Tier 1 magic seals for Damion to study to see if they could uncover his magic affinity. To Ms. Teft’s surprise, none of the magic seals resonated with Damion. After Damion had turned fourteen, Ms. Teft was prepared to get a testing crystal so she could test Damion’s affinity in his preparation to go to a magic school the next year, but Damion stopped her. He decided it was better to let her know it would be pointless.

“There is some kind of seal on my magic core, that is why I can’t learn any of the magic seals and why the testing crystals fails even though I have a magic core.” Damion had explained.

“How do you know this?” Ms. Teft questioned skeptically.

“It’s hard to explain, but I know I’m right. And I know when I turn eighteen, the seal will be lifted and we will be able to test my affinity and talent.”

“Does this have anything to do with how you were able to accumulate mana just after birth and how your mana pathways that should have been crippled slowly healed?”

This was not the first time Ms. Teft had probed Damion for information on this subject. Usually, he played it off as, he was an infant, how could he possibly remember. This time he decided to give a little more.

“Yes. There was a voice I heard and still hear from time to time that tells me the seal will lift when I turn eighteen.”

Everything Damion said was true. The system did sometimes speak to him and the Magic System would lift its seal on his magic when Damion turned eighteen. Damion knew Ms. Teft could tell when he was lying and when he was truthful and even though it sounded crazy, he was telling her the truth this time.

“In that case, we will just have to prepare you even more and your debut will have to be even more glorious. You’ve already mastered mana control. We’ll work on mastering the sword this year and get you an adventurer license. This way after you graduate you can start making a name for yourself. Then once you turn eighteen, we can reveal your magic and make Dean Thorn regret his rashness.”

            

    
        Chapter 14 – Licensing Tests

    
    
    
    
                Once Damion graduated from school, Ms. Teft took him to the local branch of the Adventurer Association to be licensed. Licensing was officially just considered a formality to stop people with no skills from trying to prove themselves and dying needlessly, but Ms. Teft advised Damion to take the licensing seriously. Damion was not sure what to expect, as Ms. Teft kept tight lipped about it, but he suspected he would have to somehow prove his skill.

The Adventurer Association is responsible for the distribution of missions to guilds in the city as well as testing new applicants and for the promotion tests for existing adventurers. There are two types of licenses, mage and knight. Damion was going to be testing for a knight’s license today, but he could not help but wonder how the association would react when, in a few years, he returned to get his mage adventurer license.

“Alright for a knight adventurer license, I need your training knight’s certifications that you passed your page and squire trials,” a woman at the front desk told Damion as he stepped up to her and handed her his registration papers.

Damion was confused by this, since Ms. Teft had trained him, he had not gone through the traditional training methods of knights. Ordinarily one started as a page and once their training knight thought they were ready they would become a squire and then be promoted to a knight and be allowed to join one of the orders of knights.

“I handled his training personally,” Ms. Teft said as she passed her identification over the clerk.

The clerk was about to object, but once she read Ms. Teft’s identification card, the clerk was stunned into silence.

“Not a problem at all,” the clerk managed after regaining her senses. “Has he joined an order?”

“No,” Ms. Teft answered.

Damion knew joining an order would allow him to get missions from those orders that he could complete. But it was also a big commitment. Joining an order was essentially joining the army, until he fulfilled his term of service, he was the order’s to do with as they pleased, which included all sorts of mandatory missions for the order, even suicide missions against large beast waves were a possibility. Orders served to protect the people, often at the cost of their own lives. This was the code they had lived by since ancient times, before the first mages ever appeared.

The clerk stamped Damion’s registration form and handed it back to him before pushing a button on her desk. Behind her a door clicked open and Ms. Teft began walking towards it and Damion followed behind her.

The trio walked down a long hallway until they entered a small room with three doors on the far wall. The clerk motioned to the first door and Damion took that to mean he was supposed to enter alone. As Damion opened the door the clerk spoke up.

“The first trial is to make sure you can properly channel your mana into your artifact for use in combat. All you have to do is charge up your artifact and hit the test dummy inside.”

After hearing the clerk’s instructions Damion was relieved. Ms. Teft had been tight lipped about the tests to get his license and he was afraid he was going to have to figure out the tests on his own.

Inside the room Damion saw the test dummy, which look like a statue of a man holding a sword and shield. The dummy was slightly larger than Damion, but otherwise was fairly average looking.

“You may begin.” Damion heard the clerk’s voice after the door behind him closed.

Damion drew the sword Ms. Teft had provided him. He had learned a fair amount about artifacts and their grades from Ms. Teft’s lessons over the years, but he did not know the grade of the sword she had gifted him. Artifacts were graded much like mages and magic talent. F Rank being the lowest, climbing up to A and then S. Supposedly there were ranks above S, but whenever Damion asked, Ms. Teft would tell him that until he reached those heights the knowledge was just useless to him and to focus on growing stronger.

Not wanting to waste time, Damion channeled his mana into the sword which caused the enchantments on it to glow. Damion took a few quick steps towards the dummy and slashed with his sword across the dummy’s chest. The dummy was sent flying backwards, but after it bounced off the wall it returned to its original position and appeared to be completely unharmed to Damion’s surprise.

“That attack registered a magic power level of 72. Good work. Please move on to the next test room.” The clerk’s voice said over the intercom.

In the next room there was no test dummy. The room was empty, but on the walls and the ceiling were a number of holes about the size of Damion’s fist. On the floor of the room was a red circle that appeared to be a boundary of some sort. Damion was about to take a closer look at the holes when he heard the clerk’s instructions.

“Your goal this time is to avoid being hit by the rubber balls being shot out of the holes for as long as you can. You must remain within the red circle, but you may use your artifact to block and deflect the balls. The test will begin in five… four… three… two… one…”

Right after the clerk said one the first ball was shot out from the wall in front of Damion, heading right to towards his face. Damion quickly ducked while trying to keep his eyes on the ball. Right when the ball hit the opposite wall another ball was launched out, this time from one of the holes in the wall to the right of Damion.

This time Damion was forced to dive out of the way as not just the second ball was coming towards him, but the first had bounced off the wall it hit and was heading back towards him. The first ball did not appear to have lost any of its momentum and Damion quickly realized how dire his situation was. From the first ball launched to the second was only a second or two, if Damion only dodged, he would quickly be overwhelmed.

The third ball was launched from the ceiling causing Damion to roll away putting him dangerously close to the edge of the red circle. Another ball whizzed past Damion’s head as he got to his feet and drew his sword. He was not sure if that was the fourth or the fifth ball, Damion could not keep track of all of them anymore.

Damion swung his sword horizontally taking out a ball before he spun left and brought his sword down on another. Just as he was about to mentally celebrate, Damion saw two balls launch out of two holes on the wall opposite of him. However, before Damion could bring his sword up to block them he felt the sting of something slaming into the middle of his back sending him stumbling forward.

“Twelve balls, not bad for your first time,” the clerk’s voice came over the intercom. “Move onto the next room when ready, it will be a test of real combat.”

            

    
        Chapter 15 – Ferocious Beast

    
    
    
    
                After hearing that the next test was a test of real combat, Damion could not help but feel a bit excited. Damion had, on more than one occasion, begged Ms. Teft to let him have a taste of real combat. While Ferocious Beasts were not common in their Green Zone, they did wander in fairly often and it was not uncommon to hear the various guilds about the city talking about what creature they had slain this week.

Remembering Ms. Teft’s advice on their way to the Adventurer Association for the testing that he needed to remain calm, Damion took several deep breaths, letting each out slowly. The effort of forcing himself to be still calmed his nerves and helped clear his mind. After another moment Damion moved on to the next room.

The final room was larger than the first two, at least three times the size. In the middle of the room was what Damion assumed was a Ferocious Beast, chained to a post. The monster appeared to be some sort of feline that resembled a leopard. Except, this creature had a line of quills running along its spine and was at least one and a half meters tall at its front shoulders.

“The restraint on the beast will be released in 10… 9…” the clerk’s voice rang over the intercom.

Damion quickly readied his sword. A moment later the collar on the beast’s neck clicked open and fell to the ground. It did not take the monster more than a few seconds to realize it was free and rushed towards what it no doubt considered food, Damion.

The beast did not seem concerned that Damion had a weapon as it rushed at him, gaining speed as it charged. The beast leapt towards Damion when it was about three meters away which gave Damion ample time to sidestep and slash his sword across the beast’s side.

The beast growled at the hit, but did not howl in pain as Damion sword glanced across its hide. Damion quickly realized why. While he had made a clean hit, his sword did not penetrate the creature’s hide, so all the beast felt was a slap on its side.

Seeing the Ferocious Beast unharmed after his strike, Damion realized his mistake. He had not channeled his mana into the sword. On its own, the sword was not strong enough to break the creature’s hide. Damion needed to channel his mana into the blade before he could hurt the Ferocious Beast.

Damion took a quick couple of steps back from the beast and began to channel his mana. Either the creature recognized to some degree what Damion was doing or it just wanted to eat Damion as quickly as possible, whichever was the case, the Ferocious Beast darted at Damion again, not giving him significant time to channel his mana.

This time the beast did not leap at Damion, instead it swiped at Damion with its front paws, each of which sported long sharp claws. Damion batted the creatures claws aside while still trying to channel his mana.

Ideally, channeling mana into an artifact took only a second of concentration, but right now, Damion’s attention was split between his sword and the Ferocious Beast that was trying to turn him into lunch. This led Damion to the conclusion that he really needed to get better at channeling his mana. Here, in the test room, Damion had no doubt Ms. Teft could save him. But out in the wild on a real mission, Damion would need to be able to handle himself and so far, he was failing.

After a few failed attempts at disemboweling Damion with its claws, the Ferocious Beast retreated a few steps and began circling Damion. Knowing the beast was looking for the best opportunity to strike, Damion turned as the beast circled, keeping his eyes locked on the beast’s.

The reprieve from the Ferocious Beast constantly swiping at him with its claws gave Damion the time he needed to channel his mana into his sword. The sword quickly began to glow, and the beast narrowed its eyes looking from the weapon back to Damion’s eyes before it leapt at Damion.

This time Damion did not sidestep, instead he held his blade firmly in front of him. When the Ferocious Beast’s body collided with his, Damion was knocked flat on his back. The jump had sent the Ferocious Beast straight at Damion’s sword, but this time the blade did not deflect off the beast’s hide. Damion’s sword pierced the Ferocious Beast’s flesh, and the momentum of the beast forced it to impale itself on Damion’s sword.

Damion rolled the beast to the side and slid out from under the creature’s corpse and pulled his sword out of the Ferocious Beast’s chest. After making sure the beast was dead, Damion checked himself for injuries and found that he was unharmed, despite his shirt being drenched in blood from the Ferocious Beast. Before Damion could come up with a plan to clean his shirt before going home the door to the room opened and the clerk and Ms. Teft stepped inside.

“Not bad. Not bad at all,” the clerk said as she checked Damion for injuries. “I just need to verify the quality of your artifact and then I can give you your final score.”

Damion handed his sword over to the clerk, who, once holding it, frowned and then looked to Ms. Teft for an explanation.

“This is just a normal sword that has a glyph engraved to allow mana to be channeled into it without it breaking.”

“Yes, I couldn’t give him a real artifact to use until he was worthy of one,” Ms. Teft answered as if it was obvious.

Damion however was confused. From what the clerk said, his sword was just that, an ordinary sword. Normally artifacts, even the lowest quality of them, are made from special metals and are enchanted with spells during and after their forging to strengthen them and to allow magic to better pass through them. An ordinary sword would typically just break if mana is channeled into it, because ordinary iron or steel could not handle the magic, the metals would just fall apart.

“But if this is just an ordinary sword it means that it is harder to channel magic into it. And there is no way a normal steel sword like this could pierce the flesh of a quill leopard.”

“Of course it couldn’t. Don’t you remember his first strike, it had no mana channeled and it was just like slapping the beast with the flat of the blade,” Ms. Teft remarked.

“But without a proper weapon, how could you expect your student to succeed?” the clerk countered.

“Didn’t he succeed?” Ms. Teft smirked. “Besides if he used an artifact you would deduct points from his score based on the quality of that artifact. Using a normal sword that has a simple enchantment to allow mana channeling however should give him bonus points.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” the clerk said more to herself than to Ms. Teft. “He won’t have any points deducted for the quality of his artifact, but I can’t give him any bonus points. There simply isn’t any way for me to calculate it, I don’t think anyone else has ever done what he just did.”

“Fine. Fine. What is the boy’s score then?”

            

    
        Chapter 16 – A Gift

    
    
    
    
                “I also can’t adjust his score for magic power from the first test. If he had been using an artifact… if he had a real sword instead of this trash you gave him, he probably would have doubled his score at least!” The Adventure Association clerk said, still confused at how a teacher like Ms. Teft could give her student subpar equipment for his licensing exam.

“Come on,” Ms. Teft said impatiently. “I know his score from the tests, but he needs you to say it and for you to give him his license.”

From what Ms. Teft said, Damion surmised he had passed his licensing tests and would soon be able to leave the city on missions.

“Of course. For you to pass and earn your F Rank license, you needed 100 total points. In the first test you scored 72, in the second 12. The third test usually just subtracts from your score. You normally lose 5 points for every injury, 5 points for each grade of your artifact, and 5 points for each minute over the time limit. But since you have no injuries, you get 25 points. And since you finished within the time limit you get a bonus of 25 points. This makes your total score 134.

“Follow me back to my desk and I’ll get your license issued.”

Damion wanted to jump for joy but settled for a big grin. A few short minutes later, Damion took his license from the clerk which showed he was now an F Rank Knight Adventurer. To Damion’s surprise as soon as he held the license in his hand the system sent him a notification.

*Ding*

{New Quest Available}

[Quest: Kill Ferocious or Demonic Beasts]

[Description: As a licensed Adventurer it is your duty to protect and strive to improve the lives of those weaker than yourself.]

[Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credit]

Oblivious to the fact that he was absentmindedly staring into space in front of the clerk and Ms. Teft, Damion quickly accepted the quest. After the quest information vanished from his mind’s eye, Damion realized he probably had a vacant look on his face as he was holding his license.

“Thank you,” Damion said quickly, trying to play off his brief bout of oddness.

“Alright, come along now. I’m sure you want to show off your license to your parents.”

Damion followed Ms. Teft’s lead and they headed to his home so Damion could tell his parents he had passed. His mother had not been in favor of him getting his adventurer license, but had relented when Ms. Teft had questioned what they thought he would do as a mage to grow stronger if not embarking as an adventurer. Sure, there were magical research paths, but those positions were reserved for mages that had experience. Until Damion proved himself, there was no hope of him getting a cushy desk job.

On the way to his house, Damion checked the quest to see if there was any additional information on his new quest. After all, the system just said he had to kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts, it did not say how many he needed to kill to complete the quest.

[Quest Status]

[Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts- 0/10 (Repeatable)]

When Damion saw the repeatable note on the quest, he was quite surprised. Damion did not believe for a moment that killing ten Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts would be easy, but the idea that he could bring in the rewards over and over was enticing. Though, the question remained if the quest would become more difficult over time or if the rewards would diminish. Damion figured he would only find out those answers after completing the quest at least once.

The store credit seemed stingy, but since he could not open the store to see the cost of things, or even what was available, Damion had no real way to know how much 1 credit was worth. He only hoped that with this repeatable quest, he would be able to grind out some excellent treasures.

When Damion and Ms. Teft reached his home he was greeted by his parents enthusiastically. They had, no doubt due to Damion’s own confidence, expected Damion to pass his licensing test. His mother had even baked a cake for the occasion.

“Congratulations son!” His father said while giving Damion a good slap on his shoulder.

“Go ahead and give him his gift Caleb” Ms. Teft said as the four of them sat down at the dinner table.

Damion’s father quickly presented Damion with a long thin box and Damion’s heartbeat suddenly sped up in anticipation. Birthday presents were not a thing on Nerotath like they were on Earth. With both knights and mages having extended life spans due to magic and even normal people having longer than the average lifespan compared to Earth because of magical remedies, people only gave gifts at truly momentous occasions.

Everyone had a birthday every year, other than the first one, it was hardly an actual achievement. Getting a good job or making a real-world contribution, however, were events that people would provide gifts for. Thus, following the customs of his new world, Damion had only received gifts twice in his life. The first was when he entered school and the other time was when he graduated. Both times his parents had given him a bit of pocket money and books, since he evidently liked to read.

Today, the gift his father was presenting him appeared to be something special. And if Damion had to guess, it was a sword. Since it turned out that Ms. Teft had Damion training with a normal sword, it stood to reason that if this was a sword for him being a licensed adventurer, it would be a real artifact.

As Damion opened the box he gasped at what he saw. The blade was about 75 centimeters long and hilt about 25 centimeters, giving the sword an overall length of around 1 meter. The length and width of the blade and the size of the hilt meant that Damion would be able to wield it one handedly, but he could also get two hands on the hilt for more powerful blows if he wanted. The metal of the blade had a reddish hue and seemed to shimmer with a fiery light. Damion could not help himself and reached out and took the blade in his hand and channeled his mana into it. He was amazed at how easily he channeled his mana and the blade almost seemed like it was going to burst into flames at any moment.

“Thank you dad, thank you mom,” Damion said as he pulled his mana back out of the blade and placed it back in its box. “This is wonderful.”

“It’s a D Rank artifact, the sword is a spatha, made from red steel. The sheath is under the cloth there. We would have gotten you a C or even a B Rank artifact, but Helga said you needed to earn such a high-grade artifact yourself.” Damion’s father explained as Damion was still looking over his new sword.

“Indeed,” Ms. Teft agreed. “Starting with a high-grade artifact would be a crutch and likely cripple your growth. It is the same reason that I had you train with a common steel sword so you could grow to your potential. Still, this grade of sword should serve you for several years and by the time you outgrow it, you should be able to afford something better on your own.”

Damion understood Ms. Teft’s line of thinking, as the same had occurred to him as well. He was fifteen years old now and had pretty well adapted to his new world, but today felt like he had finally taken a step towards achieving what he had been striving for since he reincarnated here.

Power.

            

    
        Chapter 17 – Training

    
    
    
    
                After Damion, Ms. Teft and his parents finished the small party for Damion passing his licensing test, it had gotten late in the day. Ms. Teft headed home, while Damion took his sword and headed to his room to examine it more closely. After Damion was satisfied that he had memorized every inch of his new sword, Damion put it back in its box and opened his system menu to check on his own status.

[Magic System]

[Full System unlock in 2:354:8:20:30]

[System Level: 1]

[User: Damion Wells]

[Age: 15]

[Magic Talent: Locked]

[Magic Affinity: Locked]

[Mana: 240/320]

[Magic Power: Locked]

[Mana Recovery: Locked]

[Strength: 57]

[Dexterity: 70]

[Vitality: 95]

[Intelligence: 128]

[Experience: 100/1,000]

[Store Credits: 1]


Damion sighed when he saw the time left until his system unlocked. Just under three years was a short amount of time compared to the time he has already waited, but Damion still found himself wishing there was something he could do to shorten the time.

Luckily, his Vitality had nearly fully recovered, along with his mana pathways. From his conversations with Ms. Teft and the Magic System, Damion learned that just having magic in his body would slowly heal the body. Of course, someone with the proper magic affinity, like Holy or Light, could cast a spell and heal most injuries instantly. Damion’s healing had taken time, but because of the mana in his body, and the mana he pulled in using Mana Absorption, he was able to not just heal, but also boost his Strength and Dexterity attributes as well.

Most of Damion’s attributes had gone up a bit since he last checked. What disappointed him was that his mana had not gone up, even though he had used quite a bit of mana today. Over the last few years Damion had been using Mana Absorption to slowly increase his maximum mana. However, over the last few months, since he had surpassed 300, it had become increasingly difficult to increase his capacity.

According to Ms. Teft most mages his age would be lucky if they had more than 100 mana available to them. Even though Damion had used his skill to successfully boost his mana to three times what the average mage his age had, he was not content. The system had warned him it would become more and more difficult to increase his mana capacity, but Damion had hoped to get at least 500 mana before stagnation set in, after all, he had seen the mana cost of a number of tier 1 spells.

Damion had yet to tell Ms. Teft how much mana he had and while she had indicated several times she knew he had higher than average, she had not forced the issue.

The next morning when Damion awoke, he quickly ate breakfast and headed out to meet Ms. Teft. Since graduating from school, she had been continuing their lessons in her back garden. As Damion entered the garden he took out his new sword, eager to take his first mission and hopefully complete the quest from the system.

“Today, you will practice your sword work,” Ms. Teft told Damion who had a disappointed look on his face.

“I thought I would get to do a mission, now that I’m licensed.”

“A mission when you are not familiar with your weapon? Not on my watch. You need to familiarize yourself with it, how it feels in your hands. How it feels when you strike a target with it. And how to unleash your artifact’s full potential.”

“Okay, but will I get to do a mission tomorrow?” Damion asked, hopeful he would be able to leave the safety of the city for the first time in his life.

“It will depend on your performance. Now, tell me what separates normal items from artifacts?”

“Artifacts are made with magical materials,” Damion answered as if the answer was obvious.

“Partially correct. Reusable artifacts are always made with magical materials, but one time use artifacts can be made of any type of material.”

“Then the enchantments on them?” Damion offered another answer, unsure if he was right this time.

“Again, partially correct. Enchantments are what give artifacts their resilience, their strength and most importantly, their ability to perform magic.”

“Wait, what?” Damion was confused now. “Artifacts can do magic?”

“There are many types of enchantments. Some make things stronger, some can make a pair of boots mask your footsteps. All enchantments are magic since enchantments, like spell circles are written in the ancient magical language, Nashto.”

*Ding*

{New Quest Available}

[Quest: Learn a new language]

[Description: Magic is more than just an idea, it is a written and spoken language. It is time to learn the Nashto language and explore the forgotten depths of magic.]

[Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credit]

Damion was surprised to have a new quest popup from the system. Especially, since he had seen enchantments and spells written in the ancient language quite a few times. Damion’s best guess was that hearing the language’s proper name had somehow triggered the quest, or perhaps this was the first time he had ever considered it a language and that was what did it. Either way, Damion did not really care, what he did care about was that if once he completed the quest he would fully understand the language like he had with Otash.

“Are you going to teach me Nashto?” Damion asked hopeful. He knew the best way to learn the language was to decipher a few words and hope the system took care of the rest.

“That is a task one can spend a lifetime on. Only spell smiths understand the ancient language, and even then, they only know small parts. If they truly knew the language there is no telling what types of enchantments and new spells would come from their work.”

“So, there isn’t like a Nashto to Otash dictionary?”

“As you learn spells, you will come to understand some of the language. It is impossible not to, since spell circles are written in it. But the meaning of the glyphs change depending on how they are arranged. It makes actually learning the language frustratingly difficult.”

“I guess that is a lesson for another day then,” Damion said.

If what Ms. Teft said was correct, then all he really needed to learn the ancient language was to learn a few more spells. Right now, the system had a number of magic seals memorized, but he only had one spell he could use. Damion hoped that if he failed to learn enough of the language on his own, then once he was able to learn spells the Magic System would work its magic.

“Indeed. Today we are talking about the enchantments on artifacts. Your practice sword had an enchantment for durability and surface conductivity. It allowed you to channel your magic over the blade without destroying the sword.”

“Wouldn’t that mean my practice sword was actually an artifact?”

“Correct. Technically that practice sword was a 0 Rank artifact. Usually, artifacts of that rank are one time use because they are destroyed by the magic that powers them. Because of that, they are not treated as true artifacts and you did not lose any points during your exam.

“Your new sword is different. As your parents told you, it is a D Rank artifact and as a true artifact, it has several enchantments on it.”

“What kind of enchantments does it have?” Damion asked curiously.

“It has enchantments for durability and sharpness. The blade will never chip or become blunt from use, unless you don’t channel your mana into the enchantments, if you don’t use magic with it, your sword is only slightly stronger than a normal sword. And since it is made of red iron, also known as fire iron, it has an enchantment to turn your mana into a fire attack capable of striking your target from a distance.”

“How do I channel my mana into the different enchantments?” Damion asked as he examined his sword to try and identify the different enchantments.

“The durability and sharpness enchantments will be activated automatically when you channel your mana into the blade. The attack enchantment will activate when you concentrate your mana into a specific glyph on the guard.”

Ms. Teft then pointed to a glyph on the guard. Damion focused his mana on the glyph and a moment later a small burst of fire shot out from the blade igniting a nearby shrub. Damion instantly panicked, unsure of what to do to put the fire he just started out. Luckily, Ms. Teft stretched out her hand and a ball of water shot out from her palm and put the flames out before they could do much damage to the shrub.
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                “Now that you have learned to activate the enchantment, lets head outside the city walls so you can practice. Unless you want to set another part of my garden on fire,” Ms. Teft said after the fire Damion had accidently started was put out by her spell.

This was the first time Damion had seen Ms. Teft use magic. From the spell she used Damion guessed she had an affinity for the Water element. There was no telling if Ms. Teft would use more magic while he was trying to learn to control his sword, but Damion was eager to find out. He had never seen a mage in action before.

A short time later Damion and Ms. Teft were standing before the city gates talking with the guards. Damion and Ms. Teft handed over their identification cards. Ordinary people were not allowed outside the city without a good reason. Luckily, now that Damion had his knight adventurer license, he was no longer considered an ordinary person and the duo was quickly allowed through the gates.

The world outside the city was quite different from what Damion had imagined. In his mind Damion had pictured outside the safety of the city walls as a wild place, filled with Ferocious Beasts and dangers around every corner.

The reality though, was that surrounding the city for more than a kilometer were automated farms.  Magic machines tended and harvested the fields. This had a multitude of benefits, the first being that farmers did not have to risk their lives to tend their fields. Even though they lived in a Green Zone, wandering beasts still appeared from time to time and it would be dangerous and costly for ordinary people to be outside the city on a regular basis.

The next benefit was that it kept the area around the city mostly clear so the lookouts on the walls could more easily spot trouble before it reached the city walls. The farms outside the city also freed up space inside the city for residences, parks, and other city infrastructure. There were still a few farms in the city, but they were mostly ranches. It would not be good to lose all food production in the event of a siege, and having the livestock inside the walls protected them from wandering Ferocious Beasts looking for a quick meal. Crops were, after all, easier to replace than herds of livestock.

Beyond the farms were empty fields and rolling hills. A few scattered trees dotted the landscape in the distance, but otherwise the countryside was unremarkable. Damion was not sure where the dark forests that hid the hordes of Ferocious and Demonic Beasts were, but it was not anywhere that he could see. For a moment, if Damion did not know any better, he would think he was in Kansas.

“I thought outside the city walls would be different,” Damion said as he and Ms. Teft walked towards an open field.

“There is a reason this is a Green Zone. Beasts are a rarity, which is good. The closest Yellow Zone is about two hours away by ground car. Once you finish your training, I’m sure a mission from the Adventurer Association will take you that way before long.”

“So where are we going to do this training?”

“Here is as good a place as any,” Ms. Teft said stopping at the edge of the field.

Ms. Teft extended her arm and then from nowhere a test dummy appeared in front of the pair. Despite having seen her use her spatial artifact in the past, Damion was still amazed by it and wondered if he would ever have one of his own.

“From a distance of ten meters I want you to strike the test dummy with your sword’s fire attack. When you can successfully hit the dummy and it registers an attack power of at least 100 then I’ll consider you ready to go on a mission.”

Damion paced off the distance and faced the dummy with his sword in hand. He channeled his mana into the blade to charge it up and then into the glyph. With a slashing motion he tried to send the fire attack from his sword towards the test dummy. Unfortunately, the attack went wide. Damion’s attack started a small fire, but after Ms. Teft put it out, only a burn mark was left in the grass as a sign of his first failure.

“Again,” Ms. Teft told Damion.

Charging up the blade again, Damion made another attempt. This time the attack fell short of the test dummy. On his third attempt his attack fizzled out before reaching the test dummy. Before Damion could make a fourth attempt Ms. Teft stopped him.

“Don’t just charge your mana and swing. You have to focus on your target. The ancient language is magic. Think of it as being alive and to get the best results you need to tell your magic what you want it to do.”

“Tell my magic what to do?” Damion asked confused.

Sure, he talked to the Magic System. But the Magic System was, as far as he had understood, not part of this world, so Damion did not think talking to it was the same as what Ms. Teft was alluding to.

“Magic responds to your will. Stating your intentions makes it easier to perform magic the way you want. It is why mages and knights often shout their spells. The name of the spell helps connect the mind to the magic seal or glyph to cast the spell.”

The thought of shouting out his attack in advance like an anime character made Damion frown. Not only did he find the idea idiotic, he knew that doing so gave an advantage to opponents. Even if he was fighting a monster, just the act of shouting would alert it to his presence.

“You didn’t shout your spell when you put out my fire,” Damion said back.

“Nor did you when you activated the enchantment on your sword.”

Ms. Teft’s words left Damion stunned for a moment. It was as she said, he had not shouted when using the spell enchanted on his sword, though he did not even know the proper name of the attack. Did that mean he did not need shout to cast magic? Or was it just due to the fact that he was focused on the glyph to activate the spell?

“Using spells nonverbally is a goal of most, knights and mages alike,” Ms. Teft explained. “It takes a focus of mind. You are clearly capable of nonverbal casting, but you need better focus to truly succeed. In the meantime, trying using the spell name as a focus so you can at least hit your target.”

Damion flushed at Ms. Teft’s comment, but he quickly put that aside to focus on the task at hand. The idea of shouting out his attacks was ridiculous to him and even if doing so made it easier to use magic Damion was not going to settle for it.

Readying his sword again, Damion channeled his mana into the blade and then activated the glyph. This time, instead of just slashing his sword towards the test dummy, Damion focused his mind on his target and when he did swing his sword Damion consciously shouted in his mind his own name for the fire attack to strike the dummy.
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                Fire leapt from Damion’s sword in an arc from his slash and to Damion’s great satisfaction the fiery slash struck the test dummy in the chest. Damion let out a triumphant shout when he saw his strike finally land on the dummy and he turned to Ms. Teft to receive her praise.

Ms. Teft, however, appeared less than impressed. In her hands was a tablet and she was looking at it with a furrowed brow.

“So, how did I score?” Damion asked Ms. Teft. He knew the tablet was connected to the test dummy to register his hits.

“Charge your blade and strike the test dummy directly please,” Ms. Teft instructed.

Not sure why Ms. Teft wanted him to strike the dummy when he was supposed to be learning to master the sword’s ranged attack, but he walked up to the dummy to do as she asked. After channeling his mana into the blade, Damion struck the dummy with as much force as he could.

“How very odd,” Ms. Teft said as Damion’s attack registered on the tablet.

“What is it?” Damion asked.

“Your direct slash registers the power of your attack at 165, but your ranged strike only registered at 42,” Ms. Teft said absentmindedly.

“Isn’t it because with the direct strike I am hitting with a solid object and it does more damage that way? Or would that be because I’m not very good with the ranged strike as opposed to the direct strike?”

“The dummy is just registering magic power, not physical power,” Ms. Teft replied. “And while your second theory is possible, usually an attributed attack is much greater than a non-attributed attack.”

“You mean the fire slash should register a higher magic power because it is a fire attack and not just raw magic?”

“Precisely. Even if you are not very good at the attack, which you aren’t yet, the numbers should be much closer together. The magic power of the fire slash is much greater than just the magic the blade can hold, that is why such enchantments are added to weapons. Even if you can barely use it, you should be doing at least half the output of the direct attack with the fire slash.”

“Does this mean my sword is defective?” Damion asked as he looked over the spatha his parents had just gifted him.

“No. I examined the blade thoroughly on behalf of your parents before I even recommended it for them to purchase. This is something else.”

“What should I do then?” Damion asked, though secretly he was wondering if the Magic System having locked portions of his magic had something to do with it.

“For now, practice. I’ve already said you have to be able to hit the dummy with a power of at least 100 with the fire slash from 10 meters before I will let you take on a mission. Just because there is something odd going on, doesn’t change the fact that you need that much power to safely do the lowest levels of missions from the Association.”

Damion gave Ms. Teft a nod before returning to his attempts. To Damion’s credit, he no longer missed the dummy with his fire slashes. After each slash, Ms. Teft reported the magic power registered behind the attack. As he continued his practice it became easier for Damion execute his attack, but the slashes were all registering around the same initial number, sometimes slightly higher sometimes slightly lower.

Late in the afternoon though, the number began to slowly creep up. By the time Ms. Teft called a halt to Damion’s attempts, which he was grateful for, Damion could consistently put up a number over 70.

Ms. Teft had considered ending Damion’s practice sooner, but when she saw he was not exhausting his mana supply, she decided to let him practice until he did. As the practice went on, Ms. Teft, realized Damion had quite a bit more mana than the average mage. When Damion started showing signs of fatigue, she waited for Damion to make a few more attempts and then called a stop to the practice.

Learning one’s limits and learning to overcome them were essential lessons. What Ms. Teft did not realize though, was that Damion was periodically activating Mana Absorption in order to keep going. Sure, he had more mana than most, but he was also pouring more mana into the glyph on the sword than normal to boost the damage of the attack.

“Meet me at the north gate of the City tomorrow morning,” Ms. Teft told Damion. “Make sure you get a good night’s sleep. Your training tomorrow will be just as demanding.”

Damion did not know how true Ms. Teft’s words would turn out to be. The next day, not only did he have to continue to try and reach the goal of striking the test dummy from range with a sufficiently strong strike, but Ms. Teft forced him to do it on the move. Ms. Teft’s reasoning was simple, in most real-world scenarios, Damion or whatever he was fighting, was not going to be standing perfectly still.

To this end Ms. Teft made Damion perform his attacks while doing different movements. At first Damion just had to be running towards the test Dummy and unleash his attack outside of 10 meters. Once Damion got the hang of that, he had to start moving in and attacking in different ways. Attacking while circling his target, running a zig-zag pattern before attacking, running away from the test dummy, and then turning and attacking.

At first Damion struggled with each new scenario Ms. Teft gave him. But after a few tries at each, he was able to start landing his attacks. Once Damion felt confident in his attack accuracy, he began working on his attack power. The power of his attacks had dropped down into the 50s when he was working on attacking while moving, but once he gained confidence, his strikes started to rise in power as well.

By the afternoon, Damion was drenched in sweat and his body ached from all the physical exertion. When Ms. Teft called time, Damion was almost too tired to be happy the day’s training was over or that he had managed to score a 92 magic power hit on the dummy. He only managed to break into the 90s once, but it showed he was nearing Ms. Teft’s goal.

The third day of training was even more exhausting for Damion. Now, Damion had the goal of not only hitting the target while moving but avoiding attacks from Ms. Teft. As Damion moved to make his strikes, Ms. Teft would send balls of water at him.

The balls of water Ms. Teft attacked Damion with did not have much magic power in them, but she shot them out quite quickly. Damion found them hard to dodge and the speed at which they struck him made them sting quite a bit.

What made Ms. Teft’s attacks truly difficult for Damion, was that whenever he was hit his concentration broke and all the mana he had charged into his attack dissipated. It took Damion until the afternoon to be able to dodge Ms. Teft’s attacks and land a blow on the test dummy.

After Damion successfully dodged and landed an attack, it took him another hour before he landed the next. With two successes under his belt, Damion’s confidence started to rise and it was not long before he added a third and a fourth. On Damion’s fifth successful dodge and strike Ms. Teft announced something that caught Damion off guard.
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                “Congratulations,” Ms. Teft said after Damion landed a fire slash on the test dummy. “That strike had 108 magic power.”

“Finally,” Damion said as he collapsed. “This means I can take a mission from the Adventurer Association now right?”

“Yes, it does,” Ms. Teft answered. “Until your magic is unsealed, there is little more I can teach you. Theory without application will just be frustrating. Now, you need experience, and to practice everything you have learned so far.”

“What kind of mission do you think I should take first?”

“At your rank there are really only a few missions you will qualify for. I would suggest starting with an escort mission or a group hunting mission. This will help you gain the experience as an adventurer you will need in order to do solo missions.”

“You aren’t going to go with me on my missions?”

“I am an A Rank mage, if I went on the mission with you, you would get no credit. And I can’t take you on missions I qualify for, that would be far too dangerous for you.”

“Will you go with me to help me choose a mission tomorrow?” Damion asked suddenly quite nervous at the prospect of his first mission.

“Of course. Let’s meet at the Adventurer Association at our usual time tomorrow.”

Having accomplished Ms. Teft’s goal, the pair headed back inside the city. Damion headed home to celebrate his accomplishment with his parents, while Ms. Teft headed to Principal Telfer’s office.

“Good afternoon Helga,” Telfer greeted Damion’s instructor as she entered his office.

“Afternoon Frederick,” Teft replied to the man who sat at his desk after greeting her.

“How goes your training with the boy. I heard a rumor that he was able to pass the licensing exam, but for knights.”

“Yes, Damion passed the knight licensing test and has just passed my own assessment of him. So, he will be taking his first mission in a day or so.”

“I thought you said the boy was sure to be a rare talent as a mage. Why train him as a knight?” Telfer questioned.

Teft let out a sigh as she considered how much about Damion she wanted to reveal. The boy seemed to know how or at least suspect why his magic was sealed, but all he ever revealed was that when he turned eighteen the seal would be lifted. She suspected it had something to do with his injury at birth that should have crippled his mana pathways for life, but even that injury had strangely slowly healed as he grew up. Though, that healing she believed could be attributed to his naturally high mana. Magic had a way of naturally strengthening and healing mages and knights alike, though without a healing spell the effects were usually more subtle.

“Someone has sealed his magic affinity. It prevents him from learning spells, but he can still manipulate the mana in his core, so he is able to train as a knight.”

“Are you able to break this seal?” Frederick asked as he leaned forward in his chair.

“I believe it would be dangerous to try,” Teft answered. “The seal, is what destroyed Thorn’s testing crystal.”

“That would make it at least a tier 4 seal,” Telfer said scratching his chin. “The boy won’t be able to help you get back in power as a knight.”

“The seal appears to be set to expire when Damion turns eighteen. I think the seal was placed on him to stop him from hurting himself as a child.”

“Yes, I remember that incident. I was actually called in to exam him as a baby. He was able to pull in mana to his magic core right after birth and damaged his mana pathways in the process.”

“Indeed. I think someone powerful noticed him at that time and placed the seal to prevent him from hurting himself.”

“As good a theory as any I suppose,” Telfer said with a shrug. He had his doubts, but he really could not guess what went through the mind of someone that had reached S Rank or how truly powerful they were. “How can you be sure you’ll be able to use the boy if he truly has a powerful benefactor?”

“There haven’t been any S Ranks showing up to dissuade me from training him. Besides, I think it is more likely the individual that put the seal on him did it as a courtesy because of the boy’s talent. S Ranks don’t have time to waste watching over children, they have to keep the Black Zones monster populations in check.”

“I take it then, that nothing has changed in your plan?” Telfer said as he poured himself a glass of water.

“No. I’ll reveal that the boy is a great talent once he is eighteen and that Thorn intentionally excluded him from recruitment to Silver Spire. That should be enough to get me reinstated there. Once I have Silver Spire’s resources I can continue my path to reaching S Rank myself.”

“Well, best of luck to you. The power jump from A to S is too much for me,” Telfer said offering a mock toast to Teft.


Damion returned home, exhausted from Ms. Teft’s training, and climbed into a warm bath. After he was done washing the grime from his body, Damion stepped out and looked at himself in the mirror.

Deep blue eyes stared back at him as Damion looked over the changes to his body. At fifteen he figured he was probably nearing his full growth, he had perhaps one more growth spurt left. Damion ran his hands over his toned muscles, earned from his years of training with Ms. Teft, rubbing the last bit of soreness from them.

Looking at his hair, Damion realized that despite his mother’s best efforts, his shaggy brown hair had gotten out of control. It would not be a surprise if his mother wanted to cut it again before he left on his first mission. Damion supposed it would be a good idea, long hair had a tendency to get in the way when he least needed it to.

Over the years as Damion grew he noticed, without being narcissistic, that he appeared to be growing more attractive than his parents. While they were not ugly, they were both simply average. Damion was not sure if he just hit the genetic lottery, or if his steadily improving looks were another way magic affected him.

After getting dressed, Damion headed downstairs where his mother was just putting out dinner. Damion joined his father at the table and his mother joined them after bringing a roast out of the oven.

Damion began eating as soon as food touched his plate. Not only did physical training work up an appetite, but Damion had learned that just training magic worked up one too. And he had been training both all day.

“How did your training go today son?” Caleb, Damion’s father asked.

“Great. Ms. Teft stepped things up a notch again today. She made me dodge her magic attacks while still trying to hit the test dummy.”

“That sounds quite challenging,” Damion’s mother said.

“It was, she wasn’t using strong magic towards me, but her water balls were really fast and hard to dodge. But guess what I managed!?”

“Do tell,” Caleb prodded.

“I was able to hit the dummy with a magic attack power of 108 with the magic attack from the sword. Ms. Teft says that means I’m ready to go on my first mission!”

“Wonderful news son,” Caleb said, though Sharon, Damion’s mother, looked a bit worried about the idea of her son out in the wilderness.

“Ms. Teft is going to help me pick a mission tomorrow. She said I should do group missions, probably an escort mission to start with. So, I can learn the ropes.”

“Sounds like a good idea to me,” Caleb said as he took his wife’s hand. “Now Damion, we have some good news of our own to share with you.”

Damion looked up, his eyes darting back and forth to each of his parents for a moment before his mother finally spoke.

“You are going to have a little sister!”
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                The announcement caught Damion completely off guard. A sister. He had been an only child on Earth and for fifteen years he’s been an only child here on Nerotath. He had no idea how to be a big brother and the idea of him being one suddenly left him unsure how he should feel.

On the one hand he was happy for his parents. Damion knew he was not exactly a normal child, and at times had caught his mother worrying over his oddities. And on the other hand, he was worried he would do something that would screw up his new little sister for life.

“That is so wonderful,” Damion finally said after a long moment of silence. “Have you picked out a name yet?”

“Not yet. We only received confirmation from the doctor this morning,” Sharon told Damion.

“Oh, but you know for sure it will be a girl?” Damion asked.

“Yes, the doctor was sure. We’ll have to get a bigger house to make room for the baby though. Are you okay with that?”

“If that’s what you think we need,” Damion answered scratching his head. “If I start working as an adventurer I won’t be home as much and if I get into a magic academy like Ms. Teft says I will when I’m 18, then you won’t really need more room.”

“But if we don’t get more room, you won’t have a place to stay when you come home to visit,” his mother countered.

“I didn’t think of that,” Damion admitted. “Just do what you think is best mom.”

The family celebration and discussion went on late into the night. Caleb and Sharon were quite insistent on a larger house, even going so far as to promise Damion his very own library as long as he promised regular visits. Despite the long talk when Damion finally headed to bed nothing was decided. In the morning Damion headed out to the Adventurer Association to meet Ms. Teft and select a suitable mission.

When Damion arrived at the Adventurer Association he did not see Ms. Teft, so he decided to go inside and look around while he waited for her. When they were at the Association before, all Damion had time to do was register and take the test, he barely knew what else the facility had to offer.

Inside, Damion saw the familiar counter in the corner for licensing, the same female clerk on duty. Damion’s eyes roamed over the inside of the Adventurer Association, not really searching for anything, but trying to take everything in. The majority of the room was taken up by what appeared to be a bar area. Quite a number of people were sitting at the tables there eating and drinking.

Another area seemed to be a lounge, filled with comfortable looking couches and chairs. There were several groups of people in the lounge, each of the groups appeared to be having deep discussions.

Opposite the lounge and bar was a staircase and Damion wondered what was up there. Offices perhaps? Damion was not sure how many people the Association actually employed here in the City, but it was a four-story building, so they had quite a bit of room.

Along the wall between the lounge and the bar areas were a half dozen terminals and Damion guessed these were the computers that handled missions. Damion walked over to the terminals, noticing that the eyes of a few of the patrons in the bar and lounge followed him. Most likely they were curious why someone so young was in the Adventurer Association.

At the terminal Damion saw it had a place to place his adventurer license so Damion took his out and placed it on the reader. The terminal jumped to life, displaying what Damion assumed were the missions he was eligible to take. There were more than a dozen missions on the list and Damion quickly began to skim through them and singled a few out.

Mission: 1607-12-408 – Type: Escort – Start Time: 1607-12-20 09:00 – Destination: Bufort – Reward: 1 Silver

Mission: 1607-12-421 – Type: Escort – Start Time: 1607-12-29 09:00 – Destination: Bufort – Reward: 1 Silver

Mission: 1607-12-422 – Type: Solo Hunt – Start Time: N/A – Target: Fire Scorpion x 5 – Location: Benault Forest – Reward: 2 Silver

Mission: 1607-12-427 – Type: Group Hunt – Start Time: 1607-12-30 09:00 – Target: Aerico x 25 – Location: Benault Forest – Reward: 10 Silver (Split)

Unbeknownst to Damion as he was browsing through the missions, Ms. Teft came up behind him. It was not until Damion had narrowed down the list that she spoke up.

“I approve of your selections,” Ms. Teft said, startling Damion.

“What does the ‘10 Silver (Split)’ mean?”

“That the total reward is 10 silver to be split between everyone in the group.”

His first question answered, Damion asked another, “How far away is Bufort?”

“About 400 kilometers to the east.”

“What about Benault Forest, where is it?”

“On the border of the Green Zone on the way to Bufort. You cross through the forest on the way to Bufort. The road that cuts through the forest is fairly safe, but the start of the forest is the start of the Yellow Zone Bufort is in.”

“How come the start times are different for the escort mission?” Damion asked.

“That is a weekly escort mission for a caravan of traders to Bufort.”

“Should I go ahead and take the one that leaves tomorrow?”

“The choice is yours, but you might as well. The escort mission is usually taken by F Ranks like yourself that want a free ride to Bufort.”

“You mean the escort mission won’t have any beasts to fight?” Damion asked, concerned he would be missing his chance to work on his new quest from the Magic System.

“It could have quite a few, or none at all,” Ms. Teft answered. “The road is frequently traveled, but there is a reason the caravan posts the mission every week. Always remember, no matter how routine the mission is, make sure you stay alert. Beasts can show up when you least expect it.”

Damion made a mental note of Ms. Teft’s advice as he touched the terminal screen to select the next escort mission. Once the mission was selected the terminal gave him more details. The route the caravan was planning to take popped up, along with instructions on where and who to report to in the morning at the east gate of the city.

“The caravan usually stays in Bufort for a couple of days before returning. When you arrive, make sure you check in with the Adventurer Association to take the return escort.”

“You mean I’ll be alone in the city? Where will I sleep?” Damion asked suddenly nervous.

“The Adventurer Association has free rooms for their members. You can use the time to sightsee if you want, or you can hang around the Association and wait for the escort mission to return home.”

“What if I want to take another mission while I am in Bufort?”

“You have that option too, just make sure it is a quick mission so you don’t miss the escort mission back. Otherwise you’ll have to wait for the return trip the following week or it is a long walk home.”

“Any advice on how to tell my mother that my first mission will keep me away from home for several days?”

“You are on your own for that, kiddo,” Ms. Teft said as she gave Damion a pat on the back.

            

    
        Chapter 22 – First Mission

    
    
    
    
                Damion’s talk with his parents was not as difficult as he thought it would be. Evidently, the road between Saung and Bufort was traveled enough that his mother was comfortable with the mission, even though he would be away from home for the first time.

What Damion did not know, was that as soon as he walked out the door in the morning to travel to the meeting place for the mission, his mother broke down crying. Damion’s father and Ms. Teft had been preparing Sharon for this day ever since Damion passed his licensing test. Now that the day had finally come, Sharon was only able to hold her tears back long enough to see Damion out the door.

The night before the mission, Sharon had comforted herself by packing Damion’s backpack with supplies her son would need. A change of clothes, a canteen of water, three apples and a sandwich. She had wanted to pack something for every eventuality, but Caleb had stopped her from going overboard. Damion could only carry with him one bag after all, and if it was so overflowing with supplies it might very well get it in the way and do Damion more harm than good.

For himself, Damion had grabbed the little bit of pocket money he had, which only amounted to 40 copper coins. His sword was strapped to his left hip, which he thought made him look dashing, and on his right hip had a knife that was about 15 centimeters long.

When Damion arrived at the east gate he saw the trade caravan. Ten large trucks with enclosed trailers that had what appeared to be a set of chairs on top of the cap all lined up near the gate. In this life, Damion had never seen anything like them. The trucks reminded him of the few times, in his first life, he stopped at a truck stop, but each of these trucks were easily twice the size of the big rigs from Earth.

Damion spotted the check-in station, which was just a simple table with a middle-aged man sitting behind it. Making his way over, Damion presented his knight license to the man and waited while the man searched for Damion’s name on his list.

“This is your first mission?” the man asked Damion.

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m pairing you with Ethan, you’ll be on truck two with him. He’ll brief you on what is expected of you.”

The man handed Damion his license back and Damion took this as a sign that he needed to find truck two and Ethan on his own. Luckily, it was not hard to find truck two as each truck had numbers painted on their cabs. As Damion approached his assigned truck, a voice called out to him from above.

“You Damion?”

Damion looked up to see a young man with blonde hair gazing down at him from atop the cab.

“Yes, that is me,” Damion answered.

“I’m Ethan. Climb on up.”

Damion looked and saw on the back of the cab, a narrow ladder leading up to the roof. Doing as he was told, Damion climbed up to the roof finding Ethan sitting in one of the chairs, a pair of long daggers strapped to his hips. To Damion’s surprise, the chairs were actually bolted to the roof of the cab. This hinted to Damion the chairs were for more than just waiting around for the mission to start.

“Mr. Hoyt asked me to show you the ropes for the mission. We still have some time till the caravan starts moving, but don’t get too comfortable. The escorts, that’s us, ride on the top of the trucks the whole way, be glad we have good weather today, these missions suck when it’s raining.

“Your job is to protect the truck you are on. The front and the rear trucks, being the most vulnerable, usually have more than one escort, while the rest usually just have one.”

“I’m guessing we aren’t supposed to go chasing any random beasts.”

“You’ve got that right. Unless something is attacking your truck leave it alone. The convoy doesn’t stop unless it has to and stopping to let you back on is not likely.”

Damion made a mental note to not fall off his truck. If the convoy did not stop for him, Damion did not think he would be able to run and get back on his truck.

“Do you have a ranged attack,” Ethan said looking at Damion’s sword. “Or are you going to be completely useless, ‘cause if the convoy is forced to stop an F Rank like you is not going to be much help.”

“I can send a fire attack out of my blade,” Damion answered.

“Good. Anything that tries to attack your truck, hit them with that. The trip usually takes 5 to 6 hours. The front car usually takes care of most beasts we’ll encounter. That is to say the ones not smart enough to get out of the way of a speeding truck.”

“So long? I thought it was only 2 hours by ground car?”

“By ground car sure, but these trucks don’t go that fast, if they did escorts wouldn’t be needed since they would just blow past beasts before the beasts even realized we were there.”

“Any idea what is in the trailers?” Damion asked curiously.

“Mostly food. A fair amount of other trade goods, but at least half the trucks are just food. Bufort is a distribution point for its Yellow Zone. Most of the towns out there haven’t fully rebuilt from the recent beast wave. Bufort is fortified since the Sentinel Order has a base there, so it’s the best place to store food for the region.”

“Why don’t they use spatial artifacts to move the food faster, if it is so critical?”

Ethan let out a laugh at that suggestion. “Have you ever even seen a spatial artifact? I personally haven’t.”

“My teacher has one, but she’s an A Rank mage,” Damion said hastily. He probably should not have mentioned Ms. Teft’s spatial artifact, but Damion figured if he dropped that his teacher was an A Rank mage it would dissuade anyone that overheard from thinking of doing anything stupid.

“Damn kid, an A Rank mage as a teacher. And here I thought you were a simple newbie. Maybe one day, I’ll be able to tell my kids that I was with the Great Damion on his very first mission.” Ethan said as he laughed and slapped Damion on the back.

Damion flushed, embarrassed by Ethan’s mockery. Every young child dreamt of one day being a hero, but Damion knew he had the chance to achieve that, especially with the Magic System. It was not going to happen overnight, but Damion secretly promised that, one day, Ethan would really be able to tell his kids he knew the Great Damion.

“Load up everyone,” Damion heard Mr. Hoyt shout. “We rollout in five minutes.”

Damion looked to Ethan for any last-minute instructions, but the young man was just sitting in his chair seemingly without a care in the world. Damion slipped the straps of his bag around the back of the chair and sat down next to Ethan.

When Damion set his bag down Ethan looked over and asked, “Got any snacks in there?”

In response, Damion pulled his bag around and pulled out an apple for each of them. The two of them could be seen sitting there, on top of the number two cab, eating apples as if they did not have a care in the world. Once the caravan started moving and Damion’s truck passed through the City gates Damion looked out across the rolling plains and felt a renewed excitement for his first real adventure in two lifetimes.

            

    
        Chapter 23 - Bandits

    
    
    
    
                Despite nothing happening after several hours, Damion’s excitement had hardly diminished. Ethan had been regaling Damion with tales of past escorts and close encounters that, even though Damion knew were mostly tall tales, were highly entertaining.

The trade caravan had reached the Benault Forest and been forced to slow down, though only slightly. The tall dark trees of the forest were a stark contrast to the open plains around Saung. To Damion it was almost like entering another world entirely.

They were still traveling at a quick pace and were around the halfway mark, according to Ethan. Damion was feeling a bit let down that nothing had happened. So far, he had yet to catch even a glimpse of a Ferocious Beast. He had seen a couple flashes of light ahead of the number one truck, but whatever the lead escorts had attacked either fled or was flattened as the convoy rolled over it.

“Still hoping you’ll get the chance to fight something?” Ethan asked as he watched Damion scan the tree line on either side of the road.

“Can’t hurt to keep an eye out,” Damion answered not wanting to admit that Ethan was right.

Damion was preparing himself for Ethan’s retort when the lead truck suddenly braked hard forcing theirs to brake as well. The two of them were jerked forward in their seats, luckily they were strapped in, otherwise the sudden stop would have sent them both tumbling forward and off the roof of the cab.

As Damion and Ethan registered what just happened, fighting broke out in the road ahead of the convoy. Damion saw Ethan release his straps and ready his weapon while looking around, likely trying to find the trouble. Damion followed suit, checking his side of the truck for trouble.

There were no beasts that Damion could see, but Ethan ran to the back of the truck and then jumped down. Not sure what Ethan was up to, Damion decided to follow. When he arrived at the back of the truck Damion saw Ethan fighting a man, with another man on the ground, blood gushing from a gash on his neck.

“Bandits!” Ethan shouted at Damion as he deflected the bandit’s attack with one dagger while slashing with his other.

For a moment Damion considered jumping off the trailer to ambush the bandit that was still fighting, but he thought better of it. Bandits were likely to be better at close fighting than he was and he had no idea if they were knights or not.

Instead of jumping down, Damion channeled mana into his sword and the fire attack glyph. Ethan seemed to have a sixth sense regarding Damion’s intention and jumped backwards. With a clear shot, Damion launched his attack at the bandit.

The fire slash lashed out at the bandit, who had no idea it was coming. The attack hit him in the right shoulder and burned its way across his chest to his left hip. The bandit screamed in pain and collapsed on the ground. The blow had not cleaved flesh. Damion’s fire attack on its own was not strong enough to cut into a man, but the fire attack seared the skin of the bandit, causing him great pain and sending him into shock.

Seeing the bandit hit the ground, Ethan lunged forward and slit its throat before looking up at Damion. Watching the man be finished off was not pleasant for Damion, but he knew the law of this world’s wilderness was the same as the old west, kill or be killed.

“Go check the back of one,” I’ll make my way to 3,” Ethan ordered.

Damion quickly put two and two together. The bandits had done something to stop the caravan and while the escorts were at the front meeting the threat, other bandits were slipping in between the trucks to steal what they could.

When Damion reached the front of his truck he saw two bandits at the back of truck one. They had managed to get the door open and were trying to move one of the heavy boxes out of the back, but it appeared they were not strong enough to budge the heavy box.

“Might I suggest you surrender,” Damion said looking down at the pair of bandits that were trying to slide a box out of the trailer without any luck.

The bandits looked up at Damion unsure of what they should do. Since Damion had not moved to attack, they decided survival was the best course of action and took off into the forest. Damion watched them go, glad he would not have to fight them. Fighting beasts was one thing, fighting people was another.

With a quick jump Damion moved to truck one and headed up to its cab to see how the escorts were fairing. Across the road was a large tree, which appeared to be the reason the caravan had stopped. On the ground were several bodies spread out around Mr. Hoyt, who was standing alone with a flaming longsword in one hand.

“All clear front and back of two,” Damion called down to Mr. Hoyt.

The man looked up at Damion before turning to the tree blocking the road. With a slash of his sword Mr. Hoyt split the tree in two. Each half of the tree he gave a quick kick, sending the pieces tumbling out of the road.

“How are the other trucks?” Mr. Hoyt asked Damion.

“Ethan was working his way backwards,” Damion answered.

“I’ll keep an eye on the front. Head back and see if it’s all clear, we need to get moving. You have three minutes and then we need to start moving.”

“Yes, sir,” Damion answered. “The bandits managed to open the back of trailer one.”

“You get going, I’ll handle it.”

Damion did as instructed and started to the rear of the caravan. At the back of each truck Damion saw bodies. Some were bandits, a few were escorts. It was not until the fifth truck that Damion saw a live person. One of the escorts was climbing back on their cab.

“Mr. Hoyt says we’re moving out in just a couple minutes. Make sure everything is buttoned up.” Damion told the escort as he continued to the rear.

Damion got to the second to last truck when he spotted Ethan on the last truck coming towards him.

“Mr. Hoyt says we are going to get moving in just another minute or so,” Damion told him when they got close.

“Good. You take number two, I’ll take three,” Ethan told Damion as a few people climbed on the cab from behind Ethan.

“How many did we lose?” Damion asked.

“Just the escorts on truck three and four,” Ethan answered. “We didn’t lose any cargo though.”

Damion did not know what to feel as he made his way back to his seat on the roof of cab two. When he heard that two people from his first mission had died it was an eye opener. Between Ms. Teft and Ethan, this mission had sounded like a walk in the park. If his mother ever found out he doubted she would ever let him out of the house again. Damion knew he needed to make sure to not let his guard down for a moment.

Not long after Damion was done getting his strap in place on his chair the caravan started moving again. Part of him was going to miss Ethan’s conversation for the rest of the mission, but another part of him was happy for solitude.

From his bag, Damion took out the sandwich his mother had made for him and took a bite. At least for a little while, Damion had something to distract his thoughts.

            

    
        Chapter 24 – Bufort

    
    
    
    
                The rest of the mission went agonizingly slow. Damion was not sure if he was glad the rest of the mission was uneventful or not, but he wished he had something to take his mind off the few minutes of carnage he had seen.

The years he spent training with Ms. Teft to prepare himself for this moment suddenly felt insufficient. As the caravan sped along the road Damion hardly noticed the scenery and when they emerged from the Benault Forest it was not the lack of trees that snapped him out of his stupor, but the afternoon sun.

For much of his new life, Damion had treated this world as a fantasy game. Now that he had seen death up close, Damion was realizing his mistake in taking that approach. This was not Earth. Nerotath might look like Earth and have a great number of things in common with video games and fantasy novels, but Damion was now fully accepting that he was living in a real and sometimes brutal new world.

If he did not or could not fight, he might as well search for some peaceful profession like his parents and live a happy and quite life in the safety of the Green Zone. However, Damion already knew he had the strength to fight when his life was threatened. He did not want to become blood thirsty and seek out the lives of people, but he realized if anything, man or beast threatened him or his family, he would have no problem killing it.

With the help of the Magic System Damion believed he would be able to achieve power to do whatever he wanted in this world. What did he want though? That was the question Damion was struggling with. To live a carefree life? To start a family? Just a few years ago the answer was to explore this new world. Damion found himself wanting all of this, but he knew that first, he needed to have the power to protect his life and those he cared about. He needed to become stronger.

By the time the trade caravan reached Bufort, Damion had steeled himself to the horrors of his new world as best he could. Now only time would tell if he was going to rise or fall.

“Alright, everyone dismount,” Mr. Hoyt called out as his trucks came to a stop inside Bufort’s gates.

Bufort was not nearly as large as Saung, but the biggest difference was the building in the center of the city. A large fortress of grey stone that rose above all the other buildings in the city. On it’s battlements Damion could see siege weapons and men in armor patrolling the ramparts. Damion guessed that this building was the Sentinel Order’s garrison.

The Sentinel Order of knights was charged with patrolling the White, Green and Yellow Zones. But they mostly focused on Yellow Zones. Most White and Green Zone cities had the Protector Order looking out for them. This fortress in Bufort served as a rest and resupply point for Sentinels in the area and in an emergency, could house the entirety of Bufort. It was the last bastion in the event of a beast wave.

“You alright Damion,” Ethan said as he rested a hand on Damion’s shoulder.

“Oh… yes, I’m alright.”

“Bit much for your first mission huh? Most escorts aren’t like this. Those were hardly even real bandits. Probably villagers from nearby that decided trying to steal food was easier than buying it.”

“You think?” Damion asked. He had been weighing the fact that he had let two of them go and was unsure if those two would harm someone else in the future or not.

“Yeah, my dad says the guys he fought were only E Rank and not very good at that. Most of the other escorts reported the same, all low rank folks.”

“Your dad?” Damion questioned.

“Mr. Hoyt, he’s my dad,” Ethan clarified. “On missions he always makes me call him Mr. Hoyt, he doesn’t want people to think he treats me differently. I think it’s a load of crap, he’s a C Rank, he can do what he wants.”

“Come on, let’s go to the Adventurer Association and get our pay.”

“You mean you have to take the mission too?” Damion questioned.

“Of course. To advance in rank you have to complete so many missions in addition to passing the Association tests.”

Damion seemed to recall Ms. Teft briefly mentioning such things before, but he obviously had not paid that much attention. Ethan led Damion to the Adventurer Association where they presented their badges. The clerk checked their terminal and then passed Damion a silver coin while Ethan received a silver and twenty copper ones.

“You get a better reward at a higher rank?” Damion asked, unsure if that was the correct answer or if it was just because Ethan’s father owned the caravan.

“A small amount. Dad handles most of the fighting for the escorts, he usually just needs extra bodies to deter bandits. It is decent pay for F and E Ranks like us, but no D Rank ever joins for what he offers and since he is C Rank he feels he doesn’t need them. If he ever does runs further out he might get better escorts, but between here and Saung, bandits are a rarity. We hardly ever even see any Ferocious Beasts.”

“I guess I should hurry up and grab the mission for the return trip,” Damion said when Ethan started towards the door.

Damion headed to one of the Adventurer Association terminals and scanned his badge. He was surprised to see there were more missions available to him now than before, but he figured it was a new day. After Damion found and accepted the escort mission for the trade caravan back to Saung, he began browsing other missions.

“Anything good?” Ethan asked, looking over Damion’s shoulder.

“Nothing that I can be sure we will be done with by the time the caravan leaves,” Damion answered.

“What about that one,” Ethan said pointing at a mission.

Mission: 1607-12-422 – Type: Solo Hunt – Start Time: N/A – Target: Fire Scorpion x 5 – Location: Benault Forest – Reward: 2 Silver

“The forest is a big place. I have no idea where to go.”

“Trust me on this, take it. I’ll take it too. I could use a little extra pocket money.”

Damion selected the mission as Ethan went to the terminal next to him and filtered through until he found it and accepted it himself.

“This mission is always up. The foul things are a menace, but hardly worth most people’s time. Meet at the gate we came in, 09:00. I’ll show you where they are in the forest.”

With that, Ethan left Damion in the Adventurer Association. Damion wanted to look around Bufort to see how else it differed from Saung, but first he went over to a clerk on duty. He wanted to make sure he had food and a place to sleep before he set out exploring.

“Excuse me ma’am, can you tell me how I go about getting a room in the Association for the night?”

“First time away from home kid?” the clerk who, despite being only in her 30s, looked to be a grizzled veteran with several scars on her face and close-cropped brown hair.

Damion just nodded, but presented his license, since he assumed she would need it.

The clerk took a quick look before speaking. “Dinner starts at dusk, it’s first come first served, but usually there is plenty, but if you are last you might not get your fill. Rooms are barracks style on the third floor. I’ve put you in for one bunk and a locker. Breakfast starts just before dawn and lasts two hours. If you aren’t up by then you will have to find your own food.”

“Thank you,” Damion managed to get out, but the clerk had already turned her back and was ignoring him.

            

    
        Chapter 25 – A Day Away From Home

    
    
    
    
                Now that Damion knew he had a place to sleep and his next couple of meals assured. He decided to head out and explore. In Saung the roads were wide and typically filled with people walking or driving ground cars to restaurants and shopping areas. Bufort, however, had no ground cars moving about and the people walking about were not doing so in a leisurely manor. They were hurriedly going from place to place, as if being out in the open too long risked something.

Damion could only speculate that these people were nervous due to the recent beast wave. But the walls of the city were standing and with the Sentinel Order having a garrison here, Damion had a hard time understanding what was keeping all these people on their toes.

After a walk around the city, Damion started to understand why people were still on edge. Away from the core of the city, where the Sentinel stronghold and the Adventurer Association was, Damion saw damaged and destroyed houses and shops. Some of the buildings were in the process of being rebuilt, while others appeared to have been completely abandoned.

Seeing the varying levels of destruction around the city, Damion could only conclude that the beast wave had been quite devastating, far more than the one that hit Saung when he was younger. What Damion could not figure out was, why did no one in Saung talk about it. Ethan knew about it, but then he took the escort mission with his father’s trade caravan regularly so that made sense.

Did everyone know about the beast wave, and no one bothered to let Damion know, or was it some kind of coverup? Did the government not want to admit how bad the beast wave was? Or was Damion just too sheltered by his parents to be exposed to the truth?

The questions reeled in Damion’s mind as he tried to suss out the truth. In the end Damion gave up. He had no real way at the moment to determine which of his theories, if any, were correct. When he got back home, he would ask Ms. Teft and his mother, perhaps then he would have a better understanding.

When Damion had enough of his wanderings, he headed into a grocery store in search of food for lunch the next day. If he and Ethan headed out to kill Fire Scorpions, he did not want to spend the afternoon hungry. While Damion was browsing the fresh produce section, his eyes nearly popped out of his socket at the prices.

An apple was listed at 12 copper coins, four times the price compared to in Saung. Damion knew Bufort was having supply issues, but that price was quite outrageous. Damion continued his search for lunch away from the produce section and he quickly found that not all items in the store were as outrageously priced.

Canned food and other processed food items that would last were more reasonably priced. Still more than at home, but most were not even double the normal price. This told Damion that Mr. Hoyt’s trade caravan was likely alleviating a lot of the shortages, but fresh produce, with limited shelf life, was still in high demand.

Damion found the deli area and purchased himself two sandwiches that were packaged in individual containers that would preserve their freshness for several days.

‘Magic is great,’ Damion thought as he paid for the sandwiches and stowed them in his bag. ‘If only they could do a preservation spell over the produce area, then wouldn’t that solve a lot of the issues with food going bad.’

As Damion wandered back to the Adventurer Association he pondered the possibility of such a spell and why it did not appear anyone was using it. They could preserve things in containers with a simple spell, but not fruits or vegetables in a bin.

Once back in the Adventurer Association Damion settled in and waited for dinner to be ready. When it was time, Damion followed the group of people in the Association to the serving line, which lead into a backroom Damion had not noticed before. This apparently was the kitchen.

In the middle of the kitchen a table was set up and Damion recognized the clerk behind the table serving each person as they came through. When Damion got his bowl of soup and a thick piece of bread he followed the other adventurers out of the kitchen to the lounge area to eat.

Damion ate in silence, as did most of the other adventurers. Though, a number of them gave him curious looks.

After Damion finished eating, he headed to the third floor and claimed a bed for himself, stowing his sword and backpack inside a locker that sealed magically and would only open with his touch.

As Damion lay in bed, it was difficult for him to fall asleep. He had come to terms with, or at least he believed he had, the idea of killing. But every time he closed his eyes, he kept seeing the bodies of the bandits and escorts that were killed and the look of fear on the two he let escape.

‘Was it really wrong to kill people just trying to get food to survive?’ Damion asked himself, but then another question popped into his mind. ‘Was it right for them to attack the convoy, kill the escorts and steal?’

While in the midst of pondering those questions, and a few more, late into the night, Damion eventually fell asleep. In the morning Damion was roused by the sound of boots and the rustling of clothing.

Rolling out of bed, Damion retrieved his bag and sword before heading downstairs. He elected not to change into the clean set of clothing his mother had packed for him. There was a decent chance that during the mission to kill Fire Scorpions he would end up dirtied and in need of clean clothes. Least he return home filthy and receive his mother’s ire.

Breakfast was much the same as dinner. Everyone lined up and filed slowly through the kitchen to receive a sausage patty, a piece of toast with jam on it and a fresh piece of fruit. The fruit surprised Damion, given the current cost of a single apple, but he was delighted to grab an apple to save as a snack for later.

Not long after finishing his breakfast, Damion headed out to meet Ethan. The idea of being able to go out and hunt wild beasts for the first time got Damion’s blood pumping. He just hoped that Fire Scorpions, while they sounded fairly fierce, would not be too dangerous.

“Ready to go?” Ethan asked when Damion arrived.

“How far is it to where the scorpions are?” Damion asked.

The idea of walking for several hours and then having to fight was not pleasant.

“About two hours on foot, but we can rent transport over there,” Ethan answered and pointed to a shop near the gate.

Ethan led the way over and Damion saw the shop had advertisements to rent a variety of vehicles. There were four wheeled options that looked like anything golfcarts to ATVs from Earth as well as two wheeled off-road bikes.

The option that got Damion’s attention were the flying ones. The shop had a selection of what looked like hoverboards and flying motorcycles and even a four passenger aircar for rent. Ethan saw Damion gravitating towards the hover bikes and gave Damion’s shoulder a slap and pointed to the sign.

The sign Ethan pointed out made Damion want to shout out in frustration.
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                ----Notice----

All Air Vehicle rentals require Class 1 Air Operator Certification.

Air-Boards – 5 Silver an hour

Air-Bikes – 25 Silver an hour

Air-Car – 75 Silver an hour

Damion guessed the Air Operator Certification was akin to a pilot’s license on Earth. Since Damion had no idea how to even get the required certification his hopes for being able to pilot a flying car were temporarily dashed.

“Let’s rent one of the two-person ground cars. They can get us out there quick enough, and we don’t have to worry about a high rental fee,” Ethan said as he pointed to a group of ATV looking ground cars that had big off-road tires and windscreens, but open sides.

“What can I get you boys for today,” a man in the store said as he came out to greet Ethan and Damion.

“An off-road two-person ground car for a few hours. We’re heading out to the Galen farm,” Ethan told the man. Damion guessed the Galen farm was where the Fire Scorpions were, or close to it.

“Take the blue PTV over there. It has a full magic charge, if you boys recharge it when you get back the rental fee is only 1 Silver for the day.”

Ethan quickly tossed the man a coin and headed to the blue colored personal transport vehicle. Damion followed and the two quickly climbed in. The seats were quite soft and contoured to Damion’s body as he sat down, which surprised him, since any ATV on Earth tended to have hard cheap seats since they were likely to get muddy and wet, so they were built more for durability than comfort.

What really surprised Damion was that there was no steering wheel. His family’s ground car had a steering wheel, though no brake or accelerator pedals as those were pressure buttons on the back of the steering wheel which ensured you couldn’t take your hands off the wheel for long or the vehicle would come to a stop.

The PTV, however, had a joystick in between the two seats. Damion figured it allowed either side to operate the vehicle, but it was still quite odd. Pushing forward on the stick made the vehicle accelerate and bending it left or right made it turn, and Damion guessed pulling back would slow the vehicle down and maybe put it in reverse as well.

“What did he mean by charge it up when we return it?” Damion asked Ethan as they headed out of the city.

“When you hold the stick you can channel your mana into it, just like you do with your sword. Only instead of activating enchantments to make your sword stronger, the PTV’s enchantments pull your mana in and store it to run the vehicle.”

“Does it take a lot of mana?” Damion asked.

“Ground cars like this one don’t,” Ethan said as he pushed the stick further forward to make the PTV accelerate faster. “Air vehicles do, that’s the main reason you have to have an operator’s certificate for them. The government doesn’t let people with low mana fly up high and then not have enough mana to stay airborne and end up crashing into someone’s house.”

“I thought it was just so you can learn to fly them,” Damion responded.

“Well sure, they put you through a competency test, but a Class 1 is limited to four person vehicles max, and all those types of air cars are pretty simple. Just look where you are going and don’t fly into a tree. The larger airships require all kinds of special knowhow to keep them up. Usually, several teams of people to operate and another team to keep them powered and in the air.”

“That sounds complicated. How much mana do you need to have to pilot the small aircars?”

“A lot. Even a lot of mages don’t have enough to get their cert. You wouldn’t want one of those anyway.”

“Why not?”

“Think about it, you have to spend your mana to fly it the whole way,” Ethan told Damion.

After a moment Damion understood the problem. “Right, air cars are a constant drain on your mana. So, by the time you get there, you’d be exhausted.”

“Exactly, this is also why we won’t charge up the PTV until we are on our way back. Don’t want to be tired, just in case we run into something more than just Fire Scorpions.”

Damion was not sure what else they might encounter, but since they were heading towards the Benault forest, he supposed they might run into other Ferocious Beasts or perhaps bandits.

“Since your dad is in the shipping business, maybe you know the answer to this,” Damion said to Ethan, remembering his visit to the grocery store yesterday. “Why don’t they use the preservation containers for fruits and vegetables in the grocery store? Wouldn’t that make their limited supplies last longer?"

"Cost, Damion, cost. The preservation spell can be placed on any sealed container making the contents stay fresh for months. But only as long as the spell is unbroken. When the container is opened, it breaks the spell.”

Damion thought on what Ethan was saying and remembered how well sealed the boxes of food in the trucks were. He had thought they just didn’t want to risk a spill. But that was not the entire reason. Mr. Hoyt wanted to make sure the containers did not accidentally get opened since that would then lead to all the goods inside running the risk of spoiling. As long as they were sealed under the enchantment, they would last quite a while before being needed.

“Mages charge to cast the spell, per container. Imagine sealing each piece of fruit in its own container to sell. Sure, the fruit would last a long time, but the enchantment cost is more than the value of the apple.”

“But I bought a sandwich in an enchanted container, and it didn’t cost that much,” Damion said. Fruits and vegetables, Damion now understood, the cost to seal them individually was too high, and if they were all in one sealed bin, each time the bin was opened, the spell would have to be redone.

“A mage probably did a bunch of food packages for a flat rate. Works better on uniform containers or something like that. They can do a whole pallet of boxes at once.

“Wish the mages would develop a better spell then. An apple here is four times as much as in Saung.”

“Very true,” Ethan answered. “But those prices are really making my family rich. Dad has expanded from three trucks to eight. And he says once Bufort is back to producing most of their own, he plans to assign half his trucks to operate out of Bufort as a new distribution point instead of just shipping from Saung.”

Ethan went on for some time about his father’s plans to expand the business. Damion became lost fairly quickly, not really understanding distribution methods or economics beyond the basic supply and demand. The only thing Damion could guess was that Mr. Hoyt was trying to become the sole, or at least the largest, food supply to all the towns and villages around Bufort.

It was not until Ethan began slowing the PTV down that Damion was freed from Ethan’s droning. Looking around, Damion saw a large stone house with a few fields in front surrounded by a low stone wall, not much more than a meter high. As Ethan drove through the gate he saw a sign above the gate that read Galen Farms.
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                Even though the sign said it was a farm, Damion did not see much in the way of crops. Most of the fields were overgrown with weeds or appeared to have been burned and were filled with ash. The only field that appeared to be producing crops was the one directly in front of the house, that had a wall of brick, about a foot high, all the way around it. The producing field had several rows of tomato plants growing as well as a few other vegetables in neat rows.

Ethan pulled the PTV up to right outside the house and almost as soon as they came to a stop, the door to the house opened and outstepped an old man. The man looked quite frail, with leathery skin and a long grey beard.

“You boys here to kill more scorpions?” The man asked as he gingerly stepped out of his house with the help of a cane.

“Yes sir, Mr. Galen” Ethan answered. “This is my friend Damion. It is his first hunting mission, so I thought we’d come here and help you out a bit.”

“Well, go and get on with it,” Mr. Galen said. “You know where they are.”

“Come on,” Ethan said as he climbed out of the PTV.

Ethan led Damion around the house and into the backyard which, just like most of the fields in front of the house, was a burned ruin.

“Did Mr. Galen try and burn out the Fire Scorpions?” Damion asked Ethan as he looked over the destroyed yard.

“No, the Fire Scorpions did this. Mr. Galen is lucky his house was built of stone and not wood, or he probably would have been driven out of here by the beasts.”

“They can cause fires? I guess that explains why they are called ‘Fire’ Scorpions,” Damion surmised.

“Yep, look there is one,” Ethan said as he pointed to something moving in the corner of the yard.

Damion and Ethan moved closer and Damion got his first look at a Fire Scorpion. The creature measured no more than 17 centimeters but looked larger due to its segmented tail that curved up over its body and was tipped with a stinger. The Fire Scorpion also had a pair of formidable looking pincers on its front arms, making Damion wary of getting closer. Damion could not tell the coloring, due to the ash and soot it was walking through, but it looked to be either a reddish brown or a dark orange color.

As Damion was studying the appearance of the Fire Scorpion, another appeared not too far away, crawling out of a burrow. Damion started to move closer, but Ethan grabbed his shoulder, holding him back.

“You don’t want to take them head on,” Ethan told him.

Just as Ethan was speaking the closer of the Fire Scorpions pointed its tailed stinger at them and sprayed out what Damion thought was going to be some short of poison. However, the spray quickly burst into spray of fire. The small puff of a fireball did not last long, but Damion quickly understood why Mr. Galen’s fields were all burned.

“Where did these things come from?” Damion asked. He was sure Mr. Galen would not have built his home so close to fire spraying monsters.

“They showed up after the last beast wave. Either forced out of wherever they were living before, or maybe they came from a breach. That’s more of a question to be answered by B and A Rankers.”

“What’s a breach?” Damion asked, never having heard the word before.

“Uh,” Ethan suddenly looked quite nervous. “I thought you had an A Rank mage as a teacher.”

“I do, but she never mentioned a… breach.”

“Look forget I mentioned it. You’ll have to ask her about it and please don’t mention that I blabbed.”

Damion looked at Ethan and realized that his friend had accidently let something slip. Whatever a breach was, Damion guessed Ethan was not supposed to know either and he must have learned about it from his father. This told Damion it was something known by higher ranked knights and mages but was kept from the low rankers and the general public.

“Sure, I’ll just say I overheard someone in the Association talking when I ask,” Damion assured Ethan. “Alright, so how do we fight these things. I mean I could pretty easily just step on one to kill it, but I don’t particularly want to have my pants set on fire by doing that.”

“Yeah, stepping on one is a sure way to get burns. The easiest way is to use ranged attacks, but your sword’s fire attack probably won’t be very effective. Next best is to come up behind one and stab it with your sword.”

“You want to play bait while I circle around behind,” Damion suggested.

Ethan thought about it for a moment and then nodded. He had two daggers and usually, he threw one to kill a Fire Scorpion from a distance and then collected it. But this way, he could get the Fire Scorpion’s attention and Damion could just stab down on them from behind. Fire Scorpions did not turn very quickly, and their fire spray only had a range of about a meter, so both of them would be fairly safe with this approach. As long as they did not let one sneak up behind them.

After grabbing a long stick, Ethan began to tap the ground in front of the Fire Scorpions. The creatures spat a few fire sprays in Ethan’s direction, but he was out of their range. Ethan kept poking at them, annoying them with the stick, the closer one tried and failed to latch onto the stick with its pincher just as Damion stabbed his sword down.

Damion’s sword easily pierced the carapace of the Fire Scorpion. When Damion pulled his sword up, the Fire Scorpion was impaled on the tip of his sword, its legs and pinchers still moving. After a few seconds the Fire Scorpion succumbed to its wound. However, Damion did not notice as he was already stabbing down on the second one.

“Nice work,” Ethan said as Damion was using the sole of his shoe to push the Fire Scorpions off his sword. “We need to cut off the stingers to take back as proof of our kills.”

“Right,” Damion said as he quickly sliced the end of the stingers.

As Damion’s sword sliced through the Fire Scorpion tails a liquid flowed out that Damion first thought was blood, but when it burst into flames. Damion did a quick jump back, causing Ethan to let out a laugh. Just as Damion was about to say something, the flames died out and Damion looked to Ethan for an explanation.

“They spray out a liquid from their stingers that reacts with the air and causes it to ignite.”

“What happens if they sting you instead of just spray fire at you?”

“Your foot, or leg, whatever got stung, will rot from the inside out. I’m told it burns, like you are being burned from the inside out. Don’t get stung,” Ethan warned.

“Thanks for the sage advice,” Damion shot back.

For the next hour the pair hunted Fire Scorpions in Mr. Galen’s backyard on the edge of Benault Forest. It did not take long for each of them to complete the mission, but Ethan informed Damion that they could turn in more for a larger reward, so the two continued to kill Fire Scorpions.

In the end, they had a pile of thirty Fire Scorpion corpses and fifteen stingers apiece to turn in for the mission. As the pair were getting ready to bury the corpses for Mr. Galen, as they did not want to leave a mess in his backyard that would attract other monsters, Ethan pushed Damion to the ground near the pile as a shadow swooped overhead.
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                Damion hit the ground hard from Ethan shoving him down. Immediately, Damion tried to get up, managing to get halfway to his knees when Ethan shoved him down again. This time, as he was on his way down, Damion saw a swift blur swoop down and snatch a Fire Scorpion corpse from the pile before streaking off towards the Benault Forest.

“What the hell was that,” Damion asked as Ethan finally let him up.

“Not sure, I didn’t get a good look, maybe a Snow Hawk,” Ethan replied.

“Why do you think it was a Snow Hawk if you didn’t get a good look?”

“They like to eat Fire Scorpions,” Ethan answered with a shrug.

“Will it come back?”

“Depends on how hungry it is I suppose.”

“Should we bury the Fire Scorpion corpses or leave them for the bird?”

“Bury them,” Ethan answered. “We don’t want the Snow Hawk, or whatever it was, to start thinking this is a good place to find a free meal.”

Damion resumed pushing the Fire Scorpion corpses with the shovel Ethan had borrowed from Mr. Galen into the large hole they had dug. Once all the monster corpses were in the hole he began to fill in the hole.

“Did we kill enough of the Fire Scorpions for Mr. Galen to be able to recover his farm?”

“Not even close.”

“What do you mean?”

“Fire Scorpions live underground and only come up to hunt for food. We might have cleared out a small area of his back field, but there are probably young and eggs down in the burrows that will emerge in a few days or a week.”

“What about the fields in front of the house?” Damion asked.

“There aren’t too many burrows there, but you have to clear them all out and wall the area off. Otherwise, the Fire Scorpions will just come back.”

“How come a mage with water magic doesn’t take the mission and just flood all the burrows?” Damion asked thinking of how Ms. Teft could probably drown all the Fire Scorpions in a matter of minutes.

“The mission pays well enough for F and E Rankers like you and me, but we are knights. Mages get paid way more. Though if Mr. Galen upped the reward he might get mages to come out and give it a go.”

“What about the Snow Hawk? Should we go after it, or wait for it to come for another snack and kill it?”

“It isn’t harming people, plus it probably keeps the more mature Fire Scorpions in check.”

“Back to Bufort then?”

“Sounds good to me,” Ethan answered. “You want to drive back?”

“Absolutely,” Damion answered quickly and started to collect the Fire Scorpion stingers.

Damion headed to the front of the house and the PTV, while Ethan went and bid Mr. Galen farewell while returning the shovel. Soon enough, the pair, with their pockets full of their trophies set off.

Driving the PTV, other than a joystick instead of a steering wheel, handled quite similarly to cars on Earth. It did not take long for Damion to get the hang of it and soon they were well on their way.

“Do I just channel my mana into the stick to charge the PTV up?” Damion asked as they drove down the road.

They were already about halfway back to Bufort and Damion figured it was about time they started charging the PTV. Damion did not want to spend a lot of time at the rental shop when they got to Bufort if he could help it.

“Yeah, just channel your mana in. If you get tired, let me know and I’ll take over.”

Damion did as Ethan instructed and began channeling his mana into the joystick like he did his sword. With the amount of mana he had, Damion doubted he would come close to exhausting his mana, but he did not tell Ethan that.

After about fifteen minutes of channeling his mana into the PTV, Damion began feeling resistance as he pushed his mana into the joystick. Damion was not sure what was happening, so he stopped channeling his mana and turned to Ethan.

“I’m starting to feel resistance while channeling my mana into the stick.”

“Already,” Ethan said surprised. “Usually, it takes at least an hour to charge a PTV up.”

“The resistance means the PTV is charged?” Damion asked to confirm. He really thought it would make more sense for them to include a simple magic battery reader so people could tell how much of a charge it had.

“Yep, here let me take over,” Ethan said as he reached for the stick.

Damion released the stick, and Ethan took hold of it before the PTV could start slowing down. Now that Ethan was driving, Damion decided to check the system. He killed enough Fire Scorpions that he should have completed the quest, but he had not received any notifications from the Magic System. This confused Damion, but he figured it was only the second ever quest he had completed, so maybe he just missed something.

As soon as Damion called up the system menu he was greeted with the notification he had been expecting.

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credits]

He now had 200 experience and 2 store credits, however before Damion could ask the system anything he received more notifications.

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{New Quest Available}

[Quest: Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts]

[Description: As a licensed Adventurer it is your duty to protect and strive to improve the lives of those weaker than yourself.]

[Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credit]

*Ding*

{New Quest Available}

[Quest: Kill E Rank Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts]]

[Description: You have gained experience in real combat. Use the lessons you have learned to fight stronger beasts.]

[Reward: 100 Experience, 2 Store Credit]

Damion was happy to see that not only did he completed his quest a second time, but also received it a third time and a new quest as well. What Damion did not understand was why he only completed the quest twice. He had killed thirty Fire Scorpions, that should have been enough to complete the quest three times. To answer his question, Damion pulled up the quest status.

[Quest Status]

[Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts - 5/20 (Repeatable)]

[Quest Status]

[Kill E Rank Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts - 0/10 (Repeatable)]

Seeing that he was at 5/20 for the quest, Damion did some quick math and realized that the difficulty of the quest went up by five kills after each time he completed it. The first only took 10, the second 15 and now the third needed him to kill 20 to complete the quest.

Damion supposed this was understandable. As he grew stronger and stronger the quest would become too easy. By increasing the number of Ferocious Beasts he had to kill it would prevent him from gaining a large amount of Store Credits by slaughtering weak beasts when he grew stronger.

When Damion saw his new quest was for E Rank beasts, he guessed that when he completed it, he would get a new quest for D Rank beasts. Damion was glad he would continue to get more and more difficult quests to complete as he grew, but he did wish the rewards were a bit better. Just one extra Store Credit, what was the system thinking.

‘System,’ Damion called out in his mind to it. ‘Why didn’t I get the quest notifications right away?’
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                ‘System,’ Damion called out in his mind to it. ‘Why didn’t I get the quest notifications right away?’

{Notifications are paused while host is performing tasks}

‘Well, that makes sense,’ Damion thought.

Getting a system notification while he was in the middle of a fight would be distracting. It might just be enough of a distraction that it could get him killed. Damion was not sure if the Magic System was really looking out for him, or if it was just programed that way. In fact, he had yet to determine if the Magic System was alive or just some sort of artificial intelligence.

‘System, will killing E Rank beasts advance the quest to simply kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts?’

{Affirmative}

‘By that logic, then once I have quests to kill D Rank beasts, those kills will count towards the E Rank quest as well. No wonder the reward is so low. Once I can kill high rank Ferocious Beasts I’ll be working on three or maybe even four quests at once.’

Damion was quite pleased with this turn of events. He did not know what other quests he might get in the future, but even if the rewards were low, being able to complete several at a time meant those rewards would add up and quickly too.

A low rumbling from his stomach brought Damion out of his interaction with the system. He realized between fighting the Fire Scorpions and driving the PTV, he had not eaten lunch. Reaching down, Damion pulled his bag onto his lap and fished out one of the sandwiches he bought yesterday.

When Damion caught Ethan’s eye, Damion offered him the other half of his sandwich, but Ethan just waved it off. As Damion finished off his lunch and washed it down with the water from his canteen, Ethan decided to ask Damion a question.

“Do you always carry food with you?”

“What do you mean?”

“On the mission to Bufort you had apples and a sandwich. And now here again you have a sandwich. Are you a foodie, always got to have a snack to munch on?”

“It’s a long drive on the trucks from Saung to Bufort and I figured we would be outside the city today during lunch, so I packed a lunch. Does that make me a foodie?”

“Most adventurers only pack food if they are going to be gone overnight and there is no chance at fresh game. Survival gear is much more important and takes up probably the same amount of space as your sandwich.”

“Survival gear?” Damion questioned.

“Healing salves, bandages, a fire starter. Rope. A tent. I bet you don’t have any of those things.”

“Umm, no,” Damion answered realizing how right Ethan was.

He had a change of clothes and a little bit of food and water. Sure, food and water counted for something, but his bag was packed more for an overnight stay at a friend’s house. It was not packed for an excursion in the wilderness. If the convoy had broken down, or if he had fallen off, he was sure to have been in a great deal of trouble.

“Did your teacher not teach you anything about being an adventurer?” Ethan asked.

“I think maybe she’s forgotten what it’s like when you are a low ranker.” Damion said trying to defend Ms. Teft. It was a decent assumption. She may have even thought all the things Ethan was pointing out was commonsense and figured Damion, being exceptionally bright for a child, would have figured this all out on his own.

The problem was, Damion was used to living in a city, where everything was just a block away. In both of his lives he had never had a need to pack a survival bag, though now it was obvious he should.

“That could be,” Ethan admitted.

Ethan knew high rankers’ physical needs were far less than a low ranker. They hardly needed a survival kit, the idea to help Damion put one together may have been completely lost on his teacher.

“Regardless, you are going to want to put one together. Other adventurers probably think you already have one, since you carry your backpack around, but you at least need a first aid kit and a way to start a fire.”

“Well, I kind of already can start a fire,” Damion smiled. He could easily use his sword to start a fire and cook meat, though his cooking skills probably needed improving.

“A nonmagical way to start a fire. You never know what might happen. Your sword might get lost or damaged. Or you might be too low on mana to activate the sword’s enchantment.”

“Alright, I’ll start putting together a survival kit,” Damion said giving up on the argument. “With this mission done, you think I’ll have enough to buy what I need?”

“In Bufort it might be hard to find everything you need. Most of the shops have upped their prices. The Adventurer Association has basic kits for sale. But they are pretty basic.”

“Something is better than nothing,” Damion said with a sigh. “I can always upgrade or add pieces later, when I have more money.”

“Is your family poor?” Ethan asked suddenly.

“Not by normal people standards I suppose but I don’t know how to compare us with adventurer families. I’ve never gone hungry or had to wear worn out shoes or anything like that.”

Ethan busted out laughing at Damion. Not sure why his friend was laughing, Damion gave a wary smile and waited for Ethan to explain.

“What you describe as poor for normal people is more like poor for adventurer families. You know how many adventurers die every year? Leaving their families penniless. Even ones that don’t, their families are often on the verge of starvation.”

“What do you mean? Shouldn’t adventurers be making a good living and be able to provide well for their families?”

“High rankers sure. But below B Rank, it is a cutthroat world. Even C Rankers like my dad have it rough. For example, if we’d lost that trade convoy, my father would be broke. He invested everything into those new trucks and cargo. Sure, in a few months the investment will start paying off. But it only takes one bad day for everything to get ruined.

“Living as an adventurer is expensive. You have to buy artifacts, healing if you get hurt, there is always a chance that when you are out on a mission of some other adventurer robbing you.”

“I guess you are right, I really don’t know much about being an adventurer. Just you watch though, I’m going to rise to the top!”

Ethan was laughing at that the rest of the way back to Bufort. When the gate guards saw the two of them driving up to the gate with Ethan laughing, they almost thought he was possessed. It was not until he calmed down that the guards let them into the city.

After returning the PTV and getting the reward for their mission, Ethan and Damion went their separate ways, at least until tomorrow when they would be on the escort of the trade caravan back to Saung. After making sure he had a bed for the night, Damion inquired about a survival kit.

“A basic wilderness pack has a first aid kit, a fire starter and a thermal blanket,” the clerk behind the counter informed Damion. “The intermediate pack comes with a self-cleansing canteen and a tent. The advance pack comes with a larger tent and larger first aid kit.”

As Damion was listening to the clerk a man behind him began laughing. “Is this your first time out of the house boy? Buying an Association kit? You’d be better off just staying home kid.”
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                Damion turned to look at the man standing behind him, laughing at him. The man had a rough look about him with scars that started on the top of his bald head running down his face and onto his neck. Dressed in dark leather armor with an axe hanging on his waist Damion could tell this man was an experienced adventurer.

As far as Damion could remember, this man was not in the Adventurer Association yesterday. Most people had seen Damion speaking with Ethan and so they did not give him a hard time, as they assumed he was a friend or in some way related to Ethan Hoyt, whose father was a C Rank knight.

The newly arrived loudmouth had no idea, and no one seemed to be willing to inform him. Either the patrons of the Association were expecting a good show, or they were secretly hoping the loudmouth will show them how deep Damion’s connection to the Hoyt family was.

Damion ignored the man and looked at the prices of each of the kits. The basic was 1 silver, intermediate 3 silver and the advanced was 5 silver. The overall price was not much, but from what Damion had surmised from Ethan, these kits were the bare minimum of what was expected of them.

“I’ll take a basic kit please,” Damion told the clerk, ignoring the loudmouth.

The clerk took Damion’s coin and placed a small box on the counter. However, before Damion could take it, the loudmouth snatched it off the counter and started waving it in the air above his head. Damion turned and looked at the man, trying to decide the best course of action.

Damion was confident in his skills, but this person was a seasoned adventurer, and they were inside the Adventurer Association. Damion was not sure, but he was fairly confident there would be some sort of consequence for fighting in the Association. With that in mind, Damion took a bold approach to the loudmouth.

“Stealing from a fellow adventurer, in the Adventurer Association office. Bandits sure have grown bold.”

The loudmouth stopped his laughing and glared at Damion.

“Listen here you little punk,” the man said with a shove of Damion’s shoulder. “If I want something I take it and no wet behind the ears rookie is going say anything about it.”

“Give him back his kit Barnes,” the clerk behind the counter said meekly.

Barnes, however, did not seem to care what the clerk said.

“So, Barnes is it,” Damion said trying to keep his composure. “How long do you think you can run from an A Rank mage?”

“You aren’t A Rank,” Barns scoffed.

“No, but my teacher is,” Damion said calmly. He had no issue with throwing around Ms. Teft’s reputation to get himself out of trouble. She would probably tell him off and that he needed to learn to rely on himself, but here and now, this was Damion’s only real option to get his belongings back and make this loudmouth backdown.

“Like I’m going to believe that.”

“It’s true,” the clerk behind the counter said as they pulled up the Damion’s information on their terminal screen.

When Barnes read the screen his face paled a bit. He then dropped the basic survival kit on the ground.

“You’re lucky you aren’t worth the trouble kid,” Barnes said as he stormed out of the Adventurer Association.

Damion collected his kit while the rest of the Association patrons looked at him in awe. They all assumed he was the one clinging to Ethan’s coattails, but now it appeared to be the other way around.

“Nice work kid, Barnes is always coming in here and bullying low rankers. He thinks that just because he’s now a member of Falks Guild he can do whatever he wants,” an adventurer called from the lounge area.

Damion had not heard of the Falks Guild before, but then that hardly surprised him. Most of the guilds he knew were the predominant guilds of the White Zones, like the Dawn Guild and the Dragon Heart Guild. He did not even know the names of the local Guilds in Saung.

Guilds, while technically beholden to the Adventurer Association, often acted completely independently. The Association would send them notices of missions, but often times cities and rich families would directly employ guilds for special jobs. This gave larger guilds the ability to form political connections and influence that would help with not just in growing larger and more powerful, but also out of questionable situations.

All guilds cared about their public reputation, but beneath the surface many guilds were involved in questionable practices. Barnes backed off no doubt because he did not want to risk the Falks Guild getting involved in something that could shed light on their shadier jobs. A disagreement with an A Ranker, any A Ranker, was sure to do that. There were not so many A Rank knights or mages out there that people would miss a conflict between one and a guild.

Relieved the danger had passed, Damion took a seat in the lounge area to wait for dinner. He did not want to walk around town, just in case Barnes held a grudge and wanted to start trouble.

A few of the people in the Association tried to chat Damion up. However, when he gave simple or cryptic answers to their questions, especially questions about where he was from and who his teacher was, they gave up and left him alone. As Damion sat there in silence, he wished he had a book to read and he made a mental note to add a book, preferably something regarding Ferocious Beasts or wilderness training, to his survival kit.

When dinner came, Damion got his serving of stew and after eating he headed up to his bunk for the night. Damion slept soundly through the night and in the morning he changed into the clean set of clothes his mother had packed and headed downstairs for breakfast.

Breakfast was the same as the day before and Damion quickly ate before heading out to the check-in for the trade caravan. Damion saw Ethan standing near his father and gave him a quick wave before checking in.

“Truck 2 again kid,” Mr. Hoyt told Damion when he checked in.

Damion quickly headed over and climbed up on the truck to await the start of the mission. As Damion looked around, he realized that there were only four trucks in the line today. Damion guessed the others were going to be used to distribute food from Bufort to the surrounding towns and villages. An escort mission for those locations had not shown up for Damion when he checked the Association mission terminal, so he rightly guessed the requirements for those missions were higher than his F Rank.

After a short time passed, Ethan climbed up to the roof of truck 2’s cab with Damion. The pair chatted for a bit before Mr. Hoyt signaled for the caravan to get moving.

“I know we aren’t here just to guard the trucks on their way back to Saung. What are we hauling today?” Damion asked Ethan.

“Goods produced in the local villages is in truck 4, truck 1 has specialty ingredients for artifacts and trucks 2 and 3 have passengers.”

“Passengers?”

“Most are refugees that have decided to relocate instead of rebuilding after the beast wave. Though some are just people that wanted to visit Saung and were willing to rough it instead of renting better transportation for the trip.”

“People save money where they can I guess,” Damion answered. “What are the specialty ingredients in 1?”

“Ferocious Beast parts, Demonic Beast cores, rare ores. All kinds of stuff for crafting artifacts. Most of the craftsmen have left Bufort for Saung, so the Adventurer Association is shipping the bulk of their supplies over. No sense in letting it all gather dust in a warehouse.”

            

    
        Chapter 31 – My Sandwich!

    
    
    
    
                The trade caravan crossed the distance from Bufort and entered the Benault Forest before Ethan or Damion noticed. It would not be much longer before they reached the halfway point and not long after that they would be out of the forest and in the home stretch.

Unfortunately, the uneventful escort mission was about to become much more exciting. As Damion was eating his sandwich for lunch, which when Ethan saw he laughed and shook his head in defeat, the trade caravan came to a screeching halt. Damion was thrown forward in his seat and losing his grip on his sandwich and forced watched it fly into the dirt.

Damion wanted to cry out about his lost sandwich but before he could even form the words, he could hear fighting ahead of truck 1. Ethan freed himself of his straps and was already checking the back of their truck. By the time Damion started freeing himself, Ethan was jumping over to truck 1 headed towards the fighting.

Following after Ethan, Damion jumped over to truck 1 and ran up to the cap the see what was going on. Damion saw that a large tree had been felled across the road, which had forced the caravan to stop. Mr. Hoyt was squaring off against three men with swords while Ethan was facing a two on one himself.

To Damion’s surprise, Mr. Hoyt had several injuries, the most noticeable was a cut on his side that seemed to have pierced his armor. No one had noticed Damion on top of the truck yet and this gave him the opportunity to deliver a potentially game changing blow to the bandits.

Damion channeled mana into his sword as the fight continued below. Mr. Hoyt was managing to hold off the three he was facing, keeping them mostly in front of him as they exchanged blows.

Ethan, with his two daggers, was moving around quite a bit, dodging and evading. Only staying still long enough to launch a quick attack at either his opponents or his father’s. Ethan’s erratic style forced all the bandits to keep an eye on him, which was why none of them had noticed Damion yet.

Once Damion had channeled all the mana he could into his blade and the fire attack glyph, Damion jumped off the roof of the truck as far as he could. Just as he was nearing the apex of his leap, the bandits realized he was in the air, but before they could fully register what he was doing there and what threat he might pose, Damion launched his attack.

With a swing of his sword, Damion sent his fire slash toward the middle bandit of the three who were fighting Mr. Hoyt. The bandit’s eyes went wide when he saw the fiery wave coming at him, but he did not have time to form an attack of his own to block or deflect Damion’s attack.

The fire splashed across the bandit’s masked face, igniting the cloth mask he wore as well as causing the rest of his upper garments burst into flame. As Damion landed on the ground near the remaining two bandits, he rolled forward with his momentum from the jump and as he did he saw Mr. Hoyt decapitate the burning bandit.

“Help Ethan,” Mr. Hoyt yelled as Damion rolled to his feet.

Damion understood the command. Now that Mr. Hoyt was facing a two on one situation instead of three on one, he felt he could hold his remaining opponents off and wanted Damion to help his son.

While Ethan was doing alright in staying a step ahead of his opponents, he was still out matched and was barely hanging on. It would not be long before Ethan began to tire, which would give the bandits a chance to land a blow on him.

With a quick dash, Damion headed towards one of Ethan’s enemies and made a quick stab with his sword. The bandit deflected it to the side with his axe, but Damion expected that. Using the time it took to make the jab and for the bandit to parry, Damion had charged his fire glyph again. Taking a half jump backwards to be out of the bandit’s reach, Damion unleashed his second fire slash.

Even though Damion had moved back, he was still incredibly close to the bandit and from that distance, the bandit did not stand a chance of blocking or deflecting Damion’s attack. As Damion slashed his sword through the air the fire leapt from the blade and splashed across the Bandit’s chest. The fire burned away the bandit’s outer shirt revealing a dark armored breastplate underneath.

Seeing the armor Damion felt jealous. He did not have any shiny armor to protect him from attacks, magic or otherwise. It made him wonder why Ms. Teft did not advise his parents to get him armor and a weapon, surely if they bought a lower tier weapon then they could have afforded at least basic armor for him.

The armor managed to stop the bandit’s chest from being burned, but it did not stop his face or arms from getting minor burns. What came to Damion’s mind when seeing the bandit’s armor, was how could a bandit afford such nice armor? On the breastplate Damion could even see an emblem that looked moderately familiar. Whatever the answer to the question was, Damion did not have time to ponder it for long.

Stunned by the burns to his face, Damion’s bandit staggered backwards. Ethan’s remaining opponent called out to his wounded companion, but Damion did not catch what was said, since while the bandit was distracted by calling out to his friend, Ethan took the opportunity to throw one of his daggers. Ethan’s dagger caught the bandit in the throat, dropping the man to the ground in an instant.

The two bandits that were still fighting Mr. Hoyt were not fairing too well either. Both had taken glancing blows from Mr. Hoyt and were nursing minor cuts. They were not severe injuries, but the wounds would start slowing the bandits down as the fight prolonged.

When Damion’s burned bandit saw his friend go down, he turned to try and flee. Unfortunately for him, Damion was not going to let him. Having given a lot of thought to the other bandits he had let go, Damion decided not to allow a bandit to escape from him again if he could help it.

As the bandit was turning, Damion leapt forward, his blade fully charged with mana and stabbed the man in the side, below the edge of his breastplate. When Damion’s blade bit flesh, he pushed it forward in an arc with his momentum, spilling the bandit’s guts on the forest road. The bandit let out a moan as the blade tore through his abdomen and collapsed on the ground.

The two bandits fighting Mr. Hoyt, seeing three of their comrades die in such a short time, decided it was best to flee. They jumped back from Mr. Hoyt and dashed into the forest.

The bandits knew none of the escorts would follow, the escorts’ job was to protect the convoy. Mr. Hoyt was unlikely to follow since he was wounded and the risk of being led into an ambush was too great. This gave the surviving bandits a good chance of getting away.

Damion and Ethan let out sighs of relief when the remaining bandits fled. Sure, with Damion’s appearance they had gained a moment of surprise which quickly led to taking the upper hand in the fight, but that was not always the case. Often if the first wave failed, bandits would just send another. Luckily, these bandits appeared to be part of a small group.

“Hey, take a look at the emblem on this guy’s armor. It looks really familiar,” Ethan said as he rolled the bandit Damion had killed onto his back.

The bandit’s outer wear had nearly been completely burned away by Damion’s attack and once the soot and blood were wiped away, there was a clear emblem on the breastplate.

            

    
        Chapter 32 – Justiciar Order

    
    
    
    
                “That breast plate is far too high quality to be something an ordinary bandit would have,” Mr. Hoyt said as he walked closer.

While his father walked over to take a good look at the emblem, Ethan pulled the man’s mask off, revealing a bald-headed man that Damion recognized.

“Hey, that’s Barnes. He’s a member of the Falks Guild in Bufort,” Damion said.

“You know what… that emblem… that’s the Falks Guild’s crest. That’s why it looked familiar,” Ethan added.

“You sure you recognize him,” Mr. Hoyt questioned Damion.

“Yeah, he gave me trouble yesterday when I was in the Association. A bunch of people witnessed it, that’s how I recognized him.”

“You’re right Ethan, that is the Falks Guild crest, and if this man is, as Damion says, a member of the Falks Guild, I would bet my left arm the others are too.”

“Why would the Falks Guild attack our trade caravan?” Ethan asked.

“Greed,” Mr. Hoyt answered without hesitation. “They probably got wind of the Association sending a large portion of their artifact materials on our trucks and decided to try and get it all for themselves. The value of those ingredients is in the tens of thousands of platinum. The Association didn’t even give me the value of the contents or an inventory. I think they did that to minimize the risk of a leak and to check up on me if anything went missing.”

“Do you think it was the whole guild, or just some members going rogue?” Ethan asked.

“Well, this fellow wore a layer of clothing over his guild issued armor. So clearly they were trying to hide their identities, he probably wasn’t even supposed to wear the armor, but chose to cover it up instead of obeying.”

“Either way, with this evidence it will be hard for the Falks Guild to deny the charges. Load up all the bodies. We’ll turn them over to the Justiciar Order when we get to Saung. I’m trying to open up a trade hub in Bufort, I don’t need a dispute with their largest guild right now. Damion, you tell the Justiciar what you know, but don’t spread it around that we know it was the Falks Guild. If the Justiciar can’t place the blame squarely on the guild, I don’t want the guild to go after my trade company with the grounds that we are spreading lies about them.”

“Yes sir,” Damion answered. “But why didn’t we talk to the Justiciar Order after the attack on the way to Bufort?”

“I did,” Mr. Hoyt answered. “The local Justiciar took the report, but considered them a low threat. These bandits though, were E and D Rankers. One of the ones that got away I think was low C Rank. The Justiciar won’t let such powerful bandits stay out there. They’ll want to hunt them down.”

For Damion’s entire life, he had held knights and mages in high esteem. They were supposed to be the protectors of the weak, the defeaters of monsters. But here in just a few days, Damion began to see how naïve he had been. His naivety actually surprised him a great deal, since had seen such corruption and worse in his past life on Earth.

Damion supposed coming to a world that had so much in common with a fantasy world, Damion figured he must have blocked out the fact that this was not a story book where happy endings were almost guaranteed. And that left Damion with a sobering thought. The good guys do not always win in reality.

The Justiciar Order is the knight order responsible for enforcing the law on knights and guilds. As Damion was discovering, just like on Earth, power had the tendency to corrupt. People on Nerotath could give in to greed, fear, lust, any of their baser emotions, and become monsters. But unlike on Earth where it was usually only the rich and powerful that could skirt justice, Damion’s new home had people with real power that would sometimes become real monsters.

Damion and Ethan loaded the bandit corpses into truck 1’s trailer and then resumed their positions on truck 2 while Mr. Hoyt cleared the road. In less than five minutes the trade caravan was on the move again.

For the rest of the mission Damion listened to Ethan telling him not to get lost in his head. What he had done was necessary. If Damion had not killed the bandit, if he had not come to help Ethan and his father, it was likely they, and the rest of the trade caravan, would have been killed by the bandits.

The effort from Ethan was appreciated by Damion, but not needed. Damion had already come to terms with killing the bandit. If people were going to act like monsters, Damion was going to treat them the same way.

When the trade caravan reached the gates of Saung, Mr. Hoyt jumped down from truck 1 and spoke with the guards. One of the guards pulled out a communication tablet, a device startling similar to a cell phone, but powered by magic, and spoke hurriedly into it while the other signaled for the gate to open.

The trade convoy rolled into the city and settled into the holding area and as Damion climbed down from the roof of truck 2 he saw a group of gold armored knights heading towards them. It was a squad of Justiciar Order knights, each with identical armor and helms that concealed their features. Damion guessed Mr. Hoyt had alerted the guards at the gate and they in turn had alerted the Justiciar Order.

“Please show us the bodies,” one of the Justiciars said to Mr. Hoyt.

Mr. Hoyt led the way to the back of truck 1’s trailer and showed them the bodies. One the Justiciar made the bodies vanish and Damion surmised he pulled the corpses into a spatial artifact. This surprised Damion greatly since he thought only mages had enough wealth and power to buy and protect spatial artifacts.

“Who fought the bandits?” the Justiciar asked.

Damion timidly raised his hand, while Mr. Hoyt made a sweeping motion with his hand to indicate himself, Ethan and Damion.

“The three of us did,” Mr. Hoyt said.

“Very well. You will accompany us to our headquarters for debriefing. Stamping out the rise in bandit activity since the beast wave has been given the highest priority.”

The group of Justiciar Order knights led the trio to a fortified building not far from the city gates. The building evidently doubled as a garrison for the city guards and as a base of operations for the Justiciar Order. Inside, Damion, Ethan and Mr. Hoyt were led to separate rooms, which Damion thought were startlingly similar to interrogation rooms.

“Please have a seat,” the Justiciar that accompanied Damion said motioning to the sole chair in the room. Once Damion was seated the Justiciar continued, with a rather monotone voice. “Please state your name, Rank and affiliations for the records.”

“Damion Wells, F Rank knight, student of Helga Teft.”

When Damion mentioned Ms. Teft, he saw a flicker in the eyes of the Justiciar. Damion was not sure, but he had a feeling his teacher was not as simple as he thought. Not that any A Ranker could be considered simple.

“Thank you. Now, if you would kindly go over the events of the bandit attack.”

Damion proceeded to recount the events of the attack. Starting with the sudden stop of the trucks in Benault Forest, and the loss of his sandwich. While Damion was recounting his actions during the battle, the Justiciar came over to Damion’s side and asked to examine his sword.

“This is a good weapon,” the Justiciar said as he returned Damion’s sword to him. “The fire glyph is quite versatile. You should focus on doing more than just a slash with it.”

            

    
        Chapter 33 – Homecoming

    
    
    
    
                Damion blinked a few times after hearing the Justiciar give him advice. The way Damion used the attack on his sword had always felt right, slashing and sending out a thin wave of fire. But if the experienced knight in front of him was giving him a hint that the glyph could do more, Damion was certainly going to follow the advice.

“Please continue,” the Justiciar told Damion.

Continuing from where he left off, Damion recounted the rest of the battle and when he reached the end, where Ethan removed Barnes’ mask, Damion told the Justiciar what he knew.

“Are you sure the bandit was this man Barnes from the Falks Guild?”

“Yes. I had never met anyone from the Falks Guild before yesterday at the Adventurer Association, but the people there called him Barnes and said he was a member of the Falks Guild. Neither of which the man tried to refute. I’m sure the clerk at the Association can confirm the incident, as Barnes was teasing me when I bought a basic survival kit from the Association.”

“Thank you for providing the information you have,” the Justiciar said. “It would be in your best interest not to spread details of the bandit attack. If people ask, just answer in general terms, don’t offer specifics.”

“Mr. Hoyt gave me the same advice. To not mention that the Falks Guild was involved.”

“Allegedly involved,” the Justiciar gently reprimanded. “Though I will grant you that their involvement is likely certain. Revealing deep secrets is a dangerous business, especially when people don’t want those secrets revealed.”

“I understand,” Damion said. “I have no intention of putting a target on my back. I have faith the Justiciar Order will thoroughly investigate and bring the correct parties to justice.”

“You may go,” the Justiciar dismissed Damion with a wave of his hand.

Damion was more than happy to get out of there. Despite what Damion said, he was not confident the Justiciar Order would bring the Falks Guild to justice. He had seen too many people and organizations in his past life avoid justice through lack of evidence, technicalities or just paying off the right people. This would be his first interaction with the justice system of Nerotath and how the Justiciar handle the case would likely tell him a lot about the integrity of this world’s law and order.

After making his way to the Adventurer Association and collecting his pay for the escort mission, Damion headed home. At first he had considered checking for new missions, but Damion decided against it. He had a lot of questions for Ms. Teft, those needed to be answered before he went on another mission. More importantly though, Damion knew his mother was anxiously waiting for him to return home.

As soon as Damion opened the door to his house he was enveloped into a hug. The warmth of his mother’s touch was welcoming and helped him forget the last few hours.

“Look at you,” his mother said as she released him from her hug and gripped him by the shoulders. Damion was already passing his mother in height, but he felt like a small child again as she looked at him.

“Your first mission done. We are proud of you son,” Damion’s father chimed in.

“Let me go get cleaned up,” Damion told his mother. He was in need of a good wash. Luckily, he was not covered in blood and did not have any physical wounds or he was sure his mother would want to rush him to the healers.

“Of course. Of course. Go get cleaned up. Dinner will be ready at the usual time and then you can tell us all about your first mission as an adventurer.”

Released by his mother, Damion headed to his room to deposit his bag and sword. Once free of his belongings, Damion headed to the bathroom and eagerly stripped off his dirty clothes. A short time later he was clean and dressed in a casual shirt and shorts at the dinner table recounting the three missions he completed.

His mother was quite shocked that the trade caravan had been attacked by bandits on the way to Bufort, but she could see her son was sitting in front of her, safe and sound, so she did not fret over it too much. When Damion narrated his mission to kill Fire Scorpions, his mother was beside herself with worry, wondering how dangerous a Fire Scorpion was. Once she heard they were usually only the size of a person’s hand, she relaxed.

“It is so wonderful of you to help that older farmer out. I’m sure he appreciates you and your friend getting rid of those pests on his farm. But who knew that not all Ferocious Beasts are big scary monsters.”

Damion did not have the heart to tell his mother that the Fire Scorpions he and Ethan killed were only a small portion of the ones plaguing Mr. Galen’s farm. However, Damion figured the mission would be worth doing again, should he be in Bufort and need a mission to do. It was pretty easy money for a few hours of work and Damion did like knowing he was actually helping someone.

“How was the trip back,” Damion’s father asked curiously.

“It was a bit more exciting,” Damion replied. “The trade caravan was attack by bandits again, but this time they were stronger. We managed to drive them off and we reported everything we knew to the Justiciar Order when we got back in town.”

Damion did not feel his parents needed to know he had killed one of the bandits himself. Or that Mr. Hoyt was injured during the fight. If his mother knew a C Rank knight was injured during the mission, she would surely panic the next time Damion set out on a mission. Even if the mission is supposed to be an easy one, like a trade escort.

“The beast wave that hit Bufort, must have been quite strong,” Damion’s father commented. “You said there were a number of destroyed or damaged buildings?”

“Don’t even think about it dear,” Sharon said to her husband. “You have plenty of work here in Saung. There is no reason for you to go to Bufort.”

As an architect, Damion’s father would be in high demand in Bufort. Damion was sure his father would have a grand time redesigning buildings and neighborhoods damaged or destroyed in the beast wave.

“I’m just curious why our office hasn’t received any requests from Bufort. I wouldn’t have to travel there, just to design a new store to replace an old one.”

“You can inquire at the office and take all the work you think you can handle. But you have to be home every night for dinner.”

“Of course, honey,” Caleb said meekly.

Damion was not sure if his father’s sudden interest in projects in Bufort was simply his natural desire for the opportunity to design something new and fresh, or if somehow Damion’s telling of his recent adventures had awakened a desire for an adventure of his own.

Whatever the case might have been, the trio enjoyed each other’s company into the night. Damion happy to be home and his parents grateful their son had returned unharmed.

            

    
        Chapter 34 – I Forgot

    
    
    
    
                The next morning, after eating the large breakfast his mother prepared for him, Damion set out to find Ms. Teft. There were several questions he wanted to ask of her. Such as why she did not advise him to make a survival kit, or get armor, and most importantly, what were breaches.

Damion knocked on Ms. Teft’s door, but he did not hear her inside coming to the door. After knocking a second time and receiving no answer, Damion realized she was not home. A quick look at his watch told Damion the most likely place Ms. Teft would be was school.

For the past few years, Ms. Teft had taken charge of his education and training. But technically, she was still the Head Librarian at Damion’s school. With Damion’s schooling over and since he had gotten his adventurer’s license and gone out on missions, Ms. Teft would no doubt need to return to her normal job. Although the students were out for the end of the year break, many teachers had paperwork they needed to finish for the year and prepare for lessons in the new year, so Damion took a chance that Ms. Teft was at the school.

Sure enough, when Damion arrived at the school library, he found Ms. Teft sitting behind her desk in the library, doing paperwork. When Damion walked in, she looked up and saw him. After giving him an appraising look, she spoke.

“About time you came to visit me. You aren’t starting to think yourself above training now that you have completed a mission have you?”

“Of course not,” Damion answered. “My parents wanted to celebrate my safe return. I’m here now though and I am hoping to get your appraisal of my mission performance.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear you haven’t gotten too full of yourself. So please, fill me in on what happened with your missions.”

Damion began to fill his teacher in on the events of his missions. Ms. Teft listened without comment as Damion recounted his deeds and his reflections on his actions. When he was finished Ms. Teft gave him another appraising look.

“For your first few missions, you faced remarkable challenges and managed to come out unharmed. Even learning from your own mistakes as you progressed.”

“Ethan was a big help,” Damion admitted. “He filled me in on some of the workings of the world I had been too naïve to see. And he gave me a few pointers to help me grow.”

“Oh. What might those pointers be?”

“Having a survival kit for one.”

“A survival kit?” Ms. Teft questioned before she realized what Damion was referring to. “Those are for people that don’t know how to survive in the wilderness.”

“And I do?” Damion laughed.

“I suppose that is true, we only briefly talked about wilderness training. At magic academies, they put all the students through a wilderness training class. And they have to pass the class before the academy allows them to get their adventurer license.”

“So why didn’t I get the same training?”

“I forgot.” Ms. Teft said with a shrug. “It isn’t a subject I taught. The Association doesn’t care if you can survive in the wilderness or not, so it did not come up with them. If someone wants to go and get themselves killed, as long as they can pass their licensing test they’ll let anyone go out on a mission.”

“What about why you didn’t tell me I should get armor?”

“Well, that is simple. F Rank missions are hardly ever as dangerous as the ones you have been on. Besides, you figured out you needed armor and a survival kit with necessities all on your own.”

“I just bought a basic kit, I figured I would build up to a suitable kit.”

“A cost-effective plan,” Ms. Teft said. “I would recommend a good tent that has enchantments to conceal itself or repel beasts when active. That way if you do need to use it, you can be assured of a good night’s sleep.”

“Anything I should add right away?”

“Rations. Buying a sandwich is all well and good, but field rations are more compact, will last longer and provide you with more nutrients than a sandwich from a grocery store.”

“How much do you think those will cost?” Damion only had a couple of silver coins, hardly enough to go splurging on armor, a tent and rations.

“The type of tent I am recommending, 50 silver to a gold piece. Depending on size and the exact enchantments. Rations are a bit of a different story. You can get a lot of rations cheap, just a few silver for a month’s worth. But those taste like… well you won’t like them. The minimum you should spend on a month of rations should be around 10 silvers. That should get you a decent tasting set of meals.”

“It really is expensive to be an adventurer.”

“As you grow, it gets even more expensive,” Ms. Teft said. “What you have to do, is make sure you do plenty of missions, but only those within your ability. Trying to do missions that are above you in Rank will just lead you to an early death. Persistence and saving as you go should let you always afford the artifacts and supplies you need.”

“Why didn’t we hear anything about the beast wave that hit Bufort? In fact, I hardly ever hear about beast waves.”

“Beast waves in White and Green Zones are quite uncommon and usually make headlines everywhere. The last one was the one here, when you were just six years old, so it is not a surprise you don’t remember the news reports.

“Yellow Zones are a different matter. Beast waves there, well not common occurrences, but they happen still enough that your mundane news organizations don’t bother to report on them. The Adventurer Association maintains reports on beast waves and dispatches mission requests to qualified adventurers whenever a new one crops up.”

“Really?”

“Of course, you haven’t been on the receiving end of one of those notifications because you are just an F Rank. Once you aren’t so weak that you would only be a liability, you’ll start getting them.”

“Is that so. Thank you for all your help,” Damion said sincerely.

“It is not a problem. In just a few more years you’ll be able to go to a magic academy. When that happens, you’ll have to learn a whole new way of fighting.”

“Really?” Damion was startled by that. He had spent a great deal of time learning to fight with the sword. But the more he thought about it, fighting as a knight would of course be different than fighting as a mage.

“There are a number of different fighting styles for mages. You could follow the spellsword path. Close combat with spells meant for close combat or for buffing your physical condition. Or you could follow the path of an enchanter. Just creating powerful artifacts for others, if you unlock the Spatial magic affinity you could even create spatial artifacts.

“Or maybe you will have a truly rare affinity that you can use to destroy entire cities with a single spell. It all depends on what your magic affinity is.”

Listening to Ms. Teft, Damion realized she was right. If it turned out he had a magic affinity that was suited more to long range magic, fighting up close would be problematic, he would be wasting his potential that way. If only he knew what his affinity was, then he would be able to start adapting his fighting style now.

“Don’t fret over it too much,” Ms. Teft reassured. “Mages often change their styles as they rank up. Once they have access to more advanced magic and the mana to use those spells, it only makes sense to tailor their style to their abilities.”

“So, you are saying, I will never stop being a student,” Damion said with a laugh.

“Life is motion. When you stop moving, growing, adapting. Then you will begin to stagnate and die. Never forget that. Even if you one day reach the top of what is known, keep pushing to discover more. Otherwise…”

Damion waited for Ms. Teft to continue, but she appeared to be lost in thought. After a few moments, Damion decided to change the subject and ask what he had been dying to ask.

“What can you tell me about breaches?”
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                “Where did you hear about breaches?” Ms. Teft snapped as Damion’s question brought her out of her stupor.

“I overheard some adventurers in the Bufort Association saying the recent beast wave might have been because of a breach in the Benault Forest.” Damion replied meekly.

“Hmm…” Ms. Teft said eyeing Damion. “Usually, only members of guilds or orders are told about Breaches when they are below C Rank. But it is not against the law for you to know. It is however frowned upon. And, you should know it is against the law for ordinary people without clearance to be told. So, this is a topic you must not share with your parents.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Mages learn of this when they get their licenses, so I guess it is fitting for you to know. Breaches are properly known as Realm Breaches, though some call them by other names. Realm Breaches are tears in the reality of our world that allow Demonic Beasts into our world.”

“You mean Demonic Beasts aren’t formed by magic like everyone believes?”

“They are, but in our realm, it takes thousands of years for a Ferocious Beast to condense a magic core and transform into a Demonic Beast. That is not true of other realms.”

“Other realms?” Damion questioned. Did this mean out there were other worlds? Damion knew the answer already. His first life had been on Earth, though somehow Damion did not think Demonic Beasts were making their way to Nerotath from Earth.

“There are an infinite number of realms. Each realm is unique in its own ways. Other realms are not where Realm Breaches come from though. As far as scholars have been able to discern, Realm Breaches come from one specific realm, that has been dubbed the Demonic Realm.”

“So, Realm Breaches send Demonic Beasts to our world from the Demonic Realm?” Damion questioned. He seemed to be missing some information.

“The true cause of Realm Breaches is not clear. Some say it is intentional while others theorize that the magic is so strong in the Demonic Realm that the breaches are a way to expel their excess magic.”

“Okay, so Realm Breaches are somehow, for some reason, caused by the Demonic Realm. Are they portals to the Demonic Realm? Is that how the Demonic Beasts come here?”

“Those that do not know about Realm Breaches and report them are told they are portals to the Demonic Realm and then sworn to secrecy. This keeps most people from daring to enter.”

“And the truth?”

“Realm Breaches do connect to somewhere. Scholars have determined it is some sort of intermediary realm that forms not a direct connection to the Demonic Realm. Kind of a pocket realm of magic creations, sent to our world from the Demonic Realm.”

“So, these pocket realms are sent out from the Demonic Realm and spew Demonic Beasts into our world?”

“Sometimes. It depends on what type of Realm Breach it is. There are four types of breaches. Unstable, Semi-Stable, Stable and Growth.”

Damion was not sure what to make of there being four different types of Realm Breaches. Sure that Ms. Teft would explain each in turn he remained silent.

“Unstable Breaches, spew out Demonic Beasts until they collapse. They can crop up anywhere and are usually the cause of beast waves. Unstable Breaches will collapse on their own, but the Adventurer Association and the Orders try to send people in as soon as they are detected. One to stop the Demonic Beasts wreaking havoc and two to enter the breach and collapse it before it can spew too many beasts out.

“Semi-Stable Breaches, are similar to Unstable Breaches, though they will only spew out Demonic Beasts when they first appear, as do all Realm Breaches. Semi-Stable Breaches keep the bulk of the Demonic Beasts they possess contained within. Again the Association and the Orders strive to close these breaches as soon as they open, however, Semi-Stable Breaches must be cleared anywhere from two to ten times before they collapse.”

“What is it like inside a Realm Breach?” the question popped out from Damion’s mouth before Ms. Teft could move on to the next type of breach.

“Breaches take many different forms inside, just as the beasts they contain are quite varied. Once inside, you could find yourself in a forest, a graveyard, a castle. Anywhere you could imagine. Most of the time though the inside of a breach is similar to where it formed.”

“How do you close a breach, clear one as you say?”

“Each breach contains a core. Once the core is destroyed the breach is cleared. Unstable Breaches have just one. Semi-Stable Breaches present false cores, that when destroyed send out the challengers over and over, until the false cores are exhausted and the true core is revealed and destroyed to collapse the breach.”

“Stable Breaches are commonly called dungeons, to disguise their true natures. Stable Breaches, as you can imagine, can be cleared over and over. These always present false cores. So they can be cleared an endless number of times without collapsing.”

“Is it possible to collapse a Stable Breach?”

“It has been done,” Ms. Teft said. “If you can find where the dungeon has secreted its true core. You can destroy it and collapse the breach. Such a thing is greatly frowned on though. You see, dungeons are usually the core of a city. They provide resources from their clearing. Resources that fund guilds, the Orders, almost all commerce of a city revolves around its dungeons.”

“Are you saying Saung has Stable Breaches. Inside the walls?” Damion asked. The possibilities that arose from that thought were staggering to Damion.

“Yes, Saung has three Stable Breaches contained. It is hoped the new breach in Benault Forest is a Stable one and not Semi-Stable. My understanding is that teams have cleared it eight times and they are preparing the artifacts necessary to move it safely to the city.”

“Breaches can be moved?”

“Stable ones can be. Theoretically, Semi-Stable ones can be moved as well, but the expense of moving a breach is… well it makes moving Semi-Stable ones… impractical.”

“And the final type of Realm Breach? Growth you called it.”

“Growth Breaches are the heart of the White Zones. They can be moved… well maybe in the past they could be, but now it is unlikely they can be moved.”

“What do you mean?”

“The reason Stable and Semi-Stable Breaches can be moved is because of their stability, but what makes them costly to move is the magic power they contain. A Semi-Stable Breach would likely be cheaper than a Stable one to move, but because it has a limited life, the return on the investment to move it would make it a poor financial investment. Perhaps costing more than you could earn by clearing the Breach.”

“So, Growth Breaches they…”

“Yes, they grow. Stable Breaches are often referred to as dungeons, while Growth Breaches are called labyrinths. Every time a Growth Breach is cleared, it gains a new floor. And when that new floor is cleared, it creates a new floor as well.”

“Do they have no end?” Damion asked curiously.

“There are only three labyrinths known. Each at the heart of our world's three White Zone cities. Each has expanded from one floor, in the beginning to close to fifty floors now.”

“Only fifty? I would have thought they would be hundreds of floors by now. Especially if, as you said, the White Zones were built up around them.”

“As you delve deeper into a labyrinth, the floors become more and more difficult. The current floors are challenging even for S Rankers and take years to clear. Each time you enter, you start from the first floor and have to work your way up to newest floors.”
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                “What happens when you can’t clear the labyrinth floors anymore?” Damion asked Ms. Teft.

“No one is entirely sure, but for dungeons, Stable Breaches, if they are not cleared regularly, then they can spew their Demonic Beasts out like an Unstable Breach.”

“How often does that happen?” Damion asked somewhat fearful.

Ms. Teft had just finished explaining that the dungeons were the backbone of the economy in many cities. But more importantly, they were within the walls of those cities. If a dungeon was not cleared in time, then what would result would be like a beast wave appearing from nowhere inside a city.

“It is very rare for a Dungeon Breach to happen, as they call it when a dungeon is not cleared in time. You see dungeons, and really all breaches, are ranked by their difficulty and while labyrinths may grow stronger, the frequency of a required clear is based on how difficult the dungeon is. Low rank dungeons like F Rank, E Rank and D Ranks, require a clear once a week to avoid spewing their beasts out.

“Even if a low rank dungeon was not cleared, those beasts would only be at that rank.”

“You mean the rank of the dungeon is based on the rank of the monsters inside?” Damion asked to clarify.

“More like the rank of the guardian inside. Each dungeon has a guardian that protects the fake core. And the guardian is always the highest ranked creature in the dungeon. The other beasts inside may reach the top rank, but usually it is a variety of ranks. Most beasts are one to three ranks below the guardian, but not always.”

“What rank are the dungeons here in Saung?” Damion asked curiously.

“Two C Rank and one A Rank.”

Damion sucked his breath in at that. An A Rank dungeon was likely just as rare as A Rankers among humans. He had no doubt that the other cities around Saung, like Bufort and Collinsville did not have an A Rank dungeon and that was the reason they were quite a bit smaller than Saung.

“How often do they have to be cleared?”

“C Rank dungeons once a month. B Rank, once every six months and A Rank once a year.”

“What about S Rank Dungeons?” Damion asked. If A Rank Dungeons have been contained in cities, did that mean S Rank Dungeons have been as well.

“The only S Rank Dungeon is in Argentum and in control of the Silver Spire Magic Academy and they don’t share that information.”

The revelation that the Silver Spire Magic Academy, where he would hopefully study in the future, had access to the only S Rank dungeon gave Damion a little start. He doubted students would be allowed entry into such a dangerous dungeon. However, if the school had unfettered access to it and the resources it provided, wouldn’t that mean the school was quite well off.

“What about labyrinths? You said so far they’ve never had a dungeon breach, is it just because of how high they are ranked? What rank are they?”

“Growth Breaches, as I said before, gain floors and each floor increases in difficulty. The first floors are F Rank. As easy as easy can be. Those are cleared fairly quickly until B Rank and A Rank floors are unlocked. Usually, there are five to ten floors of each rank. With the ultimate Rank of the floor being determined by the Rank of the guardian.”

“Do you think individual floors could breach?” Damion asked.

“The theory was tested in the past. Since F Rank dungeons need only a week before a Dungeon Breach, entry into a labyrinth was restricted to let the first-floor breach. No Dungeon Breach ever happened. When the labyrinth reopened, there were more monsters than usual in the first floor, but after it was cleared everything went back to normal.”

“So, you are saying the floors get harder and harder if they aren’t cleared, but they don’t ever breach.”

“That is how it appears. Researchers still study labyrinths, but they’ve never done the test of closing one down again. Too much money to be made to shut one down for a week or more.”

“Is going into a Breach more dangerous than doing missions for the Association?” Damion asked. He worded the question carefully, hoping to trap his teacher into letting him experience a dungeon.

“As with everything in life, it depends.”

“What do you mean?”

“A mission for the Association has a chance of unexpected encounters, like your escort missions, where both times you encountered bandits on a road that has been bandit free for months.

“Whereas a Stable Breach, a dungeon, that has been explored and cataloged thoroughly by a guild or the Association, possess little risk of a surprise. As long you are the right Rank for such a dungeon, then it would be considered much safer.

“However,” Ms. Teft added, causing Damion’s stomach to sink. “Unstable Breaches pose enormous risk. An Unstable Breach could be A or even S Rank. You going into an unknown Breach is probably one of the most surefire ways to get yourself killed there is.”

“But labyrinths and dungeons are alright, as long as I meet the level requirement?”

“You and your team, but yes.”

“Team?”

“Yes. Team. Dungeons and labyrinths require teams to clear. Even F Rank dungeons can have hundreds of Demonic Beasts that have to be killed to reach the guardian. You think you are strong enough to do that alone?”

“No.” Damion admitted.

“At C Rank, people are allowed to solo, but only lower Rank dungeons and labyrinth floors. Stronger than that you have to be higher rank.”

“So how do I go about joining a team?”

“Slow down there Damion. You have three missions under your belt. And while your escort missions were more difficult than they should have been, three missions does not put you high up on the list to be recruited into a dungeon party.”

“I guess that makes sense. Such teams would want to fill any opening with as experienced a person as possible.”

“Good that you understand that, but also understand that you should be wary of a group looking to fill a slot.”

“What do you mean?”

“An opening comes up one of two ways. A person left the team for some reason, or a person on the team died.”

Damion took in Ms. Teft’s words somberly. Filling a dead person’s slot was a grim thought, especially if it was the team’s fault that the member died. Did someone make a mistake or was it on purpose. Damion felt a chill run down his spine as he considered the implications.

“It is good that you are thinking it through. But don’t worry about dungeons right now. You’ll get the chance to enter a dungeon eventually. It is a requirement of graduating from all the magic academies to clear a dungeon at least once.”

“What should I do to make sure I am ready to go into a dungeon?”

“Take on as many missions as you can to hone your skills and grow your power. If you stand out on enough missions, guilds will come to you to recruit you for a dungeon run to see you are up to their standards.

“More importantly, focus on your missions and save your money so you can complete your kit. You need armor, a fleshed-out survival kit and a secondary weapon. In that order.”
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                Damion took Ms. Teft’s advice to heart and set out to find out how much money he needed. Sure, going to the Adventurer Association to check on missions was important. But he thought it better to have a financial goal to work towards. It would at least tell him how many missions he needed to do before he could start saving money for upgrades to whatever he bought cheap the first time around.

The first stop Damion made was to an artifact shop. Artifacts came in many forms. Almost anything could be considered an artifact, not just weapons or armor, though they were the most common since they were the most essential for adventurers. Anything with an enchantment would be considered an artifact, be it a sword, a tent or even a frying pan. The communication tablets people used to talk to one another was probably the most common artifact of all.

As Damion entered Leland’s Artifacts, a shop he had been interested in exploring for some time, he paused briefly to look at the high-grade armors on display. It took some effort, but Damion managed to move himself away before he looked at the prices, which would likely have disheartened him. One day he would be able to afford such armor, but not today.

“Ah, a young adventurer coming to get his first set of armor,” a short man said as he came over and greeted Damion.

“How did you know?” Damion asked as the man was running a measuring tape along his shoulders and arms.

“It is my job to know lad. I am Demetri Leland, at your service,” the man said with a quick bow.

Damion was taken back by Leland’s flamboyancy. The shop owner barely reached Damion’s shoulders with the top of his head, but Damion was sure no matter where this man was, he would stand out in a crowd. He wore a bright purple suit with gold buttons and had a neatly trimmed beard that was also dyed purple.

“Damion Wells,” Damion said doing the polite thing and introducing himself. “I’m here mostly to get an idea of what a piece of armor will cost me. I doubt I can afford it yet, but I want to know how much I need to be working towards.”

“Planning ahead, very good of you,” Leland said with a playful poke at Damion’s chest. “Let me get your measurements all recorded, have you stopped growing?”

“I’m just fifteen. I might have another growth spurt in me.”

“Good gracious, shouldn’t you be in school right now,” Leland said with mock seriousness.

“I graduated early.” Damion said defensively.

“Just teasing lad. Now, we have a few options to choose from, but the question one must ask is, what do you want to be protected from the most?”

“Physical damage,” Damion answered as if it was self-evident. That was after all the purpose of armor.

“Yes, yes. Any armor will naturally protect against physical blows. What I mean is, what do you want to be protected by magically.”

“Oh. There isn’t armor that protects from all sorts of magic attacks.”

Leland let out a laugh and slapped Damion on the arm clearly amused by Damion’s comment.

“Of course, you can get armor enchanted to protect you from all types of magic, but that is going to be A Rank armor, and probably run you in the thousands of gold. Sorry to say I don’t have the expertise to make something like that.”

“Then what about protection from fire,” Damion said. After he had used his fire slash on the bandits, he was beginning to dread facing something like that himself.

“Fire is good, don’t want to burn yourself with your own sword eh.”

“How do you know about my sword?” Damion asked quickly.

“Your parents bought your sword here, didn’t they. Of course I would know about it.”

“I didn’t realize,” Damion answered.

“No matter, no matter. As a swordsman, you need armor that will stand up to blows, but also armor that allows flexible movement. Let’s see… hmmm…”

Leland seemed to be talking to himself, so Damion just stood there waiting for the man to come up with what he thought would be the best type of armor for Damion.

“Alright, I’ve got it. A D Rank armor made from the skin of a Scorch Asp. Will give you natural resistance to fire and with a little enchantment will give you a good amount of physical resistance as well, perfectly tailored to your build. Should run you, oh, no more than 10 gold.”

“10 gold,” Damion repeated. He only had a few silver coins. Saving up 10 gold would take him quite a while. Damion had no idea that just D Rank armor was so expensive. Was the sword his parents bought him that expensive as well. Damion had no idea which was more costly, weapons or armor, but at these prices it did not matter, Damion could not afford it.

“That is for a full set of armor of course,” Leland clarified when he saw the shocked look on Damion’s face. “Chest piece, arm guards, leggings, boots and helm.”

“It will take me a while to work up to earning that much,” Damion admitted. “What would an E Rank chest piece go for. Second hand is fine, I just need something to protect me while I earn the money for your quality work.”

Damion did not want to offend Leland. The man was obviously a talented artificer, which also meant he was a mage of some level, since only mages could enchant artifacts.

“Understandable. Absolutely understandable. You are just starting out. You have a quality weapon, and that is much more important right now. Here, try this,” Leland said as he snatched a leather jerkin off a mannequin.

Damion bent down as Leland shoved the jerkin on him and adjusted the fastenings to get it to fit. The small man’s hands worked faster than Damion could follow and soon the leather jerkin was feeling quite comfortable.

“Excellent,” Leland said as he examined his work. “This jerkin is made from Northern Frost Cervus. They are quite common Ferocious Beasts, but their hide is also quite durable and good for enchantments.”

“It fits quite nicely,” Damion commented. He was not sure what else to say, other than ask for the price.

“This one is second hand and the only enchantment it has is resistance to cutting and durability. The hide is naturally resistant to ice magic and water magic is largely ineffective on it as well. Not many people like the Northern Frost Cervus leather for gear in our climate since it tends to insulate you. We are too warm year-round here to be locking in the heat.”

Damion took Leland’s words to heart. He did not feel overly warm in the jerkin, in fact, he felt quite comfortable, but then maybe it was just because he was inside and not out in the sun.

“How much would this one cost me?” Damion asked even though he was sure he was still too poor to pay for it.

“I’ll tell you what, since it is something most around here wouldn’t want, I’ll let you have it for 1 silver.”

“Thank you, very much Mr. Leland,” Damion said happily. “I’ll be back for a full set of high-quality armor in the future, I promise.”

Leland let out a laugh and then grabbed Damion’s hand and began shaking. “I’ll keep you to that lad. But I expected nothing less of Helga’s student. Now, what other artifacts are you looking for.”
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                “Well, I need to build a good survival kit. Right now, I just have a basic kit from the Association,” Damion told Demetri Leland.

“First things to add are rope and a tent. You should never go on a mission without a good length of rope. You have no idea how handy rope is, you might not need it for most missions, but you’ll be thankful you have it when you do need it.”

“What about rations?”

“Oh, you need those too, but I don’t sell foodstuffs. For rations go over to Thelma’s on Elm Street, Saung Adventurer Supply. She’ll get you sorted. Lots of adventurers just live off the land, but if you need some rations, she is the one to see.”

“So how much for a good rope and a tent that will let me rest without worrying about being attacked in the night?”

“Rope is easy, 3 silvers for a 25-meter length. 5 silvers for a 50-meter length. Tents on the other hand, have a lot more variety in them. A great deal depends on size and the enchantments. Ideally, you would want repelling and camouflage enchantments, but durability is important too, as well as enchantments to keep the tent at a comfortable temperature.

“You’d be surprised how many adventurers don’t think about those things and freeze their bums off at night because they bought a cheap tent with just repelling and camouflage.”

“Sounds like quite the issue,” Damion admitted. “I’m guessing such tents are not cheap?”

“For a one-person tent, you will probably need to spend 1 to 5 gold. That will get you a tent that will make sure you last through the night. Though, if you want to live it up on your missions, you can get tents that are more like hotel rooms. Though they cost much, much more.”

“I understand,” Damion told Leland. “Thank you again for the armor. I’ll be back for upgrades and supplies when I can.”

“Very good, see you later lad,” Leland said as Damion left the store.

With one of his issues solved, Damion decided to check on what missions were available. If he wanted to continue to build up his kit with quality gear, he needed to make money. And to make money, he needed to complete missions.

In the Adventurer Association, Damion found a few missions that he could do. Unsurprisingly, they were all in the Benault Forest. Most of the area around Saung was a Green Zone and either bordered another city’s Green Zone, or Argentum’s White Zone. Only the eastern edge of Saung’s Green Zone bordered Benault Forest and Bufort’s Yellow Zone.

The next trade caravan escort mission was still several days off, and Damion did not want to wait that long to do his next mission. He was able to find a mission that left from Saung the next day, but it was not something he was sure about.

Mission: 1607-12-468 – Type: Escort – Start Time: 1607-12-24 09:00 – Destination: Benault Forest and return to Saung – Reward: 5 Silver

It was an escort mission, and since it came up on the Association terminal, Damion knew he qualified for it, so it should be an F Rank mission. However, the description made Damion think twice about it.

Escort Research Assistant Arica Miller to collect specimens in Benault Forest and escort her safely back to Saung. Departure set for 09:00 1607-12-24. Estimated time of completion: 4 days.

If the mission was supposed to take four days, that would mean he would need rations and a tent so he could stay out there for that long. The pay was good, more than a silver a day, so Damion thought it was decent, but he just was not sure if he could do it.

Leaving the Adventurer Association and the decision on a mission until later, Damion sought out Saung Adventurer Supply as recommended by Mr. Leland. The shop was quite impressive, it did not display a lot of armor or weapons like Mr. Leland’s shop had, but it did have a large assortment of goods.

The store was broken up into various departments, clothing, weapons, armor, food and even a section for wilderness supplies. Damion only had two silvers, and a few coppers left, so he first gravitated to the food section in search of cheap rations.

All he need was a few days’ worth, even if it was the cheap rations, he hoped his remaining funds would be enough. The food section was laid out with fresh goods in the front and preserved items in the back. As Damion went further and further back, he found that the further he went, the cheaper prices became.

When he arrived at the back wall Damion found what he was looking for. A week’s supply of rations. Looking at the box Damion saw that it contained 21 meals. Broken down into breakfast, lunch and dinner. All premade, no cooking or preparation required, just open and eat. The single box cost 50 copper. There were a few other boxes of premade rations around, but they were all more expensive. Damion knew buying the cheapest was probably not the best idea, but he needed to save as much money as he could and it was only for a few days.

Box of rations in hand, Damion headed over to the section of the store with outdoor gear and quickly picked up a cheap tent. The tent was just an ordinary tent, not even having enchantments on it for durability, but it was all he could afford given his current finances. He was about to make his way to the counter to pay when a thought occurred to him. Between the basic kit from the Adventurer Association, the rations and the tent, he needed a bigger bag.

The bag he had been using was his old school bag and while large enough for his books, or a few supplies, was not large enough for everything he had now. The thought of having a spatial artifact where he could store everything popped into his mind, but he quickly dispelled it. Even if he had one, as soon as some mid or high Ranker saw him with it, they would steal it. Such items were too rare and too expensive for a low Ranker like him.

Making his way back to the outdoors section, Damion grabbed a large backpack that had quick release straps. He needed something that could fit everything he had in it, but he also needed to avoid having to spend extra time taking it off it if he needed to fight.

Again, Damion made his way to the checkout counter and was met with the smiling face of an elderly woman that looked to be around 60 or 70 years old. As Damion was placing his purchases on the counter and taking out his coin to pay the woman started up a conversation.

“I’m glad to see Helga’s newest student is being frugal.”

“You know Ms. Teft?” Damion asked startled by the woman.

“Oh of course, I’m Thelma Gerrard. Demetri messaged me early that you might be coming by and to try and help you out since you are Helga’s student. Though, I must say, it is hard to give you a discount when you buy the cheapest things I sell.”

“There is a mission tomorrow I want to take, so I don’t have time to save up for better gear.”

“Oh, it is quite alright. You know when Demetri, Frederick, Helga and I were first starting out, we hardly had money for even the most basic gear. And we were mage students at Silver Spire.”

“You… you mean you went to school with Ms. Teft?” Damion asked startled at the revelation.

“It was a long time ago, we aren’t as young as we appear young man,” Gerrard said with a smile.
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                “And you all decided to live here in Saung? Who is Frederick?” Damion asked.

“Frederick Telfer, your school principal,” Gerrad answered. “You never knew he was a mage did you?”

“No, I had no idea any of you were, well except for Ms. Teft.”

“Well, we didn’t exactly all decide. It just sort of happened. I was the first to retire. Just not as talented as everyone else.” Gerrard told Damion. “Certainly not as talented as Helga, she was the best of us.”

“What Rank did you reach?” Damion asked curiously.

“Me, only C Rank. Frederick and Demetri both managed to reach B Rank. Demetri followed me here a few years after I retired. Apparently they had a close call on a mission, and he’d had enough. Frederick and Helga started teaching at Silver Spire after that.

“If he was a teacher at Silver Spire, how did he end up as the principal of my school?”

“Well Frederick couldn’t stand the entitled behavior of young mages. Drove him mad. So, he left and taught at a few schools. Eventually, he landed at yours as the principal.

“Helga though, she managed to rise to the Dean position at Silver Spire. With the talent she had it was only a matter of time before she reached S Rank, but well… nothing in life is certain I guess.”

“What do you mean?”

“How she ended up here is for her to tell you. Now, tell me about the mission you are looking at taking.”

Damion was somewhat taken back by Gerrard’s request. She said she was his teacher’s friend and seemed to be friendly to Damion, but he just was not sure how much he should trust someone he just met. However, since Demetri had treated him well at his store, Damion decided to accept her tale and see what advice she might have for him.

“It’s an escort mission. Taking a research assistant to the Benault Forest and back.”

“Oh, one of those. Not as routine as a trade caravan, but still pretty run of the mill. Usually, these researchers are used to cushy office jobs, so they don’t want to stay out there for a long time and will rent a ground car to go out there and back. All you really have to do is keep an eye on the researcher while they are collecting samples, doing measurements or whatever else they need to.”

“Why is that?” Damion asked. Surely if the mission was to be an escort, the researcher needed to be protected, but was he only expected to protect them when they were collecting samples?

“The researcher will be a mage. Probably D Rank, so they can take care of themselves. You just have to make sure nothing sneaks up on them while they are distracted.”

“Oh,” Damion said as he realized what the mission entailed. “I should hurry back to the Association and accept the mission before someone else does.”

“You probably don’t have to worry. Most seasoned low Rankers won’t bother with those missions. Research mages tend to be, shall we say, snobbish. And the missions usually aren’t taken, unless someone like you comes around and doesn’t know any better. Most knights don’t want anything to do with snobbish mages.”

“Well, at least it will help me afford better kit,” Damion said as he stuffed his new tent and rations into his new backpack.

“Don’t worry about it kid, soon enough you’ll be rolling in more money than you can count. I would recommend you get a payment card from the Association.”

“What’s that?” Damion asked confused.

“Haven’t you ever seen your parents buy something?”

Damion thought about it and realized he had never seen his parents with much actual money. The few times he had, it was money given to him as pocket money for him to spend how he wanted. Thinking back, whenever his parents bought something they tapped what he thought was a credit card on the payment terminal.

What Damion saw his parents do dozens of times was colored by his past life on Earth. That card his parents tapped was most likely the payment card Gerrard referred to. He didn’t even know if this world had the concept of credit.

“How do those cards work?” Damion asked.

“The Adventurer Association is the largest and most universal organization, so they wanted a standard way of paying their members without having to worry about having a large number of physical coins on hand. That and adventurers wanted a better way to get paid without having to haul around chests of coins since very few could afford spatial artifacts to keep their money in.

“And so, the payment card was born. With it, adventurers can receive their payment directly on their card, which can only be used by them, so it also cuts down on theft. Once adventurers had it, it was only a matter of time before the average person started to use them as well.”

Hearing Gerrard’s explanation, Damion understood the payment card was essentially a bank or debit card. As long as he had money in his account, he could use the card to buy things, but he had to have the money, unlike a credit card where he could buy now and pay later, usually with insane interest rates.

“Thank you for all your help,” Damion said as he waved goodbye to Ms. Gerrard.

“Don’t mention it, I know Helga can be a bit forgetful.”

Damion’s next stop was back at the Adventurer Association and after accepting the escort mission. Even though Gerrard said the mission would still be there, Damion was somewhat surprised. Damion just hoped Gerrard was not right about the research assistant being snobbish.

“Excuse me,” Damion said getting the Adventurer Association’s clerk’s attention. “How can I get a payment card?”

“I’ll just need your license,” the clerk answered.

Damion quickly handed his knight adventurer license over to the clerk. The clerk scanned his license at her terminal and then handed it back to Damion.

“And now for the initial deposit,” the clerk said with a smile.

Embarrassed that he did not have a single silver coin left, Damion took out the few coins he had in his pocket and dropped them on the counter. The coins were of varying sizes each with a number stamped on either side indicating their individual values. This allowed people to carry more hard currency than if all the coins only had the value of 1 coin.

Copper coins were the lowest valued coins, then came silver, gold and finally platinum. Each type took 100 to meet the value of the next in line. The coins came in values of 1, 5, 10, 25 and finally 50. The size of each coin increased in its value and supposedly the coins were enchanted to prevent forgeries and to condense the material in the higher value coins, so they truly represented their face value. Damion had no idea if that was true or not, but perhaps one day he would find out.

Damion counted it out, he had a 50-copper piece, a 10-copper piece and five 1-copper pieces. The clerk quickly scooped up the coins and entered 65 coppers into her terminal and set the payment card on the counter..

“Please place your hand on the card,” the clerk told him. Damion did as instructed and then felt the card heat up for a brief moment. “The card is now keyed to you. Unless you are physically holding the card it cannot be used for payment. If your card is ever lost or stolen, go to any Association branch and we will issue a new card for you.”

“Thank you,” Damion said as he pocketed his new payment card and license.
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                The next morning Damion made his way to the designated meeting location for the escort mission. Damion was not sure who he should be looking for, so he simply stood there looking around for the person he was supposed to meet. After a few minutes pass, Damion noticed a young woman, not that much older than he was, looking around the area.

The woman was rather petite with blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. Damion did not see her carrying a bag or a weapon, but seeing how she was looking around the area, Damion took a chance on if she was the mage he was looking for.

“Excuse me, are you Arica Miller?” Damion asked walking over to the woman.

“Oh,” was all the woman said as she turned and looked at Damion.

“I’m here for the research escort mission,” Damion said to her to clarify if he was talking to the right person or not.

“Ah, I… I was just expecting someone older as an escort,” she said.

“Well, that… a lot of knights don’t like interacting with mages,” Damion was not sure how to explain to this woman why no one older or more experience took her mission request.

“Well.. at least you accepted. My fellow research assistants were telling me they never had anyone to escort them. I’m Arica,” she said putting a small hand out.

“Damion,” he answered as he shook her hand.

“Well, Damion, I’ve already rented a ground car for the next few days. I’d like it if you could drive and keep it charged. That way I’m free to handle any beasts that show up. You do know how to drive a ground car right?”

“Yes, I can handle one, just as long as you tell me where to go. I haven’t been on a lot of missions, so I’m not that familiar with the terrain once we get off the road.”

Damion wanted to be proud of the fact that he could meet the expectation of this mage to be able drive a ground car, but his admittance of not having a clue of where to go dampened his mood.

“Don’t worry, just follow the road to the Benault Forest. Once we get there I will take some measurements and then I’ll figure out which way to go, but mostly we’ll just be traveling along the edge of the forest.”

“Sure thing, where is your ground car?” Damion asked looking around.

“This way,” Arica led Damion over to a ground car that was similar to the one he and Ethan had rented a few days ago.

Damion removed his pack and stuffed it in the cargo compartment. Arica had not retrieved a pack from anywhere or a weapon as far as Damion could tell. When storing his pack Damion saw the cargo compartment was completely empty and there was no gear inside the cab of the ground car. This left Damion with the conclusion that Arica either had a spatial artifact to store her gear, or she was woefully unprepared.

The two of them were quickly on their way towards the Benault Forest in the ground car, the scenery passing by quickly as Damion drove the car as fast as he dared. Damion quickly realized that while this ground car looked similar to the one he had driven before, it was actually quite a bit faster. It would not be long before they would reach the Benault Forest. Considering this car was faster than the one he used prior, Damion sent a trickle of his mana into the control stick to slowly feed the ground car and keep its magic battery charged as he suspected it might also use more mana than the other had.

“I can see the forest already, the trees really are enormous,” Arica said excitedly when the tall dark trees of Benault Forest came into view.

The forest was actually still a distance off, though they would reach it in a few minutes given their speed. Damion chuckled at the young mage’s reaction to seeing the tall trees and remembered his own just a few days ago. He could not help but wonder if this was Arica’s first mission on her own. It certainly seemed like her first mission in the region to be so enthusiastic about the Benault Forest.

“You think it’s funny that I’ve never seen trees so big before?” Arica chastised Damion for his short chuckle.

Damion said nothing and only shrugged his shoulders. He really did not want to get on the bad side of this mage, she was after all paying him and she could possibly give a bad report on him to the Association.

“The Benault Forest is very unique you know. No other forest we know of has such massive trees.”

“I never knew that,” Damion admitted.

“Yes, it is quite fascinating. And the forest is actually growing. That is what I am here to do, the quarterly study of the Green Zone border to see how much the forest has grown.”

“Then does that mean the Green Zone is shrinking?”

“Technically, yes. But you have to understand we are talking about centimeters of growth a year.”

“Trees do take a long time to grow,” Damion said sagely. “How do you measure how much the forest has grown?”

“Quite a few years ago sensor plates were laid along the edge of the forest and now we measure from the plates to the edge of the forest.”

“Then comparing that with the measurements from the past, you get an idea of how quickly the growth is. And if it is growing faster in different areas,” Damion said as he put together what Arica’s task was.

“Exactly,” Arica said, sounding a little surprised Damion had figured this out on his own.

As the Benault Forest loomed ahead of them, Damion began slowing the ground car down in preparation for instructions from Arica. When they were almost at the edge of the forest, the mage finally spoke up.

“Pull off the road to the left.”

Doing as instructed Damion pulled off the road and brought the ground car to a stop. Arica hopped out and started walking into the forest. Seeing the mage heading fearlessly into the forest, Damion quickly followed after her. It was his job to protect her while she took her measurements, he did not want to be caught slacking so early in the mission.

After walking a few meters into the forest, Arica stopped and began to kick and scrape the leaves and other ground cover with her boots. Damion realized she was probably looking for the plate she had mentioned was laid down in the past. Emulating Arica, Damion kicked at the grass and leaves to see if he could help her find it.

“Found it,” Arica announced, prompting Damion to look over. “Now due west from it.”

Arica pulled out a small device from her pocket and after fiddling with it for a moment started walking away from the plate towards the edge of the forest. When Arica walked past Damion, he took a look at the device she was holding and realized it was a simple compass. Somehow he thought it would have been some kind of artifact. In fact, Damion was surprised that Arica did not have an artifact to locate the plates.

When Arica reached the edge of the forest she placed the compass on the ground and Damion realized that it was indeed an artifact. From the compass a light shot up and then showed a series of numbers. Arica quickly jotted down the numbers in a notebook she pulled from another pocket before pocketing them both.

“The next plate is 100 meters to the north,” Arica said as she started walking towards the ground car.

“How many of these plates are there?” Damion asked.

“100 in either direction from this one. Each one 100 meters apart.”

Arica’s answered made Damion groan internally. Now he understood why the mission was supposed to take four days.
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                As Arica located and measured each plate, Damion kept a lookout for random Ferocious Beasts. Occasionally, Damion thought he caught a glimpse of a beast, but either Damion’s eyes were playing tricks on him, or there was something driving the beasts off. Damion suspected it was the later, he thought that perhaps the beasts could sense Arica’s power or perhaps she had some artifact that kept them away.

By late afternoon the pair had managed to survey 60 of the plates. Considering they had to turn around and head back to the road after they surveyed the 100 along this end to do the 100 heading in the other direction from the road, Damion figured this put them about a quarter of the way done.

“We’ll camp here for the night,” Arica announced after picking up her compass when it finished its measurement of the last plate.

“Sounds good to me,” Damion answered and headed to the ground car to take his backpack out.

As Damion pulled his new tent from his bag and took it from its packaging he realized something he had not thought about before. Damion had no idea how to put a tent together. In this life, or his previous one, he had never been camping. Luckily, on the side of the bag holding the tent stakes was a diagram showing step by step instructions on how to put it together.

Arica watched with curiosity as Damion put his tent up. As Damion put the tent together, he was thankful he was patient and good at following directions. Arica did not seem the type to laugh at him if he screwed up, but he still did not want to screw up in front of the young woman.

Once Damion had his tent assembled, he looked around to see what kind of tent Arica was putting together. To Damion’s shock, Arica just pulled out a thick blanket and a pillow from her spatial artifact and laid it on the ground.

Not wanting to show that he did not have a pillow, or even a decent blanket, Damion moved his bag into his tent. From his bag he took a ration pack for dinner and the fire starter from this basic survival kit and headed back out of his tent.

In the few moments Damion was in his tent, Arica had produced a chair and was sitting with a ration pack of her own. Damion took a seat on the ground and opened his ration pack. While Arica’s pack smelled of delicious hot stew, Damion’s was a cold dry rectangle of compressed foodstuff. Damion was fairly confident his was nutritious, but after the first bite he knew he would never buy the cheapest rations again.

‘Just a couple of days,’ Damion thought to himself as he swallowed the tasteless lump in his mouth. ‘Once I have the pay from this mission I’m buying good rations.’

Surprisingly, Arica did not comment on Damion’s rations. Though she did give them a suspiciously long look. While the two ate their respective dinners, a silence settled between them and before it became the new status quo, Damion decided to break it.

“Do you have an enchantment going or some sort of Ferocious Beast repellent? I was sure we would encounter at least a few beasts.”

“Hmmm…” Arica was startled at first when Damion started up a conversation, unsure what to think for a moment before she answered. “I have a charm given by my master. It keeps beasts below A Rank away.”

“If you have such a powerful charm why even put the mission in for an escort?” Damion could not help but ask.

“It is standard procedure. You see if a strong beast shows up… well… if a strong beast does show up the escort is supposed to delay it so I can get away.”

“Well, it is good to know what is expected of me,” Damion joked.

“The last time an A Rank beast was seen in this Green Zone was almost ten years ago during the last Saung beast wave.”

“I guess that is good news for me, I’m just an F Rank after all.”

Arica let out a chuckled at Damion’s joke.

“You said before that you had not been on a lot of missions. How many have you been on?”

“This is my fourth mission,” Damion answered. “What about you? My teacher told me that mages at the academy have to go through a survival course before they can get their adventurer license. Have you been on a lot of missions?”

“Just a couple to show I was capable. I applied for a research position before I even graduated and considering my affinity I was pretty much guaranteed to get it.”

“Oh, so you have graduated already. Why were you so interested in a research job if you have a good affinity?”

“Do you know what the real difference between a mage and a knight is?”

“I’ve never really thought about it. Magic affinity I guess?”

“Right in one. Any mage can be a knight, though it would be a waste of a mage to be a knight.”

“You lost me,” Damion said confused.

“A knight is usually a person with a higher than average mana capacity, but they were unfortunate to not form a magic core or their core did not form properly so they have no affinity.”

No one had ever explained to Damion the physiological difference between mages and knights. Now that he heard it from Arica, he understood why Ms. Teft had never explained it to him. Damion knew from the Magic System that he would get an affinity when he turned eighteen. But Ms. Teft just had to take Damion’s word that he would get an affinity, so he suspected she did not tell him to avoid dashing his hopes at being able to be a mage.

“I still don’t understand what you meant, any mage can be a knight?”

“All a knight needs is a higher mana capacity than average. Without an affinity, a knight can’t learn magic seals to be able to do spells since you need an affinity to learn magic seals. A mage with a poor affinity or low magic talent, can do more as a knight than as a mage, since a mage is usually better at growing their mana capacity than knights because mages have a proper core. A mage that follows the knight’s path is usually a first-class knight, but still only a knight.”

“Are you saying your magic affinity is not very good for fighting, so you could either be a researcher or train to be a knight?”

“Sort of,” Arica said. “My affinity is Spatial. If I were to be a knight, every mage in the world would be outraged.”

A few things clicked in Damion’s mind with what Arica said. How she was using a spatial artifact when she was only a low rank. She could make her own, so of course she could use spatial artifacts.

“I was wondering how you could afford a spatial artifact when you are still a low Ranker like me.”

“Well, I could make a spatial artifact, but the materials needed are worth more than the quality of artifact I can make. That’s why I am working as a researcher. I need time and money to grow my magic core and increase my rank. Then I can make spatial artifacts and retire early.”

“If you aren’t using a spatial artifact, then…”

“Then how did I pull my things from nowhere? I’m a Spatial mage, that is our specialty. I can’t enchant an artifact with high enough grade Spatial properties to act as a storage item. But I can still store things in my own personal space. Perk of being a Spatial mage.”

            

    
        Chapter 42 – Spatial Mages

    
    
    
    
                “And you aren’t afraid someone is going to see you using your magic and think you have a spatial artifact and try to steal it?” Damion asked Arica.

Now that he understood she was a spatial mage, though a weak one, she would one day be able to make priceless spatial artifacts. Perhaps she could even make one for him one day.

“Any mage that saw me would understand once I explained. They might be upset I had nothing they could steal. But the number of Spatial mages can be counted on your fingers. Any mage knows that if anything happened to me they would be in serious trouble.”

“So, you are considered a national treasure,” Damion joked with her.

“I guess you could say that. Other than spatial artifacts, there is one other thing spatial mages are known for, making portals.”

“Portals?” Damion was suddenly confused. “You mean like Realm Breaches?”

“Oh, I guess you do have a good teacher,” Arica said, surprised Damion knew about Realm Breaches before she explained. “No, not like a Realm Breach. Portals that Spatial mages make are travel portals. We can teleport people to places we’ve been before, once we are strong enough.”

“That is pretty amazing,” Damion admitted. “I knew the Spatial affinity was rare, but I did not realize it was that rare.”

“You should understand that there are other people out there with the Spatial affinity, but they aren’t considered Spatial mages.”

“You mean the mages that don’t have a high enough talent to be able to make use of their affinity.”

“Yep, since it is difficult for them to learn Spatial magic, they instead follow the knight’s path. Having a high talent and the Spatial affinity is very rare. Just as rare as S Rank talents.”

“How strong do you have to be to make a spatial artifact?” Damion asked.

“If I had the materials, I could make one now, but it would only have a storage space of one cubic meter at most. When I reach B Rank I should be able to make one that has a storage space of five cubic meters.”

“Is that the point it becomes profitable?” Damion asked. He thought even the small spatial artifacts would be worth quite a lot, so he was not clear on when such priceless artifacts became profitable to manufacture.

“At C Rank you could consider it profitable. Two cubic meters of storage is considered the minimal acceptable size of a spatial artifact. But as you might suspect, with spatial artifacts, bigger is better. Few people would buy a C Rank mage’s spatial artifact. Anyone that can afford one would just save their money a bit so they can get a larger one.”

Damion was learning quite a bit from Arica and he felt she was not snobbish as others had led him to believe she would be. If he was able, Damion would have stayed up all night to ask Arica questions, but shortly after she finished her meal she signaled she wanted to rest, leaving Damion’s questions for later.

In the morning Damion awoke early and was almost finished with his bland rations when Arica stirred. She watched him for a few minutes before getting up herself and eating her breakfast. Once she was done eating, the two of them packed up their camp and set out to the next marker.

“So which magic academy did you go to?” Damion asked to break the morning silence.

“Erythraean Academy.”

“That is in Rubrum right?” Damion asked trying to keep the conversation going. He was curious about the magic schools and eager to learn all the things Ms. Teft had yet to tell him, but he mostly wanted to break the awkward silence the young woman had fallen into overnight.

“Hmmm… Oh yes, it is,” Arica said.

Damion was realizing that she was distracted by something, but he was not sure what.

“What is it like in Rubrum? I’ve never been to a White Zone before.”

“It isn’t too different from Saung. Just bigger.”

"That is hard to imagine, Saung is pretty big,” Damion said and when he did not get a reaction from Arica he figured there was something wrong and decided to go with the direct approach, ask. “You seem distracted this morning. Did I do something wrong last night?”

“What?” Arica was startled by Damion’s question and then looked at him with questioning eyes. “Who is your teacher?”

“My teacher? Helga Teft.” Damion was not sure why she asked, but he saw nothing wrong with answering her.

“How is it that a knight has an A Rank mage as a teacher?”

“It is kind of complicated. But I’m only a knight because I was hurt when I was young, and an expert put a seal on my magic core. The seal prevents me from learning magic seals until the seal lifts.”

Damion had a feeling that somehow in the night Arica had gotten wind of something. What she had learned about him was not clear, but it seemed to worry her deeply and Damion decided it would be best to be as honest as he could with her.

“When will this seal lift?”

“It should lift when I turn eighteen. Are you going to tell me what is wrong now?”

“I received a message from my master in the middle of the night. I wasn’t supposed to mention it, but I guess I was acting weird so… Anyways, my teacher told me that under no circumstances should I abandon you and run if we encounter trouble.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I told you before didn’t I? If we encountered a strong Ferocious Beast I would flee while you held it off.”

“Oh, I guess you did say that. I didn’t take it too seriously.”

“Well don’t worry about it anymore. I would like to ask though, you said your seal will lift when you turn eighteen, how old are you?”

“Fifteen.”

“And you are a licensed adventurer already? Aren’t your parents worried about you? And shouldn’t you be in school?”

“Of course my parents worry,” Damion answered. “But what parent doesn’t worry? I’ve only taken a few missions and they’ve all been pretty simple ones. As for school, I started early, I’ve already finished my schooling and until I can learn magic seals, I can’t attend a magic academy, so I’m getting real world experience.”

“Real world experience…” Arica seemed lost in thought for a moment. “The experience you get in three years working as an adventurer will make you more experienced than all the academy students in their final year.”

“Experience is good, but knowledge is also good. I hope you haven’t taken offense at my questions. I’m just curious about all things magic.”

“I understand, I can try and answer your questions, but I’m not a teacher. I’m barely out of school myself.”

“Have you ever been in a dungeon?”

“Sorry, I haven’t. I don’t really have any offensive spells. Going in and clearing Realm Breaches is something offensively oriented mages or support mages do. My spells are pretty much all utility. All my schooling was focused on learning to enchant artifacts.”

“What kind of classes do the magic academies have?”

“Well, you know about the wilderness survival course. But that is not until later years. There are classes for magical theory, and classes tailored to the different affinities and of course classes that focus on offensive or defensive uses of magic. Other than magical theory and the survival course, most classes are determined by what affinity you have and what you want to pursue.”
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                Affinity.

Everything always kept coming down to affinity.

Damion did not know what he would do if, when the Magic System finally fully unlocked, he ended up with an affinity that was useless. Would he continue on as a knight? Would he be forced to learn some useless magic seals just to make a living?

As the day continued, Damion became more and more lost in the what ifs of his mind. Unsure of the path ahead of him and unclear on how to face his choices later when everything he was doing now might be useless. After a while, Arica noticed Damion’s brooding and sought to pull him out of it.

“Almost all day you’ve been brooding on something. What’s going on?”

“I’m just worried that I might get a useless affinity or have crappy talent or both when my seal lifts.”

“What makes you think that?”

“I don’t know. Just seems like it would be my luck to wait and get my hopes up for something only to be crushed in the end. I’m not even sure if I should keep going as I have been and keep training to fight like a knight or not.”

“Being able to fight like a knight will be quite useful as a mage.”

“What makes you say that?” Damion asked.

“Most people that attack mages expect them to stand back and cast spells. But you can get up close and strike them, that will take those people by surprise. Your sword has a glyph for a magic attack right, what type of attack is it?”

“Fire.”

“Let me see it,” Arica asked.

Damion passed his sword to her without a second thought and only after it left his hand did he think there should have been some hesitation on his part before handing over his weapon. The two were searching for the next marker plate on the edge of the Benault Forest, but now Damion was without his weapon. Even if the escort part of his job was pretty much just being a driver for Arica, he still thought he should stay ready just in case.

“This fire attack glyph is quite good. It can actually allow you to control the type and size of your attack. How does your attack normally appear?”

“I activate it when I swing and send out a fire slash.”

Arica swung the sword and a fire slash much stronger than any Damion had ever produced shot into the air. Then she just pointed the blade straight up and a column of fire shot into the sky. For a brief moment the entire area was bright with the fire’s light and the temperature jumped up several degrees.

“How did you do that?” Damion asked when the column of fire vanished.

“Simple, the glyph did what I willed it to.”

“Ms. Teft said something similar too. That the magic language responds to our will or something like that,” Damion said trying to remember exactly what his teacher had told him.

“Magic responds to and is shaped by the person who wields it. The stronger you become, the more mana you have and the greater the power of your mana the easier it is to impose your will on the weave of magic in the world.”

“You are trying to tell me that even if I have a lousy affinity, as long as I still have magic there is a lot I can do with it.”

“Precisely,” Arica said with a smile as she handed Damion his sword back. She did not think it was her place to instruct an A Ranker’s student, but she figured a little push in the right direction would be enough for Damion to figure things out on his own.

“Work on channeling and controlling the magic through your sword into different types of attacks. Even if you end up with a poor affinity or talent, as long as you have versatile artifacts and the knowledge to wield them, nothing can hold you back.”

Damion took Arica’s lesson to heart and began trying to manipulate his fire attack in different ways. He recalled being told by a Justiciar Knight once that his sword could do more, being told the same by Arica made him want to experiment.

Whenever they stopped to locate a new plate, Damion had his sword out and was sending fire into the sky. By the time they found the last plate and were driving back towards the road to camp before their next day of plate hunting, Damion had managed to shoot a column of fire into the sky comparable to Arica’s.

“Don’t tire yourself out too much,” Arica warned after seeing Damion practice virtually nonstop all afternoon. Even the most talented mage needed breaks to recover their mana, but Damion seemed to be a bottomless pit.

Hearing Arica’s suggestion, Damion realized he had been over doing it. With his Mana Absorption skill, he could practice nearly endlessly simply refilling his core as he spent mana by keeping the skill active. However, that led to the inevitable question of, how could he use that much mana without resting.

“I guess you are right,” Damion said sheathing his sword and scratching his nose. “That one almost drained me. I should make sure to keep enough mana in reserve to charge up the ground car.”

Despite what Damion claimed, Arica’s trained eye could see that Damion was not almost drained. In fact, if she had not seen him practicing, she would doubt if he had used any magic at all throughout the day. When she had performed the pillar of fire attack with Damion’s sword, it had used up half of her mana, yet Damion’s had been just as impressive as hers, but he seemed to still be brimming with energy.

Arica decided not to pry as she felt she might have just discovered why the famed Helga Teft was interested in this boy. If he had unnaturally high mana or a crazy high mana regeneration rate, he might turn out to be the next S+ Rank candidate.

After the pair stopped for the evening and set up their camp near the road into Benault Forest, they ate their respective dinner rations and headed to bed. Damion, climbed into his tent, but left the flap open in case he needed to exit the tent quickly.

The night passed uneventfully, except for the insects that found their way into Damion’s tent. As Damion was packing up camp he noticed on the road was a group of people traveling towards the Benault Forest on foot.

Damion had never seen anyone travel on foot through the forest. The great advantage of ground cars was not just the speed of travel, but the noise and size of them. Most Ferocious Beasts would hear the ground cars and move away, or when they saw them, would either avoid them since they did not look like prey or thought they could not catch such a fast-moving target. Walking through the Benault Forest was like being on a conveyor belt for hungry Ferocious Beasts.

“What do you think they are doing?” Damion asked Arica regarding the people, who Damion could now see where not all adventurers. Some were children or elderly. Damion even spotted a mother carrying an infant.

“Come, let’s get moving before they decide our ground car will be better off under their care. I don’t feel like fighting a group of civilians.”

“Do you think something happened in Saung that all these people are walking into the forest?” Damion asked worried for his parents.

“Well, something did happen, but not anything you need to worry about.”

“What?” Damion asked quickly.

“My master sent me another message last night, some Falks Guild members not long ago were caught red handed as bandits. And the Justiciar Order doled out two punishments. One was that they lost their exclusive rights to their C Rank Dungeon in Bufort. The other is that they have to consolidate their members and their members families.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means all the people related to the Falks Guild, have to move to the guild headquarters in Bufort.”
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                “Why force all their families to move?” Damion asked Arica.

He understood taking access to the dungeon away as punishment for the banditry. But making their families suffer? Damion just did not understand what the point was.

“It serves several purposes,” Arica said as she helped Damion stuff his tent into his bag while keeping a watchful eye on the people on the road. “The first is to put all the rotten eggs in one basket. The Justiciars are sure more members of the Falks Guild are guilty of banditry, but they lack proof.

“By forcing all of them to move to Bufort where the guild headquarters are, it makes it easier to keep an eye on all of them. It also discourages the guild from doing anything that harms Bufort.”

“You mean like hijacking a supply caravan full of food for Bufort. If they did that, sure they could make money, but then they’d have to explain why their families weren’t starving or buying the inflated food prices.”

“Exactly. I heard they tried to intercept a shipment of Association goods. It was not a wise move on their part.”

“Hey! How about giving us a lift,” a man wearing the Falks Guild emblem on his armor said as he started moving towards Arica and Damion.

“Sorry, we are on a time sensitive mission. We are not able to help you,” Arica said as Damion stuffed his bag into the ground car storage compartment.

“It won’t take long, just a bit of journey up to Bufort so I can rent a truck to help our families out on their journey there.” The man said moving closer to them. Damion could see the man had a longsword on his hip and his muscular build told Damion he probably knew how to use it.

“Sorry. No.” Arica said firmly moving beside the ground car.

“And what if I ain’t asking,” the man sneered as he began to draw his sword.

Damion, however, was faster. Sword in hand, Damion quickly channeled his mana in the fire attack glyph and fired a column of fire over the man’s head that shot clear across the road. The Falks Guild member fell backwards and landed hard on his butt when he saw the attack. The families on the road immediately began screaming and clutching their children, pleading for mercy.

“Go tend to your families,” Damion said trying to sound as domineering as he could. “Don’t cause the Falks Guild to get another black mark of banditry.”

“That’s all a lie so Bufort could take our dungeon, we ain’t never done no robberies!” The man shouted in defense of his guild.

“Tell that to someone who wasn’t there. Or are you saying Barnes was not a member of your guild.”

The man looked at Damion and evidently saw no lie in Damion’s eyes and after the attack Damion had just released, decided the fight was not worth it. The man scrambled to his feet and headed back to the road, joining the families on their walk to Bufort.

Damion and Arica took the opportunity to hop into the ground car and speed away. The first plate was only 100 meters down the tree line from the road. Easily, still in sight of the Falks Guild members, so Damion remained by the ground car while Arica quickly searched for the plate to take her measurements.

After the fourth plate was done and measured, they began to relax a little since the road was no longer in view and they did not see any signs of pursuit from the Falks Guild.

“That made for an exciting morning,” Arica laughed. Now that they seemed to be out of danger she started to relax.

“I can’t believe they would resort to trying to steal our ground car so soon after being punished. Do they want their guild to get disbanded?”

Damion had a hard time understanding the motive of the Falks Guild in this situation. Anyone with any reasonable amount of intelligence could think the situation through and realize causing more trouble was not the solution. They needed to lay low, let everything blow over and start to rebuild their guild’s reputation. Not drag it further through the mud.

“Some people, no matter what you tell them, will only make the decision that benefits them at that moment. Even if you show them the outcome of those choices, they will choose the quick fix, with the deluded belief they can avoid or stay one step ahead of the consequences.”

“They should at least think about their families,” Damion responded.

“In their own way they are. Just because you can clearly see a path, does not mean everyone else sees the path the same way.”

Damion just shook his head and kept watch on the surroundings while Arica searched for the next plate. They might have moved a good way away from the road, but Damion was not so sure the Falks Guild was done being stupid.

Arica seemed to be a bit calmer, though Damion did not know why, it was because she had already alerted her master to the actions of the Falks Guild. She was certain her master would provide the Falks Guild with incentive to behave, on their journey to Bufort, so she paid no mind to the actions of the guild member earlier.

As the day drew on, the pair reached their final plate for the evening and started setting up their camp. With the distance they now were from the road through Benault Forest, Damion felt comfortable that the Falks Guild would not be able to cause them any more trouble.

“What kind of things do you learn in the magical theory classes?” Damion asked when he was done eating his ration pack.

“Well, there are different types of magic theory classes. Some classes try to teach you to read glyphs, others focus on how to manipulate your spells. There is an entire class in the third year to break you of calling out your spells before you attack, but it doesn’t matter if you succeed or not. Silent casting is not that easy. Or at least not as easy as you make it appear.”

“What do you mean?”

“You practiced with your sword quite a bit yesterday and even unleashed a spur of the moment attack that was quite powerful today, but you never uttered a single word.”

“Oh, well, when I first started learning to use the glyph on my sword Ms. Teft did not give me any instructions other than to channel my mana and activate the glyph. I guess I never learned the bad habit of announcing my attacks.”

“Bad habit huh? Yes, I suppose you could call it that.”

“Were there any classes on Demonic Beasts and Ferocious Beasts?” Damion asked curiously.

“Oh yes, we had a number of classes on beasts of all ranks. My favorite though was the beast origin theory.”

“What’s that?”

“It is a class about theorizing where Ferocious and Demonic Beasts come from.”

“I thought Demonic Beasts came from Unstable Breaches.”

“Oh, they do. But where do Ferocious Beasts come from?”

“They aren’t native to our realm?”

“Perhaps, perhaps not. The prevailing theory is that Realm Breaches did not always happen. And eons ago, before the first Realm Breach, there was no magic and there were no Ferocious Beasts, just normal people and normal animals.

“But then sometime in pre-historic times, or perhaps all that history was lost, the Realm Breaches started and flooded our world with Demonic Beasts, who then bred with normal animals to create Ferocious Beasts.”
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                “Sounds pretty farfetched to me,” Damion said. Though secretly he could not help but wonder. Was Nerotath once like Earth? A world without magic, without Demonic Beasts and Realm Breaches. If that was true, then would the same thing that happened here, one day happen to Earth?

“Not as farfetched as the theory that we humans came to Nerotath through a Realm Breach.”

“That one is even more out there,” Damion admitted, though, now he thought these wild theories might be onto something. He was not sure about the researchers who came up with these theories, but Damion knew for certain humans existed in other realms.

“There are dozens of other origin theories for us, the beasts, magic. The thing about theories is that they are almost impossible to prove. So, we probably won’t ever know which ones, if any, are correct.”

The discussion of magic origin theories did not last much longer before Damion and Arica turned in for the night. However, as they fell asleep they had no idea that throughout the day they had been tracked by the Falks Guild member Damion drove off.

“You sure they’re up there, Troy?” a stout man asked Troy, who Damion and Arica would recognize as the Falks Guild member who wanted to ‘borrow’ their ground car.

There were four men hiding in the Benault Forest. They had traveled all day and most of the night, but their leader, Troy, believed they had finally caught up to the mage and young knight who ‘disrespected’ him earlier.

“What are we even here for? The boss said we needed to lay low. Why follow these two on a grudge. Peoples know we was in the area today, the Order is bound to track it back to the Guild.”

“Shut your whiney mouth Carl,” Troy snapped. “Those two brats don’t know who they messed with this morning and I’m going to teach them a lesson. Come on, it’s almost light, we want to hit them before they wake up.”

Troy started moving and the other three men reluctantly followed behind him. They did not understand why Troy was pushing to attack these two adventurers.  However, he was their group leader, and they were supposed to follow his orders, even if they did not make sense.

The four men crept towards Damion and Arica’s campsite. Once they were within a few meters of Damion’s tent they began to rush toward it. Troy, let out an angry battle cry and slashed his sword through the tent. Unfortunately for him, Damion received an early warning.

*Ding*

{Warning. Hostile entity has initiated an attack on host.}

{Waking host}

*BBRRTT* *BBRRTT* *BBRRTT*

“What…” Damion mumbled as the alarm blaring in his mind woke him.

{Host is in danger. Defend yourself.}

Damion had just enough time to register the Magic System’s voice to realize the object slashing through his tent was a sword. Luckily, the attack was meant to rip open the tent so the attacker could then stab Damion and not just a blind thrust to where Damion had been sleeping.

Grabbing his sword, Damion rolled out of the open tent flap and crashed into where Arica was still asleep. Him crashing into her stirred her from her sleep and she quickly realized something was wrong.

“Whoever you are, this is not going to end well for you,” Damion shouted while getting to his feet.

In the early morning light, Damion could make out four figures moving towards him from the ruins of his tent. The largest one was a few steps ahead of the others and Damion recognized him as the Falks Guild member they had encountered yesterday morning.

Given that they had already attacked him, Damion did not feel they deserved a second warning. Damion had no idea if they were attacking because of yesterday, or if this man knew Damion was the one who fingered the Falks Guild for banditry. Whatever the case was, Damion began channeling mana into his sword.

Before he could fully charge his blade the lead man slashed his sword at Damion. Thankfully, Ms. Teft had drilled sword fighting into Damion for the last few years and he was able to parry the stronger man’s blow.

The man clearly was not expecting a young man like Damion to be able to block him and as the two began exchanging blows the man realized he might have underestimated the kid. The man disengaged from Damion with a shove and began channeling his mana into his blade intent to strike at Damion.

However, Damion was faster and channeled his mana into a quick fire slash that forced the man to roll away, breaking his concentration.

“Quick, get the woman,” Troy yelled as he rolled away from Damion’s fire slash.

“Easier said than done boss,” Carl shouted back.

The trio of men had tried to surround Arica, but she moved too fast for them. It was almost like she was there one moment and somewhere else the next. They had never seen anyone move as fast as she did, and they were quickly tiring themselves out trying to grab hold of her.

When Arica managed to put some distance between her and her three attackers she pulled a pair of artifacts from her personal spatial storage. The artifacts were bracelets, and she quickly fastened one to each wrist before channeling her mana into them.

Even though she was a mage and several ranks higher than Damion, her channeling speed was not much faster than his. What was different, was the power of her magic. In the time it took Damion to charge his most powerful attack with his sword, Arica had charged both bracelets and unleashed two lightning bolts at the trio of attackers.

Despite trying to block the magic with their weapons, two of the men were hit directly in their chests. The two who were struck by Arica’s lightning collapsed on the ground. The third, seeing his advantage go from three to one to a one on one with a powerful mage, dropped his weapon and raised his hands in surrender.

Meanwhile, Damion and Troy had resumed exchanging strikes with their swords. After his first failed attempt to channel a magic attack into his blade, Troy realized he was not going to be able to out channel the young man and realized his only hope was to be a better swordsman. That, however, was not proving to be easy.

Either because of Damion’s training, or because he had gotten a full night’s rest while Troy and his men had been traveling on foot all day to catch up to Damion and Arica, Damion was wearing Troy down.

Each blow their swords exchanged caused Troy’s arms to ache a little bit more. His strength seemed to be draining out of him bit by bit, while Damion appeared to be bursting with energy.

After a heavy overhand blow that forced Troy to his knees in his block, Damion leapt back a few steps and channeled his mana into his blade as quickly as he could to power the attack glyph. Troy seemed to realize what was happening, but before he could surrender, Damion shot out his pillar of fire attack.

The column of fire engulfed Troy, burning him alive. The burst of fire magic lasted a full three seconds. In the first second Troy started to let out a scream, but the fire quickly seared his throat, silencing him. When Damion stopped his attack he leapt forward and with a precise slash took Troy’s head off before the man could collapse on the ground.

When his fight was over Damion looked over and saw two corpses near Arica and a third man kneeling on the ground in surrender.
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                With three of the four attackers dead and the fourth on his knees in front of Arica, Damion let out a long sigh of relief. If it had not been for the Magic System waking him, there is no doubt he would have been killed by these men.

“Why did the Falks Guild attack us,” Damion demanded as he pointed his sword at the man.

“The one you killed, Troy, he was our party leader. He said you disrespected the guild yesterday. We was only going to teach you a lesson.”

“Really?” Arica asked in disbelief. “Is that what he told you?”

“Yeah, we wasn’t coming to kill you. But you all murdered my whole team!”

“What is your name?” Damion asked the man calmly.

“Carl.”

“Well, Carl. I’ll leave it up to the Justiciar Order to determine who was doing what. But slashing through my tent while I slept, is hardly the work of someone only trying to teach strangers a lesson.”

“Fine. Turn me over. I’ll tell them.”

“Yes. Tell them, how your party tracked two adventurers all day and night after they refused to let their ground car be stolen. And I’ll be sure to tell them how, Troy was it, threatened us. I’m sure they’ll be extremely interested in why the Falks Guild just attempted to murder one of the adventurers that stopped them from robbing a supply caravan.”

Arica looked at Damion for a moment with a hint of surprise in her eyes. She knew Damion was only an F Rank knight, but somehow he had managed to kill a seasoned knight today and if what he said was true, he faced off against other members of the Falks Guild not long ago. For a young man that was only on his fourth mission, he seemed much more experienced than his record would lead one to believe. Ms. Teft’s teachings was the only explanation that Arica could come to.

“Got any rope?” Damion asked Arica.

“Here,” Arica said, taking a length of rope out from her personal spatial storage.

When Carl realized what Arica had done he realized he was in serious trouble. If this young woman had a spatial artifact it meant she was either powerful, well-connected or both. And if what Damion said was true, that he had stopped the attack on the supply caravan, then his guild might have just gone from being punished to being forced to disband by the Justiciar.

As Damion tied Carl’s hands and lashed him to the ground car he could not help but think how people had told him to make sure he had a length of rope in his kit. With a look at his tent, Damion realized his kit was in a sorry state.

After Carl was tied up, Damion began to pack up camp. When he stuffed his ruined tent into his bag, he remembered that today should be the final day of the mission, so he should be able to afford a better tent soon, unless he spent all his money on better rations. It was now becoming clear why adventurers did not get rich quick. Between affording good gear and replacing what he lost, Damion now had a greater appreciation for people like his father with a daily job and a steady paycheck.

“What should we do with them?” Damion asked, indicating the three bodies on the ground.

“Well, I hate doing this, but since they are dead I can put them in my personal space.”

Arica then walked over to each body and as she touched each with a finger, the body vanished, stored in her personal storage space. With the bodies and her few personal items stored, Arica walked over to the ground car and climbed in.

At the moment, Arica was having a conundrum. She wanted to ask Damion why he was not as tired as she was, but she also did not want to let Carl learn any more about Damion and her then necessary.

Damion already let slip that he had a previous run in with the Falks Guild. And while Carl did not seem to realize it and it was not clear if Troy’s motive was to get back at Damion or if it was just to avenge himself for the perceived slight he had from yesterday, Arica was not sure. But she was sure, that now that the Falks Guild had two run ins with Damion, there were going to be more.

Unless of course they killed Carl now and just reported to the Justiciar that they had killed all four attackers. Arica had no issue with this. It would pretty well settle the matter, and their secrets would remain secret. However, she did not think Damion would be okay with murder. He was fine defending himself, but she did not think the young man was ruthless enough to kill someone for no reason other than they might betray him in the future. Which, she thought, was a good quality to have.

Damion was glad the fight was over and that he had Carl as a prisoner. It kept Arica from asking him questions. Throughout his fight with Troy, Damion had made use of Mana Absorption. Each time their swords crossed, Damion was able to steal a little of the man’s strength and add it to his own. When they were not in contact with each other, Damion’s spell was pulling mana from the surroundings into him to help him keep his blade fully charged with mana and to power his fire attacks.

If it was not for his Mana Absorption skill, Damion had no doubt he would have lost to Troy. The man had been all around more power than he was. Damion did not know what Troy’s Rank had been, but he was sure it was at least D Rank, possibly higher.

The rest of the day passed uneventfully. After finding the last plate and completing their measurements, Damion turned the ground car towards Saung and started driving. He was estimating the angle and the direction of the city, but he figured cutting through the open countryside was quicker than driving all the way back to the road and then on to Saung. This way, he would either reach the road and follow it the rest of the way back or see the farms outside the city walls and then follow the road along the farms until he reached the city’s gate.

Either way he would be done with this mission a bit faster this way.

When Saung was finally in sight, Damion felt a burden lift from his shoulders. A short time later, they were driving through the gate and waiting for a Justiciar to show up to take their prisoner.

A few people, mostly guards, seemed to recognize Carl, but other than looking on with curiosity, no one said or did anything. When a Justiciar knight showed up he took Carl into custody and escorted Damion and Arica into an interview room.

“Hello again Knight Wells,” the Justiciar said to Damion.

Damion had not recognized the man at first, but he quickly realized this was the same Justiciar that had interviewed him after the supply caravan attack.

“Small world I guess,” Damion said before sitting down and laying out the events of the last few days for the Justiciar.
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                “If this continues, we may just have to recruit you into the Order,” the Justiciar told Damion as he escorted him and Arica out of the Order’s office.

“I prefer the freedom of being just an ordinary adventurer,” Damion answered.

Joining an Order might give him a steady paycheck and an easy path to increasing his power, but it came with a set of shackles too. Damion was not keen on joining any organization that had the power to decide for him. Sure, the Justiciar Order was responsible for law enforcement over adventurers, but Damion wanted to see the whole of Nerotath, being part of an Order, or even a guild would limit his options.

“These are yours to sell,” the Justiciar said presenting Damion and Arica each with a box of gear. Damion recognized some of it as items from the men Damion and Arica had killed on their mission.

“We get the gear of dead men to sell?” Damion questioned. After killing Barnes, he had not received that man’s gear to sell, so getting this now, felt a little odd.

“Correct,” the Justiciar said. “Since you returned the bodies for identification of individuals suspected of banditry, once their guilt is established, you are entitled to the possessions they had on them.”

“What about that guy Barnes, from the trade escort mission?” Damion asked quickly.

“His body was turned in by Mr. Hoyt.”

“Oh, so it is who turns in the body, not who killed the bandit.”

“Correct. Anyone can claim to have killed anyone, for any reason. When a person turns in a body for suspected crimes, we investigate. In your case, since you had a living prisoner, it was easy to establish that his group was engaged in criminal activity and thus you are entitled to their gear.”

“Thanks for the clarification,” Damion said taking a box while Arica took the other, but quickly stored it in her personal storage space. “I’ll try not to make this a routine occurrence.”

“If you did, we would investigate why you have so many encounters with criminals.”

With that the Justiciar turned and left, leaving both Damion and Arica shaking their heads at the Justiciar who did not get Damion’s joke.

“Do you mind,” Damion said hoisting his box a little higher. “I don’t want to carry this all across town.”

“Sure, no problem,” Arica pulled Damion’s box into her personal storage space before asking. “Do you know where we can sell these things?”

 “I know a good shop. The owner is a friend of my teacher. Let’s return the ground car and then head to the Adventurer Association to complete the mission. Then we can go to Leland’s. I’m sure he’ll give us fair prices and while we’re there I can upgrade my kit.”

A short time later, Damion had 5 more silver in his account and the pair was heading into Leland’s Artifacts to sell their spoils.

“Back so soon Damion?” Leland said when Damion entered the store.

“Yes, we had a run in with bandits and we have some items we’d like to sell,” Damion said while Arica pulled the two boxes of gear from her storage onto Leland’s counter.

Leland’s eyes flashed in recognition when he saw Arica produce the boxes, but he looked to Damion when he spoke.

“Going on missions with a young spatial mage, you are making friends fast lad.”

“I just took the mission she posted is all,” Damion said hoping Leland and Arica did not get the wrong ideas about each other.

“Well, let’s see what you’ve got,” Leland said as he began going through the boxes.

“Two normal swords and two E Rank swords. Four E Rank armors with the Falks Guild emblem on them and a few other bobbles. Not really anything exciting, hardly comparable to what I normally deal in. I’ll give you ten silvers for each box.”

“Twenty,” Arica said before Damion could speak.

“Now lass, in order to sell any of this I have to rework it. And as a fellow mage I’m sure you are aware of what that entails.”

“Twenty.” Arica said firmly.

“Fine, Twenty silvers for each box,” Leland acquiesced. “You’ve got a good one here lad. Don’t let her get away.”

“You were going to lowball me?” Damion asked after Leland agreed to Arica’s price. “I thought you were friends with Ms. Teft.”

“Friends are friends, business is business. Besides, I wasn’t lying when I said it takes a lot of work to rework these artifacts into something more useful. If the Falks Guild is still around in a week I might be able to make more just reselling it to them.”

Damion handed his card to Leland and accepted his twenty silvers. In just a short time, Damion had gone from nearly penniless, to having 25 silvers. It took a bit of effort, but he managed to contain his joy and restrain himself from immediately spending it all.

“Can I get a 25-meter length of rope and whatever tent you think is best for 10 silvers,” Damion requested.

“Sure, sure. Happy to oblige,” Leland said as he trotted off to retrieve Damion’s purchase.

Arica in the meantime, had begun to wander the store looking at the different armors and weapons on display. She was evidently quite impressed with the quality of the work and when he returned to the counter, Arica posed a question to him.

“Mr. Leland, why is someone with your talent here in Saung and not a White Zone?”

“Oh, we all have our reasons lass. Besides, I’m only a B Rank mage, I can’t compete with those big stores that employ A Rank artificers. Here in Saung though, I’m a big deal. Keep all the best guilds supplied and nobody wants to compete with me.”

“There is only one shop in Rubrum that can match your quality,” Arica told him.

“But that one shop will no doubt cause me troubles if I tried opening my store there. Don’t try to rope me in lass. I am quite happy here. You’ll understand if you open your own shop one day.

“Here, Damion, take your order. Thelma told me you bought the cheapest rations the other day. When you go back to her shop and get better ones, also get a bottle of medicine to make passing those dreadful things easier.”

Damion looked at Leland and did not know quite what to think. Did this man, who tried to swindle him a little bit ago, just advise him to buy a laxative. Before Damion could question Leland, the man took Damion’s hand, which was still holding his payment card, and pressed it against the register to complete the sale.

“Now go on, I’m sure your mother is worried. Go home and eat a home cooked meal.”

With Leland shooing them out, Damion and Arica left the store and stood awkwardly in the street. Neither one quite knowing how to say goodbye. Damion, with rope in one hand a tent in the other, put his things down to stuff it all in his backpack and was about to speak when Arica beat him to it.

“I’m going to be in town for a few more days,” Arica said quickly. “I was thinking of trying out one of the dungeons here in town. But I need to put together a team, would you be willing?”
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                Arica’s offer took Damion by surprise. Getting to go into a dungeon was not something he had thought would happen until the Magic System unlocked and he was a mage and started studying at one of the magic academies. The knights were able to go into dungeons were either all members of guilds, orders or where high Rankers that were there to protect weaker mages.

“Yeah, I’d like that,” Damion managed to say despite his disbelief.

“Do you know anyone else that we can trust to join our party?”

“I don’t know if he’ll be available, but I know a decent guy. His name is Ethan Hoyt, he’s E Rank, his dad owns a trading company in town that is in the process of expanding. Though, I am not sure how to contact him, we were on a couple of missions together.”

“Hoyt, as in Hoyt Shipping?” Arica asked after she remembered seeing company signs in town.

“Yeah, that’s it,” Damion said. He hoped Ethan would be free to join them. But with his father expanding in Bufort, Damion was not sure what Ethan’s responsibilities would be.

“I’ll see if I can contact him with my offer. Once I have his answer, I’ll post a mission in the Association for two or three more people to flesh out our team.”

“You don’t think I’m too weak to go into a dungeon?” Damion asked uncertain. He was after all only F Rank. Anyone Arica found to join them would certainly be stronger than him.

“Don’t worry about that. You can already take at least a D Rank knight in a one-on-one fight. Being a part of a party in a C Rank dungeon will be fine. Besides, the people we get to join us will be C Rankers most likely. Treat it as an opportunity to learn for you and your friend.”

After Damion thanked Arica a few more times for the opportunity to go into a dungeon, Damion headed home. When he finally pried himself free of his mother, who was ecstatic to see her son after he was gone for a few days, Damion took his backpack, sword and his jerkin up to his room and then he went to take a bath. A few days on the road and Damion could almost feel his own ripeness.

“We made you a grand feast for dinner,” Sharon said as she checked to make sure Damion was not wasting away on his missions.

“Thanks mom,” Damion said. He was very happy to finally have a real meal. The rations he had been eating for the past few days gave him nutrients, but they were lacking in taste department.

“Dig in, dig in,” his mother urged shoveling food onto Damion’s plate.

Damion happily complied and began eating as fast as he could manage without choking. Once he finally had his fill, Damion pushed his plate away, “I can’t eat another bite mom. Thank you, this was great.”

“Tell us about your mission son,” Caleb, Damion’s father, prompted.

“Oh, it was pretty boring. I was just escorting this young mage woman along the edge of the Benault Forest. We didn’t even see any Ferocious Beasts.”

“Oh, alone in the countryside with a young woman,” Caleb teased.

“It was just a mission, besides she’s older than me. She’s already graduated from her magic academy.”

“I’m four years older than your father you know,” Sharon joined in.

“It… it… it isn’t like that at all,” Damion stammered. He had never seen his parents like this, and he was not sure if it was the pregnancy or if they felt he was getting old enough that they thought he should be interacting with girls more.

In school, Damion had been physically younger than everyone else, but mentally, he was older than all of his schoolmates. This left him in an awkward position growing up, but since Ms. Teft had overseen most of his schooling and he had largely not interacted with any of his schoolmates after his first year of school, Damion really did not have much contact with girls his own age.

“Well, some interesting things happened while you were gone,” Caleb said, giving his son some relief and happy to have something to share with Damion.

“Oh, what’s that?” Damion asked happy to change the subject.

“The Justiciar Order evicted all the members of the Falks Guild from the City. And not just guild members, even their families were ordered to leave.”

“Really,” Damion said. He of course already knew this, but wanted to let his parents talk for a while. “Any idea why?”

“The Justiciar Order said that several high-ranking members of the Falks Guild were caught as bandits. Since the guild has been expanding outside of Bufort in recent years, the Justiciar ordered the entire guild to return to their home city and clean out their ranks.”

“Wow, such a well-known guild acting as bandits,” Damion said trying his best to fake his amazement. He wondered if in a few more days another announcement regarding the Falks Guild would further shock the city.

When his parents finished gossiping about the various things going on around the city, Damion headed to his room. He did not want to mention anything to his mother, since he was grateful for the delicious meal, but Damion’s stomach was not in good shape.

Once in the bathroom and able to relieve himself, Damion could not help but wonder if he had eaten too much, or if his mother had not cooked something thoroughly enough. However, when neither of his parents appeared distressed, Damion had to settle on the fault being his. After the third or the fourth bowel movement, Damion remembered Leland’s advice. He was supposed to go to Thelma to get better rations and medicine.

Damion’s night was spent between the bathroom and his bed. Luckily, he was able to avoid voicing his stomach discomfort and not alert his mother. He had no doubt she would blame herself for Damion’s upset stomach.

In the morning Damion headed to Saung Adventurer Supply without eating breakfast. He told his mother that he was still full from dinner, but in reality he was afraid to eat.

“I wondered when I would be seeing you,” Thelma Gerrard said greeting Damion as he walked in.

“Mr. Leland suggested I come by and ask you for medicine when I get better rations.”

“Ah yes, those cheap rations. Sorry about that. They don’t bother you when they are all you eat. But unless you have an iron stomach, when you eat real food again… well… they don’t mix well.”

“So, I’ve noticed,” Damion grimaced. “A little warning would have been nice though.”

“As silly as it sounds, it is an age-old tradition, sort of a rite of passage, for new adventurers to suffer through the cheapest rations.” Gerrard told Damion with a halfhearted smile.

“Consider me fully versed in this tradition. What would you recommend to settle my stomach?”

“Normally the tradition dictates that I give you a bottle of pills and tell you to take one a day, but usually the pills are a laxative. But I like you and since you are Helga’s student I’ll level with you. The effects go away by themselves, as long as you don’t eat the cheap rations again, you should be fine after the initial… um… unpleasantness.”

“Then I’m good to eat normal food again and I don’t have to worry about being trapped on a toilet all day?”

“Yes.”

“Aren’t you and Mr. Leland a little old for practical jokes?”

“The key to staying young is feeling young and practical jokes make us feel young. Besides, if you think about it, now that you know the secret of the cheap rations, you can now have a good laugh at all the future young adventurers that come after you.”

Damion just shook his head at Gerrard’s comment. Perhaps one day he might find the ‘tradition’ funny, but right now he just wanted to forget it ever happened. After buying a week’s worth of rations for five silvers, Damion headed home.
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                For the next two days, Damion stayed close to home. This made his mother quite happy, and she did her best to spoil her baby boy as much as she could. In the mornings, Damion would check the available missions at the Adventurer Association, not that he was intending to take one, but because he wanted to review what kind of missions were available to him.

After visiting the Association, Damion would meet with Ms. Teft in the school library and discuss his missions and magic. Then in the afternoons, Damion, accompanied by Ms. Teft, would head outside the city walls to practice with his sword and the fire attack glyph.

In the few days since Arica had inspired him to change the way he used the fire attack glyph Damion had become quite proficient in altering the magic. Now, when Damion slashed his sword, instead of a single crescent arc of fire, he released a phoenix. Or that is what Damion envisioned it as. Right now, the attack strongly resembled a fiery bird, but aside from a beaked head, wings and a tail, which could be said of any bird, it was pretty indistinct.

Damion’s ability to imbue his will on his magic, impressed Ms. Teft greatly. Just being able to alter the size and shape of his attack through the glyph was an impressive feat in and of itself.

“Arica used some sort of artifact in our fight with the bandits,” Damion began his question to his teacher. “If mages use artifacts like knights, what makes them any different from knights?”

Ms. Teft looked at Damion as if he was asking the silliest question in the world, but she managed an answer without mockery. “Anyone with mana can use artifacts, simply using one does make one a knight or a mage. A mage can use their own mana to perform magic, while a knight can’t and has to rely on artifacts.”

“Then what separates a knight from someone that can just use a little bit of mana to activate artifacts?”

“How they live. A knight is a way of living. You use your fighting abilities and your artifacts to make a living. A mage uses their magic.”

“So, if a knight or a mage, stop using their skills, do they stop being a knight or a mage?”

Ms. Teft eyed Damion for a moment, but in the end spoke softly.

“That is a question for historians and philosophers. Right now, you need to focus on improving your skills.”

“Are there knights that have a bunch of artifacts of different elements? Or mages that do the same thing?”

“Artifacts will only get you so far. There are some who try to create an unbeatable arsenal with artifacts, but having more, just means having to use more mana and more time to control them all. Training to perfection with one or two is always better than barely being able to use ten.”

“Can a knight with an artifact out magic a mage?”

“You mean can magic from an artifact overcome a mage’s magic? Perhaps, if there is an experience or power gap between the two. Let me ask you this, do you know why A and S Rank artifacts are extremely rare?”

“Because it takes an A Rank or an S Rank mage to make them?” Damion hesitantly answered.

“That is true but not the whole answer. The cost of just an A Rank artifact can let an enchanter retire in luxury. But they are very rarely made.”

“Why don’t they make more then?”

“A Rank and S Rank artifacts are extremely rare for two reasons. One, there are not that many knights that can make use of them, since they require so much mana to activate such artifacts, it is mostly mages that use them. And two, A Rank and S Rank mages don’t want to risk making something that can be used against them.”

“I guess I get it,” Damion said. The most powerful mages in the world did not want to accidently create an artifact that would one day be used to kill them. “But what if…”

“No more questions for now. You can ponder what ifs for your whole life. What matters for you right now, is increasing your strength. Here,” Ms. Teft produced four simple looking bracelets. “Put these on your wrists and ankles.”

Damion did as instructed and once he snapped the last one on his leg above his ankle, he felt a huge weight crash down on him.

“What the, why do these suddenly feel so heavy?”

“These are a training artifact. The bracelets add weight based on your strength. Keep these on at all times, and you will quickly see your physical strength begin to rise, as well as improve your mana.”

“I get how these will improve my strength, but how will they help improve my mana?”

“Because they are being powered by your mana.”

“What?” Damion was not channeling mana into the bracelets, but after what Ms. Teft said he could actually feel a trickle of mana being pulled out of him into them.

“Relax. If you get to the point where your mana is exhausted, the bracelets will stop draining your mana. On the same note, if you get to the point where you can’t physically move anymore, the bracelets will stop weighing tens of kilograms and let you move freely. While you use them though, it will help saturate your muscles with mana, as the mana is pulled from your core to the bracelets and passes through your mana pathways, this will increase the rate of your muscle growth and recovery.”

“What if I get into a fight and need to get these off?”

“You should keep them on, but if you are truly in a life-or-death situation, say ‘dimittis.’ That is the safe word and will release the bracelets.”

Damion silently committed his safe word to memory. He then picked up his sword, which was considerably more difficult now, and began to go through his normal training sequence. His actions felt slow and clumsy. The awkwardness of his arms and legs being weighted messed with his sense of balance and his ability to control the inertia of his swings.

By the time Damion was beginning to get the hang of it, he was dripping in perspiration and felt like he was about to collapse from the exertion. Just when Damion thought he had reached his limit, the weight on the bracelets began to lift, not completely, but enough that he would be able to walk home.

“Your stamina is very good Damion,” Ms. Teft said as she escorted him home. “The bracelets will continue to challenge you as you grow in strength. Go through the training regimen I taught you every day. Soon enough you will see the results.”

“How long should I keep using these to train?” Damion asked.

“You can use them as long as you want, or as little as you want. But keep in mind, training to be stronger should never end, it should only become more refined.”

Damion gave Ms. Teft a weak smile before he entered his parents’ house. Dinner and a good night’s sleep was what he needed now. In the morning, he would do as Ms. Teft said and continue with the training regimen she had taught him. With any luck, Arica would have news of the dungeon run in a few days and he would be able to see the results of his training.
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                Almost a week passed before Damion heard from Arica. Apparently, it was not as easy as she thought it would be to find people willing to escort their group through a dungeon. In the end Arica managed to convince a B Rank knight in the Justiciar Order to accompany the team into the dungeon. Damion did not know for sure, but he felt the Justiciar was probably the one who had interviewed him twice.

The morning of their dungeon mission, Damion met Ethan and Arica at the Adventurer Association. From the Adventurer Association they traveled to the city center.

Damion had never considered why the central part Saung had its own set of high thick walls. He always figured it was to have the inner part of the city as a redoubt to protect the population if the outer walls were ever breached. But now that he knew the dungeons were housed in the central part of the city Damion understood it was to protect the rest of the city in the event of a dungeon breach.

While Damion and Ethan had never been in the central part of the city, and as far as they knew neither had Arica, somehow Arica seemed to know the way. When they arrived at a large building with a large metal door Damion guessed they had arrived at their destination. His guess was confirmed when Damion noticed a familiar Justiciar knight speaking with someone by the door.

“Greetings,” the Justiciar said when he noticed Damion’s group’s arrival. “I am told Mage Arica already handled the dungeon entry terms. Shall we go inside?”

“Yes, I think it would be best to complete our introductions inside the dungeon,” Arica said.

The man the Justiciar was speaking with pushed a button on a nearby terminal and the large metal door opened. Behind the door was large chamber that was empty except for a glowing archway in the center of the chamber. The Justiciar let Arica lead the way and she walked right into the shimmering archway. Damion and the others followed behind and an instant later were inside the dungeon.

From his previous life, Damion had expected a dungeon to be like those in video games from Earth. However, Damion did not find a cave or a castle with a maze to follow to find the end boss. Instead, they found themselves just outside the entrance to a graveyard.

The graveyard was surrounded by a wrought iron fence. Inside the fence was what one would expect of a graveyard. Gravestones of varying sizes, a couple of mausoleums and in the back of the graveyard a small chapel.

“Alright, introductions,” Arica said. “I think everyone knows me, since I pulled all of us together and I think you all know Damion and Ethan, so I guess that leaves our final member.”

“My name is Mathis Moretti,” the Justiciar said as he removed the helmet that concealed his features. “I am the executive commander of the Justiciar Garrison here in Saung. I am a B Rank knight and have agreed to make sure none of you die.”

“And what is the cost of having you as our safety net?” Ethan asked.

“He gets to keep the spoils of everything he kills,” Arica answered.

“And the entrance fee?” Ethan asked again.

“The normal entrance fee for this dungeon is 10 gold per person, which I or Justiciar Mathis could cover for you two, but I decided to take the alternative entry fee option.”

“Ten percent of our take?” Ethan asked shocked.

“That is correct,” Arica answered. “It will likely be more than the ten gold, but this way none of us have to pay anything out of pocket.”

“Yeah, but we can’t carry much in the way of materials from the Demonic Beasts. Losing ten percent might not be much more than 10 gold, but it will still eat into our profits,” Ethan said.

“I guess he doesn’t know,” Damion said looking at Arica.

“Know what?” Ethan asked.

“I am a spatial mage. I can collect everything in the dungeon. Ten percent will be a lot more than 10 gold, but our profits will be much larger than most groups that clear this dungeon.”

“Except that everything Justiciar Mathis kills is his alone. I’m guessing the ten percent will just come solely out of our share,” Ethan pointed out.

“Justiciar Mathis’ share is his own yes,” Arica said. “But what we make by selling our shares to the Adventurer Association should be considerable.”

“Don’t forget, Ethan, Justiciar Mathis will only step in to save us. If we can kill everything on our own, his share won’t be anything.” Damion told Ethan.

“As Damion said, I will only step in if necessary. Though I do hope to make some money this trip.” Mathis answered with a smile. “Not that I want any of you to get injured.”

“As soon as we enter the gate to the graveyard the undead will start to climb out of their graves,” Arica briefed. “The closer you are to a grave, the faster the occupant will arise.”

“So, we should slowly advance together, to limit the number of undead we face at a time,” Ethan said.

“Precisely,” Arica replied. “Damion, you are our frontliner. Ethan, you cover his flanks, stop anything from sneaking up on him. I’ll blast anything that you all can’t handle.”

“Right,” Damion said as he started moving towards the graveyard entrance.

“Damion, try not to incinerate the undead. The less damaged the Demonic Beasts are, the more money we can make selling their parts.”

“Sure thing, I’ll only use my fire attack glyph if I can’t take them down with conventional attacks.”

“Let’s go then.”

With Damion in the lead, the group filed into the gate. As soon as they crossed the threshold of the gate the graves closest to the gate started to rumble. Dirt was being pushed up and after about thirty seconds a hand punched out from a grave to Damion’s left. The hand braced itself on the ground and was using the leverage to force its body above ground.

Damion looked around and saw another hand pop out of the dirt and was trying to unbury its body. A quick swipe with his sword and Damion severed the hand closest to him. Another swipe and he took the other skeletal arm off at the elbow, leaving another undead struggling to climb out of its grave.

A third skeleton had managed to get its upper half out of the ground while Damion was dealing with the two arms. Damion decapitated it quickly and started scanning the nearby graves for more undead rising.

Damion was very quickly happy to have severed the arms of the undead he had, as even more undead were starting to push themselves out of the ground. The skeletons so far had all been very weak, but Damion suspected ones further in would be stronger. Considering this was a C Rank dungeon, the guardian would a C Rank Demonic Beast and the rest of the creatures could be anywhere in strength between F and C Rank.

As more skeletons dug themselves out of their graves, Damion continued to dismember some and decapitate the ones that were close to freeing themselves. By slowing some, it allowed Damion to restrict how many undead were a threat at any given time, but the rate the skeletons were rising meant that pretty soon Damion was going to be overwhelmed.
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                Damion heard a thud behind him, and he then saw a skull roll past his feet. Turning, Damion saw Ethan twirling the dagger in his left hand while he offered Damion a salute with the one in his right.

“Don’t let up,” Arica called out as she stored the corpse of the latest skeleton into her personal storage space.

Recognizing the necessity of keeping up the pace, Damion slashed his sword across the chest of another skeleton causing it to collapse into a pile of bones. All around them, skeletons were beginning to pull themselves free of the ground. Damion realized that he would no longer be able face just one skeleton at a time and the skeletons he saw rising now were wearing armor and had weapons.

What troubled Damion more than the number of skeletons he would soon be facing was that his arms were beginning to feel heavy. The bracelets on his arms and legs were starting to weigh on him and slow his actions. He needed a few moments to rest and let his arms rest, but it did not look like he was going to get the time he needed.

After Damion took out another five skeletons he began to consider using the fire attack glyph to thin out the skeletons that were on their way towards him. If he torched the next wave he would buy himself some time.

As Damion channeled his mana into the fire attack glyph he prepared to release his attack. Unfortunately, another skeleton had gotten close to him and Damion had to fight it first. This skeleton, while not wearing armor, did have a sword. Damion exchanged blows with it, but he could not get past the skeleton’s defense.

Ethan understood Damion’s predicament and when Damion and the skeleton had locked swords, Ethan lunged in sliced off both the skeleton’s arms. When Damion’s sword was free, he brought his sword down on the skeleton’s collar bone and slashed across the skeleton’s chest. The skeleton collapsed, but the next wave was closing in.

Luckily, Damion had already channeled his mana into the attack glyph and all he needed to do was release it on the approaching skeletons. Damion unleashed his attack in the fire pillar form. As the pillar of fire engulfed the first skeleton Damion willed his attack to sweep across the graveyard and across the approaching skeletons.

The skeleton closest to Damion collapsed into a pile of ashes while the ones further away were only moderately or lightly incinerated. The skeleton that was the furthest away Damion and the last one struck by the attack, had a sword and a shield. The skeleton with the shield was able to use it to block Damion’s attack, coming out unharmed.

“Impressive, only one left in this wave,” Justiciar Mathis said in evaluation of Damion’s attack.

The Justiciar had examined the glyph on Damion’s sword after his first encounter with the Falks Guild and knew very well what the glyph was capable of. The attack that Damion had unleashed was close to the limit of what the glyph could do. Damion’s sword and the glyph was D Rank, while Damion was only an F Rank knight.

The skeleton with the sword and shield moved to close the distance with Damion’s party. Before the skeleton could move too close, Arica released a magic attack of her own. During the fighting with the Falks Guild members, Arica had unleashed lightning, but this time her attack was a boulder that smashed into the skeleton and pinned it to the ground. Ethan moved in close and kicked the neck of the skeleton, sending its head flying and making the rest of the skeleton go still.

Damion saw the next wave of skeletons closing in and decided to unleash another attack from his fire glyph. This wave fared better than the last. All of these skeletons carried weapons and about half had shields. The ones with shields were able to block most of Damion’s attack which also protected the ones without that were behind the skeletons with shields.

“Are they learning from our attacks or are they just getting lucky?” Ethan asked. He knew the Justiciar had cleared this dungeon before, so he hoped the man would share any insights he might have.

“Learning,” Justiciar Mathis said flatly.

If Justiciar Mathis was right, which Damion was sure was the case, using more of his fire attacks was not the solution to taking out this wave of skeletons. The problem was, just as they had learned to protect themselves from his fire attack, they had also learned how to sword fight from him fighting the first waves.

“Arica, try and take the ones with shields out with boulders.” Damion instructed. He just hoped the skeletons would not be able to learn how to avoid being crushed too quickly.

“How many more waves of skeletons will we have to fight?” Ethan asked as the skeletons closed in.

Damion could see there were six of them still standing. Three less than a moment ago since Arica had crushed three with boulders.

“This is the last wave of normal skeletons,” Justiciar Mathis announced. “Once they are dead, the champions will break free of the mausoleums.”

“Good,” Ethan said as he rushed forward.

Knowing that they did not have to worry about more skeletons rising from the ground, Ethan decided he could dispatch the skeletons faster than Damion since the skeletons had not seen him fight as much.

Ethan moved between the remaining skeletons. With quick slashes at the open flanks of the skeletons, Ethan struck wherever the opportunity presented and whenever one or more of the skeletons moved to block him or tried to box him in, Ethan would roll away.

With Ethan garnering all the attention from the skeletons, Damion was able to close in behind several. With a few quick slashes Damion took out three of the remaining skeletons. When the other skeletons turned to go after the bigger threat, Damion, Ethan finished them off from behind.

As soon as the last skeleton collapsed on the ground the door of the closest mausoleum exploded outward. From the mausoleum came a large skeleton wearing a chest plate and helm carrying a large war hammer gripped in both hands.

With each step the skeleton champion took the ground in the graveyard shook. Damion looked to each of his party members in turn to see if they had any suggestions on how to deal with this skeleton. It was Justiciar Mathis that spoke up.

“This skeleton is at C Rank. It won’t be as strong as the guardian, but you all will need to work together if you want to defeat it.”

“Understood,” Arica said as the skeleton champion moved closer. “Damion don’t try to block the skeleton’s hammer. The force of its attack will be more than enough to kill you in one blow.”

“Right,” Damion said as the he watched the skeleton approach.

The skeleton hefted the hammer above its head a few paces away. Just as Damion was wondering what the skeleton was going to do; it leapt into the air.

“Move!” Damion shouted.

A moment later the skeleton champion slammed its hammer into the ground where the party was standing just the moment prior. Damion rolled to his feet before the skeleton could free its hammer from the ground. Rushing to the skeleton’s side, Damion slashed his sword against its leg.

What surprised Damion when his sword hit the skeleton’s leg was not that he did not slice through the leg, it was a C Rank Demonic Beast after all, but that immediately after his sword struck, the skeleton kicked Damion sending Damion flying.
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                “Damion!” Arica screamed as Damion was sent flying by the skeleton champion’s kick.

The Demonic Beast’s kick sent Damion three meters through the air, slamming into a tombstone. The tombstone cracked from Damion’s impact and as Damion tried to clear his head, he realized he had lost his grip on his sword.

With blurry vision and a ringing in his ears, Damion tried to see where his sword had landed. Before Damion could orient himself, he felt someone pull him roughly to the side and Damion felt an impact where he had just been a moment ago. The next thing Damion saw was a flash of light that stung his eyes.

As Damion’s vision began to clear, he saw Ethan and Arica on either side of him. Both of them were speaking, but Damion’s ears were still ringing, and he could not tell what they were saying. Arica shoved a bottle of something into his hands, but Damion was still dazed and did not understand what it was or what Arica wanted of him.

The mage opened the bottle and then moved Damion’s hand holding the bottle up to his mouth. With a glimmer of understanding, Damion took a sip of the liquid in the bottle. Seeing him take only a sip, Arica tipped the bottom of the bottle in Damion’s hand forcing more of the liquid into his mouth.

As soon as Damion swallowed, his head started clearing and the ringing in his ears began to quiet. Damion took another sip and his vision, that had still been cloudy, cleared up and the aches he felt in his sides and back began to fade as well.

“What happened?” Damion managed to ask.

“You got the shit kicked out of you,” Ethan answered.

“The skeleton champion kicked you. For a moment, we thought it might have killed you outright.” Arica explained.

“Nope, not dead,” Damion groaned. “And the champion?”

“Justiciar Mathis hit it with some artifact that froze the thing in place. He didn’t kill it, since doing so will cause the next one to come out and so on until the guardian pops out of the chapel,” Ethan informed him.

“Can you get up?” Arica asked getting to her feet and extending him a hand.

Damion took her hand got to his feet. Looking around, Damion saw what was left of the tombstone he had impacted not far away. Apparently, after he hit the tombstone, the skeleton champion had rushed over to finish him off. Luckily, his party members had knocked him out of the way and the skeleton champion had only managed to bury its hammer into the tombstone. Before the Demonic Beast could free its weapon, Justiciar Mathis had frozen the beast in place, and it stood there unmoving just a few meters from them, shrouded in a white shimmering light.

“I take it that neither of you had any luck in being able to hurt the champion either?” Damion asked as the champion did not appear to be harmed at all.

“Nope, it shrugged off our attacks. Worse still, was that it completely ignored us and continued to go after you,” Ethan explained.

“Well, it is C Rank,” Damion said with a shrug.

“Yes, that is a big leap in power over any of us, well, except for Justiciar Mathis,” Arica said with a nod. “Should we let him take out the champions and the guardian then? We wanted to wait for you to get up before we decided.”

“Seen my sword?” Damion asked looking around. A moment later, Justiciar Mathis held it out to him. “Thanks. My artifact is only D Rank and even with my best attack I doubt I can hurt it. What about you two?”

“Same, and I don’t have an attack glyph. My daggers are enchanted to cut through armor and defensive enchantments, but they are only effective on things of equal or lower rank. I might be able to hurt it, but I can’t take it down.”

“I have several artifacts that my master let me borrow, and while they should be able to hurt a C Rank Demonic Beast, I don’t think I have the magic power to overcome a Demonic Beast more than a rank above me. If it was a Ferocious Beast I probably could. They are just beasts that can use magic, not beasts formed by magic.”

While Arica and Ethan were explaining their chances of taking down the skeleton champion, Damion was considering if he should remove the training bracelets and have another go at the Demonic Beast. Sure, he was weaker than it, but he felt his strength had risen quite a bit in the last few days and thought he might be able to at least hurt the creature without his handicap.

“I guess it is decided then,” Damion said turning to Justiciar Mathis. “Go ahead and finish the champion off and anything else that pops up so we can clear this dungeon.”

“As you wish,” Justiciar Mathis said with a nod. Before tossing the champion to the other side of graveyard and releasing it from its magical bindings.

“What did he use to stop the skeleton champion like that?” Damion asked when he saw the light that was surrounding the skeleton champion vanish.

“Some kind of Holy affinity artifact. I’m guessing his Order has special artifacts to use in each of these dungeons when they do them.” Arica explained.

“Yeah, that wouldn’t surprise me,” Damion said. “what was it that you gave me earlier?”

“A healing potion. Best thing you can have in a dungeon, unless you have someone with healing magic.”

A healing potion, Damion figured that was the case. The issue Damion was gripping with, was that healing potions were expensive. Depending on the rank of the potion, they could cost anywhere from a few silvers to hundreds of golds.

“You can take the cost of the potion from my share,” Damion offered. He just hoped the potion she used was not going to eat away his share completely.

“Don’t worry about it. Besides, I’m the one that put this party together without a healer, because I thought with a high ranker with us we couldn’t get hurt. Using one of my potions on you is the least I can do to apologize.”

“I knew the risks when…”

“Don’t argue with me Damion,” Arica cut Damion off. “Besides, I think Justiciar Mathis will probably reimburse me for the healing potion. He was quite distressed when he saw you injured and was going to use his own, but I got to you first since he had to restrain the champion.”

“Why would he be worried about me?” Damion asked.

“There are three reasons I can think of,” Arica answered. “The first, is your teacher. You know she is an A Ranker, but I think you sometimes forget what that means. If something happened to you while you are under the Justiciar’s protection, Ms. Teft would not be pleased.

“Second, it was his job to make sure none of us got hurt. Allowing you to be injured, just to see what you were capable of, was a dangerous thing to do.”

“What do you mean, he let me get hurt?”

“I think he wanted to see if you could hurt a C Rank Demonic Beast when you are only F Rank. It would be quite the accomplishment. I think he believed you could so much that he blinded himself to the danger you were in.”

“Uh… okay,” Damion was not sure what to think about Arica’s assessment.

“And third, I think Justiciar Mathis is hoping to recruit you to his Order.”
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                “You think he wants to recruit me?” Damion asked stunned.

“Yes. You are quite talented, and if it wasn’t for Ms. Teft, I think he might have already approached you with the idea.”

Arica’s words made Damion recall a few days ago, after his second interview with Justiciar Mathis about the Falks Guild, that the knight had joked about recruiting him into the Order. Damion had just brushed off the idea, but thinking back, perhaps Justiciar Mathis had been probing his interest.

Before Damion could ponder on the possibility further, the graveyard’s chapel burst open. The dungeon’s guardian had appeared, which meant while they had been talking, Justiciar Mathis had finished off all the champions.

All of the Demonic Beasts in the graveyard dungeon had been skeletons so far. However, the guardian appeared to be a withered old man. He was wearing a tattered cloak and carrying a knobby staff. From what Damion could see of the guardian’s features, the Demonic Beast’s skin was almost shrunken, like the man was dehydrated. Damion could not be sure, since the Demonic Beast’s cloak covered its body, but Damion guessed the creature was quite thin, almost like his body was drying up or being sucked dry.

“The lich guardian. How lucky for Justiciar Mathis,” Arica commented and clicked her tongue.

“What do you mean? Isn’t the guardian always the same?” Damion asked.

“While the layout of a dungeon doesn’t change, there is always some variations to the strength of the Demonic Beasts inside. The rank of the guardian doesn’t change. But all the other Demonic Beasts inside can range in rank from F to the rank of the guardian, though usually they fall about in the middle, with a few outliers, like the champions.”

“I know all that,” Damion said. “What about the guardian, it can’t change in rank, but it can change?”

“Yes. There are usually three or four different types of guardians that pop up in any given dungeon. And when you enter, the guardian can be any one of those. Usually, in this dungeon the lower-level beasts are all skeletons, like we had today. Sometimes though you get zombies. Luckily, we didn’t get specters, they can be hard to deal with.

“Just as the lower-level Demonic Beasts can vary, so can the guardian. The most common guardian is a skeleton king. It is similar to the champions, only more skillful. The next most common is the zombie lord, it is not as strong as the skeleton king, but it is harder to kill, unless you have fire or holy magic.”

“And this guardian is a lich?”

“Yep, it is the rarest of the guardians for this dungeon. Only appears once every thirty or so clears. And because of that, the materials it has are worth the most.”

“So, Justiciar Mathis will be making a lot of money on this run.”

Before Arica or Ethan could respond to Damion, Justiciar Mathis imprisoned the lich guardian in a Holy shroud like he had with the skeleton champions. Unable to move, the lich guardian could not defend itself and any magic it might have was blocked by Justiciar Mathis’ artifact.

“Have all the things of value been stored?” Justiciar Mathis asked Arica.

“Yes, go ahead. Once you kill the guardian I will store it in my personal space and then you can destroy the core.”

“Very well,” Justiciar Mathis then decapitated the lich guardian and released it from his artifact’s magic.

While Justiciar Mathis walked into the chapel to destroy the dungeon core, Arica stored the body and head in her personal space. A moment later Damion felt a pull around his navel and the world suddenly began spinning. For a split-second Damion did not know what was happening and then everything stopped, and Damion found himself standing outside the dungeon portal.

The metal doors to the dungeon chamber opened and the attendant that let them in greeted them.

“Somebody got a spatial storage artifact? I don’t see skeleton heads, or weapons, or anything else.”

“Do you have a place that we can unload?” Arica asked the attendant.

“Sure, right this way.”

The attendant led their group to a large empty room nearby. The floor of the room was laid out in a grid pattern of squares, with each box appearing to be about three meters in length and width. Arica walked over and began dumping skeletons out of her spatial storage into the squares.

At first Damion thought she was just dumping everything into one big pile, but then Damion saw that she was actually dumping the skeletons into different groups based on their size. Damion realized she was grouping the skeletons based on their ranks. How she could tell their ranks, Damion was not sure, but he made a mental note that it was one more thing he needed to learn.

The armor and weapons used by the different skeletons were also dropped into different boxes. When Arica deposited the skeleton champions, their weapons and armor and the lich guardian, she dropped them all in one box off to the side.

“The champions and the guardian belong to Justiciar Mathis,” Arica told the attendant before he could ask. “Include them in the calculation of the fee, but you can’t pull the fee from his claim.”

“Understood,” the attendant said as he was writing notes on his tablet about all the items and Demonic Beasts that Arica had just dropped in the room.

“12 F Rank skeletons, 16 E Rank, 10 D Rank, and 4 C Rank skeleton champions. And 1 C Rank lich guardian. 12 F Rank swords, 6 F Rank shields, 26 F Rank chest plates and 8 E Rank great swords. 4 D Rank war hammers and armor from the skeleton champions. 1 Dark affinity C Rank magic staff, 1 dark affinity D Rank cloak from the lich guardian.”

The attendant listed off all the materials and Damion could hardly believe the man had been able to accurately access all it that quickly. Damion guessed that something in the room detected everything and reported it to his tablet and the attendant was just reading it off.

“All of the armor and weapons are only enchanted for durability, no attack glyphs and they all appear to be made of Dark Iron, but poorly refined. The resell value of the weapons and armor is fairly low, but they can be melted down purified, should be enough for 50 ingots of Dark Iron.

“The C Rank staff is marketable, but the Dark affinity is rare, would probably take a while to sell. And the D Rank cloak is very tattered, it is coming up as no value due to the damage to it.”

The attendant continued listing off all the pros and cons of the gear and Damion quickly lost track of the values he was listing. He just hoped Arica and Ethan understood what the man was talking about.

“For the F Rank skeletons, the total value is 12 golds, E Rank 32 golds, D Rank 50 golds and C Rank 50 golds. The 50 Black Iron ingots are valued at 100 golds and the C Rank staff is valued at 20 golds. Total worth comes out to 264 golds. The fee for entry was negotiated at 10 percent, so 26 golds 40 silvers.”
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                Damion gulped when he heard the total value and the take of city for their share to cover the entrance fee. With all the values stated, Damion started to try and figure out what his take would be.

First he had to subtract Justiciar Mathis’ share, then the entrance fee, which came out to 26 gold and 40 silver and then he had to divide the remaining into three. One for him, Arica, and Ethan each. The problem Damion had was that he did not know how many of those Black Iron ingots would be going to Justiciar Mathis.

“I’ll just take ten of the Black Iron ingots,” Mathis said to Arica, which helped Damion out in his calculations.

That meant his take was 70 gold and it left the rest of them with 147 gold and 60 silver to split. When they split that between the three of them it meant that they each would be getting 49 gold and 20 silver.

Part of Damion wanted to scream out that he was rich, but Damion knew he would end up spending all that gold very quickly. Artifacts were not cheap. He could easily spend all his money on just armor alone, let alone all the things he needed to buy to complete his wilderness survival kit.

“Will you be taking payment now or do you prefer to keep the materials and sell them yourselves?” The attendant asked.

Arica looked to Justiciar Mathis and then spoke to the attendant.

“We’ll take payment now. We would not make much more by selling it ourselves and the time it would take is not worth the effort,” Arica explained.

“After the Justiciar’s cut is the rest to be split evenly?” the attendant asked.

“Yes.”

“Alright, each of you press your payment cards here,” the attendant said holding out his tablet.

Damion tapped his card and became almost 50 gold richer. He was not sure what his father made a year, but he felt it was not as much as Damion just made in a day.

Once his payment was received, Justiciar Mathis bid everyone farewell. Damion watched him depart. A part of Damion was curious when he would run into the Justiciar again, but then Damion realized that if he did, it was most likely because he was in some sort of trouble.

“Well, that was a profitable run,” Ethan said to Arica, who just gave a quick smile.

“I guess we did pretty well,” Damion said. “But without Arica’s spatial affinity we never would have been able to earn as much as we did.”

“I suppose that is true,” Ethan admitted. “But now that I have the money, I’m going to get me a set of daggers with magic attack enchantments. What are you going to get?”

“Armor,” Damion answered. “Are all F Rank Demonic Cores worth 1 gold?”

“It depends on the affinity of the Demonic Beast. 1 gold is the cheapest price for an F Rank core.”

“And what core is worth the most?”

“That would depend on who you are selling it to. The skeletons have the Dark affinity, and while it is not a common affinity, because of this dungeon, the local prices for Dark affinity cores is at the lowest.”

“So a Fire affinity or Water affinity core would have a greater value,” Damion surmised.

“Here in Saung, yes. But also keep in mind, if a person needs a core of a certain affinity, said core will obviously be worth more to that person.”

“What about the other parts of the skeletons? I thought all the parts of Demonic Beasts are worth a lot?”

“With so many skeletons brought out from this dungeon every week, the value of the parts is miniscule. And don’t forget, the skeletons are all bones. Bones aren’t worth much to begin with. Any weapon made from them won’t be very strong. The most common use of the bones is to grind them down for use in alchemy.”

“I understand,” Damion was quickly realizing that the graveyard might have been the easiest dungeon in Saung, but it was probably also the least productive.

“It is time for us to part ways,” Arica told them now that Damion had finished his questions. “I hope to meet you again in the future Damion.”

“I’ll look you up when I can afford a spatial artifact.”

The group departed the center of the city, each going their own way. Ethan, to his father’s company. Arica back to her master and research. For Damion it was home to his parents.

The next day, Damion went to Leland’s Artifacts to put his order in for the nicest set of armor he could afford. Before, Leland had quoted him a price of 10 gold for a set of D Rank armor. Damion was sure he could still get that deal, but he was curious what a set C Rank armor would run him.

“Welcome back lad,” Leland greeted when he saw Damion. “I heard you managed to finagle a dungeon run. Quite impressive for an F Rank.”

“It was a friend that arranged it. Though, without the Justiciar that went with us we never would have cleared it.”

“I would think not,” Leland laughed. “Unless you are C Rank yourself, you don’t stand a chance against a C Rank guardian. Remember that for the next time you get invited into a dungeon.”

“I will,” Damion promised remembering being punted across the dungeon by one of the skeleton champions.

“Well, what can I get for you today,” Leland asked with a glint in his eye.

“You told me before a set of D Rank armor would be 10 gold.”

“Aye. Back to make the purchase?”

“Yes, but I was curious what the cost of a C Rank set of armor would be.”

“C Rank. Lad, do you even have the mana to charge C Rank armor? Bah, forget I asked. If you want to spend the money, who am I to say no. Let’s see,” Leland took out a small notebook and flipped through a few pages. “80 gold for a full set, chest, legs, boots and gauntlets.”

“80,” Damion croaked. He had expected the price to be high, but this price was much more than he was expecting.

“I take it you didn’t earn quite that much from your dungeon clear?’

“No, I only have 49 gold. It will probably be a while before I get another chance to earn so much gold at once.”

“Probably,” Leland agreed.

“How long will it take for you to make the armor?”

“Give me three weeks. Normally, it wouldn’t take me that long, but I have already received a few other orders that I need to work on first.”

“I understand,” Damion said. First come, first served. Damion would have to wait in line just like everyone else. “I guess I can do a few missions while I wait.”

“You could, but judging by how well you have been doing, I suggest you ask Helga if you are ready to take the advancement test.”

“Advancement test? You mean to become an E Rank knight?”

“That would be the one. You might not realize it, but from what I hear, you have managed to take down some fairly strong opponents. Ones that you should not have been able to take down as an F Rank.”
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                Take the test to be promoted to E Rank?

Damion really had not thought of doing this. Sure, he figured he would take the promotion test eventually, but Damion had only been a licensed adventurer for a short time. He had no idea how difficult the E Rank test would be or if there was a time restriction on how long he had to have his license before he could take the test.

After confirming with Leland on when his armor would be ready, Damion set out to find his teacher, Ms. Teft. He was sure she would test him herself or let him know the things he needed to know before letting him go and make a fool of himself at the Adventurer Association.

“You want to take the E Rank test?” Ms. Teft asked as she looked over Damion.

“Mr. Leland suggested it, but I don’t really know if I’m ready.” Damion confirmed.

“Well, you have been able to take out D Rank knights and Demonic Beasts, so with the help of your sword you are ready, but you have to remember, the quality of your artifacts subtracts from your overall score.”

“You mean the test is the same?” Damion could not help but question.

“Mostly. For you to get your E Rank license, you will have to defeat an E Rank Ferocious Beast. And instead of just 100 total points, you must earn 500.”

“500 points,” Damion could hardly believe what he was hearing.

Damion was sure he could defeat an E Rank Ferocious Beast but scoring 500 points, that he was not so sure about. It meant he would have to do very well on the first two stages of the test, attack power and agility. Last time, he had only successfully passed the test because Ms. Teft had given him a sword that did not really qualify as an artifact to take the test, so he did not lose any points when fighting the F Rank Ferocious Beast.

‘I’m a lot stronger now though,’ Damion thought. ‘Especially, with a proper sword. I’ll lose 15 points, but if I can score well in the first two… I think I can pass.’

“Can I take the training bracelets off for the test?” Damion asked.

“I’ll allow it, but I want to train you for a few days before I allow you to take the test. Can’t let you make a fool of yourself and reflect badly on me now can I?”

“That would be great, will we go outside the city to train?”

“Of course, can’t have you making a mess of my garden now can I. Meet me at the east gate at our usual training time. We’ll go find a nice, deserted hill to train on.”

“Thank you, Ms. Teft. I really appreciate this.”

As Damion rushed out to prepare for his upcoming training, Ms. Teft just shook her head at the departing boy. He was so energetic and eager to learn. She just hoped he could stay that way forever.


While Damion was preparing for his lessons from Ms. Teft, Arica had already returned to her master in Rubrum, Dorian Fletcher. Arica’s master, while a researcher working on tracking and countering the expansion of magical zones on Nerotath, was also a B Rank spatial mage.

“How was your first trip to Benault Forest?” Fletcher asked.

“It was rather illuminating, Master,” Arica answered tactfully.

“The data you recorded on the expansion of the Benault Forest is astonishing. Have you looked at your numbers compared to those from the last few quarters?”

“I did compare them Master, but I was not sure what they meant.”

“Well, for one thing it means the expansion of the Benault Forest has suddenly jumped up. It is very important that we discover what has caused this sudden increase in the forest’s growth. If we can identify what has changed in the last quarter, then maybe we can discover a way to safely contain these magical zones.”

“I think I know the answer,” Arica said as she thought through everything she had seen and hear while she was in Saung and around the Benault Forest with Damion.

“Do tell?”

“There was a recent beast wave that emerged from the Benault Forest and hit the Yellow Zone fairly hard, but nothing moved towards the Green Zone evidently. Rumors that I heard indicate the beast wave might have been caused by a Realm Breach, but I don’t know if anyone confirmed that or not.”

“The theory has been explored before, that Realm Breaches empower the magical zones. I’ll send an inquiry to the Association and the Crimson and Protector Orders. They have the most information on when and where Realm Breaches have been discovered. We’ll need to look through the history of the forest and compare past Breaches to past growth of the forest.”

“We should also look at the type of Breaches, Master. If only Unstable Breaches cause the faster growth, or maybe it is only Stable ones, then just looking at all Breaches will give us a skewed comparison.”

“That is very true. Very true. It could also be that a Stable Breach occurred sometime ago in the Benault Forest and has yet to be discovered, but because no one cleared it the dungeon breached and caused the beast wave.”

“That could be Master. Remember how the Falks Guild was acting rashly? Perhaps, they realized this already. It was after all their guild territory.”

“Quite insightful of you. You ran into the Falks Guild while you were with the new student of Teft’s. He is also an unusual case. You said he claims someone sealed his magic when he was young due to an injury.”

“Yes, Master. He said his affinity would be unsealed when he turned eighteen. He was quite confident in that.”

“It seems Teft believes him as well, otherwise why should she train him.”

Arica did not have an answer for her master, so she remained silent, letting the man muse on his own.

“What was your impression of him, do you think he really will become a mage when he turns eighteen?”

“Master, what I could tell from interacting with him, is that while only fifteen, he has more mana than anyone his age should. He practiced with a D Rank artifact launching fire attack spells for an entire afternoon, without getting tired. It was not until I questioned his stamina that he realized he was overdoing it.”

“Hmmmm… so he is a bit naïve. But learns quickly. Has either an unusually large mana capacity or a naturally high mana regeneration rate. But Teft could not have known these things before she started training him. There must be something else that caught her eye.”

“You aren’t going to do anything to him are you?” Arica quietly asked.

“Oh, do you like the boy then?”

“He’s… I mean, he’s just a nice person.” Arica said trying to keep her face from turning red.

“No, I have no interest in harming the boy. I would like to know his secrets, and why Teft is so invested in him. But she knows I know about him, so I’d be one of the first people she comes searching for if something happened to him.”

“She wouldn’t do anything to you though, right? I mean, Master you are a B Rank spatial mage.”

“Teft was on the verge of becoming S Rank when she was injured and ousted from her position at Silver Spire. Assuming that she’s managed to heal in the last twenty years, she is likely back on the cusp of breaking through and just needs to flex her magic a bit to take that last step. For that she needs an S Rank dungeon to go all out in. Which means, she needs to get back into Silver Spire.”

“If Damion is as talented as I think, or perhaps more than I think, and Ms. Teft knows that. Wouldn’t revealing him to the world after he unlocks his magic be her ticket back in?”

“What a clever girl you are.” Fletcher said with a smile. “That has got to be her plan. And since it has nothing to do with Rubrum or the Erythraean Academy, she can do as she pleases. Though, I do hope you will be up for a trip to Saung again in a few years. I’m absolutely dying to know if this boy knight will really become a mage.”
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                Eight hours a day.

For the entire past week, Damion had been training for eight hours every day. Running, lifting weights, practicing his swordsmanship, practicing with his fire attack glyph. Each day Ms. Teft worked him to the bone, forcing him to exhaust himself before she let him have a break.

Today, however, was different. After a solid week of training, Damion and Ms. Teft, wanted to see how much he had grown. In an open field outside Saung, Ms. Teft had placed a testing dummy and Damion was about to find out if he could meet the requirement to advance.

The Adventurer Association exam required he score 500 points to earn the status of an E Rank knight. Most of those points he would need to earn in the first test, which measured his attack power. The other two tests would, hopefully, add a few points, but Ms. Teft explained that as long as he exceeded 500 in the first test, he would be fine.

Channeling his mana into his sword, Damion prepared to strike the test dummy with all his strength. Once he poured all the mana he could into his sword, Damion swung, bringing his sword down in a two-handed overhead slash that hit the test dummy in its shoulder.

After the blow landed Damion released his mana and felt quite tired. He was still wearing the training bracelets and after expending so much mana at once, his arms and legs felt like lead. After a few moments Damion started to recover, but he did not dare to use Mana Absorption to speed up the process like he normally did in front of Ms. Teft.

“An acceptable result,” Ms. Teft said as she viewed the result on her tablet.

“Acceptable?” Damion questioned. He really wanted to know what his score was. If he managed to break the 500 mark, it meant he was ready for the advancement test.

“420,” Ms. Teft told him.

“Really?” Damion signed. “I thought I would have been able to hit 500 with that attack.”

“You are very close. And you have advanced from scoring less than a hundred to over 400 in just a few weeks. This is remarkable growth. Most knights take a year, at minimum to advance from F to E.”

“I could still pass though, if I do well on the agility part?”

“Yes, you have a chance to pass the test, but keep in mind if you fail to pass, you will have to wait a month before trying again.”

“I guess I will keep training.” Damion said as he got up and prepared to go for a run.

“The physical training has boosted your muscle strength. With the training bracelets pulling mana through your body, it has accelerated that process, but just doing the same thing won’t continue to get you remarkable results.”

“What should I do then?”

“The test is measuring your magic power, not physical strength or how much mana you channel into your blade. You have managed to get so close to the goal by condensing almost all your mana into your blade and striking.”

“I thought that was what I was supposed to do?”

“In a way it is, that much mana compressed, boosts your magic power. What you need to do though, is compress the mana in your magic core. By compressing your mana first and then channeling it into your sword, you will be able to channel higher quality mana.”

“Compress the mana in my core,” Damion muttered as he thought about how to do what Ms. Teft asked.

“Sit down,” Ms. Teft commanded, after Damion complied she continued. “Focus on your magic core. Most knights don’t have strong cores, because of that, it limits their growth and how much mana they can ever have. So, they do what you have been doing, compressing the mana outside their body, building up the mana on their weapon and compressing it further.

“This allows them to reach the magic power of a higher rank, but they don’t actually have the magic power of that rank.”

“By compressing the mana in my core, it not only increases my magic power, but also increases how much mana I can store, because the mana is compressed.” Damion said as he realized what Ms. Teft was alluding to.

“Precisely.”

“But how do I get the new mana to compress when I’ve already compressed the existing mana, it won’t decompress if my core isn’t full, will it?”

“No, once your body is trained to compress your mana, as your body pulls mana into your core, it will naturally compress to match your magic core. And your core will keep your mana compressed even when your core is not full, because that is the state your core recognizes your mana should be in.”

“What is the best way to compress the mana in my magic core?”

“The most conventional way is to overfill your magic core with mana. As you try to stuff more mana in, your core will either slowly expand, or once it reaches its maximum size, grow stronger to contain more and more mana. As you keep overfilling, the mana will compress itself inside your core. Once that happens your magic core will continue to compress the mana by itself.”

Damion remembered the lessons the Magic System had given him, which were similar. He needed to pull in mana and his magic core would naturally do the rest, he just wished there was a way to speed up the process.

“Is there a way to make this go faster?” Damion asked, since he had used the bulk of his mana on the attack dummy, he was still refilling his magic core, which would take a while.

“You can speed up your mana absorption through a variety of means. Artifacts, spell formations, natural treasures, but the most common, is to train in a mana rich environment.”

“Where would I find one of those?”

“The Benault Forest is a mana rich environment, though, it might be a bit dangerous for you. Another option is to create a mana rich environment.”

“Create one?

“What paid the most when you finished your dungeon?” Ms. Teft asked.

“The Demonic Beast Cores.”

“Do you know why Demonic Beast Cores are so expensive?”

“I thought because they were used to create strong artifacts.”

“That is one reason, they can also be used in alchemy and even to make spell arrays. But the main use is to be absorbed by a mage to enhance their magic power.”

“What?!” Damion was shocked. If he had known he could absorb the magic from the cores to enhance his power, he would have kept a few instead of selling them all.

“Don’t get too excited.”

“Why not?”

“You can only absorb a Demonic Beast Core that matches your affinity. Trying to absorb the wrong affinity would be like poisoning your magic core.”

“Oh.” Damion felt his hope get crushed. Since he did not know what his affinity was, there was no way for him to absorb the magic from the skeleton cores to help him.

“Should I still train physically, or should I just meditate or something?”

“Using your mana up and then letting your core refill, is the best way to train it to be stronger. Continue your physical training in the morning, and then focus in the afternoons on overfilling your magic core.”

“Okay,” Damion answered as he started to focus on letting his magic core fill up, when he noticed Ms. Teft was walking away. “You aren’t going to stay and make sure I’m doing it right?”

“You don’t need a babysitter. Come see me after another week of training and I’ll measure your progress.”
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                Damion was somewhat stunned by Ms. Teft just walking away and leaving him to his own devices, but he figured she had other things she needed to do. The plus side of her leaving him to train alone, was that he could use his Mana Absorption spell without worrying about her detecting it.

Over the next few days, Damion pushed himself as hard as he could in the mornings, and then after eating lunch, he would sit in his backyard and meditate. His mother watched him worriedly as he returned every day for lunch drenched in sweat, just to go out and sit in the yard.

Damion however, felt he was making real progress. Every day he thought his mana capacity was creeping up, and while every other knight or mage had to use artifacts to test their mana capacity, Damion just had to ask the system.

‘System, status.’ Damion thought as he felt his magic core get bloated as Mana Absorption continued to pull mana into his body.

[Magic System]

[Full System unlock in 2:321:10:15:42]

[System Level: 1]

[User: Damion Wells]

[Age: 15]

[Magic Talent: Locked]

[Magic Affinity: Locked]

[Mana: 450/380]

[Magic Power: Locked]

[Mana Recovery: Locked]

[Strength: 65]

[Dexterity: 78]

[Vitality: 95]

[Intelligence: 130]

[Experience: 700/1,000]

[Store Credits: 11]

‘I am making progress,’ Damion thought as he looked over his stats.

Completing the graveyard dungeon had advanced his quests from the system for any Ferocious Beast, E Rank and even D Rank, but he was still short of the experience required to level up the Magic System. Damion was not sure what would happen if he leveled up the system, but he was hoping it would unlock his affinity, so he would not have to wait until his eighteenth birthday.

‘It would still be nice even if it only unlocked magic power and magic recovery. Then I could at least see where my power level is compared to others.’

Every afternoon it took Damion only a few minutes with the help of his Mana Absorption spell to get his magic core overfilled so that he could start working to compress his mana. What Damion discovered was that the more overfilled his magic core was, the easier it was to compress his mana. He supposed this was because the more overfilled his core was the more his core was already compressing the mana to hold it in.

Since Damion could not see his magic power, he was guessing that it was increasing. Since his total mana was only increasing slightly, he guessed his magic power was jumping up instead, or so he hoped.

At the end of their one week agreement Damion met with Ms. Teft outside the city to see how much progress he had made. After pulling the test dummy out of her spatial artifact she stepped back and let Damion test his progress.

As the week before, Damion focused and channeled his mana into his sword. Doing his best to mimic the overhead strike he performed the week before, Damion brought his sword down on the test dummy. After sheathing his sword Damion turned to Ms. Teft to find out how he faired.

“466,” Ms. Teft told him.

“I thought I would have made it this time,” Damion pouted.

“Don’t sell yourself short. Increasing your magic power by more than 40 points in a single week is quite the accomplishment.”

“I guess I have another week of hard work ahead of me.”

“Perhaps more than just another week,” Ms. Teft told Damion.

“More? But if I improved by 46 points after just one week I’m sure I can improve by 40 in another week.”

“As you grow, it becomes harder to advance. It will take more and more time and effort to increase your mana capacity and magic power.”

“So, I should practice for another two weeks?”

“I like your optimism,” Ms. Teft said with a chuckle. “At your level, with how you are currently advancing, after another two weeks you should certainly be able to strike the test dummy with more than 500 magic power.”

“Do you think I should take some missions instead? Get more practical experience.”

“Practical experience is good, and while it will increase your overall combat power, it probably won’t do as much to increase your raw magic power.”

“Another couple of weeks of training it is then.”

“When you focus on pulling mana into your core, do you feel it is easy or difficult?” Ms. Teft’s question caught Damion off-guard and he was not sure how to answer.

“What difference does it make?” Damion asked, trying to figure out how to answer Ms. Teft.

“Just searching for clues to your mana affinity.”

“How does the effort of pulling mana in provide clues to my affinity?”

“If it is easy to pull the mana in, then you are probably in an area that has a lot of mana that matches your magic affinity. If it is hard to pull in the mana, then you are probably in an area that has low mana that you are compatible with.”

“I guess I need to try meditating in different places to figure out if it is easy or hard. I don’t really have a point of reference,” Damion carefully dodged answering Ms. Teft. Given that he was using his Mana Absorption spell to pull in mana, he really was not sure how to tell if the mana he is pulling in is more compatible or not.

“Well, you can try that in the future. What you have been doing so far is effective. No point in changing your training when you are so close to your goal.”

After that Ms. Teft headed back into the city, leaving Damion to continue his training. As Damion ran, he pondered Ms. Teft’s question and how to figure out an answer. His meditation so far had been taking place inside the city, in his family’s backyard. Damion was not sure what types of mana were in abundance in his backyard, nor was he aware of how to figure it out.

For the next two weeks Damion focused on his training. For the most part he did not change his routine. What Damion did change was that he tried to sense the mana in his backyard and try to pull it into his magic core. Unfortunately, Damion did not have much luck in figuring out if he was compatible with the mana in his backyard or not.

Since he could not determine if he was compatible with the ambient mana, Damion resumed using Mana Absorption. With the use of the spell, Damion realized that some part of the spell must alter the ambient mana to make it easier to absorb. How the spell accomplished this, Damion figured he would have to find out in the future. Right now, he needed to focus on increasing his magic power and the best way to do that was his Mana Absorption spell.

*Ding*

[Spell Mana Absorption mastery increased to E Rank]

As soon as the system message popped up for Damion he opened the spell menu to see how the spell had changed.

[Mana Absorption - Passive - (E Rank Absorbs 8 Mana P/S) Absorbs mana from ambient mana in the atmosphere. Can absorb a greater amount of mana by touch, depending on mana in object touched.]

After the notification, Damion instantly noticed the difference in the power of the spell. It was not a lot, only a little more than a 50% increase, but it was enough. Damion continued to let the mana flow into his magic core and he focused on trying to compress it tightly together. As glad as Damion was to have his Mana Absorption skill increase in mastery, he needed to focus on his training and Damion figured the more he used his skill the faster it would level.
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                As Damion channeled his mana into his sword he focused on the training dummy in front of him. Just as he had before, Damion brought his sword down in an overhead slash, hitting the test dummy in the shoulder. Once Damion was finished with his power slash he let out a breath and sat down on the floor of the examination room to recover his stamina.

“Very good,” the Adventurer Association clerk said over the intercom. “Move through to the next room once you are ready.”

After a short moment of rest, Damion rose to his feet and headed to the next part of the test. The agility exam. This was only Damion’s second time attempting this part of the exam and this time, he hoped he was better prepared. Damion kept his sword out, held in a forward guard position, ready to start intercepting the balls he knew would be coming from the holes in the walls and ceiling.

“The exam will begin in 3… 2… 1…” the Association clerk announced.

The moment the clerk finished her countdown the first ball was shot towards him. Damion easily blocked the first ball and no sooner had his sword knocked the ball aside, did another ball come at him from above. This time Damion pivoted, letting the ball slam into the floor, just as the ball passed him another ball was launched from the wall to his left. With a flick of his wrists, Damion intercepted the ball from the wall and swatted the previous ball on its bounce off the floor.

Damion felt he was doing a bit better this time around than he had on his first go, but he felt something was different this time. It took Damion deflecting another four balls before he realized what was different. The balls were moving faster. Not a great deal faster, but enough of an increase to make the test more difficult.

As the balls continued to fly, more and more were launched each time. Two at a time, then three. Damion moved fluidly, his sword a blur of motion as he sliced the balls from the air. Without Ms. Teft’s training bracelets on his arms and legs, Damion felt as light as a feather. When four balls at a time started being launched, Damion found himself beginning to get overwhelmed.

No longer able to take out all the new balls launched, Damion was forced to dodge out of the way of the balls that he could not yet take out. As the number of loose balls grew Damion knew he needed to clear them out or he was going to be knocked out of the test.

Just as Damion managed to knock half the balls in the air down, he was hit from behind by several balls. The impact sent Damion stumbling forward. He was able to stop himself from landing facedown, but his effort would have looked quite comical to the clerk and Ms. Teft as they watched his performance.

“Excellent,” the clerk said after Damion caught his balance. “Move on to the next room when you are ready. You will have one minute to kill the beast.”

Damion took a moment to catch his breath before he took a deep breath and headed to the next chamber. Chained in the center of the chamber was a large grey wolf. Damion was not familiar with this particular type of Ferocious Beast, but Damion knew it was E Rank. All he had to do now was kill it.

As Damion began to channel mana into his sword, the grey wolf was freed from its chain. By the time Damion had fully charged the fire attack glyph on his sword, the grey wolf was only a meter away from Damion. Slashing his sword out, Damion released his fire slash which instantly turned the grey wolf into nothing more than a hunk of smoldering meat.

After Damion dispatched the beast, he sheathed his sword and turned towards the exit to see it opening. On the other side of the doorway Ms. Teft was giving Damion an appraising look while the clerk was busy on her tablet.

“Alright Knight Wells,” the clerk said as Damion stepped through to observation room. “Your magic power test gave you a rating of 612. Which normally would mean we would not bother with the rest of the test since you scored well over 500. But Ms. Teft asked that you go through all three tests.”

“How did I do on the other tests?” Damion asked a weight lifted from his shoulders. He knew he had passed, given how much he scored on the first test and how he felt he did on the other two, but he wanted to know what his final score was.

“On your agility test you scored 43. Your sword is a D Rank artifact, so you lose 15 points for using it, but since you finished within the time limit and you did not get injured you’ve earned yourself 50 points.”

“705,” Damion shouted with his eyes wide as he added his scores up.

“Yes, good work. I’ve updated your adventurer license in the system. You are now officially an E Rank adventurer. You will be able to take E Rank missions.”

Ms. Teft and Damion left the Adventurer Association and headed to Leland’s so Damion could pick up his new armor. When they entered the store, Leland’s eyes lit up when he saw Ms. Teft.

“Helga my dear. What brings you here today?”

“I wanted to review the armor you crafted for Damion,” Ms. Teft answered.

“Not a problem, not a problem. Here take a look.”

Leland hoisted a chest up and set it on the counter. When Leland opened it, Damion could see pieces of red leather armor inside. Piece by piece, Damion watched as Leland pulled his new armor out of the chest and set them on the counter.

As each piece was set on the counter, Ms. Teft would pick them up and look them over. Damion was guessing that she was inspecting the enchantments on the pieces, wanting to make sure everything was in order.

“Well, at least you aren’t giving him leftover pieces of crap,” Ms. Teft said as she set the last piece down. “Scorch Asp leather. Naturally resistant to fire, enchanted to resist attacks up to peak D Rank. With the chest piece and the gauntlets having additional defensive glyphs. When charged they create a shield that can absorb and block a single C Rank attack.”

“Glad you approve,” Leland told Ms. Teft. “Now, let’s get the armor fitted.”

Damion moved closer and took the chest piece in his hands. He slipped the armor over his head and began lacing up the side. Once he had it on Leland came around the counter and adjusted the armor, allowing the armor to fit Damion more comfortably.

Piece by piece, Damion donned his new armor. Gauntlets, thigh and shin plates, and finally boots. When Damion pulled the boots on and stood up he tried moving around a bit to get the feel of the armor and Damion was surprised to find the armor was quite flexible.

“I feel like I can take on the world,” Damion said flexing as he moved in the armor.

“Don’t let the armor go to your head,” Ms. Teft warned. “But I do have an idea for your next mission.”
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                “A mission?” Damion questioned.

Sure, he was eager to try his new armor out and get back to making money so he can afford his next level of gear, but he was nervous. Ms. Teft was sure to give him a mission that would challenge him and right now, Damion just felt like taking a nap.

After finishing the promotion test, Damion had taken Ms. Teft’s training bracelets out of his pockets and put them back on his wrists and ankles. This resulted in him feeling quite lethargic as he was tired from the test and the bracelets slowed his recovery. He already went from the Adventurer Association to Leland’s shop and the next place he wanted to go was home.

“Yes, a mission. Though you can get a good night’s sleep first,” Ms. Teft said looking Damion over.

“What kind of mission?”

“The kind in a dungeon.”

Those words perked Damion’s ears up. He did not think he would be able to go into a dungeon again in the near future, possibly not for years. The idea of being able to go into one again was quite exciting.

“One of the dungeons here in Saung?”

“No. This one was discovered in the Benault Forest.”

“A new dungeon?”

“That is what the Adventurer Association is trying to find out. The Falks Guild member you captured a few weeks back provided the Justiciar’s with quite the juicy piece of information.”

“The Falks Guild?” Damion was now confused.

“Yes. The Falks Guild evidently discovered the dungeon shortly after the end of the beast wave that hit Bufort a few months back. And instead of reporting it to the Association, they have been trying to farm it secretly.”

“If they found a dungeon, why would they call attention to themselves by attacking a trade caravan?” Damion asked. The guild’s actions made no sense to him, and he had been struggling to understand them for some time.

“If you recall, the target of their raid was the portion of the caravan that belonged to the Adventurer Association. And one of the things they were transporting, was a containment unit.”

“What is a containment unit?”

“Containment units are how Stable Breaches are moved. They take a great deal of mana to power, but they can safely move a dungeon from the wilds and into a secure facility in a city.”

“I understand now, but what about the second attack? The one where Arica and I captured the guy with all this information?”

“That was just the work on their team leader. He was just stupid and greedy and thought you two would be an easy target.”

“Okay, so the mission involves this new dungeon. What do we know about the dungeon?”

“Thus far, it has been cleared five times, so they are fairly certain that it is a dungeon and not a Semi-Stable Breach.”

“Does the Association know how many times the Falks Guild cleared it?” Damion asked.

“No, but we don’t think they cleared it too many times.”

“What makes you think that? They had knowledge of it for several months. Even if they only did it once a week, they could have cleared it a dozen times by now.”

“Ah, I guess you don’t know a key feature about Breaches. If you are above the magic power level of a Breach, then you can’t enter it. Well, except for labyrinths.”

"What? How would a Breach even know what your power level is? And why are labyrinths different?”

“The portal simply does not let you through if your power Rank is higher than the guardian’s. This is why City’s often have a several dungeons, and why higher Ranked dungeons are so important, since high Rankers, can’t enter lower Ranked dungeons. A labyrinth is different because you always start at the lowest Rank and have to clear all the floors every time you go in.”

“Well, that sucks,” Damion blurted.

“Yes. Since high Rankers have a limited number of dungeons they can enter, it becomes harder to advance, and clearing the low Rank floors of a labyrinth takes a long time. Since we can’t use our abilities easily in the regular world, it makes it harder to advance our cores.”

“Because you can’t exhaust your mana, it makes you slower to advance.”

“Precisely. And this dungeon, is E Rank. Most members of the Falks Guild are D Rank. Though knights can often be promoted by doing well on the test if they have a good enough artifact to boost their power when their real magic power is below the next Rank’s threshold. Even with that it still makes doing the dungeon difficult if you can’t form a proper team.”

“Is that how Justiciar Mathis, who is a B Rank knight join us in a C Rank dungeon?”

“Yes, he passed his B Rank exam, but his actual magic power is below B Rank. In fact, most knights never reach the magic power of B Rank. They advance their knight rank through the use of good artifacts and exceptional combat skills. Though, Justiciar Mathis, I understand, is quite close to reaching the 10,000 raw magic power threshold to be considered a real B Rank.”

‘10,000 magic power was the threshold for B Rank,’ Damion could not help but be shocked. He barely had 600 magic power, he had no idea that the difference in Ranks was so high.

“What about my team for the dungeon?” Damion asked when he regained his sense. He was not sure if Ms. Teft had put a team together for him or if the Adventurer Association had. Or if he was supposed to build his own.

“After a fashion. You seemed to do well with the Hoyt boy and young Ms. Miller. The Association will fill in the last two spots, expect them to be a healer and some other support mage.”

“And when will I be going to this dungeon?”

“Tomorrow. I’ve already arranged with Daniel Hoyt for you and his son to take a ground car into the Benault Forest to the dungeon location. You will get to clear the dungeon once and after all the teams have cleared it, and assuming the dungeon does turn out to be a Stable Breach, then you will automatically have the mission to escort the convoy transporting the dungeon back here to Saung.”

“Tomorrow,” Damion repeated.

He had just been made an E Rank knight and his first mission was to go into an E Rank dungeon. What was more, as long as the dungeon turned out to be a Stable Breach, he would likely be able to go in and clear the dungeon quite a few times, at least until his magic power reached that of a D Rank.

“Do we have to pay an entrance fee for the dungeon?” Damion asked. Sure, he had the gold to afford it, but he really did not want to spend any of his hard-earned coin.

“No. Since this is a new dungeon, the Association is insisting on purchasing all the materials your party gathers. Though they will only be taking a five percent fee of the total value.”

“Well, that is something,” Damion said happily.

There was no telling what his share of the dungeon run would be. Having only done one run in the graveyard, Damion did not have enough experience to say if this new E Rank dungeon would award him more or less gold.

“What is it like in the dungeon? Do I need to prepare anything special?” Damion asked. If the dungeon had been cleared five times already, there was a good chance the Association could tell him what to expect inside and how to best prepare for it.

“This dungeon is set in a forest. The previous clear reports indicate Demonic Beasts inside are typical of forest creatures. Some docile, but the majority being predatory. One of the Demonic Beasts, you killed not long ago.”

“What do you mean?”

“The grey wolf during your promotion exam. That was a Wind Wolf, captured inside the new dungeon and transported here for your test.”

“You mean that was a Demonic Beast and not a Ferocious Beast for my test?”

“Precisely. Even though the association knows you went into a dungeon before, they were somewhat hesitant to let you enter this one without knowing for sure that you can handle a Demonic Beast. And I must say they were quite impressed. Killing it in one attack. Though, you might want to tone your power down a bit if you want to make good money from the dungeon.”
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                Damion could hardly believe his ears. The Adventurer Association had pitted him against a Demonic Beast for his promotion exam. That was crazy. Sure, he killed the Demonic Beast and did not suffer any injuries. But Demonic Beasts were almost always stronger, faster and more aggressive than Ferocious Beasts.

Not knowing he was against a Demonic Beast, could have been disastrous. Luckily, Damion wanted to end the fight quickly and used his full power when he attacked it. And if, as Ms. Teft said, that Wind Wolf was from the new dungeon, he was certainly capable of handling whatever else might be waiting for them in the new dungeon.

After removing his new armor and storing it, Damion returned home and began arranging his gear, so he was ready to depart first thing in the morning. His mother fussed over him, but Damion just told her he was taking a mission through the Benault Forest like he had before and that it was nothing to worry about.

When morning came, Damion headed out and met with Ethan, who had already rented a ground car, and they were off. Ethan controlled the car, and they made good time to the edge of the Benault Forest where they were forced to slowdown. Of course, Ethan did not slow down that much.

“You do know where we are going right?” Damion asked as they sped through the forest, trees flying past.

“Yep,” Ethan replied as he pointed a finger ahead.

The ground car began to slow, and Damion looked to where Ethan had pointed. Ahead of them, just off the forest road were several ground cars forming what Damion could only describe as a roadblock along a side trail through the forest.

“I don’t recall ever seeing a road here before,” Damion said as he searched his memory.

“They made it to help teams like ours find our way. Plus, they’ll need a road for the truck they load the dungeon containment unit on.”

“Are containment units that big?”

“As big as they need to be to enclose the portal,” Ethan answered as he pulled his vehicle up to a knight that Damion could tell was part of the Sentinel Order, the knights responsible for patrolling the wilds of White, Green and Yellow Zones.

“Identification,” the knight commanded.

Damion and Ethan both quickly presented their adventurer licenses. The knight used a small tablet to scan their licenses one at a time. After each scan a green light flashed on its screen which Damion took to mean the knight was checking them off a list of approved people for the dungeon.

“The waiting area is 3 kilometers ahead. When you arrive, check in with the overseer. You’ll get further instructions from them.”

“Yes sir,” Ethan replied happily as he took their adventurer licenses back.

The roadblock parted with a signal from the Sentinel and Ethan and Damion were quickly on their way to the holding area. A short time later, Ethan parked his ground car next to another and the two got out with their packs and gear and went looking around for the overseer.

Damion could tell the forest area they were in had been hastily cleared. Trees were felled and pushed off to the side and either they had trucked in a load of gravel to even out the ground, or an Earth affinity mage was here at some point. Whoever did all the work had created a fairly large clearing in the Benault Forest for everyone to work more comfortably in.

The overseer turned out to be a tall knight in a large open tent not far from the parking area. Luckily the tent had a sign outside that read ‘Overseer’s Office’ so Ethan and Damion did not have to guess if this was the right place.

“Knight Hoyt, Knight Wells. Welcome. Your team can enter the dungeon as soon as the rest of your team arrives.”

“Are we the only ones here?” Damion asked. He knew Arica was supposed to be joining them, as for the rest of the team, Damion had no idea.

“Mage Miller is here as well, but your final two party members have not arrived.”

“Excellent,” Ethan said with a smile. “Where might we find Mage Miller?”

“Last I saw she was talking with a group that had recently completed a run. A good idea for both of you as well. The better prepared you are, the less likely you are to suffer accidents. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have quite a few reports to finish.”

Damion and Ethan politely left the overseer’s tent and went in search of Arica. They were able to find her not too far away from the dungeon portal at a table with a group of weary looking adventurers.

When Arica noticed Damion and Ethan walking towards her, she quickly waved them over.

“Damion. Ethan. I’m so glad we can do another dungeon together. And you Damion, I heard you advanced to E Rank already. My master said you did exceptionally well on your test.”

“705,” Damion confirmed his score for her, which brought shocked looks from several of the adventurers that Arica had been talking to moments before.

“Why, even better than I imagined. If I don’t get working you may beat me to D Rank,” Arica said with a laugh that brought butterflies to Damion’s stomach.

After his parents had teased him a few weeks ago, he had become quite self-conscious around women. Damion did not think Arica saw him as anything more than a promising teenager, but hearing her laugh made him wonder if she would ever see him as more.

“So, here is the rundown on the dungeon,” Arica began to talk about everything she had learned from groups coming out of the dungeon and from what they had filed in their reports.

So far, the dungeon had shown great diversity in Demonic Beasts. Most beasts were typical of forests, which is how the inside of the dungeon appeared. The most dangerous of the Demonic Beasts reported were Wind Wolves, Steel Claw Owls and Stone Bears. The guardians encountered so far were mostly alpha Wind Wolves. Once the guardian was an alpha Stone Bear, but so far the guardian had not been a Steel Claw Owl.

The guardian resided at the back of a deep cave. The cave also housed at least one champion on each clear, as well as several other Demonic Beasts. Since the cave was dark, cramped and housed the most dangerous creatures in the dungeon, it was important to approach with caution.

“You think since the guardian area is underground there won’t be a variant of the dungeon with a Steel Claw Owl as the guardian?” Damion asked as Arica finished sharing what she knew about the dungeon.

“That seems to be the case. Although, it is possible for a guardian room to shift in a variant, it is quite rare and I don’t think anyone really believes it will happen in an E Rank dungeon.”

“How much gold is each team walking away with?” Ethan asked eyeing the other groups around listening to Arica’s report.

“The total haul for most groups has been between 40 and 100 gold. Though they have just been bringing back the Demonic Cores and a few pelts from the wolves and bears. There was one group that was rewarded a lot more, I don’t know how much, but apparently they captured several Wind Wolves and brought them out.”

“Captured!” Ethan was astonished at the thought of that, however, Damion, having fought one of the Wind Wolves, remained calm. “How? How did they manage that at E Rank?”

“One of the mages had a rare affinity that allowed him to,” Arica said with a shrug.

“What kind of affinity can let someone capture Demonic Beasts?” Damion asked, quite curious. Since he had searched high and low for information on rare affinities over the years while trying to figure out his, he had learned a fair bit about rare affinities, but he had never heard of one that could tame Demonic Beasts.

“People with the rarest affinities don’t like to share them,” Arica responded. “I don’t know the exact nature of their affinity, only that they could somehow use it to capture the Wind Wolves.”
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                When Damion heard Arica say that people with the rarest affinities did not like to share them, it made him think that she had not shared her affinity with anyone here. Sure, spatial affinity might not be incredibly rare, but spatial mages were, as Arica pointed out previously.

If the groups so far were only making 40 to 100 gold from a run, Damion could not help but wonder how much his group would be able to make in a single run with Arica’s Spatial affinity. The graveyard did not offer them much in the way of materials, just low-quality weapons and Demonic Beast cores. From the sound of this forest dungeon, there would be more materials available, though no weapons or armor, since the Demonic Beasts were in the form of animals.

While their party of three were getting to know the other teams gathered in the waiting area, Damion was keeping an eye out for their final members. After about a half-hour wait, Damion finally saw two coming their way from the overseer’s tent.

The first was a tall good looking man, with a clean haircut and a square jaw and while he looked powerfully built, he did not wear any armor, nor did he appear to carry a weapon. The man had strangely white hair with earrings in both ears and was wearing what Damion guessed was enchanted clothing, as his shirt and pants seemed to reflect light at different angles as he approached.

The other person was an average height woman with brown hair, wearing a shin length cloak over an armored chest plate. She carried something in a tube attached to a strap slung over her shoulder, but Damion was not sure what type of weapon it was.

When Arica saw the woman she jumped over with a shriek of happiness and ran over to her giving her a hug.

“Christine, it is so wonderful to see you,” Arica said after hugging the woman. “We have a lot of catching up to do.”

“We sure do. I heard you managed to get into a C Rank dungeon not too long ago?”

“Yes, it was quite the educational experience. I bet this run will be quite a bit easier by comparison.”

“Hello Arica,” the man said after Christine and Arica had made their greetings.

Damion had no impression of the man yet, but after he spoke Arica gave him a glare that spoke volumes.

“Theodore Bianco do not address me in such a familiar manner,” Arica said coldly.

Whatever the history was between these two and Arica, Damion was sure of one thing, Arica did not like this guy.

“Shall we get going then?” Damion interjected.

The tension was heavy in the air and whatever the history these two had with Arica, Damion did not think it was in any of their group’s interest to discuss it in the open where the other parties were sure to gossip about it.

“Good idea,” Ethan said with a smile while looking right at Christine. “We can get to know each other in the dungeon.”

“Sounds like an excellent idea to me,” Theodore agreed.

Arica said nothing but nodded towards Damion. The group set off to the dungeon portal not too far away and checked in with the attendant.

“Please collect as much material from the Demonic Beasts as possible,” the attendant told them during his short briefing on the dungeon. “The Association is only taking a five percent fee for admission into the dungeon, but all materials must be turned in and your group will split the value assigned to the materials.”

“Have there been any rare materials found in the dungeon so far?” Ethan asked.

“All the materials turned in so far have been of the E Rank and classified as common or uncommon. The Demonic Beasts found inside have all been similar to Demonic Beasts found in other dungeons. Any other questions?”

“Have any flora specimens been brought back?” Theodore asked.

The question took Damion by surprise. In the graveyard everything had been dead or dying, even the weeds had been withering, so he had never considered collecting plant samples. The idea made sense to him though. Plants with magic properties grew best where magic was abundant. If Demonic Beasts could somehow live in the pocket dimensions that were dungeons, it only made sense that the plant life there was a harvestable resource as well.

“A few samples of wildflowers and fungi, but nothing turned in so far as been of value. However, it is unlikely any of the groups that have entered thus far could tell magic plants from ordinary ones.”

“Well, I guess I will just have to keep an eye out,” Theodore smirked.

“Any other questions? No? Alright then. In you go.”

Ethan hurried through the portal followed by Christine, Arica and Theodore. Damion stepped through last and when he appeared in the dungeon, he almost felt like he had not gone anywhere.

If it was not for the attendant not being here and the fact that the clearing made by the Adventurer Association had reverted to its natural state, Damion would swear they were still in the Benault Forest. The trees looked the same, even the smell of place was like the same, though Damion had to admit he did not know if other forests smelled differently since he had only even been in one.

“Ethan, Damion, get your armor on while we do some introductions,” Arica told them.

“I’ll go first shall I?” Theodore said as he watched Damion and Ethan drop their packs and start donning their armor. “Theodore Bianco, Holy affinity mage. I’ll be your healer for this dive. Pleased to meet you fine sirs.”

Damion could feel the sarcasm in the mage’s voice, but he ignored it. Next Christine introduced herself.

“Christine Horn, Metal affinity mage. I am our backline damage dealer,” Christine told them as she removed a bow from the tube slung on her shoulder. Damion did not see any arrows, but as a mage Damion guessed she had some method of magical attack.

“Ethan Hoyt, knight, dual daggers with enchantments for armor bypassing, un-closable wounds and paralysis. I guess I’m the mobile attacker.”

Damion noticed that the daggers Ethan had were different from the ones he used before and guessed he had bought new ones with his spoils from the graveyard. Today Ethan also wore armor, though, not a full set like Damion, just a leather chest piece that looked flexible, but would still give him some protection and vambraces to protect his arms.

“Damion Wells, knight, sword user with a fire attack glyph. I’ll try and only use it when necessary though, as my attack would likely significantly lower the value of the Demonic Beasts I kill. I guess I’m the main attacker.”

“You guess? Are you not sure then?” Theodore mocked.

“Well, when we did a C Rank dungeon in Saung a few weeks ago I was the main attacker, well until the C Rank champions showed up. But I did alright until I was overmatched by three Ranks.”

“Overmatched by three Ranks? Are you telling me you are only F Rank?”

“What? No, I just passed my E Rank exam,” Damion said as he was beginning to understand why knights typically did not like to interact with mages.

“Barely squeaked through by the looks of you. How old are you kid?”

“15. I’ve only been a licensed adventurer for a few months. But I did score a 705 on my advancement test.”

“A 15-year-old, scoring a 705, that’s a load of…”

“Enough,” Arica cut in. “I can vouch for Damion. I was in that dungeon run with him and have done other missions with him as well. He has naturally high mana, probably more mana than you Mage Bianco.”

            

    
        Chapter 62 – Wind Wolves

    
    
    
    
                “I hardly think a knight could have more mana than me, an S Rank magic talent,” Theodore boasted.

Arica was about to chastise him, but Damion spoke up first, “Arguing is pointless. Arica, what is the best approach for us in this dungeon.”

“Slow and steady. Previous reports indicated that the Wind Wolves and Stone Bears tend to roam in packs ranging in size from three to ten.”

“I’ll take point,” Damion announced. “Ethan, Christine, you two flank Theo, make sure nothing sneaks up on him. Arica…”

“I’ll bring up the rear and collect all our spoils as we go,” Arica said before Damion could assign her the role. After she spoke she pulled Damion and Ethan’s bags into her personal storage space.

“Well, I don’t see any point in waiting around any longer. Shall we get started,” Damion said as he unsheathed his sword.

“Yes, I’m eager to tryout my new daggers,” Ethan said as he twirled the dagger in his right hand.

No one else spoke up, so Damion started forward while everyone else fell in behind him. Damion quickly checked the quests the Magic System had given him.

[Quest Status]

[Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts- 24/25 (Repeatable)]

[Quest Status]

[Kill E Rank Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts- 2/20 (Repeatable)]

From his experience in the graveyard, Damion discovered that he did not have to make the kill to get the credit, as long as it was someone in his party that made the kill. However, he did have to be considered in combat with the creature when it died and so unfortunately, as far as Damion could tell, he did not get quest credit for any of the C Rank beasts that Justiciar Mathis killed since he was knocked out and then Justiciar Mathis killed them by himself.

This dungeon would only have E Rank Demonic Beasts, but he would still be able to advance his kill any beast and kill E Rank beasts quests. And hopefully, he would be able to level the Magic System up.

The group did not have to travel far before they saw the first signs of Demonic Beasts. However, unlike the graveyard dungeon, where as soon as they entered the graveyard proper the beasts started coming after them, here the beasts seemed to lurk in the shadows. It almost seemed to Damion the Demonic Beasts were watching and studying him.

Damion was not far off. As the Demonic Beasts in this forest were predators. Even if they were not as intelligent as people, they still had instincts they followed, unlike the undead in the graveyard that just attacked. Here the Demonic Beasts were sizing up their prey and deciding if they had the numbers to face off against Damion’s group.

“Any chance you can pick off one of the Demonic Beasts lurking in the shadows Christine?” Damion asked.

If they could injure one beast it would result in one of two things. They would flee or attack. Either way, it was better than standing around waiting.

“I can try,” Christine said as she took aim with her bow.

The whole group watched as Christine drew the string of her bow back. She had no arrow, but as she pulled the string an arrow began to materialize and by the time her bow was fully drawn an arrow was there ready to be loosed. A moment later, Christine released her magic arrow, and it flew out into the shadows and the group heard a yelp from whatever Demonic Beast she had managed to hit.

Any other Demonic Beasts in the shadows did not immediately attack leaving Damion to think that Christine’s attack had frightened them off for now.

“Nice,” Damion said. “Let’s go take a look.”

The group moved in the direction Christine sent her arrow and found a Wind Wolf laying on the forest floor with a hole in its throat.

“How long do your arrows last?” Damion asked.

“They’ll last as long as they are within a certain range of me and I have mana to power them. The further they travel from me the harder it is to keep the spell active. Right now, my range is about 20 meters.”

“What happens when they move out of range?” Damion asked. It was a personal question for a mage. Revealing the limits or effects of a spell could inadvertently let an enemy know the best way to counter the spell, but for the dungeon run, it was important for each of them to understand each other’s powers.

“There are three things I can do before the arrow moves out of range. I can recall my magic, which lets me recover some of the mana I spent and causes the arrow to vanish. If I hit something, I can will my magic into the creature I hit, which will further injure the target. Or I can cause the arrow to explode. Though I only do that when I’m against a strong opponent, since it costs more mana. Once it moves out of range though, the magic begins to dissipate, and I lose control of it.”

“I take it you recovered your mana this time?” Damion asked.

The dead Wind Wolf did not appear to have suffered more than the single hole in its neck, which likely killed the Demonic Beast quickly since the hole appeared to bisect the beast’s spine.

“Yes. I did not know the extent of the injuries I caused with the arrow, so I wanted to recover my mana quickly, in case the beast was able to flee.”

“Well, I guess that is one Demonic Beast down,” Damion said as Arica sucked the beast into her personal storage space.

“Now that we have killed one, it will either become easier or harder for us to find more,” Arica told the group.

“You mean they will either hide from us, or attack us in a rage,” Damion clarified.

“Pretty much.”

Before anyone else could add to the conversation, a single howl erupted in the distance that was quickly joined by several more that were quite a bit closer.

“It seems they have chosen to fight,” Theodore said.

Damion readied his sword and began channeling mana into it and his armor. Looking around, Damion tried to find a good defensible position. He could not guard from every direction at once, but the only obstacle large enough that Damion thought would work was a large tree. The tree would at least help protect their backs, so he started moving towards it.

“Use the big tree there to protect our backs,” Damion called out to his teammates.

If they were all capable of fighting the beasts at close range, Damion would have called for them to circle up. Unfortunately, only Damion and Ethan were melee fighters. When they reached the tree Theodore put his back to it and Arica stood a few steps in front of him with Damion a good two meters from her. Ethan and Christine stationed themselves on either side of Arica.

Damion was not sure if the Wind Wolves would come all at once, or if they would come in smaller numbers or just one at a time. What he did know, was that they were coming. He could hear the Wind Wolves as they ran. Ordinarily the beasts were nearly silent, but Damion could tell they were running and running quickly towards his group without caring about stealth like a predator normally would.

“Get ready!” Damion shouted as the sound of wolves’ feet was almost on them.

When the first Demonic Beast leapt out of the forest towards Damion, he had no choice but to dodge out of the way since the Demonic Beast that lunged at him from the underbrush was not a Wind Wolf like he had expected.

            

    
        Chapter 63 – Don’t Touch

    
    
    
    
                The creature that leapt out of the underbrush at Damion was huge. Considerably larger than any Wind Wolf and it had antlers. Damion did not have time to properly identify the Demonic Beast as he had to jump out of the way or be skewered by those antlers.

As Damion rolled out of the way of the beast he slashed his sword along the creature’s side opening a large gash from its front shoulder to its midsection. Just as Damion was taking a second look at the Demonic Beast, that he had now identified as some sort of elk, Christine put an arrow through its eye, downing the beast for good.

“That is a Pimeys Elk,” Arica told them as she collected the corpse. “No one else has encountered one in here. They are incredibly rare.”

“What makes them so special?” asked Ethan.

“They have an affinity for the Shadow element, and if you make a cloak or a full body set of clothing out of their hide, you can become almost invisible in the shadows.”

“If they can be invisible, why did it crash out of the underbrush?” Damion asked.

He had thought it was a group of wolves charging at him, but it had turned out to be just one, enormous, elk.

“The Wind Wolves must have driven it out of its hiding place. Perhaps the wolves were even using it to test us.” Theodore offered.

Just as Damion was considering Theodore’s idea, another set of howls erupted. Damion could tell the wolves were not far away and they had nearly surrounded the party as the howls were coming from all around them.

“Come out and fight you cowardly dogs!” Damion shouted towards the underbrush where he thought one of the howls had come from.

Arica was about to chastise him, when a Wind Wolf leapt out of a nearby thicket towards Damion. The Demonic Beast quickly closed the distance on Damion, but he easily cut it down. After having seen a Wind Wolf in action before, Damion had no trouble following this one’s movements.

As soon as Damion cut down his first Wind Wolf of the Dungeon, three more leapt from nearby hiding spots. Damion did not know if the wolves were hoping to ambush him, but they had no chance. Just as fast as they appeared, one of them took an arrow to the neck and keeled over. The two remaining were evidently distracted by the sudden death of their comrade and Damion was able to end them in two quick slashes with his sword.

“Well, that is five Wind Wolves and one Pimeys Elk,” Damion counted as Arica collected the corpses. “Think the rest of the wolf pack is going to come after us now, or run away?”

“Most likely come after us, but only once we move and are more vulnerable,” Arica answered. “Wind Wolves are quite intelligent. They have seen that we are able to handle ourselves and we are in a fairly defensible position, they will wait to attack, but they will attack.”

“Good to know,” Theodore said clapping his hands together. “I say we head further into the dungeon. We might just be able to come across some other beasts the previous teams did not encounter. Maybe even find some rare plants.”

Damion had no objection to the plan, so he shrugged his shoulders started walking. The underbrush was fairly thick in the direction Damion headed, which was the same direction the wolves had come from, so he was using his sword to cut a path. As Damion was cutting the underbrush he could not help but mumble.

“This would be so much easier if I wasn’t worried about accidently destroying something valuable.”

“Your discretion is appreciated. Look what I just found,” Theodore said as he bent down and plucked a yellow mushroom from the base of a tree. “A Beese Mushroom. Quite the important ingredient for healing potions.”

“Where there is one there is more,” Christine said looking around the base of a nearby tree.

“That’s odd, it appears to be the only one,” Theodore said as he finished checking the tree where he found the Beese Mushroom.

“Perhaps the Demonic Beasts ate them?” Damion suggested, which brought a stare from everyone. “What?”

“Beese Mushrooms are very toxic,” Arica told Damion.

“I thought you said they were used in healing potions,” Damion turned to Theodore.

“You have to process them and only a small part of the mushroom is used. The rest is quite deadly, even for Demonic Beasts.”

“Then do the rules of a Breach affect how plants grow? I mean this is only an E Rank dungeon, and the mushroom seems to be pretty rare right?”

“Damion does have a point,” Arica agreed. “Finding a Beese Mushroom in an E Rank dungeon is practically unheard of, usually they need a higher density of magic.”

Theodore scratched his head for a moment before handing his prize to Arica to store.

“I guess you are right. This is a very rare find, and a large specimen. Perhaps a low Rank dungeon like this can’t support too many high-quality ingredients.”

“Even so,” Arica said turning to Damion. “Still be careful, it might just be one rare ingredient per a certain area. We might still find other rarities. So, no torching the forest.”

“I wasn’t planning on it,” Damion said defensively as he started cutting through the underbrush again. Though, he had thought that maybe he could, since they found something so rare and it was unlikely anything else was nearby.

“Do you really have that much mana, that you could torch this place and still be able to fight?” Christine asked cautiously.

“I guess. They only time my magic was tested I broke Dean Thorn’s test crystal thing.”

“I can do that,” Theodore boasted. “Those things are pretty fragile; an overload of mana and they shatter. You are supposed to just let the crystal read you, but if you pump your mana into one, you will destroy it every time.”

“I was six when he tried to test me,” Damion said bluntly. “I had no control over mana. I barely even understood what mana or magic was.”

Theodore stopped and looked appraisingly at Damion for a moment. When Damion looked over his shoulder and saw that Theodore had stopped, Damion stopped as well. Before Damion or anyone else could react, Theodore’s hand darted out and grabbed Damion’s free hand.

White light enveloped Damion and Theodore’s hands, and Damion guessed Theodore was casting a spell of some sort. It only took Damion a moment to realize what Theodore was trying to do, but it was a moment too long.

“Don’t…” Damion cried as he tried to pull his hand away, but before he could free himself Theodore was sent flying backwards.

“What the hell!” Christine yelled and rushed over to where Theodore was thrown to check on him. “You could have just told him to stop. You didn’t need to attack him.”

“I didn’t attack him,” defended Damion.

“The hell you didn’t! You think he just threw himself backwards!” Christine shouted.

Theodore was coming around, after having been knocked out by the blast, though he was clearly in pain. A white light enveloped all of Theodore’s body as he cast a spell on himself, and Damion was thankful the man could heal himself.

“Damion didn’t attack,” Arica said and raised her hand to stop Christine from interrupting. “We can discuss it later, right now we have other things to worry about.”

            

    
        Chapter 64 – Ambush

    
    
    
    
                The other things to worry about turned out to be the Wind Wolves. Evidently, the Demonic Beasts had decided this moment of infighting was the opportunity the Wind Wolves were waiting for to make their attack.

Damion spun when he heard a howl, unfortunately, he was too slow. The Wind Wolf lunged out of the brush and slammed into him. The pair went tumbling to the ground and Damion lost hold of his sword while the Wind Wolf ended up on his chest.

The Wind Wolf’s claws could not pierce Damion’s armor, but Damion had to use one arm to block the wolf from being able to maul his face, luckily his gauntlet was charged with mana and it’s shield spell was holding off the wolf’s teeth. Pulling his knife from his waist, Damion plunged it into the wolf’s side several times before he found the wolf’s heart.

Once the Wind Wolf was dead, Damion pushed it off of him and he got to his feet and searched for his sword. Damion saw it on the ground not far away and made a quick dash for it.

The rest of their party had also been targeted by the Wind Wolves. Ethan stood near Theodore and there were three dead wolves around them. While Arica did not have any wolves where she stood, but there was a trail of wolves around everyone that appeared to be her doing. And Christine had a knife in her left hand and a wolf at her feet, though she also had some rips on the sleeves of her shirt.

“They aren’t done,” Arica warned.

Even though they had just killed almost a dozen Wind Wolves, Damion had to agree with her. He could see movement in the bushes as another wave of the pack prepared to assault them.

“You all circle up. I’ll take care of them,” Damion said as he charged his sword full of magic.

Not only did he power the normal enchantments on his blade, he also charged the fire attack glyph. However, instead of using the attack glyph to send out his fire slash or fire pillar attack, Damion sheathed his sword in fire.

The Wind Wolves, seeing Damion step forward while the rest of the party huddled around the still recovering Theodore, decided to take care of Damion first. From the brush came four large Wind Wolves. These four were close to a head taller than all the ones they had faced so far, but the same size as the one Damion had faced during his advancement exam. This told Damion that these four were E Rank.

The Wind Wolves started circling Damion, trying to catch him off guard. Unfortunately for them, Damion was not actually alone. When the wolves circled behind Damion, it gave an open shot for Christine to attack with her bow. She had not taken down one of the Demonic Beasts yet, but two of them had bleeding wounds from her magic arrows.

The Wind Wolves, not wanting to expose themselves to more of Christine’s attacks settled in front of Damion. They fanned out, but with Damion in between, Christine did not have a clear target and held off attacking until she was sure she would not hit Damion in the back.

With all the Wind Wolves in front of him, Damion chose to rush forward in hopes of catching the Demonic Beasts off guard. Damion charged at the closest Demonic Beast, but before he got within striking range, Damion launched himself sideways and managed to slash one of the four wolves across the muzzle with his flaming sword.

The other three Wind Wolves quickly reacted to Damion’s shift and launched themselves at him. Damion spun, dodging the closest wolf’s leap at him, while Damion slashed his sword in an arch, catching the second wolf in the side. The flaming blade not only cut through the flesh of the beast, but it also ignited the Demonic Beasts fur.

The third beast was the unluckiest of them all, as it was the furthest from Damion when he launched himself in the opposite direction, which gave Christine and opening and she easily dispatched it with an arrow through its eye. With two beasts injured and one dead, Damion focused on the uninjured beast as the one with its fur on fire was rolling on the ground as the one with its muzzle injured tried to help squelch the flames.

Damion rushed at the uninjured wolf and started trying to cut the wolf down. This beast however, seemed to have learned from the mistakes of its brethren and was skillfully dodging Damion’s sword, while looking for a chance to attack back.

Taking a half step back, Damion gave the Wind Wolf some extra space, he hoped if the wolf had the room that it would try to lunge at him as the others had. The Wind Wolf started to do as Damion hoped but stopped short of actually jumping at Damion when Damion repositioned his blade to stab the wolf if it actually lunged at him.

Stopping short, still put the Wind Wolf within Damion’s attack range, so Damion stabbed his sword forward, hoping to catch the wolf by surprise. Unfortunately, the wolf ducked below Damion’s blade and slashed at Damion’s unarmored knees.

Damion’s pants tore and blood gushed out of his knee, but the gashes from the wolf’s claws were mostly superficial. Instead of taking a step back, like most would after getting injured, Damion quickly reversed the grip on his sword and stabbed down, piercing the Wind Wolf’s back. Putting all his strength into his blade, Damion forced the sword through the wolf’s body and pinned it to the ground.

Damion extinguished the fire on his sword and in doing so also put out most of the flames on the back of the Wind Wolf he just killed. Free of the risk of burning himself, Damion pulled his sword out of the wolf and looked for the last two, but both had already met their ends by Christine and her magic bow.

“Well, that was fun,” Ethan said as he sheathed his daggers and looked around at the dead wolves. “Do you think those were the champions?”

“Possibly,” Arica said thinking it over. “The other groups all encountered the champions in the cave though. It was a long cave, with four chambers. The first chamber would have a pack, the second and third a champion and the final chamber the guardian.”

“Then there is hope for a few more E Rank beasts,” Ethan smiled.

“How is your knee Damion?” Arica asked as she tried to take a look at Damion’s wound.

“Superficial. I wonder what a set of knee pads would cost,” Damion pondered out loud as he silently wondered why Leland had not made him a full set of armored greaves instead of thigh and shin guards.

“Don’t do that, you’ll lose mobility,” Ethan told him. “Why do you think I only have a chest piece and vambraces. The more you weigh yourself down, the slower you’ll be.”

“Maybe, but then I wouldn’t have to worry about getting a new pair of pants,” Damion joked as he tore away the ripped cloth around his injured knee.

“Theo, why don’t you close his wound,” Arica said to Theodore who was brushing off dirt and leaves from his outfit.

“As soon as he explains why he attacked me.”

            

    
        Chapter 65 – I Didn’t Do It

    
    
    
    
                “I didn’t,” Damion said defending himself.

Technically it was true. When Theodore tried to probe Damion’s magic core and read his mana, the Magic System took that as attempting to pry into its secrets and repelled him. Just as the Magic System had done by destroying the testing crystal Dean Thorn used when he had tried to test Damion as a child.

“Well, I didn’t throw myself across the dungeon,” Theodore spat back.

“I can assure you that Damion did not attack you,” Arica said. She could see Damion did not want to explain to the whole party that he had a seal on his magic core and that is what likely sent Theodore flying.

“Then you explain it to me,” Theodore said.

“I think it would be best if we all understood the situation,” Christen added.

Arica looked to Damion to try and gage how much she should share.

“Go ahead,” Damion told her. Arica did not know much, so he wanted her to relate what he had previously told her. This way he would not accidently let slip more information.

“Damion has a seal on his magic core to heal it and if anyone tries to interfere with it, it defends itself.” Arica said hoping that her explanation would be enough.

“That is the stupidest thing I have ever heard,” Theodore said.

Ethan and Christine merely looked at Damion each wondering if what Arica said was the truth or if there was more to this supposed magic seal that Damion and Arica were not sharing.

“Did you sense me using any magic or doing anything that could send you flying like that?” Damion asked.

Theodore froze for a moment and thought back. The only magic he had sensed from Damion was the magic running through his armor. He had not felt Damion do anything other than try to free his hand.

“I’ll accept your explanation, since I don’t have any theories of my own,” Theodore said reluctantly.

“His knee,” Arica motioned for Theodore to heal Damion’s injured knee.

“If I heal your knee I’m not going to thrown back again am I?”

“Uhm… I don’t think so,” Damion hesitated. He had never been on the receiving end of healing magic, at least not that he could recall, except maybe as a baby. But he wasn’t even sure at this point. “I think as long as you don’t try and do anything to my magic core you should be fine.”

“Your confidence inspires me.”

Despite Theodore’s sarcasm, he knelt down in front of Damion’s injured knee and channeled white light onto it. Damion at first felt a bit of relief as the pain from the wound vanished. A moment later his knee felt itchy, and he was about to ask what Theodore was doing but Theodore stopped before he could.

“All done,” Theodore announced causing everyone to lean in and look at the fresh pink lines of new skin on Damion’s knee.

“Thanks. I think we should probably take a break. Let everyone recover their mana a bit before we venture out.” Damion suggested.

Damion of course was fine. He was a bit physically tired, but as far as his mana reserves, he was actually overfull, despite his extensive use in the recent fights. Mana Absorption might only be at E Rank, but it was still a great way to keep his mana capacity up.

“Agreed,” Arica said looking around and seeing that both Christine and Theodore appeared to be low on mana.

Christine, Arica understood, since she had been using her magic bow to either injure or take down a number of the Demonic Beasts. But Theodore surprised her. He masked it well, but Arica could see his back was slumped and he had a few beads of sweat on his forehead. Arica at first could not understand how Theodore was running low on magic since the only person he had healed was Damion, but then she realized he had healed himself.

The blow from Damion’s magic seal must have been much more powerful than any of them realized. Theodore must have been forced to use up a lot of his mana to heal whatever internal injuries the seal had inflicted.

While everyone else was resting and recovering their mana, Damion was focusing on compressing the extra mana he had in his magic core. Ms. Teft had told him in the past that mana rich environments were the best place to train and while he hadn’t noticed it in the graveyard, this forest dungeon was teeming with mana.

All too soon, at least in Damion’s opinion, the group was ready to move out. Christine and Theodore having recovered a good portion of their mana, they did not want to spend too much time resting in one place, when around the next corner might be something worth good money.

As the group continued to explore the forest dungeon, they found a number moderately valuable species of flora. Though, nothing that reached the level of the Beese Mushroom. The two most valuable plants they did come across were a Frost Orchid and a Spider Lily. Both of which were also ingredients in various healing potions.

The discovery of three separate ingredients for healing potions in one dungeon greatly excited Theodore, especially since the three ingredients found where the rarest and most expensive.

“This dungeon is going to turn into a gold mine. Man, I wish this dungeon was found near Rubrum.”

“Do you think one of the White Zones will buy it from Saung?” Arica asked.

She was happy the dungeon had appeared near Saung, and that Damion would have access to a dungeon suitable for his level. But if it did turn out to be as profitable as Theodore seemed to think, it was likely one of the White Zone cities would want it for themselves.

“It is possible,” Theodore said. “Though our report is going to reveal how valuable it is and if anyone wants to buy it from Saung, they will need to give up something of much greater value. Maybe even several E or F Rank dungeons.”

“How much do these potion ingredients usually sell for?” Damion asked. He was sure Theodore knew what he was talking about, given how excitedly he spoke about it, but Damion was still in the dark of monetary value.

“What we have found today, other than minor parts we are missing, are the ingredients to make a dozen A Rank healing potions. Each one worth a hundred gold.”

“Are you saying our haul today is already over 1,200 gold!” Damion exclaimed.

“Factoring in everything, we are probably pretty close 700 gold total. You have to remember; the price of ingredients alone doesn’t determine the price of an item. You have to factor in manufacturing. In this case an alchemist, who usually doubles the amount he spent on ingredients when he sells the complete potion.”

“That is some profit margin,” Damion said in disbelief. He knew artificers made quite a bit making enchanted weapons and armor, but he had no idea that alchemists made so much.

“Tell me about it,” Theodore said. “Why do you think I’ve been so excited to see these plants. I focused my study on alchemy at the academy. Once I reach S Rank as a mage, I’m going to sit back and crank out A Rank potions and enjoy retirement.”

“As if you’ll ever reach S Rank,” Christine scoffed.

“I’m a healer. Everyone always needs a healer. Once I get to A Rank, joining parties Silver Spire sends into their S Rank dungeon will be a piece of cake.”
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                “You really think so,” Christine replied to Theodore.

Sure, as a healer Theodore had an advantage to getting invited to groups to clear dungeons. But she did not believe he would be that much of a desired quantity. Holy might be a rare affinity, but people with the Light affinity could still heal others and were not as hard to come by.

“Of course. I’ll have you know…” Theodore started, but was cut off by Arica.

“While I’m sure we are all eager to hear about how you will beat us all to S Rank we have more pressing things to discuss. Has anyone else noticed we haven’t so much as seen a Demonic Beast since the wolf pack?”

“I figured we created enough of a disturbance that everything was scared off,” Ethan offered.

“Or the other beasts are all afraid of us now,” Christine suggested.

“Yeah, we did pretty much own that whole wolf pack,” Theodore bragged.

“You mean Damion owned them,” Ethan added.

When Damion heard Ethan he was momentarily distracted and tripped over a rock, causing everyone to stop. Thankfully, Damion did not fall face first, but the rock caught his attention and while the others kept talking Damion began tracing around the rock with his boot.

“We haven’t seen a single Steel Claw Owl, or even any Stone Bears. We have only killed 19 Demonic Beasts,” Arica interrupted again. “All the previous runs reported between 20 and 25 Demonic Beasts. We should be almost done with the dungeon.”

“Doesn’t your assessment mean we should be fanning out more and searching for more valuable plants?” Ethan asked.

“Since this is just my second dungeon run this might be a stupid question, but are Demonic Beasts and plants for alchemy the only valuable things in a dungeon?” Damion asked as he continued to uncover the ever growing rock with the toe of his boot.

“Anything that you can find in our world you can find in a Breach,” Arica said turning to Damion. “Why? What are you thinking?”

“Come look at this rock,” Damion said pointing down to where his boot was kicking the dirt around the rock.

“A rock?” Theodore scoffed.

“Perhaps it is more than just a rock,” Ethan said as he knelt down to look at the rock.

Ethan took one of his daggers and tapped it against the rock a few times. Damion took a few steps back to give Ethan more room, letting Ethan start digging around the rock with his dagger.

“I don’t think this is a rock,” Ethan said.

“Raw ore?” Christine said getting down on the ground with Ethan.

After Christine and Ethan had dug around the suspected piece of ore for a few moments they quickly confirmed that it was more than just a rock. Damion and Theodore joined in the digging and they quickly uncovered what was more of a small boulder than a rock. As Damion was trying to figure out what kind of raw ore it was, Arica poured her canteen of water over the top of the chunk of ore washing away the dirt and revealing an emerald sheen.

“Green!” Theodore exclaimed.

“Is this really a chunk of Aurichalcum?” Ethan said rubbing the ore to polish a small section.

“It appears so,” Arica said. “Well, congratulations Damion, you have probably found the most valuable item in this entire dungeon”

“How valuable?”

“Well, it will depend on how pure the chunk of ore is, but there is a good chance this chunk of Aurichalcum is worth a few thousand gold.”

“Since we found this chunk of ore, should we go looking for other rocks on the ground? Dig around them to see if we can find more?” Ethan asked.

“No,” Theodore said. “As much as I wish it would be worth it, this is only an E Rank dungeon. Just as we haven’t found any more plants, or more Demonic Beasts, the level of this Breach won’t support more magical treasures.”

“What do you mean?” Damion asked Theodore, but it was Ethan that answered.

“Items with magical properties, like Aurichalcum or Beese Mushrooms, absorb mana in the area to form and grow. The more ambient mana, the more treasures an area can support. With how much we have found already, there is almost no chance that the dungeon can support more.”

“On to the cave and the guardian then,” Arica said.

“Any idea where that might be?” Damion asked.

“We passed the entrance not too long ago, you just didn’t notice,” Arica told him.

After Arica pulled the chunk of Aurichalcum into her personal storage, the party retraced their steps. The cave that the dungeon guardian resided in had its entrance covered by several thick bushes. Damion did away with the bushes with a couple quick slashes of his sword, giving all of them a good look at the entrance.

Damion headed in first, followed by Ethan and Christine with Theodore and Arica bringing up the rear. The passageway in the cave was barely wide enough for two of them to walk side by side and Damion realized fighting in such close quarters was not going to be easy.

“Do you all mind if I make these next few fights easy? I don’t fancy trying to dodge attacks in these close quarters,” Damion asked.

“I think we can afford to sacrifice some profit at this point,” Arica said.

“Good. As much as I would like to maximize our profits, I think getting through this as quickly and as safely as possible should be our priority.”

“I guess we can all relax and enjoy the show,” Ethan said sheathing his daggers. “Theodore, you are in for a good show.”

The healer just snorted at Ethan’s comment and was about to retort, but when the chamber opened up into the first chamber that contained a single Stone Bear, Theodore held his tongue.

Seeing only one Demonic Beast, Damion considered just fighting it, but he decided to deliver on Ethan’s promise to Theodore. Damion pointed his sword at the Stone Bear and unleashed his fire pillar attack. The fire flashed across the room and struck the Stone Bear in the face.

After letting out a brief roar of pain, the Stone Bear dropped to the ground. Damion ceased his attack allowing the party to see the charred remains of the Stone Bear. In such an enclosed space the stench of burnt flesh was pretty overwhelming and Theodore had already lost his lunch.

“Wow,” Ethan exclaimed as he dodged out of the path of Theodore’s vomit. “You’d think a healer would have a stronger stomach.”

Arica collected the charred corpse and the stench was cut down quite a bit, but Damion could not help but see a smirk on Arica’s face when she looked at Theodore heaving.

“On to the second chamber then,” Damion said as he moved towards the passageway at the far end of the chamber.

‘Fighting with magic is so much easier.’ Damion thought with a smile. ‘I really can’t wait to unlock my magic affinity. Then I can really clean up in dungeons.’

When the party reached the next chamber Damion saw another Stone Bear in the center of the chamber. This one however, was sleeping.

            

    
        Chapter 67 – Blaze Wasps

    
    
    
    
                “Let me take this one,” Ethan whispered as he slipped past Damion and into the chamber with the sleeping Stone Bear.

With the Stone Bear sleeping, Damion was able to get a close look at it, unlike the first which he had blasted before it could attack. The Stone Bear had plates of what looked like stone covering parts of its body, though Damion guessed they were actually some kind of bone growths. The plates were positioned regularly along the Demonic Beast’s body, giving it protection, but not so much protection that they served as a full armor, which was likely to allow the Stone Bear the ability to move without sacrificing too much maneuverability.

Ethan moved silently, almost floating across the room, as he approached the Stone Bear. Just as Ethan arrived next to the Stone Bear Theodore let out a sneeze. Everyone in the chamber turned and looked at him in disbelief, including the Stone Bear.

The one redeeming factor in Theodore sneezing at about the worst moment possible, was that Ethan was along the Stone Bear’s side and not in its immediate line of sight. Knowing his window of opportunity was quickly shrinking, Ethan slashed out with his daggers, catching the Stone Bear in the neck between its armored plates.

Ethan’s daggers cut into the Stone Bear’s flesh spraying blood across the floor and Ethan’s body. Despite being grievously wounded the Stone Bear had enough life left in it to lash out at Ethan. The Stone Bear’s paw smacked Ethan across the chamber, causing him to drop his daggers. The Demonic Beast started to move towards Ethan, but collapsed before it could take more than a few steps.

“Great timing Theo,” Ethan complained as he slowly got up off the floor of the cave.

“Sorry,” Theodore winced. “Let me give you a quick heal.”

Ethan was briefly engulfed in white light and he was instantly able to move more freely.

“We should make you kill the next one,” Ethan spat.

“How about not,” Theodore said sheepishly. “I’m not that proficient in combat. I’ll keep backing you up though.”

“Are you good to keep moving Ethan?” Arica asked, ignoring Theodore.

“Yes, I’m good to move to the next chamber.”

After Ethan said he was good, Damion started leading the way to the next chamber. Even though Ethan managed to skate by without any lasting injuries, Damion did not want to take any more chances. Though, as they were walking, Damion could not help but feel Ethan did not look like he had just been in a fight. Except for some Stone Bear blood that Ethan had not managed to wipe off his face, Ethan looked just fine. Which was odd, since his clothes had been covered in blood before. The only explanation, Damion could think of, was that either Ethan was a quick change artist, or his clothes cleaned themselves.

When the party reached the third chamber the champion in it was another Stone Bear that was pacing around the room. Damion did not wait for the Stone Bear to notice them, or even for his teammates to express their opinion. With a quick slash of his sword, Damion sent forward a fire slash that resembled a fiery bird. Damion’s attack splashed into the Stone Bear’s side. Parts of the attack were deflected by the Stone Bear’s bone plates, but enough of the attack hit the Demonic Beast’s flank that the Stone Bear stumbled from the blow and growled in pain.

Throwing himself forward into to the chamber, Damion closed the distance to the Stone Bear before it had the chance to regain its footing and locate whatever had attack it. Damion stabbed his sword into the Stone Bear’s side just behind the bone plate on its front shoulder. As Damion’s sword pierced the Stone Bear’s flesh he channeled mana into the sword’s attack glyph and quickly released a fire slash directly into the Stone Bear’s body.

The Stone Bear tried to fight back, but by the time it realized what was happening, Damion’s attack reached the Demonic Beast’s heart and killed it. Pulling his sword out, Damion wiped the Stone Bear’s blood off on a patch of its fur before Arica stored the beast in her personal storage space.

“The guardian is the only Demonic Beast left,” Arica said to the group. “This is just a guess, but I think given the differences we’ve had in our run, compared to the others, I think there is a good chance the guardian we will face will be different.”

“You mean we won’t be facing a Stone Bear or a Wind Wolf?” Damion questioned.

“There is an easy way to find out,” Theodore said as he gestured to the passageway leading to the guardian chamber.

“I guess you are right about that,” Damion said as he moved into the passage and began channeling mana into all his pieces of gear.

The final passageway had several turns before it finally opened up into a chamber. When Damion looked into the chamber he was not surprised to see that Arica was right. The guardian turned out to be a Demonic Beast that none of the previous teams had encountered in the dungeon before.

“Blaze Wasps,” Arica said looking at the roof of the chamber where a number of small insects buzzed about around a wasp’s nest.

“Blaze Wasps? What do they do?” Damion asked.

“Sting, probably.” Ethan joked.

“Do you think they are the guardian?” Damion asked confused on how so many insects could be the guardian.

“Blaze Wasps, and other Demonic Beasts that are that small, aren’t the real Demonic Beast.” Theodore told them.

“What do you mean?”

“The nest is the Demonic Beast. The individual Blaze Wasps are magic puppets the nest creates to defend itself,” Arica explained.

“How do Blaze Wasps usually defend their nest?” Damion asked as he watched the Blaze Wasps buzz around the ceiling of the chamber.

“When the nest is threatened they sting the intruders. The venom they inject when they sting causes an intense burning sensation and if it reaches your mana veins it can travel to your magic core and cause mana poisoning.”

“Mana poisoning?” Damion asked confused.

“Mana poisoning is when foreign mana enters your magic core. It disrupts your ability to use magic and if left untreated can cause serious damage to your magic core. But you would know that if you had a proper education,” Theodore taunted.

“Enough,” Arica said with a death stare at Theodore.

“Anything else I should know about them?”

“Yes, the Blaze Wasps, being magical creations, are highly resistant to magic,” Arica said.

“And the nest?” Damion asked trying to get a better look at the nest on the ceiling.

“You may consider this as lucky or unlucky, but the nest is only resistant to Fire magic,” Arica said.

“Then I can’t just blast it from here,” Damion surmised.

“No, you can’t,” Arica said as she pulled a bracelet out of her personal storage space and swapped it with one of the ones she was wearing. “I’ll take care of this one.”

Arica stepped into the chamber and pointed her wrist towards the Blaze Wasp nest and unleashed a magic attack from her artifact. From her wrist streamed a fast moving cloud that chilled the air in the entire chamber.

When the fast moving cloud hit the Blaze Wasps they dropped to the ground, frozen, and Damion realized what type of artifact Arica was using this time. Ice affinity. Arica’s attack froze the Blaze Wasps and their nest solid in just a few seconds. Once the nest was frozen the few Blaze Wasps that had avoid Arica’s initial attack vanished.

“Now that is how you take out a nest,” Christine celebrated when the nest fell off the ceiling.

            

    
        Chapter 68 – Too Successful

    
    
    
    
                *Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credit]

Once the guardian was killed Damion pulled up the Magic System to check his progress. There was only one notification waiting for him. Most of the Demonic Beasts in the dungeon had been F Rank so he only managed to complete the generic kill quest and that left him 200 experience short of leveling up the Magic System.

“So where is the dungeon core, lets break it and go get something to eat,” Ethan said as he looked around the room.

“Look up,” Theodore blandly.

Both Damion and Ethan looked up at the ceiling where the Blaze Wasp nest had been and saw a small orb that they took to be the dungeon core.

“Christine, if you would,” Arica said, prompting Christine to loose an arrow at the orb in the ceiling.

As soon Christine’s arrow pierced the dungeon core their party was warped out of the Breach as it reset for the next challengers. Damion and the others found themselves standing outside the Breach portal with the dungeon attendant coming over to them.

“Great, it does not appear any of you are injured,” the attendant said. Though he had to take a close look at Ethan, who still had a bit of Stone Bear blood on him and Damion since his pants were torn at one knee. “Follow me to the sorting area to deposit your… wait, none of you have any bags, where are all the materials you harvested?”

“Relax, we have a spatial mage,” Theodore said waving the attendant on.

“A spatial mage? Oh, of course,” it took the attendant a moment to fully grasp what Theodore said, but he had quite the happy look on his face once he did.

“Alright, please unload all the materials you acquired on the sorting platform,” the attendant said indicating a slightly raised deck that while simple looked similar to the room they had placed all the items from the graveyard in.

Arica did as instructed and started dumping out the corpses of the Demonic Beasts. She grouped them by type and Rank, first brining out all the F Rank Wind Wolf corpses, making one big pile. In a separate pile she placed the E Rank Wind Wolves and made another pile for the E Rank Stone Bears. Finally, the Pimeys Elk and the Blaze Wasp nest were deposited alone.

“14 F Rank Wind Wolves, 4 E Rank. 3 E Rank Stone Bears. One Pimeys Elk, E Rank and one Blaze Wasp nest, also E Rank.” The attendant listed off the corpses as they appeared on his tablet. “A couple of new beasts. Looks like this dungeon has more of a variety than we thought.”

“Well, we aren’t done yet,” Arica smirked and then brought out more of their spoils.

“A Spider Lily, wow. You found that in this E Rank dungeon?” Before the attendant could ask more questions, Arica brought out more of the plants they found. “Frost Orchid, Sleet Grass, Azure Primrose, Monkshood. Dear me, these are almost everything you need for… Beese Mushroom!”

The moment the attendant saw the Beese Mushroom appear on his tablet he could not help but let out a shout. The attendant’s outburst of course brought the attention of most of the people in the area. Once the onlookers saw the large pile of Wind Wolves, they all forgot about the attendant shouting and began wondering what team had brough back entire corpses of Demonic Beasts.

Now that all the attention was on their group and the sorting platform, Arica brought out the Aurichalcum ore chunk. When the onlookers saw the green hew of the large rock that appeared on the platform a good number of them recognized what it meant and fervently started discussing the find amongst each other.

“Aurichalcum, purity 65 percent, 750 kilograms in weight,” the attendant was trembling as he read what appeared on his tablet.

Never before had he seen such a profitable dungeon clear, let alone an E Rank dungeon, he had never seen such a profitable run from C or even B Rank dungeons.

“I think I’ll need to call the overseer,” the attendant said as he pulled out his communication tablet and spoke into it for a moment before putting it back into his pocket.

A few seconds after the attendant hung up, the overseer could be seen rushing over to the sorting platform.

“I’ll handle things from here,” the overseer said taking the tablet from the attendant.

The overseer looked over the tablet’s inventory of Damion’s party’s haul and then gave them an appraising look.

“Anything else?” the overseer asked looking at Arica.

“No that is everything we found,” Arica answered.

Once Arica confirmed they had deposited all their finds, he walked onto the sorting platform and started pulling all their team’s materials into a spatial artifact. Damion looked, but he did not see any spatial artifact on the man, but then Damion realized that it would have to be a high-quality artifact to hold everything they had found, that or the overseer was a spatial mage like Arica.

“Alright, you all come with me,” the overseer said as he led them all back to his tent office.

Once they arrived in the overseer’s office, he quickly activated an artifact on his desk which caused a shimmering dome to appear around the tent.

“We are now isolated,” the overseer said. “I would like to hear your report directly. I will record it, so none of you will need to submit another report later. But first I think introductions are in order. If you would Arica.”

“This is my Master, Dorian Fletcher. As you might have guessed, he is a spatial mage.”

Damion and Ethan were somewhat shocked by the revelation, but Christine and Theodore appeared to already know. Damion supposed that they were all from the same White Zone, so it made sense if they were already familiar with one another.

“Now, your reports,” Fletcher said to them.

Damion started and narrated the events of their dungeon run, noting the attention Theodore had paid to find the rare plants, as well as his own finding of the Aurichalcum. When Damion finished, Fletcher looked to the each of the others to see if there was anything to add, but Damion had covered their entire run thoroughly.

“I must say, you all have given an impressive haul. However, it gives me quite the headache to solve,” Fletcher said as he looked to each of them.

“What do you mean?” Damion asked. They had presented a record-breaking haul to the Adventurer Association for this dungeon run, Damion did not understand how that created a headache for Fletcher.

“Because we found far more than anyone else,” Arica spoke up. “He now has to figure out if we were just very lucky, or if all the other teams were holding back.”

“Holding back?” Damion said confused.

“She means, master Fletcher has to determine if the other teams did not report all their finds.”

“I thought there was some security artifact, marking you when you enter and until you leave the sorting area to keep people from smuggling their finds out.” Ethan said, confused as to how other teams would have even been able to not report all their findings.

            

    
        Chapter 69 – Not Rich Enough

    
    
    
    
                “In a city that is true,” Fletcher said to Ethan. “But here in the wilderness we can’t construct such an intricate artifact that can spy into even spatial storages.”

Damion fidgeted uncomfortably when he heard that the city could spy on even what people carried in their spatial artifacts when going in and out of dungeons. He had no idea such levels of intrusiveness were even possible in this world, and he could not help but wonder if someone somewhere would be able to detect the Magic System.

“How many of these people have ever even been in a dungeon before?” Damion asked. “How many of them would even know about the security feature?”

“You make a good point,” Fletcher told Damion. “Over half of the people that have gone through the dungeon were going through one for the first time. Being new in a dungeon would mean they might not focus on anything but the Demonic Beasts. And very few mages even know how the detection grid around dungeons work.”

“I’ll post an updated summary of what to expect in the dungeon and what to look for in regard to rare flora and valuable materials. There is a chance that you all encountered a rare instance of this dungeon, making those finds possible, but it is also possible everyone else simply missed them.”

“I’m hoping it is the latter,” Theodore said. “If each time this dungeon is run, you can find those plants. Then this dungeon is going to cause a big drop in the price of healing potions.”

“Not as much as you might think, or at least not very quickly,” Fletcher said causing the smile on Theodore’s face to falter. “Sure, this dungeon offers most of the plants needed, but not in high quantities. Even if people run it constantly, and find the plants every run, it won’t be adding that much to the market.

“Most likely, guilds that employ people to harvest the plants in the wild will just harvest less in the wild and employ people to run the dungeon instead. Lower logistics, no chance of a high Rank encounter. I don’t think the market will change that much, at least not for a while.”

Theodore was silent as he thought about what Fletcher said and how it would impact the potion market. Ethan however, had something else on his mind.

“So, what is our share?”

“Hmmm? Oh, how much will each of you get from this run?” Fletcher asked as he looked to the tablet again. “The plants, Demonic Beast cores and beast materials comes up to 932 gold. The Aurichalcum has 65 percent purity, so factoring in for weight and purity, at 5 gold per kilogram, that will put its value at 2,437.5 gold.”

“We get to split, 3,369.5 gold, between the five of us!” Damion gulped as he did the math.

“Don’t forget the Association’s 5 percent fee, which will be 168 gold and 47 and a half silver. So, the amount you all are splitting, is 3,201 gold and 2 and a half silver or about 640 gold each.”

“Is that enough to buy a spatial artifact?” Damion quickly asked, impressed by his own sudden wealth and eager to find something to spend it on.

“Don’t make me laugh,” Theodore remarked. “You’ll need ten times that at least to afford a spatial artifact.”

“He’s right Damion,” Arica said softly. “Besides, can you even protect something worth that much. Your payment card is secure, the runes on it prevent theft or forcing someone to payout from their card, but a spatial artifact can easily be stolen.”

“I understand. I guess I will have to wait until I am higher ranked,” Damion said dejected.

“Or maybe you just need to wait until your seal unlocks. If you gain the spatial affinity, you might not ever need one. After all, for those of us with the spatial affinity our personal storage is only limited by how much mana we have.” Fletcher said.

Theodore, Ethan and Christine were suddenly listening intently to Arica’s master. While they knew a little about Damion’s situation, they did not know that he was set to become a mage when his seal lifted. When Fletcher saw the confused looks on the faces of Damion’s teammates, the mage realized he had made a blunder.

“Ah, I see. Yes, it was probably wise not to spread that information around too much. Well, let me see, perhaps your teammates will promise not to spread it around. And as an apology from me, I will show you a spatial magic seal and maybe we’ll get lucky, and you will have an affinity for it.”

“Don’t worry Damion, we won’t spread it around,” Christine said and then elbowed Theodore who was eying Damion closely.

“Right, we won’t tell anyone that you are secretly a mage and not a knight.”

“There see, everything will be fine. Now for the magic seal,” Fletcher said as he held out his hand and a glow erupted from his palm. The glow coalesced into a series of complicated glyphs and Damion took a moment to look at it closely. As soon as he did, he received a notification from the system.

*Ding*

{Magic seal recorded}

[Spatial Storage - Passive - (F Rank 10 Mana per kilogram stored) Allows the storage of any nonliving physical material in a spatial pocket connected to your magic core.]

When Damion saw the notification and that the skill was actually a passive skill, he could not help but believe he would be able to use it. Damion immediately inquired with the Magic System.

‘System, am I able to use this passive skill?’

{Negative. While this skill is considered a passive skill it still requires Spatial Affinity to use due to its unique properties.}

‘Well, there goes that dream,’ Damion thought as he looked away from the magic seal in Fletcher’s palm.

“Sorry, not feeling anything,” Damion told Fletcher, who pulled his hand back.

“No matter, the spatial affinity is an uncommon affinity after all.”

“I’ve looked at a lot of magic seals, and none of them have done it. Either my affinity is very rare or until my seal lifts, I can’t learn any magic seals.”

“An interesting problem. Perhaps I’ll discuss it with your teacher, Helga Teft, isn’t it?”

“Yes, she’s my teacher,” Damion answered. It was clear to Damion that Arica had told her master everything she knew about Damion, and Damion did not mind. Though he would have wished to know a bit more about Arica’s teacher before this meeting.

“Well, enough of this. Get your payment cards out and let me give you each your share. So I can get back to work figuring out if any of the past groups smuggled high value items out.”

Each of them in turn tapped their cards on the attendant’s tablet. Once they were all paid, Fletcher lowered the isolation barrier around his tent and sent them on their way. The five of them headed out to the waiting area to relax before they needed to head out.

A number of the groups that had already completed their dungeon run were questioning Damion’s group on their finds, but Arica just directed them to their group’s report. Fletcher had wasted no time in getting it posted for everyone to review. The hope was that it would encourage the groups that had yet to go through their run to find more rare materials, at the very least it would discourage anyone coming across those materials from pocketing them.

            

    
        Chapter 70 – Heading Home

    
    
    
    
                Given that the other teams were now under suspicion of not fully reporting their findings, the mission to transport the dungeon to Saung was delayed until the Adventurer Association could complete their investigation. This meant Damion and Ethan had to either sit around and wait or head back to Saung on their own.

Not wanting to wait, Damion and Ethan headed out not long after leaving Fletcher’s office, both wanting to be able to return to Saung before nightfall. On the way Ethan kept giving Damion curious looks until Damion finally spoke up.

“There isn’t a guarantee that I will become a mage when my seal lifts,” Damion lied. As far as everyone else knew it was the truth, but Damion knew the Magic System was going to grant him a magic affinity.

“But there is a high probability?”

"Yes. Ms. Teft thinks so because I have a very high amount of mana, even for a mage. And I grow pretty fast. Ms. Teft told me that knights can’t be mages because their magic core is flawed, or something like that, but mages with poor talent or worthless affinities can still be knights, because they have a lot of mana and can use artifacts.”

“You are saying that I’m flawed?” Ethan scoffed.

“Not your fault, just bad luck I guess. I don’t know. It’s just what she said. Besides, what I’m trying to say is, even if I do have a magic affinity, I might still not be able to be a mage. I could have lousy talent or an affinity that is no good.”

“I get it now. You didn’t want to show off that you are a mage, until you were sure you could actually be a good mage.”

“I guess you could put it that way,” Damion said with a small smile, glad that his friend was understanding. Although, in truth, Damion had not mentioned it because he was afraid a lot of people would want to try and study him, which would risk exposing the Magic System.


While Damion and Ethan were on their way back to Saung. Arica was sitting down with her master reviewing the data the Adventurer Association had just sent over. Arica was busy cross referencing the information with the various magical zones while Fletcher was pondering why the data was inconsistent.

“I’ve finished collating the data Master,” Arica said when she finished notating the last entry on her tablet. “Once we exclude beast waves that were known not to be the result of Realm Breaches the data points to a direct relationship between dungeon breaks and the growth of magical zones.”

Fletcher took Arica’s tablet and began looking through the data himself. The mage remained quiet as he read through the long list of events and reports of magical zone measurements, before and after the discovering of the dungeons.

“Yes, you are quite right,” Fletcher said absently. “But I don’t understand why Unstable and Semi-Stable Breaches don’t produce the same effect.”

“Perhaps the amount of ambient mana they throw out with their Demonic Beasts is not enough to cause substantial growth.”

“Possibly, or we are missing some other key element. If it is just due to the increased magic produced by a Stable Breach, then why aren’t cities becoming magical zones.”

“Wouldn’t it be because a dungeon has to breach, fail to be cleared resulting in all the Demonic Beasts inside being sent into our realm that causes the growth. I thought the data supports that conclusion?”

“It does,” Fletcher said handing the tablet back to her after making a few notations. “It also points to the dungeons not needing to breach. The data shows that even without a Dungeon Breach happening, the presence of a dungeon in the wild still increases the growth rate of magical zones.”

“And with cities typically having multiple dungeons, you don’t see why they aren’t creating magical zones around or in the city.”

“Precisely,” Fletcher said before going silent again as he pondered the question.

While her master brooded, Arica went back over the data trying to find an answer to the question. Why did cities not become magical zones? Was it because the dungeons were contained in the hearts of cities, just in case of a breach? But that did not make sense. The containment areas did not stop the ambient mana from flowing out to the rest of the city. The mana just flowed out into the environment…

Environment.

That was what was different. In a magical zone, the ambient mana flowed out into the wild, feeding the magical zone. But in a city the mana flowed out and fed the people of the city. That has to be it.

“Master! It’s the environment!” Arica shouted when she figured it out.

“The environment?”

“Yes. In the wild, the ambient mana from dungeons and Dungeon Breaches, feed the magical zone, but in a city…”

“In a city the ambient mana is consumed by the people and all the activity of the city’s people. Artificers, alchemists, people training, even the enchantments throughout a city, they all make use of the extra mana. With all the people in any given city the excess mana in the air would go unnoticed because it gets used up as quickly as it gets spewed out. Excellent work. Now let’s get working on our thesis to submit to the council.”

Arica and her master worked throughout the night on their paper to submit to the Mage Council. Once the council members reviewed their report and, hopefully, agreed with their findings, the council would determine the next course of action, though they would heavily rely on the researcher who made the discovery.

If the Mage Council saw fit, they could grant Fletcher more resources, more funding to hire other researchers, or even commission a new department within the Mage Association to address the issue and have Fletcher be the head.

While her master was engrossed in his fantasies of the rewards the Mage Council was likely to provide, Arica was wondering how Damion was doing. She had only known the boy for a short time, but his growth seemed even more outlandish than the growth of the magical zones. Despite barely knowing him, Arica found herself wishing he was a few years older, or she a few years younger, so they could have gone to school together.


After Damion and Ethan reached Saung, they returned the ground car they’d rented and headed for their respective homes. Damion’s mother fawned over him when he walked in the door. Seeing Damion with pants ripped worried her, but after she found no hint of an injury, she calmed down and prepared Damion’s dinner.

The next day, Damion set out on a mission, but not one from the Adventurer Association. This mission was one of his own making. With more than 600 gold in his pocket, Damion decided to make himself a proper adventurer survival kit.

The first stop was Leland’s Artifacts. As much as Damion wanted, he did not need better armor or a better weapon at the moment, but he did need other items for his kit, one of which was more durable clothing.

On missions, Damion had quickly realized that wearing ordinary clothing, even if it is beneath his armor, was not smart. Normal pants and a shirt were not sufficient to protect him from attacks and they tended to get quite dirty and he did not have an easy way to clean them.

Ethan’s clothes on the other hand, almost always seemed clean. Even after Ethan had been covered in the Stone Bear’s blood, Ethan’s clothes, somehow, had managed to get clean all on their own.

            

    
        Chapter 71 – Shopping

    
    
    
    
                “So, what can I get for you today,” Leland said as Damion walked into his store.

“More durable clothing to wear on missions. Preferably something that can self-clean or repel dirt somehow.”

“Tired of looking like you’ve rolled in the mud while your companions keep themselves looking pristine ehh,” Leland answered with a smile.

“Pretty much.”

“There are a couple options for you, depending on your budget and your, ahh, fashion sense.”

“Just spell them out for me.”

“The most direct option would solve both problems at once,” as Leland spoke he pulled a bolt of cloth out from beneath the counter. “This is Ryemo Silk. Woven from the rare Ryemo Bamboo and it has a unique property that repels dirt, mud, blood, any substance that tries to cling to it. Quite handy for the discerning adventurer. And is as soft on the skin as a mother’s touch.”

“And how is its durability?” Damion asked.

“About the same as ordinary clothing. But! It is easy enough to enchant it so all you would need to do is channel your mana into it to make it quite durable, though of course, not as strong as proper armor.”

“I already channel my mana into my sword, my armor and now I’d have to do my clothes. I’m not sure I can focus well enough during a fight to channel mana into so many items.”

“Yes, well an experienced adventurer has no issue with channeling mana into each piece of gear on their body independently. It is like second nature to them. I’m sure you will get to that point eventually, just takes practice.”

“Focus is one issue, mana is another. How much mana am I supposed to have charge up all those pieces of gear at once?”

“Most mages prepare slowly. Long before combat. By keeping all their items charged all the time it makes it easy to power up your weapon right before a fight.”

“And how much would an outfit made from this Ryemo Silk cost?” This was the real question Damion had. No matter how good the material was, if he could not afford it, he would just have to settle for something else.

“100 gold per outfit.”

“Is that all?” Damion said sarcastically. Sure, he could afford it, but for just one outfit and it could still be damaged, there had to be a better solution. Plus, the Ryemo Silk would only keep itself clean, not Damion’s body or his armor.

“This silk is quite rare. I have enough here for two pants and two shirts. It will probably sell out quick,” Leland said smiling, trying to land the sale.

“What if we tackle the problems separately?”

“Durable clothes and then something else to keep you clean. That is doable.”

“Great,” Damion said relieved. He just hopped that whatever Leland offered this time would not be more expensive.

“For cleanliness, let me recommend a belt of purification,” Leland led Damion over to a mannequin that, in addition to a set of armor, wore a red and green belt around its waist. “While costly, unless you get unlucky and it is damaged, a belt of purification will keep your whole body, and everything on you, free of foreign substances.”

“It’s an artifact then,” Damion said looking at it.

“Correct, a C Rank artifact. When you channel your mana into it, it pushes off all the dirt and anything else that has clung to you. And you don’t have to keep it charged all the time. Most people just activate it after a fight and poof, all the dirt and sweat falls right off of them.”

“Sounds exactly like what I am looking for,” Damion said, though he dreaded hearing the price for a C Rank artifact.

“This one will cost you 120 gold. Though I do have others, with more boring color schemes for less.”

“Do you have a plain brown or black one?” Damion asked. He really did not want to advertise an artifact around his waist by having it look flashy.

Leland opened a draw beneath the mannequin and pulled out a plain looking black belt. “Will this do?”

“Yes, I don’t want to stand out too much you know. Not until I have sufficient strength.”

Damion’s comment seemed to satisfy Leland’s sense of pride in his stylistic creations and led the way back to the counter.

“The basic belt is not as efficient as the other, though it is still considered a C Rank artifact, it takes a bit more mana to clean you up. This one will set you back 75 gold.”

While the price was still fairly high, Damion felt it was worth it. Even if he didn’t get more durable clothing, having one artifact that kept his whole body clean would be worth it.

“I’ll take it, what about more durable clothing? I don’t need them strong enough to be armor, but I don’t want to be replacing my clothes all the time either.”

“Everything I have, would be considered an artifact and require you to channel mana into it constantly to give it strength. The materials we use to make clothing just is not strong enough to resist attacks. Unless you want to dress in all leather all the time, but I think you might dislike that.”

“Yes, that would not be comfortable,” Damion agreed. Leather clothing would be stronger than cloth, but it would be stiffer and harder to move around in. He did not want to sacrifice mobility. “What would you recommend then for rips and tears?”

“Learning to sew,” Leland joked.

“What about an artifact that can do that for me?”

“An artifact to mend your clothing if it gets damaged. What a novel idea. I will have to do some research on this. But you might have just provided me with an entirely new line of products.”

“Does this mean I’ll get a share of the profits?” Damion asked hopeful.

“No. But I’ll gift you one. Assuming I succeed in the endeavor.”

The prospect of a free artifact was good, though Damion would have liked to have gotten a share of the profits, but he had to admit that Leland would be the one to do all the work and figure out if creating such an artifact was even possible.

“I want to complete my adventurer kit,” Damion told Leland. Now that he knew the cost of what he assumed would be the most expensive item he was buying today, Damion decided to finish his kit with the money from his dungeon run.

“Excellent, I know you bought a moderate tent, let’s see what else we can get for you,” Leland said happily as he began going around his store pulling things off shelves.

Damion did not bother to follow the man around. Leland was an experienced adventurer and an experienced salesman. The man knew what Damion needed, and Damion suspected the man had some way of knowing exactly how much he could afford.

“Here we are,” Leland said as he hefted a backpack onto the counter in front of Damion. “Everything you need, except rations and a tent, is in here.”

“I already have a bag,” Damion said looking at the backpack that appeared smaller than the one he purchased not long ago.

“You have an ordinary bag. This pack is the next best thing to a spatial artifact.”
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                “How is this backpack as good as a spatial artifact?” Damion questioned, looking over the bag to see if he could tell what secrets it contained.

“I did not say as good as a spatial artifact. I said the next best thing,” Leland tutted. “True spatial artifacts require special materials from Ferocious and Demonic Beasts that have a natural Spatial affinity. This bag, however, has spatial enchantments to make it able to hold more, but not actual create a separate pocket dimension.”

“What?” Damion said with a confused look.

“The bag is an artifact, that while not a spatial storage artifact it can hold a great number of things inside, it stretches the space inside, instead of creating its own space,” Leland tried explaining again, though Damion still looked like he was trying to figure out what Leland meant. “It is bigger on the inside!”

Leland’s shout caught Damion’s attention and Leland began pulling things out of the bag and Damion finally got it. Rope, first aid kit, potion kit, blankets, stakes, self-filling canteen, a compass and finally a shielded fire pit. Several of the items Leland pulled out of the bag, should have filled the bag entirely and Damion had a hard time believing it all came out of the bag, despite seeing it firsthand.

“I have rope,” Damion said looking at the items Leland had pulled out.

“But this rope, is an artifact. If you tie it off and climb down a cliff, you can channel your magic and untie it from the bottom.”

Damion just looked at Leland, unsure what to say. Having that function on a rope sounded useful. However, Damion did not understand why, after climbing down a cliff, he would not want to climb back up. Though he supposed it was possible, if someone was chasing him.

“What does the shielded fire pit do?”

“The shielded fire pit prevents the light from the fire spilling into the surroundings. This way you can make a fire, even cook on it, but the light won’t attract unwanted attention.”

“How much is all this going to cost me?” Damion asked.

“370 gold,” Leland said with his characteristic smile.

“Here,” Damion stretched out his hand with his payment card. Such a sum was not easy to come by, and it was even harder to see it go so quickly.

Half his wealth spent, Damion left Leland’s and went to Saung Adventurer Supply and stocked up on rations from Gerrard. Luckily the rations did not cost much, and Damion did not feel like he was going to cry when he left.

After depositing his belongings at home, Damion set off to the Adventurer Association in search of new missions. Now that he was an E Rank knight, he hoped to find E Rank missions that paid better. The goal he set for himself was to find a mission to kill E Rank Ferocious Beasts since he needed 10 E Rank beast kills to complete his current quest for E Rank Beasts and luckily, he also needed 10 of any rank to complete his original kill quest.

If Damion was able to complete both quests at once, he would get 200 experience, which was also the amount needed to level up the Magic System. It was Damion’s hope that leveling up the Magic System would allow him to fully unlock the system before turning 18.

The number of available missions for E Rank surprised Damion, unfortunately they were largely escort missions. While Damion would like the chance to visit the various towns listed as the destinations, Damion did not think his mother could handle him being away for possibly weeks at a time.

When Damion found an extermination mission he was quite excited, that was until he realized it was a mission he had seen the first time he was taking missions. It was to kill 25 Aerico. Either there were a lot of these plague beasts in the Benault Forest, or no one was taking the mission.

Damion understood no one wanting to take the mission. The reward was only 10 silver, split between the entire team of adventurers. Aerico varied in Rank from F to D Rank, but were very easy to kill, they were slow ambling Ferocious Beasts, but they held no value in materials for artificers. Most people called them cursed beasts or plague beasts. They looked mostly humanoid, but diseased, and they spread that disease everywhere they went. People would kill them whenever they came across them, but people seldom sought them out since they were more of a pest.

As easy as they were to kill, the risk of fighting them was high, because the cost of using a healing potion or antidote if infected by an Aerico made no one want to take the mission. The potential cost far outweighed the reward.

Sighing to himself, Damion accepted the mission and took a look at the map of where to find them in the Benault forest. The map showed they were near the southern tip of the forest. As proof of his success, Damion had to return with the right ear of each one he killed, after the ear was collected he had to burn the body to minimize the risk of infection. With the information in hand and a mission to complete, Damion headed out to rent a ground car for the morning. He could leave today, but it was past midday, and he thought a fresh start in the morning would be better than having to stop and camp halfway to his destination.

The next morning Damion set off. This would be the first mission he would be undertaking alone. And he was feeling quite nervous. The escort missions he had taken, he had either Ethan or Arica as a companion, to make sure he did not do anything overly foolish. Today, he was on his own and he was fervently hoping he did not screw up.

The drive to the edge of the Benault Forest was uneventful, but quick, thanks to the ground car. Damion figured with the cost of the rental, and possibly using up some of his rations and healing potions, he was going to be lucky to breakeven on this mission. Of course, what he was really looking forward to was the experience from completing his quests.

Now that he was off the road and following the edge of the Benault Forest to its southern end, the speed Damion traveled had slowed down, but he kept the ground car going as fast as he could. Shortly before lunch time Damion arrived at the area marked on the map and stopped his ground car.

The Aerico were inside the forest, and he could not drive the car in to hunt for them. At least he knew what to do with the ground car, when he and Arica were on their survey mission, they had to head into the forest to search for the measuring plate, Arica had shown him how to lockout the controls of the ground car, to prevent anyone from stealing it. This really was not an issue for them before, since they did not go but a few meters into the forest most of the time, but now it was useful information for Damion.

With the ground car secured, Damion headed in for his hunt. Damion left his pack and most of his supplies in the ground car, he did not believe he would be going too far from it and he did not want to lug everything while wearing his armor. The bag Leland had sold him was quite useful, but Leland neglected to mention the bag’s biggest drawback, while it could fit a remarkable number of items inside, it did not reduce the weight of those items.
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                Damion took with him only a few items from his pack. A bag to keep the ears needed to prove his kills, his compass, a ration pack and his self-filling canteen, which Damion had learned took about an hour for the enchantment on the canteen to completely fill it.

Even though Damion parked his ground car at the closest point to the where the Aerico were supposed to be, he still ended up walking for ten minutes before he saw the first ones. Three Aerico were roaming around a group of trees and did not seem to notice Damion as he approached. Damion was able to walk right up to each of them in turn and decapitated each of them.

After killing the Aerico, Damion sliced off their right ears, stowing them in a small bag on his waist before setting the corpses on fire with his sword. The Aerico were too easy to kill. They did not try to attack him or try to defend themselves or even flee. Damion checked his quest status and saw that all three of the Aerico he had just killed were E Rank beasts.

Damion just needed seven more E Rank kills to complete his quests and 22 more Aerico kills to complete his mission. With how easy Aerico were to kill the biggest challenge Damion was having was finding them. It took Damion another ten minutes to find another group of Aerico.

Once again Damion quickly dispatched them and collected their ears. When killing one of the Aerico, Damion had miss judged the angle of his swing and managed to slice through the skull instead of decapitating it. While collecting its ear, Damion noticed something odd in the skull. A small sphere the size of a marble. Damion quickly opened the skulls of the other Aerico he had just killed and found similar small orbs.

‘Are these Magic Cores?’ Damion thought as he looked at them. He could not be sure, since Aerico were supposed to be Ferocious Beasts and not Demonic Beasts, they should not have cores.

Damion bagged the couple of small orbs and went in search of more Aerico. For the next two hours, Damion wandered aimlessly through the Benault Forest in search of Aerico. Unfortunately, Damion did not have much luck in finding any. When Damion decided to give up for the day and head back to his ground car he had only managed a total of nine kills.

The one thing Damion had not paid attention to during his wanderings, was where he going. It took Damion a while to figure out how to get back to the ground car since he had gotten lost. Thankfully, Damion had a compass and was able head in the direction of the edge of the forest. Once Damion left the forest he saw his ground car a few hundred meters away.

As Damion looked towards his ground car in the distance could tell someone else had found his ground car and was waiting for him. Damion could not discern who, or how many, but someone had started a fire, and Damion could see several figures moving around the fire.

Damion slipped back into the shadows of the Benault Forest before he moved any closer. The wilds were a wide-open space, and Damion was quite far from the road. As far as Damion knew, no one else should be coming to this area by chance. Because of the Aerico other Ferocious Beasts stayed clear of the area which meant other adventurers stayed clear as well, since there was no profit to be made.

After Damion had slowly crept within earshot of the ground car and his visitors from the shelter of the Benault Forest Damion waited and listened. From the conversations of the interlopers, Damion quickly figured out who they were and why they were here.

“Where is that damned brat?” one of the four men around Damion’s ground car complained. “The sun is starting to go down, if he isn’t back soon he’ll be spending the night in the forest.”

“Relax Davis,” another said. “So, the kid got lost in the forest. He’s only a new E Rank and I bet he only passed his exam because of high quality artifacts.”

“I call dibs on his sword,” a third one said quickly.

“The boss will divide the kid’s loot,” Davis chided.

“We’ll have to kill the kid first,” a fourth man spoke up. “Despite what many of you think, the boy is talented, so don’t let your guard down.”

The group of men continued to bicker between themselves, with Davis wanting to go into Benault Forest to search for Damion. The other three held him back, but Damion somewhat wished they would let him go. If Davis did come into the forest alone, Damion was sure he could ambush him and then it would be one on three by the ground car.

At least Damion had determined they were hostile to him. While Damion could not say with certainty, but he was fairly sure these men where part of the Falks Guild. After all, to Damion’s knowledge, no other group was hostile to him.

When darkness finally settled over the area, leaving only the light from the stars and the fire the men had started to see by, Damion decided to act. He did not imagine the entire group would stay up all night. All he had to was wait for them to start falling asleep and then he would make his move.

An hour later Damion started hearing a bit of snoring and he knew his time had come. Creeping out of the forest Damion snuck up to the camp, keeping the ground car between him and the camp, just in case there was enough light for them to see him.

Once Damion was next to his ground car, he peaked around it to locate the men. Three appeared to be sleeping, with the fourth sitting on a stump by the fire. Damion did not want to risk a prolonged fight with these men and given they had already admitted to wanting to kill him, Damion decided to attack first and ask questions if anyone was still alive after.

Damion channeled mana into his sword and once he was ready he stepped out from behind the ground car and unleashed his pillar of fire attack from his sword. The attack hit the man on the stump and cooked him instantly.

The man did not have a chance to scream before dying to Damion’s attack. However, Damion’s attack did rouse the other three men. Damion quickly slashed his sword down on the closest of the men, splashing blood across the ground. The other two men were on their feet with weapons in hand before Damion could launch another assault.

Both men did not hesitate to retaliate against Damion and rushed at him while channeling mana into their own weapons. Despite having the early advantage, Damion was put on his back foot under the two men’s attacks. Damion was busy parrying their attacks in search of an opening, but Damion was quickly realizing he was not going to get one.

The two men were a match for him, even with the years of intense training Ms. Teft had put Damion through. What was worse, was that the men seemed to understand they were a match for him and altered their fighting style, aiming to exhaust Damion and outlast him in the fight.

Damion felt the change in the flow of combat and understood what the two planned to do. Even with Mana Absorption active, helping to fill his magic core and weaken the men with each blow, Damion was not going to be able to keep up with the two of them. What these two did not realize was that Damion still had a trump card to play.

“Dimittis!”
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                “Dimittis!”

As soon as Damion cried out the training bracelets on his wrists and ankles clicked open if not for his gauntlets and shin guards holding them in place, they would have dropped to the ground. Without the bracelets constantly draining his mana and adding weight to his limbs Damion felt like a new man.

Before either of Damon’s opponents could realize what just happened, Damion went on the offensive. The release of the weights allowed Damion to swing his sword as if it weighed nothing letting Damion catch his target off guard. The man’s sword was easily knocked to the side.

Damion took a step forward and slashed with his sword while channeling mana into the fire attack glyph. As the sword slashed across the man’s chest, Damion’s sword became coated in flame. The extra magic power behind Damion’s attack cut through the man’s defensive enchantments on his armor and sent him sprawling to the ground with a crack in his armor.

If not for still having one opponent, Damion would have closed in and finished off the he man had knocked to the ground. Unfortunately, the second man stepped in and blocked Damion from pursuing him.

The second man understood that somehow, Damion had increased his speed and power. This forced him to change from trying to outlast Damion, to going all out. Damion and the man exchanged a couple of sword strikes, but neither gained any advantage over the other.

As Damion was preparing to launch another fire slash, to hopefully land a blow on his opponent, Damion saw a glint of steel flash through the air before feeling a stabbing pain in his hip. The man Damion had knocked down had thrown a knife and caught Damion in his side.

Now that he was injured, Damion knew he needed to finish this as quickly as possible. With a quick stab that only hit air, Damion managed to force the second man back a step and Damion took a small leap backwards while sending a fire slash at the dagger thrower who was struggling to his feet. The fire slash caught the poor soul in the face sending him back to the ground the life quickly being burned out of him.

This left Damion with just one enemy. The last man knew he was not a one-on-one match for Damion and he needed to finish the fight. Since they had a good space between them still, the last man decided to try and land a hit like his last companion had. The man threw a dagger at Damion, but since Damion was paying attention, he was able to easily deflect the man’s dagger.

“Why don’t you surrender,” Damion said to the man.

“Why? So, I can go to prison? No thanks.”

“Then just tell me why the Falks Guild wants to kill me?” Damion asked.

“Because we needed the money.”

“Money? You want to kill me for a few hundred gold worth of artifacts?”

“Your artifacts might be nice, but the bounty offered for your head is what makes killing you worth it.”

“Bounty?” Damion was confused now. Who would place a bounty on him? Sure, he had caused trouble for the Falks Guild, but not for anyone else. Was there really a mystery man behind the Falks Guild offering a bounty on him? Was the Falks Guild a patsy for someone else who wanted him dead?

“10,000 gold,” the man told Damion. “That amount would help get our guild back on its feet.”

“Who…”

“Who set the bounty? No idea. Let’s finish this.”

The man did not give Damion the chance to respond. Launching himself towards Damion he ended any chance of Damion learning more about who wanted him dead. The two exchanged a flurry of blows, and even though Damion was injured he quickly gained the upper hand. With a quick series of slashes, Damion knocked the man’s sword from his grasp and then sliced the man across the neck. When Damion’s sword slashed across the man’s neck the man’s eyes went wide in disbelief and regret. Never did he believe an E Rank kid would be able to match him in a fight.

With all his enemies defeated, Damion fell to his knees, holding his bleeding hip. The knife had penetrated deep, but luckily, did not hit anything vital. Damion retrieved a healing salve from his first aid kit and applied it to his wound. The salve burned a bit as he applied it, but the wound closed, leaving only a fresh line of pink skin.

After Damion’s wound was taken care of, he channeled mana into his belt and all the sweat, dirt and blood was pushed off his body, clothing and armor. Healed and feeling invigorated from being clean, Damion set about cleaning up the area around his ground car.

After searching each of the bodies for valuables, Damion piled them onto the campfire they had made. The group did not have much, just low-grade armor and weapon artifacts and a few ration packs. This time, the Falks Guild members had not worn their guild armor or kept anything on them that could trace back to their guild. Either they were learning, or they were instructed on how to prepare for this assassination attempt.

As Damion watched the bodies burn, he decided to help the matter along with his fire attack glyph. Damion channeled his mana and sent a pillar of fire attack into the pile of corpses in the campfire. Pouring his mana, frustration and anger into the attack, the fire pillar quickly became the largest Damion had ever produced. Even with the power of Damion’s attack, it still took a few minutes for the corpses to be completely consumed by the fire. Once the corpses were consumed and Damion ceased channeling mana into his fire pillar, he realized that keeping his attack going so long had depleted his mana by quite a bit. Combined with the physical exertion and stress of a life and death battle, Damion had never before been this tired.

Now that the bodies were taken care of Damion loaded up the few spoils he acquired into his ground car and put the fire out. Not wanting to stick around where he fought, Damion drove his ground car along the edge of the Benault Forest for about fifteen minutes. He wanted to set up his camp somewhere without the stink of burnt flesh.

In the morning Damion got up and after eating a ration pack for breakfast, he headed back into the Benault Forest. He was only at nine of the twenty-five Aerico he needed to kill and he hoped he would find at least six more at E Rank so he could complete his quests and increase the level of the Magic System.

Just like the day before, Damion wandered through the forest in search of Aerico. And just like yesterday, Damion was not having a lot of luck finding them. When it was nearing midday Damion finally found a group of Aerico and it was far more than he had anticipated.

Having searched extensively above ground, Damion started to think that it was perhaps possible that the Aerico preferred the underground. After doing another search, Damion found a cave near where he had encountered his first group of Aerico. The mouth of the cave was large enough for Damion to easily venture in and after using his fire attack glyph to turn his sword into a torch to see by, Damion found quite the surprise waiting for him.

The cave wound down into a large pit that was filled with Aerico. Damion was not sure where they were coming from, but he suspected there was more to the Aerico appearing here than met the eye. There had to be another passage, blocked from view, but this place was the source of the Aerico, without a doubt. Right now, most of the creatures were just packed in, but Damion could see in some places where it appeared they had managed to climb out of the pit, which would explain how they appeared sporadically in the forest.

After a rough count, Damion estimated there were at least fifty Aerico in the pit. With this many Aerico, Damion knew he would have no problem finishing his quest or his mission. The issue was, getting down into the pit and back out to collect the right ears of the Aerico he killed. If Damion went back to his ground car, he could bring back rope, but he was afraid that he would not be able to easily find this way back to the cave.

‘First things first,’ Damion thought as he pointed his sword towards the pit filled with Aerico and unleashed his fire pillar attack.
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                *Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill E Rank Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 2 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill E Rank Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 2 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill D Rank Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 3 Store Credits]

After Damion annihilated the Aerico in the cave, he took note of a small passage he had missed before and just as he suspected, more Aerico started wandering out of it. Damion paid the new beasts no mind and focused on the notifications from the Magic System rolling in. Not only did he finish his quests, but he finished the F and E Rank quests twice. Damion could not hold out any longer and opened his system menu.

[Magic System]

[Full System unlock in 2:248:4:12:30]

[System Level: 1]

[User: Damion Wells]

[Age: 15]

[Magic Talent: Locked]

[Magic Affinity: Locked]

[Mana: 133/720]

[Magic Power: Locked]

[Mana Recovery: Locked]

[Strength: 88]

[Dexterity: 91]

[Vitality: 105]

[Intelligence: 130]

[Experience: 1,100/1,000]

[Store Credits: 21]


‘System, level up,’ Damion mentally said to the Magic System.

*Ding*

{Error. Unable to increase Magic System Level until Magic System is fully unlocked.}

Damion had been afraid of this. He’d hoped to get the Magic System to unlock or at least level up and unlock new features. Apparently, Damion had to wait until he turned 18. With the question of the system answered, Damion headed out of the cave.

When Damion reached daylight, he took out his compass and headed due south. From the cave mouth, Damion walked in as straight a line as he could south, even marking the trees in his path with his sword. Damion wanted to make sure he could find his way back to the cave. Once Damion reached the edge of the Benault Forest, he sliced off a large tree branch and stabbed it in the ground upright to mark the place he needed to reenter the forest.

It took Damion a little while to locate his ground car, since he searched in the wrong direction for it at first. Once in his ground car, Damion headed at full speed across the countryside back to Saung. Despite not driving on the road, Damion drove as fast as the ground car would go, he needed to report his suspicions to the Adventurer Association as soon as possible.

When Damion finally reached Saung he returned his ground car to the shop he rented it from, getting an annoyed look from the shop keep due to the mud and dirt coating the sides of the ground car. After dropping his pack off at home, so he did not have to lug the thing all across the city, Damion headed to the Adventurer Association.

“Excuse me, I need to report something unusual regarding my quest,” Damion told the clerk as he handed the woman his adventurer license. This clerk was a young woman he had not met before during any of his visits to the Association.

“Aerico hunt mission,” the clerk said after swiping Damion’s license on her terminal and readding what his mission was. “Have you completed the mission?”

“Yes, but…”

“Your proof.”

“I didn’t collect all the ears. I fou…”

“I’ll have to mark the mission as incomplete and you won’t receive any reward if you don’t have the required proof.”

“Please listen,” Damion said, trying to keep himself calm. “I found something important regarding the Aerico and I need to report it to someone high up.”

“I can enter your report and flag it for the branch managers to review,” the clerk told Damion blandly.

“This is a matter of some urgency. And I’m not sure of the protocol of putting this in a report.”

“What is it that you have discovered?”

Damion was suddenly in a bind. He did not know if this clerk had access to what he wanted to discuss. In fact, he was not sure if this clerk was even an adventurer.

“I’m not sure if this is something you are authorized to know,” Damion told the clerk.

“I can assure you tha…”

“May I borrow your communication tablet?” Damion asked quickly, his was buried in his pack at his house, and he realized the only way to bypass this clerk, was to get someone who knew how to.

The clerk handed Damion her communication tablet and Damion quickly tapped in Ms. Teft’s number.

“Damion? Everything alright?” Ms. Teft said when she saw Damion’s face on her tablet.

“Ms. Teft, I need you come to the Adventurer Association right away. I believe I have discovered something in the Benault Forest related to my last two missions.”

Ms. Teft’s eyes narrowed when Damion said his last two missions. There were two possibilities when he referred to two last missions. Damion had suffered two attacks from Falks Guild members. Could he have found something else the guild was hiding? Or was it literally about his last two missions, which were dungeon runs.

“I’m on my way,” Ms. Teft said and ended the call.

The Adventurer Association clerk looked confused about who Damion had just called and why Ms. Teft coming here would make any difference. This told Damion that he had made the right choice in not discussing with the clerk his discovery.

A few minutes later Ms. Teft arrived at the Adventurer Association along with a man that Damion did not recognize. The two walked right over to Damion and the clerk, not sparing anyone else a glance, despite nearly every eye in the hall following them both.

“I’ll take it from here Tilda,” the man said to the young clerk who only nodded silently looking back and forth between Damion, the man and Ms. Teft.

“We’ll speak in my office Knight Wells,” the man said, gesturing for Damion to follow.

The way the man spoke told Damion what he needed to know about him. He was the man in charge. When they reached a lavish office and he took a seat behind the large desk, Damion knew he was right. This man was the branch manager of the Adventurer Association, which meant he was likely an A Rank Mage, just like his teacher.

“Now, Knight Wells, please tell me about your discovery,” Edmund Halsey said while waving a hand at the chairs in front of his desk for Damion and Ms. Teft to sit.

“Yes sir. I took the Aerico kill mission and I believe I have stumbled on where they come from.”

“Interesting. What makes you think no one has discovered this before?”

“Because I don’t think they would still be appearing in the forest if anyone had found their source before.”

“Explain.”

“I think they are coming from a Stable Breach. And since the highest Rank Aerico that appears is D Rank, I’m guessing it is a D Rank dungeon.”

“Beasts that come from dungeons are Demonic Beasts. Aerico are Ferocious Beasts,” the branch manager said looking at Damion curiously.

“Are they?” Damion asked as he took the bag of ears off his waist and fished out the couple of odd spheres he had found in Aerico skulls.
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                “Astonishing,” Manager Halsey said as he examined the Demonic Cores. “These cores are quite a bit smaller than normally found in Demonic Beasts. And with Aerico being so passive, it is not any wonder why everyone believed them to be Ferocious Beasts and not Demonic Beasts.”

“Since we have confirmed they are Demonic Beasts and given the years the Aerico have been showing up in the area, it is clear they are coming from a Stable Breach,” Ms. Teft said as she examined one of the cores herself.

“I take it you found the Breach?” Manager Halsey said looking to Damion.

“Maybe,” Damion answered. “I found a cave with a pit filled with Aerico, with more Aerico coming in from another passageway. When the pit fills up, it looks like some of the Aerico are able to climb out and reach the surface. I think that is why they appear in the area so sporadically.”

“Logical. Tell me more about the cave.”

“I killed around fifty in the pit, but more started coming in shortly after that. As much as I wanted to explore and find out for sure where they were coming from, I didn’t think it would be a smart choice to do so alone.”

“Quite prudent of you,” Manager Halsey said. “Knight Wells, go get some rest. In the morning report back here. I will put together a special team to go and search for the dungeon in this cave.

“Since you killed at least fifty Aerico. I’ll record that you completed your mission twice, don’t worry about turning in the proof.” Manager Halsey said when Damion was about to speak. “Once we get to that cave, we’ll be collecting the Demonic Cores, those that you killed will be considered yours, as are these that you have turned in. You will be compensated, but we have to study them a bit, to be completely certain they are in fact Demonic Cores and not something else. This will also let us determine their value.”

“I understand sir,” Damion said as he stood from his chair. “I’ll be here first thing in the morning.”

Damion turned to leave, pausing for a moment for his teacher to join him, however, Ms. Teft remained seated. Taking it as an indication that she had more to discuss with Manager Halsey. Damion wanted to mention to her about the Falks Guild members that had attacked him and that someone had apparently put a price on his head, but since she was staying behind this made it difficult for him.

When Damion thought about it on his way home, he decided he would not worry about the bounty or worry Ms. Teft with it. If the Falks Guild wanted to keep throwing their members away he would let them. There was no telling how long the mission with Manager Halsey would take, for now he would be quite safe.

At home Damion saw his mother busying about the house. Sharon was several months pregnant at this point, but Damion did not think she was showing. As an only child, in his past life, Damion did not have a lot of experience around pregnant women. He was not sure if he should stop her from doing these normal chores, or if he should be doing other things for her.

When Damion’s mother saw him standing there watching her clean, she threw a dust cloth at him and told him to get to it. Damion was not sure if this was an answer to his dilemma, or just his mother getting him to do help with chores, either way, he started helping her clean the house.

The next morning Damion headed to the Adventurer Association and was greeted by the same young clerk, Tilda, again.

“Knight Wells,” she greeted him. “I’ll take your pack. Please follow me.”

Damion followed the young woman through a doorway and into a room not far from Manager Halsey’s office. Tilda left Damion at the door and lugged his heavy pack somewhere, Damion guessed to wherever everyone else’s gear was being held. Already in the room were several seasoned adventurers. Two appeared to be knights, but the rest were mages, one of whom, Damion recognized.

“Good to see you again Mage Fletcher,” Damion greeted Arica’s master. Damion did not see Arica anywhere, but if this mission was to find and secure an unknown Breach, Damion suspected all of these people were specially chosen for the task.

“Hello to you as well,” Fletcher answered with a smile.

Mage Fletcher at least appeared happy to see Damion, the other adventurers in the group seemed to be annoyed by his presence. Damion could only guess that this group believed he did not deserve to be in this meeting or on this mission, since he was so young and obviously inexperienced. Luckly, before anyone could voice their displeasure, Manager Halsey arrived.

“Thank you all for coming on such short notice. Especially, so soon after locking down the Wind Wolf dungeon,” Halsey said to the group as they all took seats around the large table in the room.

“You all know each other, but let me introduce to you a promising young adventurer. Only 15 years old and already an E Rank knight, this is Damion Wells.”

Damion was briefly startled at being introduced to this group of adventures. He only knew two people in the room and he knew very little about either one of them aside from their names.

“Knight Wells has made two important discoveries recently and because of that contribution will be joining us on this expedition.”

“Unless he discovered the Breach we’re going after, I don’t see how him being included is anything but a political move by his teacher, Helga Teft.” One of the burly knights in the corner said.

“Well, you hit the nail on the head Knight Heath,” Halsey said with a smile. “Knight Wells did indeed discover the probable location of the Breach, as well as discovering that the Aerico, that have been plaguing the southern end of the Benault Forest for several years are in fact Demonic Beasts and not Ferocious Beasts.”

“Truly?” asked one of the mages as she extended her hand to Damion. “Celena Tawn, Light affinity. The Aerico are truly a blight on the world, how did you figure out they are Demonic Beasts?”

“When I took a group of them down, I sliced through one’s skull and noticed a small, marble sized, orb. I thought it was odd looking, so I opened the heads of the others that I had just killed, and they all had identical ones.”

“Remarkable, a tiny Demonic Core in their heads. The location of a core in their head, means they are similar to the undead, like skeletons and zombies. Though, Aerico are much more passive than undead type Demonic Beasts. If not for them spreading their sickness to people they touch we would completely ignore them.”

“Be that as it may,” Halsey interrupted Twan before she could continue on. “We have confirmed the cores Knight Wells recovered are Demonic Cores with a Poison Affinity, which makes them quite unique. Knight Wells, please tell us more about your encounter with the Aerico.”

“After I killed 9, I could not find any more and it started me thinking that maybe I could not find more because they were hidden. While searching the area, I found a cave nearby that was filled with Aerico. I killed at least 50 in the cave, and more were coming in from another passage. At that point I retreated and marked my path out of the forest so I could find my way back.”

“And you think since they are Demonic Beasts, they are coming out of a Breach down in that cave somewhere?” the other of the knights spoke.

“That is my assumption as well Knight Raiford. From Knight Wells’ report, it appears that when the cave gets too full, some Aerico are forced out, and we find them out in the forest. This theory accounts for their sporadic appearances, them being Demonic Beasts and why we have never found their source.”

“The strongest Aerico ever encountered is D Rank, how are we doing to head into a Dungeon Breach and stop it when we all out Rank it?” Knight Raiford asked. “Don’t tell me you plan to send the munchkin in alone?”

            

    
        Chapter 77 – Smarter not Harder

    
    
    
    
                “Of course not,” Manager Halsey said, trying hard, but failing to keep frustration out of his voice.

Knight Edgar Heath and Knight Ross Raiford were both seasoned C Rank Knights and both on the cusp of B Rank. They had spent years honing their skills and earning their place on such an expedition, seeing Damion amongst their group was like a slap in their face. However, Damion had earned his place here, just as they had.

“Knight Wells gets to come along since this was his discovery. Our mission will be to locate the dungeon and secure the area around it. Once that task is completed, we will ascertain the Rank of the dungeon and begin assembling a team for Knight Wells to join, assuming the Dungeon is not too high a Rank.”

The two knights glared at Damion, but did not offer any further complaints. The group set off right away, but instead of heading out of the Adventurer Association and renting ground cars, Manager Halsey led the way to the roof where a large air car awaited them.

This was Damion’s first time seeing an air car and before this, he thought one would look similar to an airplane from his past life. Damion could not have been more wrong. The vehicle in front of him looked more like a bus than an aircraft, it was as if this world had no care for aerodynamics and simply made this air car a large version of the ground cars Damion had already gotten used to. The roof of the air car was ladened with gear and Damion saw his pack strapped in with the others. Damion climbed into the air car and was surprised to find the cabin was rather roomy, with seats for ten people. Manager Halsey climbed into the front seat while everyone else piled in around Damion.

“If everyone will please take the channeling handle by their seats. We have a full load, and I don’t want to tire myself out too much to keep us in the air,” Halsey said after everyone took their seats.

Damion did as instructed and grabbed the bar next to his seat and began to channel mana into the air car. A moment later the air car shot straight up into the air, leaving Damion nauseated by the sudden vertical movement. Once they were well above the height of all the buildings in the city, the air car accelerated and headed towards the Benault Forest.

“We’ll be over the Benault Forest in a few minutes. Once we get near I’ll slow us down,” Halsey told them. “Damion, if you think you see the right place, let me know and I’ll set us down.”

“Look for a burned patch of ground near the southern end of the forest,” Damion told him. “From there it’s around 500 meters to where I placed my marker.”

“The burned area isn’t your marker?” Mage Twan questioned.

“No, I did that the night before. Some bandits tried to ambush me when I came out of the forest.”

“How many?” Knight Heath asked curiously.

“There were four of them.”

“It doesn’t look like they caused any trouble for you,” another mage, Ellen Hudson, Water affinity Damion recalled, commented.

“I’ve had run ins with these bandits before. They were looking for a bit of revenge. I doubt any more will throw their lives away to come after me again.”

Manager Halsey frowned but said nothing. He knew that Damion had previously encountered bandits and those ‘bandits’ had been members of the Falks Guild. If the guild was targeting Damion for his role in their punishment, then perhaps their punishment had been too light.

“There!” the Earth affinity mage Titus Glint called out, pointing to a large burnt patch of grass along the forest edge.

Manager Halsey brought the air car closer to the ground and then flew low for a short minute before landing. Damion guessed they were quite close to the marker he had planted in the ground.

“Alright, everyone out, and grab your gear,” Halsey announced, though half of the group was already getting out of the air car.

Damion got his pack and looked around for his marker. A dozen meters away, Damion saw it, still standing upright in the ground. The party walked over and Damion took out his compass and headed north.

“Clever of you to head in a single direction but still mark the trees as you passed, in case you got knocked off your line by the trees,” Mage Twan said as they moved through the forest.

“It only worked well here because I knew south would take me out of the forest the quickest,” Damion answered. “The cave should be just ahead.”

Just as Damion indicated, the group found the cave a few meters ahead and went inside. The two knights led the way, followed by Manager Halsey. Damion and Mage Twan followed next with Mage Fletcher behind him and Mage Hudson and Glint bringing up the rear.

Once the group reached the pit, the knights signaled for everyone to stop, and Manager Halsey squeezed his way to the front to take a look.

“Just as you said Damion,” Halsey called back to him.

“You did slaughter quite a few of them when you found this place,” Knight Raiford said sounding impressed by the number of dead Aerico he could see littering the floor of the pit.

“The Aerico are coming into the pit from that small passageway. I count 19 Aerico in the pit already. Let’s clear those up and then harvest all the cores,” Halsey announced. “Damion gets to keep the cores from the ones he killed before. That leaves 19 for the rest of us to split from this batch.”

When Halsey finished speaking, he stretched out his hand and a dozen small fireballs appeared in the air in front of him. A second later the fireballs shot out striking the Aerico and killing half of them in a single moment. Halsey repeated his spell clearing out all the rest of the Aerico. Once the last one fell, Halsey stepped off the ledge and landed on the floor of the pit several meters down.

Damion had never seen someone jump down from such a height so effortlessly and wondered if Halsey had used a spell to cushion his fall. However, a moment later, both Knight Heath and Raiford jumped down after him.

Mage Glint squeezed his way forward and looked over the edge and saw Halsey waving for the rest of them to come down.

“Forget that,” Mage Glint spat. He then waved his hand at the edge of the pit and the stone seemed to flow like water, reshaping itself into a set of stairs leading down into the pit.

“Don’t let their foolish antics rub off on you,” Mage Glint said to Damion. “Even if you are strong enough to not get hurt jumping down that far, you don’t know if that floor is solid. You could easily open up a deeper pit from your impact. Work smarter not harder.”

“Thank you, Mage Glint,” Halsey said, not appreciating that he was essentially being called foolish. “Shall we collect these beasts’ cores.”

The entire party set about cutting open the skulls of the Aerico to remove their Demonic Cores. Damion found the task more and more disturbing as they went on. So much of Nerotath still seemed like a video game to Damion, even after 15 years, but this reminded him it was very much real.
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                Once all the Demonic Cores were collected from the Aerico corpses, Mage Fletcher stored them in his personal storage space and Damion noticed something he had overlooked previously. They had a spatial mage with them and the mages in this group, especially Manager Halsey, were some of the most powerful mages in Saung, but none of them had spatial artifacts and all of them carried their gear like Damion.

‘Spatial artifacts must be rarer and more costly than I thought,’ Damion said to himself. ‘If even these folks don’t have one, I guess it will be a long time before I get one.’

What Damion did not realize was that several people in their party did in fact have a spatial artifact, but because such artifacts could only store a limited number of items, they kept most of their gear in packs. Only using their spatial artifacts for their most prized or essential items.

“Before we head down this passage,” Halsey said to the group. “Damion, I was wondering if you could show me the attack you used to clear out the Aerico before?”

“Sure, just anywhere or?”

“Down the passage, it is a fire attack from the glyph on your sword, correct?”

“Yes, sir.” Damion answered and moved to the mouth of the passageway while everyone else moved aside.

Damion channeled his mana into his sword and readied his fire attack glyph. Once he felt he had channeled sufficient mana, Damion launched his pillar of fire attack directly into the passageway. He only held the attack for a few seconds, but both Knight Heath and Knight Raiford were stunned to silence when they saw the intensity and scope of Damion’s attack.

“Quite impressive,” Mage Fletcher said to Damion after Damion ended his attack.

“Yes, quite impressive,” Mage Glint said patting Damion’s back. “You might only be a E Rank knight, but that attack would give beginner C Rank knights and mages trouble.

“I think there is still a big gap between me and C Rank,” Damion said remembering how a C Rank skeleton champion had sent him flying across a dungeon a just a few months ago.

“Perhaps not as much as you might think,” Halsey said. “Did Helga not teach you the power difference between each Rank?”

“F is 100, E is 500, but that all I know,” Damion answered sheepishly.

“Leave it to that woman to make sure you can fight but leave out the details. Details are important, and she knows this. To reach D Rank you must have 1,000 magic power. C Rank is 5,000 and B Rank is 10,000. From your magic exam I know you will probably break 1,000 magic power soon, so you aren’t that far from C Rank. But above that, it is much harder jump levels. B Rank requires 10,000 magic power while A Rank 50,000.”

“Let me guess, S Rank is 100,000?” Damion said as he thought he was beginning to see the trend in the evaluation of the levels.

“No, S Rank requires 1,000,000 magic power,” Halsey said.

“We use the same power ranking system that the Breaches use,” Fletcher explained to a shocked Damion. “We know how much power a Breach has because can measure their magic power. Why the jump from A Rank to S Rank is so high, we have no idea. The reason for this jump is one of the many mysteries of magic people like myself search to answer.”

“I guess that jump explains why there are so few S Rank mages,” Damion said.

He always knew the pinnacle of power was beyond his current reach, but now that he knew how he ranked compared to the most elite people in the world, Damion had a whole new reason to grow stronger.

As the group moved through the passageway, they encountered a few dead Aerico, killed by Damion’s fire pillar earlier. These Aerico were promptly relieved of their Demonic Cores and the party moved deeper into the underground.

“There it is,” Knight Heath said as he rounded a corner.

The passageway opened up into a large chamber, which had a good number of Aerico wandering about. Apparently, the Aerico would just wander around the chamber until they happened to wander down the passageway that led to the pit and the cave mouth. It was pure happenstance that any Aerico reached the surface at all.

“I expected there to be more,” Mage Hudson commented.

“Careful what you wish for,” Mage Glint told her. “The dungeon is in a state of breach. That means it will periodically send out a large number of Demonic Beasts. We could be swarmed by them at any moment.”

“Luckily these creatures are passive. Imagine if this Breach contained aggressive creatures. This would not be an easy mission if that were the case.” Mage Twan added.

“Mage Glint, while the rest of us deal with these stragglers, I want you to erect a stone barrier around the Breach. Five-meter radius with only one opening. If the Breach does push out another wave, I want to make sure we aren’t surrounded.” Halsey instructed as he sent a dozen small fireballs streaking across the room, hitting and killing a dozen Aerico in the process.

Since they had their orders, Damion headed into the chamber and started slicing the heads off Aerico. After each kill he kicked the head over to a growing pile of heads where they would later remove the Demonic Cores. A short 15 minutes later, the entire chamber had been purged of Aerico.

Mage Glint used his magic to bury the corpses and once all the heads had their Demonic Cores removed, those were buried as well.

Manager Halsey took a tablet out from his bag that had a wand attached to it by a short cable. Halsey threw the wand into the dungeon portal and Damion heard a strange whirling noise as the cord was sucked out from the tablet. Damion did not quite understand what was happening, but he guessed Halsey was using this tablet to measure the Rank of the Dungeon.

When the noise of the cable being pulled out stopped, Halsey pushed a button on the side of the tablet and the whirling started again, but this time it was pulling the cable back in.

“D Rank,” Halsey announced. “Just as we thought. Mage Glint, what are the chances of you being able to raise this chamber to the surface?”

“I can slowly move the dirt and stone from the ceiling to beneath the floor to raise us up. But I don’t think I can take us all the way to the surface, not without creating an enormous crater somewhere else, or leaving the ground as a honeycomb, which would end up creating sinkholes later. Even just opening the ceiling and raising the floor as high as I can, will turn this chamber into a crater that will turn into a lake once it rains.”

“I can live with a lake in this area of the forest. Once we clear the dungeon, it should help bring wildlife back. Raise the chamber as high as possible and open us to the sky. You can then make a stair leading down. We can have the teams camp on the lip of the hole and dungeon teams coming down just to go in for their runs,”

“Mage Fletcher will take charge as overseer from here on out. I’ll head back with Mage Twan and Mage Hudson. Knight Heath and Knight Raiford. Your Guilds will get priority runs after Damion’s team gets the first one. Two runs for each of your Guilds as long as you include two D Rank or lower mages in each run.”
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                Damion listened as Halsey dictated to the others who was going to get to run the dungeon and when. Damion was happy he was going to get first crack at it, but he needed a team, and he had no idea how to put one together. There was one person who Damion thought would be willing to help him.

“Mage Fletcher,” Damion said as he turned to the master of Arica. “Would…”

“Say no more my boy,” Fletcher told him cheerfully. “I’ve already messaged my apprentice and your master. Your team from the last dungeon will be put together soon and head out with the first wave of teams. First things first though, hold on to something.”

Just as Mage Fletcher told him to hang on, the ground beneath Damion seemed to shake. The walls of the chamber seemed to be flowing like a waterfall down to the ground. Damion looked up and saw the ceiling was doing the same, flowing away from the center and into the walls.

As the ground continued to shake, Damion looked over and saw Mage Glint with his hands placed on the ground. When Damion saw him, he understood what was happening. Mage Glint was raising the floor by moving the stone and dirt from the ceiling through the walls and into the floor.

Damion was not sure how long the process took, but it seemed to take forever. When finally sunlight appeared above their heads as the ceiling opened up until it reached the walls. Along one wall Damion saw a staircase appear and wrap around the walls of the former cavern, now crater, until it reached the surface.

If Damion had not seen Mage Glint raise the dungeon chamber out of the cave and open up the ceiling to the sky, he would have not believed it possible. The crater looked like it had been here with the dungeon the entire time.

‘This is the power of a B Rank Earth affinity mage,’ Damion thought as he watched Mage Glint in awe. ‘He could bury me in the ground effortlessly, or kill me in a hundred different ways before I even knew it. I need to be stronger.’

“Mage Fletcher, should my team have someone D Rank? Just in case we encounter something too strong for us. After all, my team was all E Rank.”

“I’m sure your teacher will arrange someone. And while this is a D Rank dungeon, I doubt there will be too much danger inside. Aerico are quite passive, they tend to only attack after you have already attacked them, but since most people can kill them in one blow, even stronger ones don’t pose much risk.”

“What if there are other things in the dungeon?”

“We didn’t see any other Demonic Beasts in the caves and in this area there has never been anything but the Aerico. Their aura drives away all the wildlife, Ferocious and Demonic Beasts alike.”

“But if the Aerico crowd around the Breach, wouldn’t that mean if there is something else, it would stay away and not cross over?”

“Quite an interesting conclusion. You are, of course, quite correct. Due to the repelling nature of the Aerico, other Demonic Beasts could very well be trapped inside the dungeon. In fact, now that we have cleared out the Aerico from this area, it is possible they will come emerge.

“Titus!” Mage Fletcher shouted to the earth mage as he was meditating to replenish his mana. “Hurry up and get the wall up around the dungeon portal. We could very well be in for a rude surprise.”

Just as Fletcher was issuing his command, the portal shimmered and from it leapt something multilegged. Damion did not catch much more than a glimpse, but the creature appeared to be around a meter long.

Thankfully, Mage Fletcher’s shout at Mage Glint and gotten the attention of Knight Heath and Knight Raiford. Before the Demonic Beast even had a chance to hit the ground Knight Raiford had sliced it in two.

With the two halves lying on the ground, Damion could recognize what it was. A spider. Easily the biggest spider Damion had ever seen. It had brown and green hairy stripes along its legs and thorax and wicked looking pincers by its mouth. Of all the Demonic Beasts Damion had encountered so far, this one was by far the most sinister looking.

“Forest Froth Spider!” Mage Fletcher shouted looking at the corpse. “Great and our healer has gone back to the city. Don’t let them near you. Even just a graze of the hairs on its body will transfer a poison to you that will make you foam at the mouth until you choke to death on it.”

Hearing Mage Fletcher’s warning made Damion instinctively step away from the corpse instead of inspecting it more closely. As curious as Damion was, he did not reckon it was worth the risk of getting poisoned.

“Working on the wall now,” Mage Glint said as he rose to his feet.

The ground began to sink as a wall was forming around the dungeon portal. Seeing an opportunity, Damion ran and jumped on top of the growing wall and let Mage Glint raise him along with the stone. When Mage Glint was done with the wall it stood about three meters high with a single opening. This meant if more Demonic Beasts came out of the dungeon, they had but one way to go.

“What are you doing up there?” Knight Heath asked, looking up at Damion on the wall.

“Spiders are usually good climbers, figured I’d take the high ground and make sure none climbed the walls instead of heading to the exit.”

“Good idea,” Mage Fletcher called out. “Just don’t fall. I’ve already sent a message to Halsey, we should be getting reinforcements soon.”

As Mage Fletcher spoke more Forest Froth Spiders began emerging from the dungeon portal. First one, then three, then a dozen. It was clear the Aerico had been keeping other Demonic Beasts at bay with their aura, a weird blessing in disguise from the poison spreading Demonic Beasts, but now Damion and the others had to focus on killing the spiders coming out of the Breach.

Damion focused on the walls. Whenever a Forest Froth Spider started climbing on the wall around the dungeon portal, he would send out a fire attack from his sword. As more and more spiders began pouring out of the portal, Knights Heath and Raiford focused only on killing the ones that came close to the gap in the walls, Damion was then responsible for killing more and more spiders as they began climbing the walls to escape.

“Do these Forest Froth Spiders have valuable materials other than their cores?” Damion asked as he blasted another spider that was climbing the wall under him.

“Not really. Their eyes and talons can be used for a few things, but since the hair on their bodies secrete poison, few people want to deal with the danger of harvesting materials.”

“Wouldn’t that make their material more valuable?” Damion questioned.

“Not when you can get the same materials from less dangerous spiders,” Mage Fletcher said. “If you want permission to go all out, go ahead, but just when there are a lot. Don’t waste your mana. This could be a long fight.”
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                Damion took Mage Fletcher’s permission to heart and stopped caring about burning the Forest Froth Spiders to a crisp. If they didn’t have much value, he would not hold back. He had been using just enough mana in his attacks to kill the Forest Froth Spiders. Now, Damion did not hold back.

“Watch yourselves,” Damion called as he channeled his mana into his fire attack glyph.

Damion quickly unleashed his attack against the wall across from him. The curved nature of the wall enclosing the dungeon portal channeled Damion’s pillar of fire around the wall, catching many spiders in its path.

Not all the Forest Froth Spiders that got hit by Damion’s attack died. Many only received burns, but those burns singed off the hairs from their legs and thorax, greatly reducing the danger they posed. A few of the spiders were actively running around on fire until they succumbed to the pain and collapsed either dying or in too much pain to bother fighting any more.

With that attack, Damion had effectively eased the burden on everyone else. Knight Heath and Knight Raiford actually darted into the circular area around the dungeon portal, each headed a different direction around the portal and quickly began finishing off the injured Demonic Beasts. Once all they had cleared out the Demonic Beasts, they began lopping off their heads and kicking them out of the opening in the wall to harvest their cores.

“That was a heck of an attack,” Knight Raiford said as he took up his position again at the gap in the wall around the dungeon portal.

“With that kind of fire attack, taking down a group of Demonic Beasts is a piece of cake for you,” Mage Glint said as he started opening spider heads for their Demonic Cores.

“It does take me a bit to channel the mana, and it is rather draining,” Damion said trying to play off his advantages from the Magic System and his sole spell, Mana Absorption.

“Well, we’ve cleared this wave of Demonic Beasts, but there could be more,” Mage Fletcher said. “Don’t let your guards down.”

For the next hour Damion sat on top of the wall with Knight Health and Knight Raiford guarding the gap. A few Forest Froth Spiders emerged, but not near the numbers that had come through after the Aerico had been eliminated. When Manager Halsey returned with reinforcements, Damion happily jumped down off the wall to let a group of knights with bows and a couple of mages take up watch over the perimeter.

Now that Damion was free to rest he took a look at the notifications the Magic System had sent him after they had killed the Aerico and Forest Froth Spiders.

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 2 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 2 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 3 Store Credits]

Damion was quite satisfied with the completion of the quests. The Magic System experience bar was now at 1,800 of 1,000 needed to level up and he had 34 Store Credits. Damion was not sure how much experience he would need for the second level increase, but he thought he was off to a good start. Perhaps by the time Damion reached his eighteenth birthday he would be greeted by not just the Magic System unlocking and one level increase, he would get two. As for his 34 Store Credits, Damion was happy they were slowly adding up, but without knowing what was in the system store and for how much, Damion had no idea how far his 34 credits would go.

“You’ve had a long day,” Manager Halsey said to Damion as Damion was setting up his tent along the rim of the hole where the dungeon portal was.

“But a successful one I think,” Damion answered.

“Indeed. You have assisted in locating a Dungeon Breach, killed quite a few Demonic Beasts and earned a fair bit of renown for yourself.”

“Will my team be able to go into the dungeon in tomorrow?”

“Your team is being gathered and will arrive in the morning. You will get to be the first group into the dungeon. It is important to be very observant and methodical in your search for the dungeon core.”

“We did pretty well on our search through the Wind Wolf forest dungeon. We managed to find quite a few things overlooked by the teams that went in ahead of us.”

“Yes you did. The thing to remember this time though, is that there will be more Demonic Beasts than normally found in the dungeon.”

“Do Dungeon Breaches cause more beasts to form or something?”

“That is a good question, one better asked to Mage Fletcher or his student. More Demonic Beasts appear after a Dungeon Breaches and they continue to fill the dungeon as the Demonic Beasts find their way into our realm. There are many theories on the subject and on what causes the breaches or where the Demonic Beasts come from? But no one has any concrete answers. Most likely no one ever will.

“Last thing before I let you get to bed, your payment card please,” Manager Halsey said as he took out his tablet. “For your help in discovering and locating this dungeon, as well as the value of the Demonic Cores from the Demonic Beasts you’ve killed, your reward and share comes to 582 gold.”

Damion tapped his payment card on Manager Halsey tablet and received his payment. He was not sure how the amount broke down, but Damion was certainly happy to take the money.

In the morning Damion woke up to the sound of ground cars, magic and trees being felled. The group of people Manager Halsey brought in had cleared a path from the dungeon portal to the edge of the Benault Forest. Smoothed the ground to create a road and the staging area around the crater.

As Damion ate his breakfast he saw Arica, Ethan and Theodore coming to greet him.

“Seems you’ve been quite busy the last few days,” Ethan said as he sat down next to Damion.

“I could hardly believe it myself when I suspected there was a dungeon underground,” Damion said them.

“It looks like it is in a hole, not underground,” Ethan said as he peered over the edge of the hole to look at the dungeon.

“It was in a cave and Mage Titus Glint, B Rank Earth affinity, raised it up and cleared the forest all from underground. It was quite the sight.”

“I bet,” Ethan said. “I heard this expedition was led by Manager Halsey.”

“Yes.”

“What is he like?” Ethan asked.

“Powerful,” Damion said. The word was the best summary he could give. He knew he had not seen a fraction of Manager Halsey’s power and that he was capable of more than Mage Glint’s impressive display.

            

    
        Chapter 81 – Into the Depths

    
    
    
    
                “Where is Christine?” Damion asked Arica and Theodore.

“She is on another mission and could not get free,” Arica answered. “Your teacher, Ms. Teft, has arranged for another E Rank mage to take her place as well as a D Rank mage to make sure we don’t get in too deep.”

“Any idea who?” Damion asked.

“No, she told my Master she would find them and send them along to us. They should be here in an hour or so. Then we get to go in and clear a Dungeon Breach.”

“Then I guess the only thing we can do is wait,” Damion said, taking another bite of his breakfast.

“No, there is something we can do while we wait,” Ethan said.

“And what is that?” Damion asked.

“You can tell us everything you know about the dungeon and the area,” Arica said.

“Why? No one has been in the dungeon yet. I don’t have a clue what we will find in there.”

“We want to know because dungeons tend to mimic the area they are found in,” Theodore said matter-of-factly.

“Really?” Damion questioned.

Damion knew the Wind Wolf dungeon had been similar to the forest around them when they entered, but the only other dungeon he had been in was the graveyard and he had no idea where it had first appeared.

“Really,” Arica reassured.

“Well, then I think there is a good chance this dungeon will be mostly or even completely underground.”

“What makes you say that? Ethan asked.

“Because, Mage Glint had to raise the floor and remove the ceiling of the cavern it was in to have the dungeon in the hole it is in now,” Arica explained.

“Exactly,” Damion agreed. “We found the dungeon after entering a nearby cave and following underground passageways until we found the chamber with the dungeon portal.”

“The portal will most likely spit us out underground to start,” Arica surmised. “But the presence of Forest Froth Spiders indicate there is an opening to the surface.”

“Why is that?” Ethan asked.

“Because Forest Froth Spiders don’t nest underground. They must have been driven underground by something. After the Aerico came through the portal and were eliminated, the Forest Froth Spiders escaped through the portal.”

“Or were chased,” Ethan offered.

“Yes, the Forest Froth Spiders could have been chased by something else into the cave and through the portal,” Arica agreed.

“If something did chase them through the portal, wouldn’t it have come out of the portal too?” Damion asked.

“Not if it could not fit through the portal,” Ethan threw in.

“If it could not fit through the portal, then how could this beast fit through the cave passageways?” Damion questioned.

“Perhaps the beast is not large, but fierce. Or perhaps there are more Aerico outside the cave and the Forest Froth Spiders fled into the cave to avoid them and the Aerico just have not wandered into the portal yet.” Arica listed alternatives.

“I guess one of those could be true,” Damion said thinking over the possibilities.

“Isn’t this a good-looking group of young people,” a voice chimed in bringing all their attention to a newly arriving trio.

Damion recognized the person in the lead as his teacher Helga Teft. The other two people Damion did not recognize the one that spoke or the last person, but Damion guessed they were his new teammates.

“Travis Phinn, Matthew Spurlock, this is my student Damion Wells and his companions, Arica Miller, Ethan Hoyt and Theodore Bianco,” Ms. Teft said, introducing everyone.

Everyone quickly exchanged greetings and shook each other’s hands. Travis and Matthew, as it turned out, were both students of the same teacher, as they both had Lightning affinities. Travis was an E Rank mage while Matthew was apparently at the upper end of D Rank.

“Arica, why don’t you brief Travis and Matthew. I want to have a chat with Damion,” Ms. Teft said as she motioned for Damion to follow.

Damion followed behind his teacher and stopped a short distance away, just out of earshot. When Damion turned and looked back at his friends greeting their new companions, he saw Theodore watching him with an unusual look in his eyes. The Holy affinity mage had been rather quiet since arriving and Damion could not help but wonder why.

“Halsey told me you had an encounter with bandits before discovering the dungeon,” Ms. Teft asked Damion. “Why didn’t you mention this before?”

“I didn’t want to worry you over it,” Damion answered quietly.

“Not worry me? How can you being attacked again by the Falks Guild not worry me?”

“One of them indicated they were after a bounty placed on me,” Damion confessed.

“A bounty?” Ms. Teft questioned in disbelief.

“That is what one said. It seemed they followed me out after I took the Aerico mission.”

“I will look into who placed a bounty on you. Next time something like this happens, tell me.”

“Yes ma’am. Who do you think is behind it?” Damion asked timidly.

“It could be the Falks Guild just using it as an excuse to go after you. Or it could be someone who is threatened by you.”

“Threatened by me? I’m just an E Rank knight.

“An E Rank knight with my backing and a 15 year old E Rank knight.”

“I didn’t think anyone would know me.”

“Through me, people will know you. And through your own accomplishments people will start paying more and more attention to you. Now, go back and join your team. I have a few people I want to talk to. Once you finish your dungeon run, I will escort you back to the city.”

Damion headed back to his group and joined in on their conversation regarding what they might find in the dungeon.

“I hear you are the one that found this dungeon,” Matthew said to Damion.

“I had the idea that a dungeon might be in the area after I discovered that Aerico are Demonic Beasts and not Ferocious Beasts like everyone thought.”

“Well, my junior disciple and I are thrilled to be able to join you in this run. We have never had the opportunity to enter a Dungeon Breach.”

“Have you been in other dungeons before?” Damion asked.

“A few. I’ve been through eight dungeon runs and Travis has been on four.”

“Well, this will be my third run. Are you all ready to head in?”

Damion was answered by a chorus of affirmatives in response. Picking up his pack, Damion started to move out when everyone looked at him with an odd expression.

“What?” Damion asked when he noticed their looks.

“Why carry your pack? Arica can store it in her space?”

“Right,” Damion said to Ethan. He quickly unslung his pack and handed it to Arica who made it vanish.

A minute later their group was standing outside the wall surrounding the dungeon portal with Mage Fletcher.

“Your primary goal is to find the dungeon core and stop the Dungeon Breach. Secondary goals include mapping the dungeon and collecting as many samples as you can.”

“Understood,” Arica answered her Master for their group.

With Mage Fletcher’s final briefing completed, Damion and his team stepped through the dungeon portal and into the dark. As Damion had suspected, the dungeon was underground and without any light sources there was no way to see what was going on around them.

Arica produced from her personal spatial storage several lanterns that immediately lit up the cave while Damion channeled mana into his sword and fire attack glyph to ignite the blade. Damion’s sword became a torch lighting up the area almost as well as Arica’s lanterns.

            

    
        Chapter 82 – Rock Crabs

    
    
    
    
                “Isn’t this an exciting turn of events,” Theodore mumbled as he took a lantern from Arica to carry.

“I did warn you we would likely be underground,” Damion said as he swept his sword around checking the shadowy corners for lurking Demonic Beasts.

“Found the passage out,” Ethan announced.

“Anyone else find another passage?” Arica asked as she checked the walls closest to her.

“Not unless it is up,” Travis joked.

Damion looked up and thought about the possibilities. The ceiling of the chamber they were in was too high for him to see in the dark, but he guessed it was possible for a passageway to be higher up. Damion waved his sword through the air and sent out a weak fire slash up into the air lighting up the walls of the chamber as it went up. About ten meters up the fire slash splashed into the ceiling and dissipated, but no one saw any sign of passageways further up.

“Well, I guess that takes care of up,” Travis said as he turned back to the group. “Will our big knight in somewhat shiny armor be taking the lead?”

“Enough,” Matthew said, giving his fellow apprentice a cold glare.

Hearing Travis’ taunt reminded Damion that knights disliked going on missions with young mages due to their arrogance. With Arica, that had never been an issue for Damion, but clearly Travis was a bit full of himself and even Theodore was acting a bit off on this mission compared to the last.

“Don’t worry about it,” Damion said as he walked toward the passageway. “Don’t bunch up too close together in the passageway.”

Damion did not say anything else to the group as he headed in first, flaming sword lighting his way. Matthew headed in right behind him, followed by Arica. Theodore with Travis and Ethan bringing up the rear.

The passageway twisted and turned, but Damion was sure it was slowly going uphill. The incline was very slight, and Damion did not think it would be a quick journey to the surface at this rate, but at least they had not encountered any Demonic Beasts.

The longer they went without encountering a Demonic Beast, the more worried Damion became. Either something was keeping them at bay, or there was something very odd going on in this dungeon.

After about twenty minutes of moving through the passageway, it opened up into a large chamber, similar in size to the one containing the dungeon portal. When Damion first stepped into it, his flaming sword lighting up the place, Damion heard the skittering of clawed feet on the stone floor, but he did not see any Demonic Beasts.

“Careful,” Damion warned. “I heard something moving around.”

“I don’t see anything,” Matthew said as he looked around the chamber. “Are you sure you heard something?”

“Yes, but it was coming from higher up,” Damion answered. “Shine your lanterns up on the ledges, I think whatever is in here might be afraid of light.”

It was just a guess, but Damion had a feeling he was right. When he heard the skittering, it was moving away from the light produced by his sword. If his guess was right, then whatever was in the room with them was hiding in the shadows.

As the group shined their lanterns around the room, the skittering increased, and Damion could tell it was coming from more than one location. Whatever was in here, was avoiding their lights.

“Shield your eyes for a moment,” Damion announced.

A moment later Damion sent out a fire pillar attack from his sword. Not a powerful one, but a large enough attack that he lit up the entire chamber for a brief moment. The flash of light shocked the Demonic Beasts in hiding causing them to lose their footing on the walls and fall to the floor.

“Heads up,” Damion called as the Demonic Beasts started dropping to the floor.

The creatures appeared to be some sort of crab. They had hard shells on their backs that could easily blend into the stone of the cavern, a number of legs with hooked claws on the end, which accounted for their ability to climb the walls, and a set of pincher claws on their front legs. Wherever the creatures’ mouths or eyes were, Damion could not tell, but they appeared to be hidden deep in their shells.

“Rock Crabs,” Matthew announced. “Their shells are very strong, try to flip them over so you can hit their underbelly. Their shells make them very resistant to Lightning magic, but if you flip them over we can take them out easily.”

Listening to Matthew’s advice, Damion and Ethan both sped forward into the chamber and began flipping the Rock Crabs over with their weapons. Each time Damion or Ethan would flip one of the Rock Crabs over, Matthew and Travis would blast the Demonic Beast’s soft underbelly with lightning.

After a short five minutes, there were a dozen Rock Crabs on the floor of the chamber on their backs. A few had managed to escape from them over a ledge about 4 meters up the wall on the far side of the chamber.

“Where do we go now?” Travis asked as he looked around the chamber and did not see a passageway other than the one they entered from. “Did we miss a side passage back there somewhere?”

“We must have,” Theodore said as he shined his lantern down into the passageway as if to check.

“Over the ledge,” Damion said pointing his sword to the far wall.

“Over the ledge?” Travis asked while Theodore squinted.

“The Rock Crabs that got away went over that wall and then disappeared. There must be another passageway over there.” Damion explained.

“How do we know we will be able to fit through to wherever those beasts ran to?” Travis asked.

“We don’t, at least not until we take a look,” Damion answered holding out his free hand to Arica who had already produced a rope with a grappling hook on the end from her personal storage space.

Damion tossed the hook over the ledge with one hand and then pulled until he felt it catch on something. After extinguishing his sword, Damion sheathed it and began climbing up the wall. Thankfully, he had good physical conditioning and was easily able to climb up, Damion was not sure if Theodore or Travis would be physically able to climb the wall, but when he reached the top, Damion realized they might not have to.

From the top of ledge, Damion could see down where the Rock Crabs had fled, but he also could see that the room was not as much a dead end as it appeared.

“Toss me a lantern,” Damion called down.

Damion caught the lantern Ethan threw up to him and then tied it to the rope and began lowering it over the back edge of the ledge. At first none of the others understood what Damion was doing, but after the lantern was lowered from their sight, they realized they could see a new light source in the room.

Along the wall Damion was standing on, light was shining from the lantern Damion had lowered down. What appeared to be a solid wall actually contained a hidden passage. The textures of the walls gave off the illusion of it being solid, but in fact there was a way through that did not require having to climb over the wall.

            

    
        Chapter 83 – Rage 

    
    
    
    
                “Nice discovery,” Arica said to Damion as she walked over to the hidden passageway.

The passageway was parallel to the wall of the chamber for a short distance before it turned further down leading back around the chamber. Damion did not know where it was heading, but they at least had a passage to follow again and more Demonic Beasts to find.

As they moved along the new passageway, Damion once again got the sense they were slowly getting closer to the surface. Even though Damion was trying to be extra careful to locate branch passageways, hidden Demonic Beasts and hidden resources, the passageway was devoid of anything to find. When Damion’s team finally encountered a new chamber they were happy to see a ray of sunlight coming in from a hole high on the far wall, but were quickly sobered when they noticed what was in the room.

“Is it?” Ethan questioned in disbelief.

“Yes. Yes I think it is.” Arica answered quietly.

In the middle of the chamber, hanging upside down from the ceiling was a strange looking winged creature. Its wings were batlike and wrapped around its body, which looked very similar to an Aerico. The only difference, other than the wings, was that it would stand taller and had a fatter body.

“What is it?” Damion questioned the others. They had obviously guessed or seen a picture of this Demonic Beast before to know what it was.

“We are just guessing, but I believe that is an Aerico Brood Mother,” Arica answered.

“What?”

“You had to wonder where the Aerico come from right? Well, I think that thing gives birth to them, or lays eggs that hatch into them. Or something,” Ethan said as he watched the hanging creature.

“I thought Demonic Beasts were formed by magic?” Damion questioned.

“Most are,” Matthew spoke up. “But as you discovered Aerico have small cores and behave differently than most Demonic Beasts. These traits align with them being second generation Demonic Beasts.”

“Second gen…” Damion started to question, but stopped himself. “How come no one suggested this before we came in the dungeon?”

“Because this has never been seen outside of a labyrinth,” Matthew told him.

“Do you think this is the dungeon guardian?” Travis asked.

“Possibly, it could also just be a champion. We won’t know until we kill it and see if it reveals the Dungeon Core,” Matthew said as he moved into the chamber.

The Lightning Mage pointed one arm at the Aerico Brood Mother and cried out, “Lightning Bolt.”

A streak of lightning shot out from Matthew’s hand, hitting the Demonic Beast as it slept. The Aerico Brood Mother screamed in pain and fell to the ground but could do nothing as Matthew’s Lightning Bolt spell made it writhe in pain. Once Matthew ended his spell the Aerico Brood Mother lay still on the ground.

In the ceiling was the dungeon core, it was hidden by the Aerico Brood Mother. Just a simple attack would end the dungeon run and they could report back Mage Fletcher their success.

Damion and the rest of his group, however, did not want to end their run so quickly. After all, they had only encountered a few Demonic Beasts and had not found any rare resources. As far as dungeon runs went this one was pretty poor, especially for a D Rank dungeon

Just as Damion was about to suggest carrying on, an unusual cry rang out through the cave and Damion could hear a number of feet running quickly towards them. As the sound of feet approached, Damion realized he could feel vibrations in the stone floor. Whatever was coming, was coming fast and there were a lot of them.

“Quick, throw a rope up and get through the opening,” Damion instructed. "Travis, you, Theodor and Arica get up first. You can then cover the rest of us from up there.”

Arica did not hesitate and took the rope and grappling hook from her personal storage space and tossed it through the window. Unfortunately, the hook did not catch on anything, and she had to try again.

As Arica was trying to get their escape path secured, the first of the approaching creatures poured through the passageway the team had come from. They were Aerico. But unlike their normal passive, slow moving selves, these were fast moving and quite aggressive.

Damion stepped forward and slashed his sword through the neck of the closest one and then brought his blade down in a slash across the chest of another. In the time it took Damion to kill two, a half dozen had pushed through the passageway into the chamber.

“Hurry it up back there,” Damion called out without looking back. He knew from some choice curses, that Arica had failed to catch hold of anything with the grappling hook on her second try and now Theodore had snatched it from her to make his own attempt.

After dispatching two more Aerico, Damion channeled more mana into his fire attack glyph, so his flaming sword went from a torch to a blazing signal fire. Pointing his sword towards the passageway, Damion sent out his fire pillar attack at full power.

The blast from Damion’s fire pillar knocked the first Aerico it hit off its feet before streaming into the passageway to cook the Demonic Beasts that were still inside trying to get through. Damion’s fire pillar was able to kill quite a few of the Aerico in the passageway, creating a temporary roadblock for the Aerico, but because of the twists and turns of the passageway, the blast did not travel far down the passageway and thus did not take out a large number of the Aerico.

“You all get up yet?” Damion asked as Ethan finished off the last Aerico that was in the chamber.

“We are up,” Arica called down.

Damion turned his head and saw Arica, Travis and Theodore had made it through the hole in the cave wall. Matthew was at the base of the rope, while Ethan was still in the middle of the room with him.

“You coming?” Travis called, worry in his voice.

“With you three providing support from up there, I think we can handle them as they come. I can always blast the dungeon core if things start looking bad,” Damion told them.

As Damion spoke, the barricade of Aerico bodies in the passageway gave and Aerico started to make their way into the chamber. However, since they had been stopped in the passageway, these new arrivals were traveling much slower. Damion was not sure if they were slower due to just starting to move freely again, or if they were slower because their rage had begun to subside.

Killing the Aerico Brood Mother had obviously caused the Aerico to go into an aggressive state, charging over to protect or avenge their Brood Mother. But Damion suspected the effect was wearing off.

As the Aerico approached, Damion made quick work of them. Each time he swung his sword an Aerico lost its head. Ethan was just as efficient, the mindless Demonic Beasts might have been faster than normal, but they were still not as fast as most kinds of Demonic Beasts when they attacked.

Matthew, stationed by the rope to the outside, sent the occasional Lightning Bolt spell at Aerico’s as they came through the passage, as did Travis from the cave opening. As predicted, they were able to hold off the horde of Aerico and when the last one final made its way out of the passageway, Damion leisurely decapitated it before calling for the others to come down and help collect cores.

            

    
        Chapter 84 – Hidden Chamber

    
    
    
    
                “That was exciting,” Ethan said as he sheathed his daggers and looked around the chamber. “Should we retrace our steps to find where the Aerico came from? Or explore outside the cave?”

“Backtrack.” “Outside.”

Everyone spoke at once, and the group was split in what they wanted to do. Damion, Matthew, Ethan and Arica wanted to explore the cave more, while Travis and Theodore wanted to explore the outside.

“We should make sure each place we go is as completely explored as possible,” Damion reasoned. “These Aerico came from somewhere. There could be nothing else back there, or there could be rare resources. Either way, we need to know where they came from so the next group doesn’t get ambushed like we were.”

“Why don’t we split up?” Theodore offered. “Me and Travis can scout around up here and then you can join us.”

“We don’t know what is up there. It would be best if we stick together,” Matthew said firmly.

Theodore looked like he wanted to continue to argue his point to split the group up, but when he looked at Travis and saw that he was making his way down the rope already, Theodore gave up and followed him back into the cave.

“The cry from the Aerico Brood Mother obviously enraged the Aerico, so it is possible the Aerico either broke out of a hidden room to come the Brood Mother’s rescue or there was simply a chamber we missed,” Matthew said.

“Which do you think is most likely?” Ethan asked.

“That there is a chamber or passageway that we missed. We heard the Aerico running, but we never heard any crashes or felt the ground quaking like they had to break through a wall. I think that, like in the chamber with the Rock Crabs, there was another hidden passage.”

“Well, what are we waiting for?” Theodore asked impatiently. “Let’s get going.”

“Arica,” Damion said turning to the spatial mage.

“Right,” Arica immediately started collecting the corpses of the Aerico into her personal spatial storage. Only once all the corpses were collected did the group start heading down the passageway towards the chamber with the Rock Crabs.

“Look at this,” Travis said as he angled his lantern to shine down an alternative passage.

This passage went off at an angle and the entrance to it was curved, disguising the entrance. If you were coming from the other direction it would look like a light bulge with a dip on the end along the wall, making it all but impossible to spot the hidden passage unless one looked at it from the opposite direction.

“Good eye,” Damion said as he started down the new passageway. “See the flesh stuck to the walls? It looks like the Aerico moved through here in a hurry. I think we are close.”

Travis and Arica grimaced when they saw the strips of flesh that had been ripped off as the Aerico rushed through the passageway earlier. They agreed with Damion’s assessment that this was the right way to go, but they did not want to look at the evidence.

As the group traveled down the passageway they did not notice anything of value, but once they reached the chamber at the end of it, they were quickly impressed by what they found. Embedded in the walls were a dozen chunks of crystal that seemed to suck in the light from their lanterns as it passed over them.

“Is that what I think it is?” Arica said as she put down her lantern to examine one of the crystals.

“If you think it is a lode of Magic Absorbing Crystal, then you are quite correct,” Matthew said as he placed a hand on one of the crystals before taking it off.

“I can’t store these in my spatial storage,” Arica said as she took a pickaxe and Damion’s bag from her storage and handed them to Damion.

Damion set his pack on the ground and used the pickaxe to strike the wall near one of the Magic Absorbing Crystals. He did not hit the wall hard, just enough to test how secure the crystal was in the wall and to his surprise the crystal popped right out of the wall.

“Will these effect the spatial stretching of my bag?” Damion asked as he picked up the crystal he had knocked free and felt mana being pulled from his hands into the crystal.

“Your bag doesn’t produce mana, so it should be fine. Just wrap them in a cloth and stick them in. Without direct contact to your bag, they shouldn’t be able to drain its magic,” Arica explained.

“Why can’t you store them?” Ethan asked as he freed another crystal from the wall.

“Because to store something in my space, I have to surround it with my mana. I can’t surround something that absorbs all mana it touches.”

“Are these valuable?” Damion asked as he freed another crystal and laid it on a blanket he had pulled from pack.

“Moderately,” Matthew answered. “There is not a lot of use for them other than training or imprisonment.”

Damion quickly understood these Magic Absorbing Crystal’s uses. By making restraints or lining a jail cell with them, you could prevent a mage from being able to use their magic to escape. For training, they would be useful in training rooms to absorb errant spells to prevent damage to facilities. And Damion had a feeling that the bracelets he wore for training from Ms. Teft had a bit of this crystal worked in somehow.

The crystals certainly had their uses, but Matthew was right, they were limited. The existing stockpile of Magic Absorbing Crystals would greatly affect the value. If stocks were low, then these would fetch a decent price, but if there was a large surplus, there would be little demand for them and the price would drop.

Once all the Magic Absorbing Crystals were pried from the cave walls and loaded into Damion’s backpack, the group set off back to the chamber with the dungeon core. Damion set his pack down and started off towards the rope to climb out of the cave but was stopped by Travis.

“Aren’t you going to keep your pack with you? What if we find more Magic Absorbing Crystals, or something else Arica can’t store in her personal space?”

“You are welcome to carry the bag if you want, but it would be a bit of a liability to try and carry it and fight with it on,” Damion told him.

When Travis moved to the pack and gave it a tug to test the weight he nearly pulled himself over. Damion had to turn away so the mage would not see the amused grin on his face. Damion had long gotten used to the weight of his fully loaded pack, for anyone else, the pack was unreasonably heavy, and they could easily hurt themselves if they tried to move it unprepared.

Damion made his way up the rope to the hole in the cave wall and stepped into the light. It took his eyes a moment to adjust to the light, and when they did Damion found he was in a forest quite similar to the Benault Forest where the real dungeon was located. The question Damion had though was, what were they going to encounter in this replica of the Benault Forest?
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                The Benault Forest was home to all manner of Ferocious and Demonic Beasts and Damion could not help but be curious and a little anxious on what they would find in this part of the dungeon. As Damion looked around, paying careful attention to the trees, since that is where the Forest Froth Spiders were likely to hide, he noticed a strange absence of noise.

In the Wind Wolf forest dungeon, Damion had noticed the forest seemed just like the real forest. Filled with various smells and sounds typical of the Benault Forest. But right now, there was nothing. No insect noises, no birds singing in the distance, nothing.

“Listen,” Damion said before going silent.

“What?” Travis asked after Damion did not say anything.

“Just listen,” Damion reiterated and everyone in the party went silent doing as he said.

“There are no sounds of life,” Matthew said as he looked around the area again. “This is most unusual.”

“It is possible the Aerico Brood Mother drove everything away with her aura, similar to how other Aerico drive creatures away,” Arica offered. “But it is also possible that there is something else in this dungeon worse than the Aerico.”

“The Brood Mother was the dungeon guardian,” Matthew said. “There are probably other creatures left, certainly at least one champion, but there should not be anything stronger than the Brood Mother.”

“Stronger is a relative term,” Arica countered. “There may not be a creature with a higher magic power than the Brood Mother, but we may still encounter something that is harder to fight because of its defense or other abilities.”

“Very true,” Matthew conceded. “Shall we head out?”

“As long as everyone remembers where the cave is,” Damion said looking at the hole they had all climbed out of.

The cave was mostly a big rock, with a hole in the side that led down into the cave system. If they did not know it was here, it would be very easy to miss.

“Arica. Leave a lantern here,” Matthew suggested. “It will help us not miss the hole when we come back to destroy the dungeon core.”

The group soon set off in search of loot and Demonic Creatures to fight. Damion was being careful to keep an eye out for anything that might be valuable. What they found instead, was signs of the disturbance in the forest.

From the cave there seemed to be a path and Damion thought it would be a decent idea to follow it on the off chance it led to somewhere. It was not much of a path, more of a game trail beaten through the brush. But as they traveled along it they found in various spots evidence the ground was heavily disturbed, as if someone or something had dug something up.

“What do you think is doing this?” Damion asked as the party crouched around a disturbed mound of dirt.

“It could be a Demonic Beast that roots through the dirt for food,” Ethan suggested.

“Or perhaps an underground Demonic Beast that pops up and snatches food from the surface," Travis offered.

"Or just weird piles of dirt,” Matthew told them sternly. “There is no point in speculating. This path seems to have been made by something; I reckon we will find that something further down it.”

For the next fifteen minutes, the party moved along the path. The number of disturbed places increased, but they still found no signs of the cause. When they finally heard a change in their surroundings, everyone froze in their tracks.

Ahead, Damion could hear movement and what sounded like voices, though not in a language that he could understand. The party all looked at each other and silently agreed to slowly creep forward.

As they moved closer and spied through the underbrush at the sounds, Damion was surprised to see what looked to be a village. Five small huts of wood and a central hut with stone walls and a thatched roof were in a clearing. There were several campfires going cooking meat. Moving between the fires and the huts were what appeared to be small people, they were around one meter tall, and had greenish grey skin, large bald heads and the fingers on their hands were quite a bit longer than normal for a person. Each one wore a shirt of bones tied across their chests like armor, but Damion noticed differences in the size of the bone shirts and wondered if they were also some sign of rank.

“Goblins,” Matthew spat.

“Goblins?” The rest of the party questioned.

“Yes, they can be quite dangerous, and some can cast magic just like a mage,” Matthew explained. “I don’t see any mages in there, but if there is one, it is probably in the stone house.”

“How do we handle this?” Damion asked.

“I don’t see any weapons, let’s just run in and slaughter them,” Travis suggested.

“They’ll have weapons nearby, or warriors resting in the houses,” Matthew told them. “Damion, how fast can you cast your fire attack?”

“It depends on how much power I want behind the attack.”

“Say you did a full powered attack on the stone house, but only weak attacks on the other huts, just enough to set them on fire?”

“Well, I can pre-charge my sword and unleash my fire pillar attack at the stone house first, then it will take 5 to 10 seconds between weak casts on the other huts.”

“No more than a minute for that many casts?” Matthew asked in disbelief. Even if Damion’s attacks were not powerful, casting that fast was practically unheard of for a knight.

“He can do it, don’t worry,” Arica reassured Matthew.

“What is the plan?” Theodore asked quickly.

“Damion, unleash your strongest attack on the stone house and then set the other houses on fire. Once the entire village is on fire and the goblins are in disarray, we move out of the brush and start the slaughter. Don’t underestimate these goblins because they are small. They are far more dangerous than normal Demonic Beasts.”

“Why is that?” Ethan asked.

“Because they are almost as smart as humans. Get ready. We’ll go when you are ready Damion.”

Since everyone was waiting on him, Damion began to channel mana into his sword. Figuring that he had already shown off too much this run, Damion did not channel his mana as fast as he could. After a moment Damion pointed his sword and sent out his fire pillar attack.

Immediately after Damion’s attack was launched, an alarm sounded in the village and the goblins began racing around searching for the attacker and readying their weapons. Before the village could get organized, Damion unleased five more smaller attacks. His five fire slashes took the form of flaming birds leaping off his blade and crashing into the wooden huts’ roofs.

With the entire village on fire, Damion and the group rushed out of the underbrush and charged into the village. Damion took the lead and was able to unleash another fire slash at a goblin before he closed the distance.

Damion’s last fire slash struck the goblin, but to Damion’s surprise, the goblin shrugged the fire slash off. The fire did not seem to burn the goblin and appeared to only make it angrier.

The goblin grabbed a dagger at its waist and leapt at Damion from three meters away. Damion could not believe that such a small creature could jump so far from a standing position, but he did not have much time to be awed as he was suddenly fending off the goblin’s dagger as it slashed at his throat.
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                Damion was able to avoid the goblin’s dagger by leaning back. The creature had excellent jumping abilities, but because of its short stature it had limited reach. The goblin had to jump and slash towards Damion every time it wanted to attack the upper part of Damion’s body, which was its only real target, since if it attacked at Damion’s lower body, Damion could just lop its head off. With the goblin jumping around so much and its grey green skin made Damion wonder if goblins were some distant relation to frogs.

After evading several of the goblins jump attacks, Damion had gotten used to its method of attack and decided to stop dodging. When the goblin leapt at him again Damion slashed his sword to cut the creature in half, but somehow, the goblin was able to twist in midair and avoided the blow.

The goblin landed behind Damion and immediately leapt towards him again. However, this time the goblin had barely left the ground when it was blasted by a Lightning Bolt from Matthew. The goblin went to the ground limply, its limbs twitching slightly from the residual energy of the blast.

“They have good reflexes when facing their target, but poor peripheral vision,” Matthew shouted to Damion over the noise of the fires and battle.

“Good to know,” Damion said as he charged towards the fighting.

Only a few seconds later another goblin targeted Damion, leaping at him from several meters away. Remembering what Matthew had just told him, Damion stepped out of the goblin’s path and as it flew past him, Damion slashed the goblin in two with a quick swing of his blade. The goblin’s bone shirt armor doing nothing to stop his sword.

Satisfied that his new strategy worked, Damion started moving towards more goblins. As Matthew had said, the goblins had good reflexes, but weak peripheral vision. If a goblin could see his attack, the goblin could dodge it. By dodging the goblin’s attack and waiting until the moment it was passing him, Damion was able to strike the goblin without it seeing the blow coming.

Damion was able to dispatch several more goblins before the creatures stopped trying to attack him individually and instead formed a group to square off against him. Unsure how the goblin’s would change their tactics when fighting with superior numbers, Damion channeled his mana into the fire attack glyph on his sword and sent out a fire slash towards the four goblins in front of him.

Predictably, the goblins were able to dodge the attack, but Damion figured this would happen when he had started his attack. While the goblins were mid-dodge, Damion charged forward and slashed his sword several times in quick succession and managed to slash three of the four goblins with his sword.

The lucky goblin that was able to dodge landed on the ground but was stabbed in the back by Ethan before it even realized what had happened.

Feeling the exhilaration of success, Damion and Ethan began methodically taking down the goblins. The goblins’ tactic of dodging attacks was insufficient in allowing them to fight against coordinated attacks. Especially, not when Matthew and Travis lurked on the edge of battle ready to blast goblins that were not paying attention to them.

Just as the last goblin was killed and the wood huts fully collapsed from the fires, the door of the stone house burst open. The roof had long since burned away on the stone house, but this goblin had not appeared until now.

When Damion looked this goblin over, he saw it differed from the rest. Its skin was more bluish and instead of crude armor made of bones it wore a simple woven rope and carried in its hands a wooden staff as tall as it was. Damion realized the staff was similar to the one the lich guardian had wielded in the graveyard dungeon and knew this goblin was a mage of some kind.

Before Damion could plan out an attack, Travis launched a Lightning Bolt at the goblin mage. The goblin held its staff in front of its body, catching the Lightning Bolt and then redirecting it towards Damion.

Damion barely had a chance to register what was happening before his instincts made him jump out of the way. The goblin then waved its staff in the air creating a small whirlwind around Damion lifting him off the ground.

Not having anything to grab onto, meant Damion could not free himself from the whirlwind. The goblin mage then stabbed his staff forward and Damion was sent flying off to the edge of the village.

“Damion!” Arica called when she saw Damion flying off and hitting the ground hard.

“I’m fine,” Damion said as he stood up and channeled mana into his belt to free himself of the dirt. The shield glyphs in his armor had absorbed the impact so Damion was unharmed.

Ethan was already trading blows with the goblin. His daggers trying to find their way past the goblin’s defense, but the goblin mage moved its staff in a blur, deflecting all of Ethan’s attacks and landing a blow on Ethan’s side that sent him tumbling out of the fight.

Damion charged back towards the fight. As he was closing the distance, Damion saw Travis and Matthew coordinate Lightning Bolts from opposite sides, but the goblin mage was able to reflect both bolts with his staff, forcing the two mages to dodge. Damion channeled mana into his fire attack glyph as he ran and as soon as it was fully charged, Damion shot out his fire pillar attack at the goblin.

The goblin mage planted the butt of its staff in the dirt and held the staff in front of him. When Damion’s pillar of fire struck, the goblin mage erected a shield in front of him that split Damion’s fire attack in two, allowing the two fire pillars to pass harmlessly to either side of the goblin.

“We have to coordinate,” Matthew shouted as he watched Damion’s attack get neutralized.

Damion did not wait for anyone else to say anything and rushed to attack the goblin mage head on. Ethan was getting up and Theodore cast a heal spell on him. The dagger wielding knight moved to strike the goblin from behind, but the goblin retreated before Ethan could get into position to launch an attack.

“When I force him to block, you strike,” Damion called out.

No one answered him, but he believed his party would get job done.

Damion began channeling his mana into his fire attack glyph and when he was ready to strike again he jumped backwards, away from the goblin mage. The goblin realized what Damion was doing and thrusted its staff forward again to block Damion’s pillar of fire.

As the Damion’s attack was split in two, Ethan jumped over one wall of fire and drove both of his daggers into the goblin mage’s body. One dagger piercing its chest and the other its back.

The goblin’s big eyes went wide as Ethan’s blades sunk into its flesh. Damion cut off his attack as the goblin mage collapsed to the ground at Ethan’s feet.

“That was fun,” Ethan said as he wiped the goblin’s blood off his blades.
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                “That was fun,” Ethan said as he wiped the goblin’s blood off his blades.

Everyone turned and looked at Ethan. The young knight had been smacked across the goblin village and healed by Theodore, but seemed to think it was all a bit of sport.

“Glad you enjoyed yourself,” Travis said shaking his head at Ethan’s weird enthusiasm.

“Shall we get collecting?” Damion asked as he looked at the various goblin corpses around the burning village.

Before anyone could answer him, Arica began collecting the corpses. Arica moved quickly around the village collecting goblin bodies and their dropped weapons.

Damion and the rest set about exploring the village in search of valuable loot. Damion and Matthew headed into the stone house. The roof had burned away, but when the roof collapsed it did not destroy anything in the house. Damion could only guess that the goblin mage had protected the contents when the roof collapsed.

Inside the stone house Damion found various plants and fruits that appeared to have been picked recently. Damion thought back to along the trail from the cave to the village and remembered all the places where it looked like plants had been uprooted. The goblins appeared to have been doing their own harvesting and Damion was not sure what to make of it.

“This is quite the find,” Matthew said as he picked up a small fruit that looked like a peach.

“What is it?” Damion asked, not recognizing it.

“An Enhancing Fruit.”

“Sorry, still have no idea what that fruit is,” Damion said.

“It’s a Heavenly Wind Enhancing Fruit, it can increase the Wind affinity of the person that eats it,” Matthew explained.

“This fruit can give someone the Wind affinity?” Damion asked hopeful. If this fruit could in fact give someone the Wind affinity for magic, then perhaps he would not have to wait for the Magic System to unlock to gain access to magic.

“No, it or any other Enhancing Fruit, can’t give you a magic affinity. It ranks up an existing magic affinity.”

“So, it can make a person with C Rank Wind affinity rise to B Rank affinity?”

“Precisely. It can increase someone’s affinity by one Rank. But it can only increase a person’s affinity up to A Rank.”

“It can’t raise someone’s magic affinity to S Rank?”

“No,” Matthew confirmed. “S Rank is the pinnacle, to have S Rank talent you have to be born with it, no external thing can grant it to you.”

“Theodore has S Rank Holy affinity, or so I’m told,” Damion tossed out.

“Yes, I know. His pure white hair is an indication of having an S Rank affinity.”

“What do you mean?”

“People with S Rank affinities tend to have physical manifestations of their magic. The most common of which is for their hair to be a different color.”

“I’ve never heard that before,” Damion said. Mentally he was trying to think back to everyone he had ever met to figure out if he had met anyone with an odd color hair. “Does that mean people with a Fire affinity would have red hair?”

“Yes, though most people with red hair won’t have an S Rank Fire affinity. Ordinary hair colors can make it hard to distinguish those with great affinity from a normal person.”

“Would an S Rank Water affinity have blue hair?”

“Now you are getting it.”

“What are some other affinities that get confused with regular hair colors?” Damion could only hope his brown hair meant that he had a common looking S Rank affinity and not that he just had plain brown hair.

“Brown hair is usually an Earth affinity, black hair Dark affinity. I guess you could say those are the most common. Others are harder to guess at.”

“How come I can’t recall seeing anyone with strange hair colors?”

“You mean other than Theodore?” Matthew joked before going on. “You have to remember how many people have an S Rank magic Affinity. Such people are few and far between and don’t forget that some people might not want to advertise their affinity before they have the power to back it up.”

“Are you saying people with S Rank affinity are in danger?”

“Theodore’s affinity is Holy. An affinity that doesn’t have strong offensive abilities. Lightning and Fire affinities tend to be more offensive focused and some people in power fear the young overtaking them. So, it is common for someone with an S Rank affinity to dye their hair to avoid the attention or expectations of others.”

“Sounds like a tough gig.”

“Yes, well I do kind of wish this Heavenly Wind Enhancing Fruit was a Heavenly Lightning Enhancing Fruit. If I could push my Lightning affinity to A Rank then I could… well that isn’t something you need to worry about. Did you find anything else interesting?”

Damion was not sure what Matthew had been about to say, but he was only half listening. While Matthew was explaining, Damion was asking the Magic System the difference between magic talent Rank and magic affinity Rank.

Magic talent rank affected a persons natural mana capacity, how quickly they could learn magic seals and their natural magic regeneration. While a person’s magic affinity affected the power of a person’s magic attacks and the how quickly they could increase their magic power.

If two mages with the same affinity and the same magic power launched the same attack at each other the mage with the higher Rank affinity would overcome the attack of the other.

“I said, did you find anything else?” Matthew asked Damion who was spaced out while talking with the Magic System in his mind.

“Hmm.. no. I was just thinking. Wondering what Ms. Teft’s magic affinity Rank is.”

“She has an A Rank Water affinity.”

“Did you two find anything good?” Arica said as everyone regrouped outside the stone house.

“Quite a few common alchemy ingredients, but the crown jewel is a Heavenly Wind Enhancing Fruit,” Matthew answered.

“Really?” Arica questioned in disbelief.

“Yes, but too bad it isn’t of any use to one of us.”

“Isn’t it a bit of a blessing that it isn’t,” Ethan said. “If it was of use to one of us, how would that one provide compensation to the rest of us?”

Matthew and Arica both looked at Ethan as if he had spoken an alien language. Either the thought of how everyone else would be compensated for the Heavenly Enhancement Fruit had not occurred to them, or there was something Ethan was missing.

“It is common practice that if a person can use such an item, the others let them have it, and it is never mentioned to the dungeon overseer.”

“I didn’t know that,” Damion said. “Aren’t we supposed to turn over everything we find?”

“We could still report we found it, but no one can pass up such a great find. If one of us could use it, it would be perfectly acceptable to do so.”

“Really?”

“Yes really, Damion.” Arica reassured him. “You have to understand. Items that can increase someone’s affinity rank or magic talent are incredibly rare. This is a once in a lifetime find and even if this dungeon is run a million more times I doubt another one will appear.”

“If they are that rare, what do we get from Adventurer Association for turning it over?”

“Nothing.”
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                “What do you mean nothing?” Damion asked in disbelief.

“Such items are considered too valuable to have a price,” Arica answered. “So, the Adventurer Association won’t give us anything for it. Most likely it will get put up for auction and after the auction house takes their cut and the Adventurer Association takes their cut, we will split the remainder.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Ethan said. “Are we going to continue to explore, or are we ready to leave this place?”

“Head back,” Matthew said. “Judging by the path that we came here by, the goblins picked the forest clean and were likely herding the Demonic Beasts into the cave.”

“Why would they do that?” Ethan asked.

“If you want an answer to that then learn to speak the language of the goblins.”

“Do you think that is possible?” Damion asked suddenly. He had a quest from the Magic System to learn the ancient magic language, why not the language of goblins. Though the question was, how to hear enough of it to learn, or even get the quest from the Magic System.

“Maybe. The goblins obviously have a language. The hard part is getting to sit down with one that doesn’t want to rip your face off.”

“As interesting as that would be, let’s get out of here,” Arica cut in.

The party decided to heed Arica’s wish and headed back to the cave. When the group peered inside the cave they saw something that surprised them, though it probably should not have. Inside the cave were a dozen Aerico.

“New spawns from the dungeon core?” Ethan asked after he took his look.

“Yes, there are probably more Aerico or other Demonic Beasts further in the cave,” Matthew answered.

“I can clear these out,” Damion said as he jumped down into the cave.

Damion quickly unsheathed his sword when he hit the floor of the cave and started slashing at the Aerico. These Aerico were passive and Damion was able to make short work of them.

Shortly after Damion began slicing through the Aerico, Ethan jumped down after him and began harvesting the Demonic Cores. When Damion finished off the last of the Aerico it had hardly hit the ground before its core was harvested.

Damion picked up his bag they had left in the cave before and looked at the dungeon core in the cave ceiling.

“Ready?” Damion asked the group and after he received a chorus of affirmatives he sent out a fire slash from his sword slashing the dungeon core in half.

With the dungeon core destroyed, Damion and his party were sucked out of the dungeon and appeared in the crater with the dungeon portal. Damion looked up at the sky and saw the sun was well past noon. Judging by the time of day, Damion realized they had spent quite a few hours in the dungeon.

Now that the Dungeon Breach was cleared and the risk of Demonic Beasts randomly emerging from the portal the guards stationed around the portal were allowed to go and rest. A few moments passed and Mage Fletcher showed up to usher their party to the sorting platform.

Arica started unloading her personal storage space onto the platform while Damion took out the Magic Absorbing Crystals from him pack, keeping them wrapped in his blanket, and placed them on the platform.

“Quite the variety you all have brought back,” Mage Fletcher said as he looked over the growing list of loot on his tablet.

“We did our best to explore the new dungeon,” Arica said.

“Magic Absorbing Crystals and a Heavenly Wind Enhancing Fruit,” Mage Fletcher said surprised. “Quite a few low tier alchemy ingredients. Did you all uproot an entire alchemy field?”

“No, the goblins did that. We were able to take advantage of their harvest.”

“Is this everything?” Mage Fletcher said and when he received a nod from Arica he sucked everything except the Magic Absorbing Crystals into his personal space. “Bill, will you bring those along and return Knight Wells’ blanket when you have those secured. If you all will follow me we will get started on your debriefing.”

The party followed Mage Fletcher into his tent where a table was set up with food and a tablet at each place.

“Help yourselves to as much as you want while you enter in your account of the dungeon run. Please be as detailed as possible in your reports. The more detail you can provide now, the smoother future runs will be.”

Damion did not need to be told twice. He sat down and started eating with one hand and picked up the tablet with his other. As Damion ate he had just his thumb on the tablet and focused on his journey through the dungeon. The amazing function of this tablet, which was an upgraded version of the more commonly available tablets, was that as long as a person was touching it the tablet would read their thoughts.

As the tablet read Damion’s mind he focused on the events and as the tablet typed out his account and even created a map of the cave and path to the goblin village, Damion needed to only keep his mind focused on the events he wanted to narrate. Occasionally, Damion’s mind wandered, and he had to focus his mind on going back and removing his thoughts about how tasty his steak dinner was, but overall Damion was able to get his account down fairly quickly.

While Fletcher began reading each of their accounts, Damion turned his focused to the Magic System and the notifications he had put off reading.

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill E Rank Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 2 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill E Rank Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 2 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill E Rank Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 2 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill D Rank Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 3 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Kill D Rank Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 3 Store Credits]

As the notifications rolled in Damion realized something was off. He managed two completions of the D Rank quest and three of the E Rank quest, but only one from the F Rank quest.

‘System, why did I only get one completing for the original kill quest?’

*Ding*

{Quest: Kill Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts, has reached its maximum completion amount.}

‘What is the maximum completion amount?’

{This quest increased the required number of kills by 5 for each completion to a maximum of quest of requiring 50 kills.}

‘Is this maximum limit the same for all my kill quests?’

{Affirmative.}

When Damion heard the answer to the question from the Magic System he was a bit surprised. He had always wondered if there was an upper limit to the number of times he could complete the quest and now he had the answer. This meant that he would no longer get any credit from the Magic System for killing F Rank Ferocious or Demonic Beasts. It also meant he was more than half way done with the E Rank quest and nearing half done with the D Rank quests, but he was still a long way away from being able to take on C Rank beasts.
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                Two weeks after the dungeon clear, Damion received his cut from the auctioning of the Heavenly Wind Fruit. Damion could not decide what he wanted to do with the funds, so he simply left them in his payment card, confident that one day he would spend it on new equipment.

Leland was able to create Damion’s requested artifact that could repair his clothing, though it did have a few draw backs. The necklace of mend, as Leland called it, was able to restore damaged clothing with the series of glyphs on it, but it had to know how things were originally first. This meant that once equipped, Damion had to activate the artifact so it could map his clothing and then once his clothing was damaged he would activate it again and the necklace of mend would restore the clothing to its previous condition.

Each time the necklace was activated it required a large amount of mana, almost all the mana Damion had. Damion was not sure why the necklace took so much mana, but Leland explained the glyphs were complex and that the more complex the magic, the higher the cost. In fact, because the glyphs were so complex on the necklace, even though the effect of the artifact was simple, it was actually a B Rank artifact. Damion’s first B Rank artifact and it wasn’t even armor or a weapon.

Since Damion had ample money for the time being, though he believed his funds would evaporate as soon as he started pricing more B Rank artifacts, he did not take on missions from the Adventurer Association. Instead, Damion focused on helping out around the house. His mother was quickly approaching her due date and Damion wanted to be a good son and a good older brother to the baby.

With it confirmed that he was unable to increase the level of the Magic System, or unlock it, until he turned 18, Damion decided to focus on training and growing stronger than on completing missions. He was quickly running out of quests from the system and the next level higher, to defeat C Rank Ferocious and Demonic Beasts, was beyond his reach.

First, he needed to reach D Rank, which while close, was still far enough away that he was not sure how long it would take him. Ms. Teft however, felt it necessary to inform him that Arica and Theodore had both reached D Rank shortly after their last dungeon run, which meant Damion was starting to get left behind.

Having faced a C Rank Demonic Beast before, Damion knew he would need to pretty much reach C rank to have a chance to fight one. To reach C Rank in magic power, he needed to accumulate 5,000 raw magic power, which was not an easy feat.

As the months began to flow by, Damion was able to reach D Rank in magic power just a few days before his mother gave birth, giving Damion a little sister. Bethany was a bundle of joy to the Wells family and despite Damion’s desire to push ahead with his training, he found himself immersed in the joy of having a little sister for the first time in two lifetimes.

Another situation arose that prevented Damion from continuing his training, the bracelets Ms. Teft had given him were no longer effective. After reaching D Rank, the bracelets could no longer forcefully move his mana, which meant Damion had to work twice as hard at moving his mana and compressing it in his core than before to get half the result.

Even if he was not spending most of his days helping his mother with his baby sister, his progress would have slowed down considerably. As it was, Damion’s progress came to a grinding halt. While Ms. Teft was somewhat displeased, she also was not too concerned.

Damion was already a D Rank, at 15 years old, before he had even awakened his magic affinity. Most mages graduated from one of the academies at 18 and were usually only E Rank. A few prodigies could achieve D Rank. This gave Damion a huge advantage, he might not reach C Rank without hard work before going to Silver Spire, but even going there as a D Rank would mark him as an elite student.

A few months after Bethany was born, Damion settled into a training routine, with the help of Ms. Teft, and started making slow progress. Most of his training was not to increase his magic power, but to hone his magic and his physical capabilities.

Now that Damion was the same Rank as most of his gear, he quickly realized how much of the potential of his gear he was missing because he was not strong enough to use it properly before. Damion was now able to unleash a fire pillar attack from his sword that lasted ten seconds. It was enough to roast even a hoard of top tier D Rank Demonic Beasts. But even with that increase in power, Damion was unable to do much to a C Rank Demonic Beast.

The magic power of a C Rank was such that until Damion could reach that level himself, he was not able to hurt a C Rank Demonic Beast. In the past Damion was able to fight Ferocious Beasts and Demonic Beasts above his level because his sword was a D Rank artifact, it helped to boost his power to that level, but his sword, as faithful as it was, could not jump up a Rank.

This reminded Damion about how artificers and high rank mages did not like producing high rank artifacts, as they might one day be used against them. Damion could not help but wonder if when he reached C Rank if everything below him in Rank would be unable to scratch him as well. Damion considered purchasing a new weapon, one at C Rank, that would allow him to be able to fight C Rank Demonic Beasts, but in the end he decided to wait to upgrade any of his gear until the Magic System unlocked.

Damion was worried that if he purchased something now, it would turn out to be useless to him once he had access to his magic affinity. Or worse, only partial suitable, but not the best compatibility, but also not useless. Which would leave a bad taste in his mouth as he contemplated trading gear he was used to in for something that suited him better but was not familiar to him.

As the days turned into months and the months into years, Damion was quickly left just counting down the days until the Magic System unlocked. His excitement was noticeable to his family in the weeks leading up to his birthday. Ms. Teft knew why he was excited, but his family just thought he was anxious for his eighteenth birthday, which seemed odd to them since he had never been excited for a birthday before.

When there were only a few days left, Damion decided to join in on a dungeon clearing run. Ms. Teft had been approached with a mission for Damion and encouraged him to join, so that he could make sure he had practical use of his skills and not just be training.

For this venture, Damion was heading into the second of Saung’s C Rank dungeons, the desert, as it was called. Damion was not familiar with anyone in his new party. There was a C Rank Wind mage, Evander Hollis and a C Rank knight, Thomas Belcher.

The rest of the party were D Ranks like Damion. Two fire mages, Lucas and Tray Fontane and a light mage, Joseph Blythe. Damion was tasked with just protecting the group’s healer, which was fine with him.
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                [Magic System]

[Full System unlock in 0:3:8:3:52]

[System Level: 1]

[User: Damion Wells]

[Age: 17]

[Magic Talent: Locked]

[Magic Affinity: Locked]

[Mana: 1840/1840]

[Magic Power: Locked]

[Mana Recovery: Locked]

[Strength: 95]

[Dexterity: 101]

[Vitality: 115]

[Intelligence: 133]

[Experience: 2,600/1,000]

[Store Credits: 52]


As Damion looked over his status in the Magic System he briefly tried to will the timer to go down faster. This time, like all the other times he had tried, Damion got no results. In three more days, he would be a mage, all he had to do was wait.

“For those of you not familiar with this dungeon, let me give you a quick rundown,” Mage Hollis said looking specifically at Damion.

Damion had not done much, other than train, in the last couple of years, so despite his achievements at 15, many people had forgotten him.

“This is the desert dungeon. Water is extremely scarce, so scarce that you will likely become dehydrated if you don’t drink water frequently. The dungeon seems to suck the water right out of you. The main purpose of this dungeon run is to train Mages Fontane, Lucas and Tray, to make the best use of their Fire magic when everything in the dungeon is resistant to fire.

“Knight Wells you need only to look after Mage Blythe. Knight Belcher and I will only step in if things get out of hand. Any questions?”

In preparation for this dungeon run, Damion had done his own research on the dungeon and even made a few gear purchases. One purchase was a different kind of canteen, instead of just a bottle the refilled from an enchantment that pulled water vapor from the air, this one was a backpack filled with water that had a glyph that duplicated the water inside and a tube that ran up to Damion’s mouth for him to drink from. As long as Damion did not drain the pack in one gulp, which was unlikely since it carried 2 liters of water, the glyphs would duplicate the water inside and refill the bladder.

Another change Damion had made was an undersuit. Unlike artifacts Damion had looked at before, this undersuit was designed to keep him cool. It was a skintight full body suit that ran from his toes to his neck. Luckily, the suit did not become skintight until it was completely on and reshaped itself to Damion’s body.

Since Damion was wearing a backpack canteen, he couldn’t carry his normal backpack with the spatial stretching enchantments. In order to carry the rest of his gear, Damion invested in several belt pouches, each with the spatial stretching enchantment. Though this time around Damion made sure to purchase these belt pouches with an enchantment to make them weightless as well. The four belt pouches allowed Damion to store all his other gear and keep it handy without being weighed down by his old bag. Damion felt he would probably keep these for his regular use and get rid of the old bag.

The final piece of gear Damion had acquired was a hood and face mask. Since the dungeon sucked all the moisture out of the air it could find, even from someone’s mouth or eyes, Damion bought this hood and mask to protect his head and eyes from losing moisture. He was not wearing the mask yet, but the neckline of the cooling suit could be seen beneath his normal clothing and armor, so someone as experienced as Mage Hollis should be familiar with it.

Damion could tell both Mage Hollis and Knight Belcher had cooling suits on beneath their armor and he guessed that once they all entered the dungeon, they would put on some type of headgear as well. The two Fire mages and the Light mage however, did not appear to have prepared for the environment in the dungeon, which left Damion wondering how experienced they were.

“No questions? Good, lets head in then.”

Mage Hollis and Knight Belcher both donned helmets that seemed to have a flimsy screen in front of their faces. Damion guessed it was some sort of enchanted material to prevent them from losing moisture. Once they stepped through the portal, Damion put on his own hood and mask and followed in behind Mage Blythe.

When Damion came through the portal he looked around and was glad that his hood and mask protected his eyes. The sun burned down from high in the sky and even with his mask and hood, Damion felt like he was going to go blind. The Fontane brothers and Mage Blythe were not faring well. All three of them were shielding their eyes, trying to look around for danger.

After a few moments, Damion’s eyes were able to adjust, and he guessed it would take the others a bit longer. Now that he could see clearly, Damion could see why this dungeon was called the desert. Right now, they were standing in a wide-open space. The ground was dry and cracking and in the distance Damion could see what he guessed were sand dunes.

“You could have warned us it would be so bright in here,” Mage Lucas complained.

Damion shook his head but said nothing. His mission was to protect the healer in this dungeon run. The two Fire mages were here to gain experience, and adequate preparations would certainly fall under that umbrella. There was no doubt in Damion’s mind the brothers would remember to research their next dungeon run ahead of time.

“Why is that my job?” Mage Hollis asked. “Your family hired me and Knight Belcher to make sure you don’t die in here. Not to make it a walk in the park. And don’t count on Knight Wells to help you out either. His mission is solely to protect Mage Blythe who was also hired by your family to keep you alive.”

A smile crept across Damion’s face when he heard that. Initially, he had been hired to join in the dungeon run and assigned to protect their healer. Normally, Damion would have been obligated to help out the Fontanes as part of the team, even if his task was to protect the healer. But Mage Hollis had just changed his purpose to solely keeping Mage Blythe safe, releasing him from having to jump in and to help the Fontanes.

“Did you tell Knight Wells how to prepare for this dungeon? Or has he been here before?” Mage Tray asked, looking Damion over and seeing that he seemed perfectly prepared for the dungeon.

“To my knowledge, Knight Wells has never been in this dungeon before. But he has been in other dungeon runs and has even discovered and cleared Dungeon Breaches. He is an experienced knight and three years younger than the rest of you.”

“What? Don’t give us a load of dung,” Mage Lucas said. “I would have heard of anyone that skilled. He’s probably barely a D Rank knight.”

“Arguing won’t change facts. And Knight Wells’ experience is not relevant to your completing this dungeon,” Knight Belcher snapped. “This is you and your brother’s dungeon run. You claimed to be so powerful the two of you could solo any dungeon. Well, let’s get on with it.”

Damion could not help but be shocked by Knight Belcher’s words. From what he said it sounded like these two Fire mages had been bragging and either their father believed them and wanted them to prove it to the world. Or their father had heard enough bragging and sent them here to teach them a valuable lesson in humility.

Whatever was the case, Damion had a feeling he was in for an entertaining few hours.
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                The Fontane brothers decided to leave the dungeon portal area in search of the guardian to complete their dungeon run as quickly as possible. Lucas wanted to go north. Tray wanted to go east. Neither of them had a compass and the sun was hanging straight up in the sky, so Damion was not sure if either of them knew which way they were going.

In the end, the two split the difference from their chosen directions and set off. Damion did not have the heart to tell them they were going south and not northeast. It was not long before the party ran into a Demonic Beast and the brothers were fighting over who would get to battle it. Damion could not help but wonder if it would have been a better idea to split the brothers up for separate dungeon runs.

The Demonic Beast was a Scorch Asp. A common F Rank Demonic Beast in this dungeon, but still a dangerous creature if not taken seriously. Lucas sent a fireball at it, which splashed more on the ground than on the snake. Tray tried to hit it with a stream of fire from his palm, but the Scorch Asp just ignored the mage’s attack and slithered in close to attack them.

The sight of the two young men jumping around trying to avoid the Demonic Beast slithering at their feet was almost enough to bring Damion to tears. At least until one of the brothers kicked it towards Damion and Mage Blythe.

While in the air the Scorch Asp managed to orient itself and was flying straight at Mage Blythe with its mouth open, fangs ready to strike. In just a half breath of time, Damion drew his sword, cut the snake in half and sheathed his sword before the two halves of the snake even hit the ground.

The sequence of events took Mage Blythe a moment to comprehend, but to his credit he remained calm. Mage Hollis and Knight Belcher just gave Damion an appraising look. The Fontane brothers, however, went nuts.

“What did you do that for!” Lucas shouted at Damion when he saw the Scorch Asp cut in half.

“Yeah, we were killing it,” Tray joined in on the shouting.

Damion just stood there staring at them blankly, not saying a word. Mage Blythe looked like he wanted to join in the shouting, but in defense of Damion. However, the healer held his tongue, either not sure what to say in Damion’s defense or afraid of the influence the Fontane family had.

“I’m claiming this Demonic Beast as compensation for you messing up my first kill,” Tray said he snatched the pieces of the Scorch Asp off the ground.

A moment later, the Scorch Asp pieces vanished. On Tray’s finger Damion saw a gold ring which had glowed for a brief moment when the Scorch Asp vanished, and Damion realized this brat had a spatial storage artifact. This told Damion the Fontane family was much more influential than he had thought.

“I want you gone from our run and leave your sword and helmet as compensation for messing up our first kill!” Lucas continued to shout.

Damion looked at Lucas as if the young man was speaking a foreign language but said nothing. His task was to protect Mage Blythe. Damion had no doubt that Mage Hollis and Knight Belcher could protect Mage Blythe and the Fontane brothers in this dungeon just fine, which told Damion his presence here in the dungeon was more than just to protect the healer. Most likely, Damion was supposed to be shown as what an experienced young adventurer should be. With that thought in mind, Damion kept himself composed and ignored the threats and insults the brothers continued to throw at him.

“Thievery is not befitting a Fontane,” Mage Hollis said, causing both of the brothers to shut up. “Knight Wells has done nothing but protect Mage Blythe, as is his assignment. Yet you steal his kill and order him to give up his weapon and armor. If not for his professionalism, he would be within his rights to kill you both right now. Most other adventurers would do exactly that.”

“As if he could kill us while you are here protecting us,” Lucas spat.

“And how long do you think he would live if he left this dungeon without either of us,” Tray threw out.

“Despite myself and Knight Belcher being here, I have no doubt that if Knight Wells wanted to kill you he could. And as for him living long after leaving this dungeon without you. I don’t think he has to worry. His teacher is rather protective of him, and she is a match for your father.”

“Our father is an A Rank Fire mage. There is no way some knight is a match for him.”

“His teacher is an A Rank Water mage. And one that is much closer to reaching S Rank than your father.” Mage Hollis told the brothers with a smile.

The brothers wanted to protest but were silenced by Mage Hollis raising his hand.

“You are wasting energy. Continue your dungeon run and remember, Knight Belcher and I are appraising your performance for your father.”

The brothers angrily turned away from Damion and started out across the dry ground of the desert again. As the group traveled Damion noticed that Mage Blythe, who had been taking regular gulps from his canteen, had stopped drinking from it and the healer was beginning to look a bit exhausted.

“Here,” Damion said offering the tube to drink from his canteen to Mage Blythe. “Fill your canteen. There isn’t enough water vapor in the air for your canteen to replenish itself.”

“What about yours, won’t you run out?” Mage Blythe asked before taking a small sip.

“Mine is different. So long as I don’t empty it, I should never run out,” Damion told him.

The healer did not need to be told twice and immediately took another bigger sip of water and then stuck the tube end in his canteen and squeezed it to fill his canteen.

“Thank you,” Mage Blythe said as screwed the cap back on his canteen. “I’ll let you know when I need more.”

Lucas and Tray had glanced back at Damion and Mage Blythe a few times during their exchange. But neither of the young fire mages said anything. Damion noticed that the two did not seem as bothered by the heat as Mage Blythe and Damion guessed it had something to do with them being fire mages. A natural increase in heat resistance? Or perhaps they were just too stubborn to admit they were thirsty. Whatever was the case, Damion did not care.

When the group finally reached the sand dunes, which were much larger and further away than they had appeared from the portal, they started climbing up. Lucas and Tray went first, and Damion let them get a few meters up the dune before he and Mage Blythe started behind them.

After climbing for a few minutes, they managed to reach the top of the dune, which Damion estimated was about five meters high. From this height, Damion looked around and saw in the distance several oases. Damion knew most of the oases he could see were fake. Decoys created by the dungeon’s Demonic Beast champions. With one oasis being real and protected by the Dungeon guardian making it the home of the dungeon core and their way out.

The reports Damion had read said the only way to tell which one was real, was that the true oasis had a reddish tint to it and was due south of the portal. By sheer dumb luck the Fontane brothers had headed in the right direction, but they had not managed to travel in a straight line and Damion was unsure which of the several oases he could see was the right one since to him they each had a reddish tint.
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                “One of those oases have to be where the dungeon core is,” Lucas proclaimed as he pointed to several of them.

“Yeah, but which one?” Tray questioned. “They are pretty far apart. Just getting to one is going to be a chore. If we pick the wrong one, then we’ll have to try again and probably again and again.”

“There has to be something that sets the right one apart,” Lucas reasoned, surprising Damion. “Do they look any different to you? Maybe one is bigger than the others?”

Before Tray could answer his brother the sand dune they were standing on began to shake. Damion realized right away it was because something was moving through the sand beneath them. He grabbed Mage Blythe by the shoulder and held him still. Anything moving underground either relied on sound or smell to locate prey above ground and Damion was betting on sound.

Lucas and Tray started moving around erratically, trying to figure out where the thing was beneath the ground. Damion was not sure if they were trying to figure it out so they could attack it or if they were trying to figure it out so they could get out of the way. Either way, because of them moving about, the Demonic Beast focused on the Fontane brothers’ locations.

Just as it appeared that Lucas and Tray were figuring out where the Demonic Beast was, a giant scorpion burst out of the ground, sending sand flying up into the air and both Fontane brothers were sent flying in opposite directions.

Damion was far enough away that he and Mage Blythe were not knocked over, but the healer was pelted with hot sand that left blisters on his face. The healer quickly cast a healing spell on himself and then took a swig from his canteen. As rattled as he was from the Demonic Beast, Damion’s firm hand on his shoulder was enough to reassure the healer.

Lucas was the first of the brothers to get to his feet and he quickly began searching for the Demonic Beast, but it had hidden itself beneath the sands already.

“What was that? Some type of overgrown Fire Scorpion?” Tray asked as he rose to his feet and looked to his brother.

“We are in a dungeon, you idiot. Of course it isn’t a Fire Scorpion, those are Ferocious Beasts,” Lucas snapped at his brother.

“That was an Inferno Sand Swimmer,” Mage Blythe spoke up unexpectedly.

“Sand Swimmer?” Lucas questioned confused. “It isn’t a fish. That was a scorpion.

“The healer didn’t name it you dolt,” Tray snapped back.

Either the stress of the sun glaring down or their complete ineptitude at fighting appeared to be tearing at the edges of their brotherly affection. Damion was not sure what to think, but as he felt the sand starting to vibrate again beneath his feet, he knew it did not matter right now.

A moment later the Inferno Sand Swimmer burst out of the sand dune again. This time the brothers were a bit better prepared and both dodged. Damion found the sight rather amusing, since the brothers were five meters apart and the Demonic Beast only burst out of the sand by Tray’s feet, but Lucas dove out of the way as well.

After a few seconds Lucas realized his mistake and he sent a fireball towards the Inferno Sand Swimmer, but the beast had already started diving back into the sand. By the time the fireball reached where the Demonic Beast had been, it splashed harmlessly against the sand.

After the fireball hit the sand, Damion noticed the sand had turned to glass. Damion was not sure how thick the glass was, but it gave him an idea. No matter where Damion stood on the sand dune, his boots would slowly sink into the sand. Right now, since neither he nor Mage Blythe could move or risk attracting the Inferno Sand Swimmer, he had sunk to his ankles. Damion did not think he would sink much further, but just this far was a danger as it would slow his movement time considerably and he was not sure if he could dodge the Inferno Sand Swimmer with Mage Blythe if he needed.

Damion pointed his sword at a nearby flattish area of sand and unleased his fire pillar attack. The sudden pillar of fire striking the sand made Lucas and Tray forget about their squabbling and stare at Damion. They were not sure what he was doing. Had he seen the Inferno Sand Swimmer? Was he trying to get their attention?

After Damion ended his attack he grabbed Mage Blythe under the arm and leapt out of the sand, dragging the healer with him to land on the newly made hard glass surface. Mage Hollis and Knight Belcher looked at Damion’s actions and could not help but smile. They understood what Damion was doing, and while they did not need to, since the Inferno Sand Swimmer posed no danger to them, they were impressed by Damion’s tactical planning.

“Should we do that too?” Tray asked his brother when he saw Damion and Mage Blythe standing on the glass sheet.

“No, focus on the vibrations,” Lucas told his brother. “One of us dodges, the other attacks. Only dodge if you know it’s coming for you.”

“It is attracted to movement I think,” Tray shouted at his brother. “I’ll start running around. You attack it.”

Damion was quite surprised to hear the brothers working out a plan. So far the two had appeared quite inept and overly full of themselves. What Damion forgot to take into account, was that even though the Fontane brothers were spoiled by their father, they were still graduates of a magic academy. Damion did not know which academy, but surely any of them would have forced at least the basics of dungeon runs and fighting Demonic Beasts into them.

Not long after Tray began to run around and make noise, the Inferno Sand Swimmer breached the sand again. This time it was much closer to Tray, but the Fire mage managed to dodge safely out of the way. As Tray was dodging, Lucas was sending out his magic attack that looked like a fire spear.

Unfortunately for the brothers, Lucas’ attack splashed harmlessly off the Inferno Sand Swimmer’s carapace. Either the attack was too weak, or the Demonic Beast’s resistance to fire too strong. Whichever it was the result was the same, the Inferno Sand Swimmer was unharmed and dove back beneath the sand a moment later.

“We have to stop it from going back into the sand,” Lucas shouted at his brother. “If we can keep it out of the sand we can figure out its weakness.”

“How are we supposed to do that?” Tray asked, but then his eyes fell on Damion, who was standing with Mage Blythe on the glass sheet he had created. “Attack the ground where it is going to land.”

Lucas immediately realized what his brother was trying to convey, but he was not sure how to accomplish it. It was hard enough to target the Inferno Sand Swimmer. Trying to target the ground where it was going to land was going to be even harder. Then he had an idea.

“Stay right where you are,” Lucas told his brother.
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                “Stay right where you are,” Lucas told his brother. “Once I’m done, make plenty of noise and get ready to dodge.”

Lucas did not explain his plan further to his brother. Instead, he started sending out fire attacks all around him. The sand around Tray all became glass, except for about a two-meter circle around Tray. Since Lucas could not figure out where the Inferno Sand Swimmer would land, he dictated where it could appear.

“Now stomp your feet. Jump up and down. But be ready to get out of the way when you feel the Demonic Beast is coming,” Lucas told his brother.

Damion, Mage Blythe and the Fontanes’ two protectors, Mage Hollis and Knight Belcher, watched in silence as Lucas put his plan into motion. None of them were entirely sure if this would work, or what would happen if it did. Damion could not help but wonder if the Inferno Sand Swimmer would be more vulnerable if trapped on the surface or more deadly.

A moment later they all received the answers to their silent questions. The Inferno Sand Swimmer burst out of the sand and landed on the hard glass Lucas had created. The glass cracked in several places from the Demonic Beast’s impact, but otherwise held. After Tray had dodged out of the way, he hurriedly attacked the opening he had been in to lure the Inferno Sand Swimmer to the surface. With all its escape routes cut off, the Demonic Beast looked back and forth between the brothers, snapping its pinchers menacingly.

Lucas was the first to attack. The fire mage sent a fireball at the scorpion looking Demonic Beast’s face in hopes that the Inferno Sand Swimmer’s eyes were vulnerable. If they were, Lucas would have to try again to find out, as the Demonic Beast raised a pincher intercepting the fireball before it could reach its face.

“Go for the face,” Lucas told his brother who immediately started to send spells out himself.

The two brothers were sending flurries of fireballs at the Inferno Sand Swimmer and, while he admired their plan, Damion could not help but wonder how long it would be before the two ran out of mana. Their Demonic Beast opponent was using its pincers to block all of their attacks and if the two did not hurry up and land a blow they were going to tire themselves out.

Despite blocking all the Fontane brothers attacks Inferno Sand Swimmer evidently had enough. Keeping its pincers up to block, it began using its tail to lash out at the Fire mages. Damion could see on the tip of the Demonic Beast’s curved tail a wicked stinger and he had no doubt that it contained a deadly venom.

“Are you capable of negating the venom from the Inferno Sand Swimmer?” Damion quietly asked Mage Blythe.

“What? Oh, I can’t out heal it. But I brought several vials of the antivenom,” the healer answered.

“You should get one ready. I don’t think these two are going to last much longer.”

While Damion did not want to jinx the Fontane brothers into failing. One had to admit, they were not doing well against the Inferno Sand Swimmer. To Damion it even looked like the Demonic Beast was toying with them.

Each time the Demonic Beast’s tail struck down and the Fontane brothers dodged out of the way, the tail struck the glass ground punching a hole in it. Already the glass sheet was broken enough that the Inferno Sand Swimmer should have been able to escape if it wanted. Damion guessed the only reason it had not fled back into the sand was because it did not feel threatened by Lucas and Tray.

Lucas and Tray were both becoming frustrated by their inability to harm the Inferno Sand Swimmer. They tried spreading out, to force the Demonic Beast to block from different directions. They tried grouping up to concentrate their attacks, but nothing was getting through. Both brothers were getting visibly tired, and it would not be long before they ran out of mana. Their only hope was to get lucky, and that did not seem likely to happen.

The Inferno Sand Swimmer lashed out with its tail again, but this time, when Lucas tried to roll out of its way, he tripped over the broken ground made by the Demonic Beast’s previous attacks. Lucas’ leg was pierced by the Inferno Sand Swimmer’s stinger and he let out a cry of pure anguish as the venom poured into his body.

Damion acted instantly, rushing over, dragging Mage Blythe with him. The Inferno Sand Swimmer saw Damion and Mage Blythe approaching and decided it would be best to go back to hiding in the sand, but before it could, Damion shot forward with his sword. With a single downward thrust, his blade pierced through the Demonic Beast’s carapace right behind its head and penned it to the ground.

The dying Demonic Beast lashed out a few times with its tail, trying to take Damion with it, but Damion just batted the tail aside with the back of his armored forearm. A moment later the Demonic Beast had stopped moving and Damion pulled his sword out and cleaned it before sheathing it.

Mage Blythe had already given Lucas a vial of antivenom and healed the wound left by the Inferno Sand Swimmer’s stinger. Neither brother said anything to Damion or Mage Blythe as they were both too exhausted. Damion was not sure if once the brothers had a chance to rest if they would thank him or curse at him for stealing their kill, but he also did not care.

Mage Hollis and Knight Belcher walked over nonchalantly and inspected the two Fire mages. After a long moment of silence, Mage Hollis finally spoke.

“Are the two of you convinced now?”

“Yes sir,” the Fontane brothers answered together.

“Good. I expect you all to take your physical training seriously now. Not every problem can be solved with magic. Knight Wells was able to take out the Inferno Sand Swimmer in seconds and without getting so much as a scratch. Your performance in this dungeon was abysmal. Arguing with one another. Not doing any prep work beforehand. Your father is going to be very disappointed when I give him my report.”

The two Fire mages hung their heads as they received Mage Hollis’ scolding. Damion struggled, but he managed to contain his laughter. The entire purpose of this dungeon run was so a father could teach these two arrogant brothers a lesson. And it seemed to have worked, at least for now. Damion suspected that once they forgot the sting of defeat they would be back to making stupid mistakes in dungeons and wherever else they might be.

“Knight Wells, would happen to be able to tell which oasis contains the guardian?” Knight Belcher asked politely.

Damion looked to the distant oases. Before he had been unable to tell which was which, but now he could clearly see that one oasis had a distinct reddish tint to it.

“That one,” Damion said as he pointed. “I can tell which it is now because I killed the Inferno Sand Swimmer?”

“Precisely. Ordinarily the oases are impossible to tell apart, but if you kill an Inferno Sand Swimmer it becomes possible to detect the difference. Though only until you leave the dungeon. Next time, you will have to kill another one to see the reddish tint.”

“Well, if we are done here, how about we go kill the guardian. I feel like a nice cold bath is in order.”
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                After Damion left the dungeon run he went to the Adventurer Association and received his payment and then home. He would not say the dungeon run was a complete failure, but he felt it was quite the fiasco. Damion just hoped he never had to be in another dungeon run with Lucas or Tray Fontane ever again.

When Damion arrived home he was greeted with open arms by his little sister and her stuffed bunny toy that was her favorite.

“Ba’her. Up.” The little girl said as she stretched out her arms wanting Damion to pick her up and carry her. Not capable of saying no to her, Damion picked her up and put her on his shoulders.

Bethany giggled as Damion moved about the house with her on his shoulders and her bunny toy resting on hers. Luckily, Damion had gotten used to removing and storing his gear while carrying the toddler. Once Damion was unburdened from his gear, he took the little girl into the backyard to play.

A few hours later their mother came out and to inform Damion and Bethany that dinner was ready. After eating dinner Bethany was deposited in the living room, surrounded by her toys while Damion and his parents caught up on the day’s affairs.

“How was the mission?” Caleb, Damion’s father asked.

“About as I expected it to be,” Damion answered. His parents still did not know about the existence of breaches and since they were not adventurers, he was not allowed to tell them. “A couple of pampered mages that only knew how to use magic.”

“Is that why Ms. Teft has always trained you so hard with the sword? To make sure you can fight without magic?” Sharon asked.

“To make sure he doesn’t embarrass her more like,” Caleb said with a laugh.

“You aren’t wrong,” Damion confessed. “I remember her telling me once that the academy graduates all excelled at magic, but most could barely lift a weapon in their own defense. And that after graduation many of them spend years strengthening their bodies so they can advance.”

“Is it really necessary to be physically strong to be a strong mage?” Caleb asked his son.

“Strong? I guess it depends on your definition of strong. Magic strengthens the body on its own, but magic by itself takes a long time to do it. Magic combined with physical training speeds the process up considerably. The more you train, the more your strength rises, but it gets harder and harder to increase your strength as you get stronger.”

“What I mean son, is why is physical strength necessary?”

“You’ve over inflated a balloon before right?”

“Sure.”

“It is kind of the same principal. The body is the rubber of the balloon and magic is the air or water you are filling it with. The more you put into the balloon, the more stress is on it. So, the stronger the rubber of the balloon, the more you can fill it with.”

“The stronger the body, the more magic you can fill it with.” Caleb summarized.

“Basically. There are more nuances to it than just a strong body, but that is the basic principle.”

“And will you pop like a balloon if you fill yourself with too much magic?” Sharon asked.

“I don’t think anyone would explode, if that is what you mean. But if a person forces their body to absorb too much mana, it can damage their body. That is what happened to me as a baby.”

“We’ve always worried about that son. Ms. Teft reassured us that you healed on your own. She said as your body grew you were able to recover. But we were never really… we still always worried.”

“It’s okay mom. When I was a baby I was able to absorb mana, but because my body was so weak, I absorbed too much too fast and that is what hurt me. But I’m fine now. I’ve made a complete recovery and Ms. Teft says I’m her most promising student.”

“I’m so glad to hear that son,” Sharon said as she fought back tears. “I’ve always been so worried. And with Bethany. I was afraid the same thing would happen to her.”

“You have nothing to worry about with her,” Damion reassured. Damion of course knew his problems were because of the Magic System, as far as he knew, and as far as the Magic System would tell him, he was the only person with the Magic System. His sister would either be a mage, knight or a normal person, completely by her own genetics or luck or fate or whatever governed the chances of such things in this world.

Damion had been tempted a few times to get a testing crystal and check Bethany, to see if she had the potential to be a mage, but he held himself back. She would get tested when she was in school, just like all the other children of Saung. He did not want to risk cutting off her dreams early if she did not have the potential or creating an inflated ego if she did and learned of it now.

“Do you think she can be a mage too?” Caleb asked as he watched his little girl play with her toys in the next room.

“There is always that possibility. We won’t know for sure until she gets tested.,” Damion told them. “There were two boys in my class that tested with B Grade talents. And I hear that each year the number of kids with magic affinities increase. So, there is a good chance that Bethany will have magic talent.”

What Damion did not tell his parents, was that even if she had a magic affinity, it might not be the best thing for her. As Damion learned in the past, just because someone had a magic affinity, did not mean they were going to do great things.

Bethany would need a useful magic affinity at a high Rank and a high Rank in her magical talent as well, if she ever wanted to climb the ranks of mages. Without those, she would be better off as a knight or even a normal person. Damion had the Magic System, which was essentially a cheat and even he struggled with the day to day, though that could just be due to Ms. Teft’s training regimen.

After a while, Bethany started to get tired, and Sharon put her to bed. Damion decided it was a good idea for himself. Though he did not actually go to bed just yet. Instead, he sat in his room and meditated. He needed to work hard if he wanted to continue to increase his magic capacity and magic power.

Damion would like to walk around with his Mana Absorption spell active all the time, but if he accidentally touched someone it would be problematic as he would drain their mana instead of the ambient mana in the air.

Despite not keeping the spell active all the time, Damion had used it enough to advance the spell to D Rank. This allowed the spell to pull in 12 mana a second, which meant if he did not use any magic, he could completely refill his mana capacity in under 3 minutes. But even with the higher absorption rate of the spell, it was still a struggle for Damion to overfill his magic core and compress the magic to increase his magic power. Damion was eager to increase his magic power to C Rank before the Magic System unlocked.
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                In the morning Damion woke up to a wailing sound. The noise was not Bethany crying, but the city-wide alert for a beast wave. When the reason for the alarm fully registered in Damion’s mind, he leapt out of his bed and was getting his armor on at breakneck speeds.

“All residents should seek shelter immediately. This is not a drill. I repeat this is not a drill. A beast wave has been spotted moving toward Saung. All residents should seek shelter immediately. Remain in your shelter until the ‘all clear’ is sounded.”

The city-wide announcement confirmed Damion’s fears. As he gathered the rest of his gear Damion’s thoughts turned to his parents and his little sister.

After Damion left his room, he found his father hastily gathering a few items in a carry bag while his mother clutched Bethany to her chest. When his parents saw him and saw that he was wearing his full armor with sword on his hip, their worries for the day grew.

“You need to get to the neighborhood shelter,” Damion told his parents when he saw his father was collecting memories and trinkets.

“Our basement can protect us from C Rank threats,” Caleb said. “Go. We’ll be fine here.”

Damion considered his father’s statement, but something felt off. Even before the warning alarm sounded, Damion had felt something. At first, when he woke up, he thought it was just the remnant of a dream. But now Damion felt it was something else. Strong magic was in the air, stronger than he had ever felt before.

“Go to the shelter. This beast wave is strong.”

“What do you mean? You haven’t even gone outside. How do you know?” Sharon asked.

“I can feel it. The magic in the air. This beast wave is far stronger than anything I have ever felt. I’ve felt C Rank Demonic Beasts before, even A Rank mages, this is magnitudes stronger than anything I have ever felt before.”

“The walls of Saung have never been breached by a beast wave,” Caleb said looking at his son.

“Flying beasts don’t have to breach the walls to be a danger,” Damion argued. “Please just go to the shelter. I have to join the defense forces. I can’t be worried about you and mom and Bethany while I’m out there fighting.”

“Alright,” Sharon spoke up. “We’ll go to the shelter. Go do what you need to do. We’ll be fine. And be careful.”

Satisfied with his mother’s answer, Damion pinched Bethany’s cheek and headed out the door. A glance at his communication tablet told Damion he was to report to the east gate of the city for further assignment.

At the gate, Damion saw Justiciar Mathis Moretti barking out orders to every adventurer that showed up, mage and knight alike. When Damion approached the Justiciar turned his attention to Damion.

“Get up on wall over the gate.”

“What level of beasts are we looking at?” Damion asked.

“The warning came from an adventurer team out in the field. Thousands of Demonic Beasts heading this way. They did not provide a strength assessment. Probably couldn’t. Were too busy running.”

“How long until the beast wave arrives?”

“Ten, maybe fifteen minutes.”

Damion gave a nod to Justiciar Mathis and headed to his position above the gate. Looking out across the farms and empty fields, Damion did not see any signs of the beast wave yet. The automated farms were still running, harvesting as much of their crops that were ready as possible before the beast wave arrived.

After a few minutes, Damion saw in the distance a cloud of dust. The beast wave was approaching, and Damion was sure this was not like any beast wave Saung had ever endured before. If even from this distance Damion could feel the magic of the beast wave Damion was not sure what to think.

“Attention all residents. A beast wave will arrive at the city within five minutes. This is not a drill. All residents should seek shelter immediately. Remain in your shelter until the ‘all clear’ is sounded. All knights and mages are required to report to designated defensive position regardless of status.”

The message went on to repeat three times. By the time the announcement stopped, Damion could see the first groups of beasts in the beast wave. Wind Wolves, Stone Bears, Rock Crabs and Forest Froth Spiders were all rushing towards the city. Damion could not tell how strong these individual beasts were, but these Demonic Beasts normally did not exceed C Rank.

However, Damion knew the first beasts in a beast wave were always the weakest. These beasts were ones driven out of their homes in the Benault Forest. Driven forward by the fear of the stronger Demonic Beasts coming out of whatever Breach spewed them out.

Ms. Teft had instructed Damion on a number of secrets about Breaches and beast waves. The chief of which was that there were two main causes of beast waves. Breaches were the first and the other a powerful Demonic Beast moving into an area claiming it as its new territory, forcing all the other beasts to flee in mindless fury.

Damion doubted a powerful Demonic Beast had been allowed to move across a Yellow Zone or a Green Zone. This left a Breach opening. The most common Breaches were Unstable Breaches, but they typically only spewed out weak Demonic Beasts. However, judging by how many Demonic Beasts were on the way to Saung, Damion guessed that either this was not a typical Breach, or a very powerful Breach opened.

With the Demonic Beasts now in sight, the city’s defenses were activated. From hidden compartments along the top of the wall large turrets were raised. Each turret spouted three cannon barrels, reminding Damion of turrets from the great battleships of bygone wars on Earth.

Ms. Teft had told Damion about the magic cannons hidden in the walls, but he had never seen them before. Just raising the turrets cost a great deal of mana and firing them cost even more. Damion was not exactly sure how they worked. A series of enchantments that focused and channeled mana from magic batteries. Beyond that the only thing Damion understood about the magic cannons was a blast from one of them could take down an A Rank Demonic Beast.

The fact that the city was raising the magic cannons told Damion the situation was serious. If there were not A Rank Demonic Beasts the use of the magic cannons was excessive. In fact, if there were not dozens of A Rank Demonic Beasts then using the cannons would be considered a waste of resources.

As the Demonic Beasts moved closer, the cannons on the walls fired. Damion half expected to go deaf, but these were magic cannons, not cannons from Earth that used explosives to launch projectiles.

The magic blasts shot out from the cannons were balls of different colors. When these magic balls splashed into the ranks of the Demonic Beasts Damion realized the different colors represented different types of magic. The red magic balls burst into flames that incinerated all the beasts in the area. The pale blue magic balls caused everything around them to be frozen in ice. The third magic balls were a mix of blue and silver and when they exploded they shot lightning bolts bouncing between the Demonic Beasts causing them to drop to the ground.
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                The magic cannons were depressed as low as they could go. All of the Demonic Beasts that made it past the barrage would have to be dealt with by the defenders on the walls. From the first wave of Demonic Beasts, not many made it through and those that did were quickly killed by ranged knights on the walls.

Damion watched on in silence. None of the Demonic Beasts had entered his range, or even managed to come close to the east gate at all. The second wave came and was once again annihilated by the combined firepower of the magic cannons and the ranged knights. When the third wave passed through the kill zone of the magic cannons Damion noticed that more of the Demonic Beasts had made it through and were approaching the walls.

The ranged knights were still able to finish off the remaining Demonic Beasts of the third wave without a problem, but they had made it noticeably closer to the wall. When the fourth wave passed through the kill zone, Damion noticed that many of the Demonic Beasts, despite having been hit by the magic cannons, made it through.

Damion did not recognize any of these Demonic Beasts, but that did not trouble Damion. What troubled him, were the flying Demonic Beasts. The ranged knights started attacking the flying Demonic Beasts, but they were not having much luck. When the flying Demonic Beasts came closer several of the mages on the walls sent their spells towards the Demonic Beasts. One of the Demonic Beasts fell from the sky, but the rest closed in.

After channeling mana into his sword Damion sent a pillar of fire into the sky. The flying Demonic Beasts scattered when Damion’s attack flashed through the air. Damion altered the angle of his attack and managed to catch one. The flying beast had its feathers burned off and it tumbled out of the sky, hitting the ground hard.

Just as Damion was targeting another of the flying Demonic Beasts a roar rang out. Damion felt as if his spine was shaking, the sound of the roar was infused with magic and it was suffocating to Damion.

In the distance Damion saw a large Demonic Beast that, if it was not moving, could easily have been mistaken for a mountain. An Arcdotus. Damion recognized the enormous bear Demonic Beast immediately. This was an S Rank Demonic Beast with Ice and Sound magic affinity, and it was not alone.

Beyond the first Arcdotus that Damion spotted were two more. Three S Rank Demonic Beasts. One was enough to breach the walls of Saung. Three. Three was enough to flatten the city.

The magic cannons turned, each targeting the closest Arcdotus. Once all the magic cannons came to bear they fired at once peppering the Demonic Beast. The Arcdotus let out another roar which sent Damion to his knees, blood running out of his ears.

The magic power in the roar squeezed Damion’s heart, along with the hearts of most of the other defenders on the wall. More than half the defenders were on their knees, clutching their chests.

“Fear not valiant defenders,” a melodious voice rang across the battlefield. When Damion heard the voice he felt the grip on his heart slacken.

Looking up, Damion saw a woman standing in the air with a staff held above her head in one hand. Damion did not need anyone to tell him, this woman was an S Rank mage. She had a long braid of pure white hair that ran down to the small of her back and pure white skin peeking out from her long amber robes.

The Arcdotus was not happy seeing its roar attack being negated. The Demonic Beast opened its mouth again, but instead of a roar, it sent out a beam of ice towards the city wall. The ice beam struck the wall, dropping the temperature in the area by several degrees. Where the ice beam struck the wall the defenders there were flash frozen with looks of shock of torment on their faces.

As Damion was registering the attack hitting the wall a few dozen meters from him the Arcdotus charged towards Saung. The Demonic Beast completely ignored the attacks from knights and mages. The magic cannons could still hit the Arcdotus since it was so large, but even the blasts from the magic cannons were shrugged off.

The Arcdotus tore through the farms along the wall and then slammed into the frozen section of the wall. Even through Damion was dozens of meters away from the point of impact, he was knocked into the air. When Damion came down he tumbled off the wall, landing outside the city. Damion hit the ground hard, but after the years of training from Ms. Teft, Damion was able to get to his feet and shake off the pain from the fall.

The Demonic Beasts on the ground quickly swarmed towards the gap in the wall, ignoring Damion entirely. Damion could not allow these Demonic Beasts into the city. Most of the people of Saung should be safely inside the shelters by now, but there were always stragglers and stubborn people.

With a leap, Damion flew over the heads of the various Demonic Beasts and landed on the rubble in the gap of the wall. The S Rank Demonic Beast was already inside the city, with two more still in the distance, but Damion could not worry with threats so far out of his weight class, right now Damion had to focus on the Demonic Beasts in front of him.

Wind Wolves, Stone Bears and Rock Crabs surged forward. These Demonic Beasts were strong, but thankfully, not at C Rank. Each slash of Damion’s flaming sword cut through flesh and sent a Demonic Beast stumbling down the rubble of the wall.

From atop the wall there were still defenders raining arrows and spells down on the Demonic Beasts charging towards the gap. One by one Damion cut down the Demonic Beasts that made it to the gap. As Damion continued to fight he fell into a rhythm. A slash of a sword would kill any of the Demonic Beasts that came too close and when they stayed out of range Damion would send out a fire slash or when there were too many a fire pillar to cull their numbers.

The knights and mages defending the wall watched in awe as Damion held the gap. None of them knew who this young knight with the flaming sword was, but they were all impressed by his performance.

Inside the city the S Rank Arcdotus was being contained by several S Rank mages. Though contained was a bit of an optimistic way of looking at it. Three S Rank mages were preventing the Arcdotus from wreaking havoc over the city and were even slowly wearing the Demonic Beast down. But they were not close to defeating it.

The two Arcdotus still outside the city were the focus of the magic cannons on the wall and several S Rank mages that were keeping them from charging into the city as well.

Damion of course knew none of this. The world he currently existed in contained him, his sword and an area of about 50 meters around him. With the magic cannons focused on the S Rank Demonic Beasts there was nothing cutting down the waves of Demonic Beasts heading towards the city and the gap in the wall that Damion was defending.

All Damion could do was focus on the fight in front of him. He paid no attention to the setting sun, or night or even dawn when it arrived. The defenders on the walls all had to drink potions and receive healing, but Damion stood alone in the gap without a rest creating a legend for himself.
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                If Damion had been paying attention to the time, he would have realized that in less than 24 hours the Magic System would be fully unlocked, but right now his focus was on protecting the city and staying alive. If his focus waivered for a moment he would realize how exhausted he was and quite likely collapse.

Unbeknownst to Damion, Ms. Teft and the other A Rank mages of the city were outside the walls, striking down anything over C Rank. The typical defender of the walls were C and D rank knights with a few B Rank knights and mages coordinating the defensive efforts.

Damion wondered a few times why no one had volunteered or been ordered to help him defend the gap, but he could not afford to spare much time to think on it. The truth was that Justiciar Mathis saw how well Damion was doing and ordered his defenders to other locations. Other places along his section of the wall that were not doing as well. Justiciar Mathis kept ranged knights and a few mages on the wall sections by the gap, but only to keep too many Demonic Beasts from charging in at Damion.

Justiciar Mathis watched Damion fight and could not help but feel that the boy was a force of nature. Impossible for the Demonic Beasts to overcome and quite quickly earning a reputation, not just among the people of Saung, but also with the high-ranking mages that had come to join the defense as well as other B, C and D Rank knights and mages from other cities that had taken up the call to defend Saung as well.

As Damion continued to cut down Demonic Beasts intent on charging into the city he realized that he was no longer just facing Wind Wolves and Stone Bears. This new wave of Demonic Beasts were goblins.

The greenish grey skinned Demonic Beasts leapt at him from impossible distances and at first appeared that many of them were going to make it past him. That was until the ranged knights on the walls knocked them out of the air with arrows. The goblins’ uncanny ability to dodge attacks only worked when they were focused on the one they were attacking, and these goblins had been focused on Damion. This allowed the ranged knights to take them down easily.

Without the worry that the goblins were going to just jump over his head and get into the city, Damion refocused on the battle. Most of the goblins were armed with short daggers and knives, but Damion noticed a few with long swords and a couple that were hanging back with staves.

Three goblins advanced on Damion, each with a sword in hand and a crude spike shield strapped to their other arm. Two goblins leapt at Damion, their swords stretched in front of them to impale him. Damion blocked one of the swords with his own and the other he knocked to the side with the back of his gauntlet.

Both of the goblins that leapt towards him passed by Damion and were struck down by arrows when they turned to attack Damion from behind. The third goblin charged forward and Damion was forced to parry his blow. This goblin was slightly bigger than the rest and Damion was not sure what that meant, other than that it had more strength. As Damion traded blows with the goblin, Damion quickly began to suspect that this goblin was a C Rank Demonic Beast.

While Damion continued to fight evenly with this goblin, more began to creep closer, each waiting for the chance to strike. Damion knew he could not afford to prolong this fight, but he also was not sure how to end it quickly.

The only reason Damion had even been able to fight through the entire day before, through the night and well into this day, was because of Mana Absorption. He was pulling in mana to keep his spells going and as he was pulling mana in, it was also refreshing his body to stave off exhaustion. However, that effect would not last forever and very soon Damion would collapse, even with Mana Absorption running.

‘Mana Absorption,’ Damion realized, was the answer to his problem.

With a flourish of his sword, Damion knocked the goblin’s blade and arm above its head. Before the goblin could bring its blade back in line, Damion took a step closer and grabbed the goblin’s wrist. Mana Absorption immediately went to work. The goblin quickly lost mana and with it, its stamina, all of which flowed into Damion. With the goblin weakened and himself refreshed, Damion quickly brought his blade in, stabbing the goblin through the gut.

The entire exchange only took a few seconds and Damion doubted anyone would notice the goblin’s strange sudden weakness.

When the goblin’s champion fell, the goblin mages started slinging spells Damion’s way. Apparently, the goblins felt it was better to kill this foe with magic instead of sending in another batch of warriors.

Damion answered with a fire pillar, sweeping it across the goblin formation. Most of the goblins scattered, but a few were caught in the fire. What Damion achieved though, was that the goblins were forced to stop sending spells at him and also to stop paying attention to the mages and ranged knights on the walls in order to dodge Damion’s fire pillar. With their focus diverted the ranged knights and mages cut down the goblin mages and decimated the ranks of goblin warriors. The few remaining goblins turned and leapt out towards the open fields. A few were cut down by ranged knights, but several dozen managed to get away.

“You! Move out of the gap now,” someone shouted at Damion. Damion was too tired to argue, so he jumped off the rubble of the wall and into the city. Deactivating Mana Absorption just in case someone gave him a congratulatory pat on the back.

As soon as Damion was clear of the gap in the wall, a group of mages channeled their magic, and the wall began to reconstruct itself. Damion could tell the wall was not as strong as before and the mages could not rebuild the magic cannons that were destroyed by the Arcdotus, but the wall would be strong enough to keep everything below B Rank from breaking through. A temporary patch, but effective.

“My word boy, what possessed you to try and hold the gap against such a horde and for hours,” the same voice said to Damion. Damion turned to see a gruff looking man with hair the color of granite, somehow it even sparkled it places. Damion rested against a wall and was mesmerized by the man’s hair. Before Damion could figure out how to answer the mage someone else spoke up.

“The boy jumped in right after the breach happened,” Justiciar Mathis said, jolting Damion out of his stupor. “He was doing so well that it allowed me to move my forces and cover some of the other breaches better, which also let your team of Stone mages fix them faster. Got a problem with my tactics Mage Mason?”

“Of course not, Justiciar Moretti,” the mage answered. “I was just flustered by the boy’s performance is all. There are not many people capable of doing what he just did. I wonder who his teacher is?”

Mage Mason turned to Damion expecting an answer, but Damion had already fallen asleep leaning against the wall. Justiciar Mathis picked the young man up and carried him over to one of the field hospitals that had been set up for the wounded and laid him down on a cot.
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                “Are you going to tell me?” Mage Mason asked Justiciar Mathis.

“What? You want to snatch him away from his teacher?” Justiciar Mathis asked the man with an amused smile.

Mage Mason realized something was going on, some hidden meaning in Justiciar’s Mathis’ words, but he was not sure what. The young man was a talent. A force of nature with a sword and Mage Mason could feel the magic radiating off of him, it was clear the boy was trained as a knight, but the young man was meant to be a mage, he just knew it.

“If I have to. The boy is clearly a mage, but he is trained as a knight. I want to know who would do such an injustice to a rare talent.”

“It isn’t my place to say,” Justiciar Mathis responded. He had already confirmed with Ms. Teft, that he was not to reveal Damion’s information to anyone. “Let the boy rest for now. There are still two S Rank Demonic Beasts out there and hundreds of other Demonic Beasts still attacking the city. Go make sure your patches are holding."

Mage Mason eyed Justiciar Mathis but did not say anything back. Elliot Mason was an A Rank Stone mage and very much unaccustomed to taking orders from a B Rank knight. But Justiciar Mathis was in charge of this sector of the city defenses. Anyone coming into his area answered to him, even S Ranks. On top of that he was also a Justiciar and a high ranking one. The political power he commanded was also substantial and it was not worth antagonizing the knight.

Damion slept soundly for the rest of the day and through the night. Many of the defenders on the wall that had to come off to rest or be healed saw Damion sleeping there and recalled his astonishing feat of holding the gap and could not believe how young he looked while laying on the cot in the makeshift hospital.

Some people coming into the hospital, mostly mages from further down the wall that had only heard rumors of a skilled knight holding a gap in the wall, saw Damion and looked down on him with contempt. Since Damion did not have a scratch on him and he looked like a young man in his prime sleeping while everyone else risked their lives.

A few of the mages, who had received serious injuries defending their sections of the wall, even went so far as to try and wake Damion and throw him out of the makeshift hospital. The healers put a stop to that quickly and even threatened not to heal the troublemakers if they did not promise to behave.

Damion woke up in the early morning hours and the Magic System flashed more than a dozen notifications to him from his battles. Damion had managed to complete the E Rank quest to kill Ferocious Beasts and Demonic Beasts, as well as the D Rank quest. Finishing off these two quests netted Damion 900 experience points and 24 Store Credits.

What really surprised Damion were the notifications of Damion finishing four stages of the kill C Rank Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts. Each stage of this quest rewarded Damion with 100 experience points and 5 Store Credits. Just these four completions almost matched the Store Credits given by the other 9 quests he had completed.

Once Damion had finished looking through the notifications, he sat up on his cot and looked around where he was. A number of the cots were filled by people missing arms and legs, even some who were badly burned. This was not a place Damion wanted to stick around, so he quickly got up and went in search of Justiciar Mathis.

While he searched, Damion pulled a ration pack from one of his storage pouches on his belt and began eating. He had not eaten anything in over a day. Thankfully he had worn his backpack canteen and had been able to take occasional sips of water, so he was not dehydrated, but he was still quite hungry.

By the time Damion found Justiciar Mathis he was finishing off his third ration pack but was eager to get back into the fight. The countdown on the Magic System was down to just over 3 hours and Damion needed something to occupy his mind while the seconds ticked by.

“Finally awake,” Justiciar Mathis said to Damion when he saw him approaching.

“I take one little nap in two days and suddenly everyone loses their minds,” Damion joked.

“You made quite the spectacle of yourself out there. I think almost every mage above B Rank that is a part of this defense has sent me an inquiry about you. Luckily, I can ignore them for the time being. But you are going to get swarmed when this fight is over. Are you ready for that?”

“I don’t suppose I have much choice now do I?”

“Not unless you leave now, but you’ll have to try and get out the west gate. Too many fights going on from the north down the east side of the city all the way down to the south gate. I wouldn’t recommend it though.”

“Why is that?” Damion asked.

“If someone sees you, which they will, they’ll mark you down as a deserter. You’ll lose your adventurer license, forfeit all the money on your payment card and basically become an exile.”

“Yeah, I guess I’ll pass. Where do you need me?”

“Head up to the position you held above the gate. The fighting is slowing down and in an hour or so I suspect command will order most of our forces off the walls to hunt down all the Demonic Beasts that have managed to scurry away.”

“Why not go now?”

“The S Ranks are still fighting the last of the S Rank Demonic Beasts.”

“Do beast waves usually have three S Rank Demonic Beasts?”

“Three? I’ve never been in a beast wave that even had one. Usually, it’s some B maybe a few A Ranks. But so far we’ve counted, aside from the three S Ranks, 40 A Rank Demonic Beasts 167 B Rank Demonic Beasts and they stopped counting at a thousand for the C Rank.”

“Sounds like this is quite the fight of the century. Is every S Rank in the world here?”

“I don’t know about that, but when the S Rank Demonic Beasts were spotted a general call went out. Unless they were occupied somewhere else or too far from a teleportation platform, the S Rank Mages all came.”

“And now they all want to know my name,” Damion mused.

“Not just your name, but who taught you and why a mage with such high potential was trained as a knight.”

“I’m sure Ms. Teft will have answers for them,” Damion said with a wave as he hurried towards the wall to resume his post.

No one should know he was a mage, at least not yet. It was possible that with the little time remaining and his excessive use of the fire attack glyph on his sword made watchers thought he was a mage, but he would have thought the Magic System would have blocked everyone’s senses just like in the past.

            

    
        Chapter 99 – Clean Up Duty

    
    
    
    
                As Damion looked off the wall around Saung he saw the automated farms were almost entirely destroyed. The lush open fields around the city had been burned and frozen and were pockmarked with craters from magical explosions. Damion had never seen a warzone before, but he supposed this was what most looked like. Destruction as far as the eye could see and everywhere people just trying to survive.

The call to move off the wall and attack the remnants of the beast wave should be coming at any moment. Not long after that the Magic System’s timer would reach zero and unlock. This would grant Damion his long desired magic affinity and let him use magic like the mage he was.

Far in the distance flashes of light could be seen. Explosions of magic. Damion could not tell what was happening, but he knew it was the fight between the S Rank mages and the final S Rank Arcdotus that had attacked Saung with the beast wave.

After several more minutes the flashes of magic ceased and there was a rumbling felt through the ground and Saung’s wall. Damion guessed this meant the S Rank Arcdotus had fallen.

Damion had already received his orders. He was to proceed with the four other people on top of the east gate with him to hunt down any Demonic Beast or Ferocious Beast between Saung and the Benault Forest. Everyone C Rank and below had been put into groups like this. B Rank individuals would be roaming freely, to help out any group that ran into something too strong for them.

Since this was just a forced grouping, neither Damion nor the other people in his group, had bothered to learn each other’s names. There were two people Damion paid attention to, their healer and a brown-haired C Rank knight. The other two knights were only E Rank and Damion suspected they were assigned to his group so they would have something to do.

The A Rank and S Rank mages were left out of Damion’s orders. He guessed they would be handling Demonic Beasts inside the Benault Forest and searching for Breaches. If the Breaches were Unstable Breaches, then they had probably already collapsed on their own. But Semi-Stable Breaches would need to be cleared a few times before they would close. Damion wondered if he would get to go into any of those Breaches, but with the level of Demonic Beasts in this beast wave he guessed the answer would be no.

“All parties, head out to clear the area,” Justiciar Mathis called out.

The defenders let out a cheer and many of them started jumping off the wall to the ground. While a few went down from the wall normally and headed out the city gate, Damion guessed those were the lower Rank knights and mages, not entirely sure of their power.

Damion joined his party on the road after jumping from the top of the gate himself. With their entire group ready, they all took off at a run heading away from the city in search of Demonic Beasts. To Damion it seemed like they were just jogging along, but to a normal person watching on they would appear to be moving quite quickly.

Despite how quickly they were moving, they were still not as fast as ground cars, and they would have to rest quite soon if they continued at the pace they were moving. Luckily, the person Justiciar Mathis had designated the leader, the C Rank Light mage, was the first out of breath and called for a stop.

Damion had wondered why Justiciar Mathis had placed this person in charge of the group and now Damion felt like he knew, so they would not get left behind.

“Sorry, I don’t run a lot,” the healer huffed. “Anyone see anything?”

“There is a group of Wind Wolves over that way,” a brown-haired knight said pointing with one hand while holding a tablet in the other.

The tablet was connected to the Adventurer Association’s tracking grid. After the S Rank Demonic Beasts were taken down, the Adventurer Association launched magic drones into the air to scout and detect Demonic Beasts. The drones had enough magic to fly for about three hours, which meant they would stay out for two and then start automatically heading back to the Association.

This gave all the teams a window to easily find groups of Demonic Beasts. Once the magic drones returned to the Adventurer Association for recharging all the teams would be left with the last bit of data transmitted, which might help, but if the Demonic Beasts had moved on or been taken out by another team then they would have just waisted time.

“Alright, let’s go,” the healer said.

Damion’s group headed over and quickly made short work of the Wind Wolves. All of these Demonic Beasts were only E and F Rank. Against a party with a D Rank and a C Rank knight, these Demonic Beasts were powerless.

Once the Wind Wolves were dealt with the party moved on to another group of Demonic Beasts. The carcasses of the Wind Wolves were left were they fell, just like the carcasses of all the Demonic Beasts in the beast wave. It was more important to secure the Green Zone than it was to make money.

The Adventurer Association would be sending out collectors, normal people paid to harvest Demonic Beasts and Ferocious Beast bodies, once the ‘all clear’ was sounded and people were allowed to leave the shelters. The majority of the funds would be used to repair damaged property while the rest was to be split up amongst the defenders based on their Rank and contribution.

After an hour had passed since Damion’s team was sent out in the field and they had already taken out a dozen small groups of Demonic Beasts. Damion had to force himself not to check the timer on the Magic System. He knew it was almost time, but he did not want to look and be tormented by the seconds counting down.

As Damion was wrestling with himself mentally, the brown-haired knight announced their next target.

“There is a solo beast about a kilometer north of here. Doesn’t look like any other teams are anywhere close to it. Once we take it out, there doesn’t appear to be anything within 5 kilometers of us.”

“Let’s get to it then,” the healer said as he took off towards the north. The rest of the party followed after and within a couple of minutes they had closed in on the Demonic Beast.

Damion did not recognize the type of Demonic Beast, but it looked like a giant crocodile. It was roughly ten meters long and had a thick dark red hide with defensive scales and spikes on its back. The Demonic Beast was completely ignoring them and was just walking along the open field.

“It’s a Deinosuchus,” one of the E Rank knights said.

“How strong is it?” the healer asked.

“How should I know?” the E Rank shot back.

“The drone has identified it as a C Rank Demonic Beast,” the brown-haired knight said.

“C Rank, then we should be able to take it,” the healer said looking back and forth from Damion to the brown-haired knight for confirmation.

“My sword is only a D Rank artifact,” Damion told them. “I’ll have trouble cutting through that thing’s hide.”

“I might be able to pierce it’s hide, but even if it is a C Rank Beast, it can really hurt us if we are caught off guard. And I don’t like the fact that it is ignoring us,” the brown-haired knight said.

“One of you act as a distraction, the other go for the vulnerable points. The rest of us will hang back and support,” the healer threw out a plan that Damion could not disagree with.

“I’ll be the distraction,” Damion said as he drew his sword and rushed forward alongside the Deinosuchus, aiming to get ahead of it. To distract it, he needed for the Demonic Beast to know he was here.

            

    
        Chapter 100 – Zero 

    
    
    
    
                Once Damion was well ahead of the Deinosuchus, he stopped and pointed his sword at the Demonic Beast, unleashing a fire pillar attack from his sword’s fire attack glyph. The attack splashed against the Deinosuchus’ head leaving a slight burn. Damion was happy to see he had injured the Demonic Beast, but considering he had unleashed his best attack and only managed to slightly burn it did not bode well.

The Deinosuchus let out a roar and shot forward at Damion, trying to catch him in its jaws. Damion easily stepped out of the way and stabbed his sword into the side of the Demonic Beast, but he was not able to pierce its flesh.

Feeling Damion’s attack, the Deinosuchus spun its body in search of Damion. When it spun it swung its tail quickly, which caught most of the other party off guard and they were knocked back by it. Luckily, no one was injured, but it served as a reminder to the party of the size of the Demonic Beast they were facing.

Damion continued to attack the Demonic Beast and dodge out of the way of its attacks. The Deinosuchus was quickly getting frustrated with his tactics and Damion was afraid the Demonic Beast was going to go after the more vulnerable members of his group if he and the brown-haired knight were not able to start hurting it.

“Go for the eyes,” the healer shouted to Damion and the brown-haired knight.

The brown-haired knight was not in a position to be able to hit the eyes, but Damion believed it was a good idea. The problem was getting the Deinosuchus to stay still long enough to give either of them a clear shot.

Damion had already tried several times to hit the Demonic Beast in the eyes with fire slashes and fire pillars, but because of the size of the Deinosuchus, getting the right angle was not easy. The slightest movement by the Deinosuchus would result in his attack just hitting the beast’s thick hide.

By now the Deinosuchus had a number of burns on its body from Damion’s fire attacks and Damion had even begun trying to attack the same places repeatedly, hoping to wear down the Demonic Beast’s defenses. Unfortunately, the Deinosuchus had very thick skin, Damion’s attacks just weren’t enough to penetrate, even after multiple attacks in the same location.

The brown-haired knight sent out another attack, catching the Deinosuchus’ attention and not in a good way. The Demonic Beast let out a roar and it spewed fire out at the knight, catching him off guard and giving him quite the burns.

While the healer and the rest of the party rushed to pull the brown-haired knight out of the area where he might be trampled by the Deinosuchus for healing, Damion jumped on top of the beast.

Damion landed on the back of the Deinosuchus, and it evidently felt Damion landing on its back as it let out another roar and tried to turn its head to attack Damion. Luckily, the Deinosuchus’ tail could not come around to swat Damion and the Deinosuchus could not turn its head far enough to spew fire at him. All Damion had to do now was figure out how to hurt the Demonic Beast from his new position, and he had to do it before the Deinosuchus turned its attention to his teammates.

Damion tried stabbing down, putting his full force behind his blade, but he was not able to pierce the strong hide of the Deinosuchus. Next he began unleashing fire attacks into the back of the Demonic Beast, but the Deinosuchus’ armored hide on its back was stronger than elsewhere, and Damion was not even leaving slight burns.

The Deinosuchus was quickly realizing that while Damion was a nuisance, he was not a threat and began to turn its attention to the rest of Damion’s party. As Damion felt the Deinosuchus move beneath him, he realized what the Demonic Beast was about to do and quickly started making his way up the Deinosuchus’ back.

When Damion reached the back of the Deinosuchus’ head, the Demonic Beast was opening its large jaws to spew out a fire attack at his party, leaving Damion with no choice but to attack quickly.

As the beast opened its jaws, Damion leapt forward and stabbed down with his sword into the eye of the Deinosuchus. Damion’s sword pierced the Demonic Beast’s eyeball and instead of a roar of fire, the Deinosuchus let out a roar of pain.

The Deinosuchus shook its head trying to shake loose Damion and his sword, but Damion hung on, his sword up to the hilt in the Demonic Beast’s eye. Even though he was able to pierce the eye, his sword was not cutting through it, so Damion hung there unwilling to give up his weapon.

As the Deinosuchus continued to struggle, it brought one of its forelegs up in an attempt to swipe at its eye. The Demonic Beast’s long claws slashed into Damion, overwhelming the magic shield of his armor and cutting into it. The force of the blow knocked Damion free of his sword, which was left in the Deinosuchus’ eye.

Damion rolled on the ground trying to stay out from under the Deinosuchus’ clawed foot as it stomped on the ground. Damion was able to keep the Deinosuchus’ attention with his attack that put out one of the Demonic Beast’s eyes, but it came at the cost of his weapon.

Now all Damion had was a dagger, that was not even an artifact. Not able to do any harm to the Deinosuchus and needing time to figure out how to get his sword back, Damion took off running. Damion figured if he was able to lead the Demonic Beast away, it would give their healer a chance to heal the brown-haired knight and perhaps he would be able to lend Damion a weapon.

What Damion did not realize, was that the healer had already hit the panic button on the tablet. This was for use when teams ran into Demonic Beasts that were too strong for them. The healer only hoped that help would arrive before Damion ended up eaten.

The Deinosuchus chased after Damion and as the young soon to be mage dodged spouts of fire coming from behind, he realized he did have one weapon left. Now that he was away from his party members, Damion could freely use Mana Absorption. Activating the spell Damion turned and jumped high into the air. Damion’s leap took him well above the snout of the Deinosuchus and Damion landed on the creatures back.

Damion quickly grabbed onto the spikes on the Demonic Beast’s back to stop himself from being shaken off as Mana Absorption began siphoning mana from the Deinosuchus into Damion.

The Deinosuchus evidently realized what was happening and tried to rid itself of Damion. Luckily, Damion guessed this was likely to happen and had already secured a strong grip.

In the distance the rest of the party watched in confusion as the Deinosuchus stopped and appeared to be trying to shake like a dog. The only thing they could guess was that to avoid being eaten, Damion had jumped on the Demonic Beast’s back and was refusing to let go.

The Deinosuchus eventually had enough and threw itself on its back. When Damion realized the Demonic Beast meant to squish him, he threw himself free of the Deinosuchus’s back before it could smash him into the ground. Just as Damion was feeling down and wondering what his next move was he heard a familiar sound.

*Ding*

{The Magic System has fully unlocked. Congratulations host. Please review your new status as a mage.}

            

    
        Chapter 101 – Mage At Last

    
    
    
    
                *Ding*

{The Magic System has fully unlocked. Congratulations host. Please review your new status as a mage.}

Damion quickly reviewed his status and was unsure what he was looking at. He could afford to ask the Magic System questions later, for now he needed to know if he had magic he could use.

[Magic System]

[System Level: 1]

[User: Damion Wells]

[Age: 18]

[Magic Talent: EX]

[Magic Affinity: Ice EX]

[Mana: 1980/1860]

[Magic Power: 4,765]

[Mana Recovery: 0.05 P/S]

[Strength: 95]

[Dexterity: 101]

[Vitality: 115]

[Intelligence: 133]

[Experience: 3,900/1,000]

[Store Credits: 96]


‘Ice affinity!’ Damion screamed mentally. He was excited that he finally had a magic affinity. He did not know what EX meant. He assumed that was his rank, but he had no idea how EX compared to the other Ranks, since it did not conform to the normal Rank convention of Nerotath. Damion thought it might be a special E Rank or perhaps something else entirely.

What Damion did know, was that the Magic System had previously memorized several Ice magic seals and he needed one of them desperately now.

‘System, what Ice magic spells do I have available?’ Damion quickly asked the system.

The Deinosuchus was rolling back to its feet and in just a few seconds the Demonic Beast would realize that Damion had not been squashed and come over to eat him.

{Available Ice spells are.}

[Ice Shard - Active - (F Rank 20 Mana) Shoots an ice shard at your target.]

[Ice Breath - Active - (F Rank 5 Mana P/S) Breathe freezing air up to 1 meter away.]

[Ice Shield Active - (F Rank 20 Mana) Conjure a shield to block physical and magic attacks.]

[Icy Grasp - Active - (F Rank 15 Mana P/S) Chill your target on touch. Can completely freeze a target if held long enough]

‘Ice Shield,’ Damion thought and as he focused on his new magic, a circle of ice began forming in front of him. Damion focused on channeling his mana and the ice grew forming a strong shield.

The Deinosuchus spewed out its fire attack, but Damion’s new spell was able to overcome the Demonic Beast’s fire, leaving Damion unharmed. Damion could not help but think that his EX Rank was not a special form of E Rank, but something different. Something the Magic System, that was not from this world, gave especially to him.

When the Deinosuchus’s fire attack ended Damion lowered his Ice Shield and focused on one of the other spells he had just unlocked. Raising his right hand up with his palm out Damion cast his next spell, Ice Shard.

A small shard of Ice formed in front of Damion’s palm and then went flying off towards the Deinosuchus. Damion did not think much of this small piece of ice, but when the ice shard pierced through the hide of the Demonic Beast, Damion was instantly impressed.

Keeping his palm up, Damion began to channel his mana again and started repeatedly casting his Ice Shard spell. One by one the small pieces of ice pierced into the Demonic Beast’s hide causing the Deinosuchus to roar in pain with each hit.

As Damion kept attacking, his party made their way over and watched in confusion as Damion cast spell after spell into the Demonic Beast. Occasionally, the Deinosuchus would spew fire again, but Damion easily brought up his Ice Shield to protect himself.

When the Deinosuchus seemed to be nearing complete exhaustion, Damion was about to send another attack with his Ice Shard spell but was stopped.

“That is enough,” a woman said before sending a spear of light into the Deinosuchus’ head killing the Demonic Beast instantly.

Damion turned and looked at her and realized she was the same white-haired woman that had shown up at the east gate to protect people from the Arcdotus' roar attack. Damion was quite sure this woman was an S Rank healer, but what she was doing here was a mystery to Damion.

“You should not play with Demonic Beasts,” the woman scolded Damion.

“I was just trying to finish it off,” Damion said defensively as he walked over and removed his sword from the Deinosuchus’ eye. He was feeling quite tired, both physically and mentally. All he wanted to do right now was go home and sleep for a week. The last thing he needed was an S Rank nosing about his life. He needed to find Ms. Teft.

“Mage Bianco,” Damion’s group healer greeted. “I had no idea you would be the one to respond to our distress signal.”

The woman’s name sounded familiar, and Damion was quickly able to remember why. Theodore Bianco. The Holy affinity S Rank talent he and Arica had been in several parties with. If this S Rank mage had the same last name, there was a good chance they were related. As Damion looked at the woman he could not help but wonder what the chances were of two S Rank talents being in the same family.

Damion’s entire party appeared to be shocked, first by Damion using magic and now by the appearance of this S Rank mage. Even though there was a legendary mage standing amongst them, Damion felt that all eyes were on him and it made him more than a little uncomfortable.

“You were the young man that held the gap in the wall by the east gate,” Mage Bianco said when she looked at Damion’s face. She had not recognized him before, but now she did.

“Yes I was,” Damion replied. “Our group needs to get back to Saung. If you’ll excuse us.”

“Not until you explain why you have been hiding your S Rank magic affinity.”

“S Rank affinity?” Damion was at a loss for a moment. The Magic System listed his Ice affinity at EX Rank. Why would Mage Bianco say he had an S Rank affinity unless…

Damion quickly reached into one of his waist pouches and pulled out a small mirror and looked himself in the mirror. His brown ordinary hair had turned light blue, appearing almost white, a very stark contrast to how he looked just minutes ago.

As Damion searched his mind for a way to explain his situation Ms. Teft finally appeared giving Damion some much needed relief.

“There will be a conference tomorrow to debrief all the A and S Ranks, as well as plan out recovery efforts for Saung,” Ms. Teft told Mage Bianco. “Damion’s situation will be explained then.”

“What makes you think I will wait that long for an explanation Mage Teft?” Mage Bianco responded coldly.

“He is my student. And this is not the territory of your Erythraean Academy. Count yourself lucky I am willing to provide any explanation at all,” Ms. Teft said firmly.

Ms. Teft waved her hand, and a ground car appeared out of nowhere. Damion knew it had to have come out of Ms. Teft’s spatial storage artifact, but the rest of his party was quite shocked to see it.

“Go back to the city. Have a good night’s rest. I will come and see you in the morning,” Ms. Teft told Damion.

Damion saw no reason to say anything, he just climbed in the ground car and looked to the rest of his group. After a brief moment of hesitation, the group climbed into the ground car and Damion set off towards Saung.

            

    
        Chapter 102 – Checking The Store

    
    
    
    
                “Someone else want to drive?” Damion asked his group. Their healer was sitting next to him and could easily take over, but Damion was not sure if the young man would want to. “I’m exhausted.”

“Sure,” the healer said taking over the controls.

Free of the need to pay attention to the ruined fields they were driving through on their way back to Saung, Damion closed his eyes. The Magic System was now fully unlocked and he wanted to explore the information behind those previously locked menus.

Damion closed his eyes and brought up the Magic System. Before he could even start exploring the new features the Magic System sent him a notification.

*Ding*

{Magic System has enough experience to upgrade to level 2. Would you like to upgrade now?}

[Yes] [No]

Damion looked at the options in front of him, not sure if he should let the Magic System level up right now or not. He supposed the real question was, what did the level up entail.

‘System, what will happen if I tell you to level up now?’

{Once level up is selected, the Magic System will shut down. Throughout the update process host will be without access to the Magic System until the level up finishes.}

‘How long will the level up take?’

{The upgrade process will take twelve hours.}

‘Is the system able to be upgraded while I sleep?’

{Affirmative.}

‘Begin the process once I go to sleep,’ Damion told the Magic System. It was best if he never noticed the absence of the system and going to sleep and then waking up with new features to play with sounded good to him.

What Damion wanted to see right now what was in the Shop that he had been wanting to unlock for eighteen years. Damion had 96 Store Credits from finishing various quests over the years. He just hopped that these 96 Credits would be enough for something good.

[Magic System Store]

[Awaken a new Magic Affinity - 50 Credits]

[Increase Magic Power - 10 Credits]

[Increase Magic Regeneration - 10 Credits]

[Increase Mana Capacity - 10 Credits]

[Increase Magic Affinity - 1,000 Credits]

[Random Attribute Potion - 50 Credits]

[Strength Potion - 100 Credits]

[Dexterity Potion - 100 Credits]

[Vitality Potion - 100 Credits]

[Intelligence Potion - 100 Credits]


When Damion saw the available items he was both excited and let down. 96 Credits could get him a variety of things, but what each item did was not entirely clear. Damion did not want to purchase anything right now.

For one thing he was not sure how the purchase happened and if something just appeared in his lap the other people in the ground car were going to question it. But he also wanted to see if new items became available after the Magic System upgraded to level 2.

A few things on the list caught Damion’s eye. Increasing his magic regeneration, capacity and magic power seemed self-explanatory and could be very useful if he needed a boost to breakthrough to the next Rank.

Increase magic affinity seemed a tad expensive, but Damion guessed that to push an affinity up a Rank was not an easy thing to do. He remembered well how much the Heavenly Wind Enhancing Fruit had cost. This seemed to do the same thing and possibly more, since the Heavenly Fruits could only push a person up to A Rank.

The item Damion most wanted to buy was to awaken a new magic affinity. People with multiple affinities were as rare as A Rank mages. The downside of having more than one affinity was naturally the number of spells a person was limited to learning. As much as Damion would like to awaken a second or even a third affinity, he had to consider how useful would it really be? Besides, until he started mastering his Ice affinity, he figured it would be a good idea not to throw something else into the mix.

‘How much of an increase do the potions give to an attribute?’ Damion asked the Magic System mentally.

{Each attribute potion will increase the respective attribute by 1 point.}

One point did not seem like very much to Damion, but then if he reached a plateau in his training, being able to take one of these potions to increase his strength or even increase his intelligence could be worthwhile.

‘Is there a limit to how many can be taken?’

{There is no limit to the number of purchases or uses.}

‘So, if I had 10,000 points I could buy 100 Strength Potions and almost double my strength?’

{Negative. The price of each item increases after each purchase.}

‘How much does the price increase?’

{The price increases by 50 percent of the current price with each purchase.}

When Damion heard that he had to stop himself from choking. Everyone in the ground car looked at him funny, but when Damion did not open his eyes, they just decided he had swallowed a bug or something and went back to ignoring him.

A 50 percent increase in price after each purchase would quickly make most of the items on this list out of reach for a long time. Unless of course he had new quests to accomplish.

Damion quickly switched over to the quest menu to see if he had received anything new and was surprised to see a few new additions.

[Quest: Learn a new language]

[Description: Magic is more than just an idea, it is a written and spoken language. It is time to learn the Nashto language and explore the forgotten depths of magic.]

[Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credit]

[Quest: Kill C Rank Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts]

[Description: You have gained experience in real combat. Use the lessons you have learned to fight stronger beasts.]

[Reward: 100 Experience, 5 Store Credit]

[Quest: Learn a Tier 2 Magic Spell]

[Description: Mastery of Magic is key to moving forward. Learn a Tier 2 or higher magic spell.]

[Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

[Quest: Increase a Magic Spell in Rank]

[Description: The greater your power, the more you can accomplish. Increase the mastery of your magic and be reward with each increase.]

[Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

When Damion looked over the last quest he felt a bit annoyed. He had already increased Mana Absorption from F to D Rank. Now he had a quest to do just that but had not gotten any reward.

‘System, why was there no reward for increase the Rank of Mana Absorption?’

{The quest Increase a Magic Spell in Rank can only be completed as a mage. Actions done prior to the qualifications of the quest do not carry over.}

‘That sucks,’ Damion thought.

Damion was about to go back and look over the items in the Magic System’s Shop when he felt the ground car begin to slow. Opening his eyes, he saw they were approaching the city gate. Once they were inside the city, Damion’s team for the afternoon climbed out and headed to their own homes and Damion drove Ms. Teft’s ground car towards his.

As Damion drove through the streets of Saung, he saw quite a bit of damage. Cleanup had already begun, but the amount of damage in some areas sent a chill down his spine. An S Rank Demonic Beast was no joke.

Damion found the neighborhood where his family home was mostly untouched. This lightened Damion’s mood a bit, glad that his home had not been destroyed. Damion parked Ms. Teft’s car next to his parents’ and headed inside. He was surprised to find they were not home yet, but he figured with the damage to the neighboring areas, they may have volunteered to help clean up effort or even still be held in the shelter until mages could repair the worst damaged sections of the city.

The house was a bit of a mess, evidence of his family’s quick exit in the morning. On the floor near the door was Bethany’s stuffed bunny. She must have dropped on the rush out the door. Damion could only smile at the thought of his little sister pestering his parents constantly for them to go back and get her bunny.

Since the cleanup effort was still going on, Damion did not think too much about his parents not being home and headed to his room and stripped his armor and gear off. Once that was done Damion collapsed on his bed and was quickly greeted with a notification from the Magic System as he fell asleep.

*Ding*

{Upgrade Initializing.}

            

    
        Chapter 103 – Before The Council

    
    
    
    
                Damion slept more than the twelve hours that the Magic System needed for its upgrade. When he did finally wake up, he ignored the notification from the Magic System and went in search for food.

“I’m up!” Damion called out as he put on a fresh pair of clothes.

Even with his Belt of Purification, several days in the same clothes was pushing his sensibilities. With fresh clothes on Damion headed to the kitchen. Looking around the house, Damion was surprised to find that no one was home. In fact, there was no sign of anyone having been in the house except for him in several days.

Damion took out his communication tablet and tried to connect to his mother’s hoping to find out where they were. He thought they might be stuck in the shelter or perhaps they were not being allowed to return to the neighborhood for some reason. Damion’s tablet failed to connect and gave him a disturbing message.

[The user you are trying to connect with is unable to be reached.]

Damion immediately reached out to Ms. Teft to check if the communication network was down in the area or if there was something else wrong. When Ms. Teft answered, Damion got a sinking feeling in his stomach.

“Damion. I’m glad you are up and about. Everyone was quite impressed with your efforts during the beast wave. I only told the council that you were my student, but they are wanting to meet you. Today if possible.”

“What?” Damion asked, confused. His focus was on his family, and it took him a moment to realize what Ms. Teft was talking about.

“The council, the ruling body of Saung, as well as representatives from the various orders, guilds, and magic academies all want to meet you. The rumors about you are flying all around the city. They may have even left the city by now. This is exactly what we were hoping for all these years. We’ll really be able to put Thorn in his place.”

“That’s great,” Damion answered, not feeling Ms. Teft’s level of enthusiasm. “Have you heard from my parents? They weren’t home when I got here, and no sign of them since I woke up. I can’t even get my mom on the communication network.”

“I’ll ask someone to do a search. Several of the shelters were covered in rubble from other buildings getting destroyed by the S Rank that made it into the city. Who was in what shelter is all in a database. They can check which shelter your family checked into. I wouldn’t worry too much about not being able to contact them. The shelters are designed to block all magic signals, so they don’t attract the attention of any beasts.”

“Oh. Okay. Do you need me to meet you somewhere for this meeting?” Damion asked, feeling better about not hearing from his parents.

“Meet me at the Adventurer Association with my ground car in ten minutes.”

Ten minutes did not give Damion much time to put on appropriate clothing, but he hurried and was able to make it to the Adventurer Association after putting on a formal outfit consisting of a dress shirt, tie and blazer combination his mother had picked out for him to wear at his school graduation, luckily it all still fit.

“Your armor would have been a better choice,” Ms. Teft said as she climbed in the ground car and looked at what Damion was wearing.

“That would have taken me longer,” Damion answered as Ms. Teft began to pilot the ground car.

“Don’t fret. This is just a supposed to be a glorified meet and greet. I haven’t told anyone about your magic seal, or it being lifted when you turned eighteen. So, what you tell them is up to you.”

“What should I tell them?”

“The truth, they will know if you lie, but you don’t have to tell them the entire truth.”

“You want me to blame Dean Thorn right. For not testing me properly.”

“He is the one who falsified your test results and essentially made you miss out on three years of magic schooling,” Ms. Teft said whimsically.

“Are you saying the years I spent training with you weren’t well spent?” Damion teased.

“You learned more about practical magic and combat from me than anything else. The magic academies are more about theory and understanding. Don’t get me wrong, you are more capable than any fresh graduate in a fight. But you still have a lot to learn that only the magic academies are allowed to teach, plus, it’s hard to learn about magic theories without actually being able to do magic, which is why I didn’t teach you those theory classes.”

“I never knew that. I thought you just wanted me to make a big splash and ruffle everyone’s feathers.”

“Well… I did. And you have. And now we are here,” Ms. Teft said as she stopped the ground car in front of a tall building of polished stone that looked like it was made of solid onyx. “Remember, just the truth.”

The teacher and student pair were greeted and led through the building to a large chamber. Ms. Teft was directed to a seat amongst twenty or so other distinguished looking mages seated behind a half circle table. In the center of the half circle was an empty seat that Damion was directed too.

“Greetings Knight Wells, or should we address you as Mage Wells?” the man at the center of the table asked.

“Either is fine with me,” Damion answered.

“I am Chairman Rubert Hathaway, head of Saung’s governing body. Seated around the table here with me are a mix of council members and representatives of each Order of Knights, a number of prominent guilds and representatives of the three magic academies.”

Damion looked around from face to face. He saw a few faces he recognized, like Mage Bianco, whom he guessed was representing Erythraean Academy. He also spotted Justiciar Mathis and Mage Halsey, representing the Justiciar Order and the Adventurer Association. Eventually, Damion’s eyes fell on Dean Thorn who was sitting next to a man in similar colored robes.

“Uhh… hi,” Damion said meekly. He was not sure what the protocol for such a meeting was or how to greet any of these people properly, but even if he did, he was not sure he would.

“Can you explain why you have been hiding your magical talents?” Chairman Hathaway asked.

“I don’t understand what you mean?” Damion questioned back.

“You clearly have an S Rank magic affinity, but you have hidden it for years. I can’t imagine how powerful you would be if you had a proper education.”

Damion glanced at Dean Thorn, but the man did not seem to recognize him. Twelve years had passed. It was no surprise Dean Thorn would not remember their short encounter from so long ago, especially when Damion’s hair had changed color from what it was back then. With a slight smile Damion turned his head back to the Chairman and answered.

“I have never tried to hide my magical talent, but I was also denied the right to be trained as a mage when I was only six years old.”

Damion’s words sent everyone in the room except him and Ms. Teft into a flurry of whispered conversations. Several moments passed before Chairman Hathaway brought the table to order.

“How is it that you were denied the right to be a mage at only six? Testing does not occur until you enter school.”

Damion saw from the corner of his eye that Dean Thorn had started to squirm in his seat and Damion knew the man was realizing that Damion was the little boy from back then. Now was the time to spring the trap Ms. Teft had set.
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                “I started school when I was only six years old. I was a bit of a handful for my parents. Read through all the books in the house and was eager to learn more. My parents were able to convince our local school to let me start early,” Damion began recounting.

“The same year I started school, we had a beast wave. This was about twelve years ago. Being just a child and the first time I had heard the alarms, I did not know what to do and ended up at a local police station waiting for my mother to come pick me up. There I met Dean Thorn of Silver Spire Magic Academy by chance, apparently he had been heading to Saung to start testing of our local students when the beast wave broke out.”

Out of the corner of Damion’s eye, he could see Dean Thorn sinking in his chair with the man next to him giving him strange looks. A few other people around the table were also starting to look to Dean Thorn for confirmation of Damion’s story.

“Seeing this as the opportunity I had always wanted, I asked him to test me to find out if I could be a mage. Dean Thorn brought out a testing crystal, but when it tried to test me, it… well… disintegrated. When Dean Thorn saw that, he became very angry and told me I would never be able to become a mage no matter what my magic talent was.”

“Did you do anything to make the testing crystal collapse?” Mage Bianco asked.

“No. I just held it in my hand.”

“What about when the tests happened at your school? Did the same thing happen?” Chairman Hathaway asked.

“I was afraid the result would be the same and didn’t want to be embarrassed in front of my classmates, so I skipped the testing.”

“Dean Thorn, what do you and Silver Spire Academy have to say about this?” Chairman Hathaway asked, turning everyone’s attention to them.

“Chairman Hathaway, this is the first I have heard of this,” the man beside Dean Thorn answered.

“Be that as it may Headmaster Sorin. This happened on your watch. Who knows how many other potential mages Dean Thorn has suppressed over the years?”

“I assure you that is not the case. This boy’s story doesn’t make sense,” Headmaster Sorin said defensively. “If he was a mage all this time why didn’t he use magic before now?”

The question caused all the people seated at the table to turn their attention back to Damion. This put Damion in a difficult position. If he was going to answer the question it meant giving the council even more questions. But he had already revealed his seal to several people in the past. Anyone that did any sort of investigation could probably find that information out.

“Not being able to use magic goes back to being a baby,” Damion started retelling his story. “When I was born I was able to absorb mana, and I inadvertently damaged my mana pathways.”

“I seem to recall that occurrence,” Chairman Hathaway. “It caused quite the stir at the time. That was you? Your mana pathways were thought to be unhealable.”

“Well, my magic core was sealed related to what happened as a baby,” Damion continued, he had to be careful not to lie. “When I was reading in the library, I met Ms. Teft and she could sense the magic in me and tried showing me many different magic seals to try and figure out my affinity, but we never found any that seemed to be a match.

“Instead of continuing to try different tier 1 magic seals to find out my affinity, Ms. Teft trained me to be a knight so I could learn to control my mana and strengthen my body. I had a feeling that the magic seal on me would eventually lift, and it did yesterday while I was fighting the Deinosuchus.”

“See, it isn’t my fault that he has gone unnoticed. Teft should have alerted the magic academies to his talent long ago,” Dean Thorn shouted as he stood up feeling vindicated.

“Not your fault?” Chairman Hathaway asked looking at the man. “If you had properly tested him you would have discovered his talent, even if it was sealed. The destruction of your testing crystal should have alerted you to his talent. But instead, you got angry and figured no one would ever notice the boy.”

“No, that isn’t true,” Dean Thorn said defensively.

“Then why did you falsify the test results?” Ms. Teft asked as she took out a folder with the test results from Damion’s class and passed the papers around the table.

The council members and various representatives looked over the test results. When they saw Damion’s name with the result listed as no magic talent they could hardly believe their eyes. Students that missed the test were supposed to be put down as not tested and would then be tested by the Adventurer Association in a few days.

When Dean Thorn saw everyone’s reaction to the test results, he knew it was over for him. If he was lucky, he might be allowed to join a guild, but at the minimum he was going to be facing fines and be restricted from entering Breaches, effectively stunting his growth, just as he had done to Ms. Teft years ago.

“This is all a ploy,” Dean Thorn sneered. “Mage Teft is just trying to get back at me for when I advocated her retirement after she was injured in the Silver Serpent Dungeon.”

“That has certainly motivated me to make Damion as strong as possible,” Ms. Teft admitted. “My injury was never as severe as you led other people to believe. Within a year of the incident, I was fully recovered. There was never any need to force me to step down, but I must thank you. If I had not been forced to leave Silver Spire Magic Academy I never would have met young Damion, who I believe is the most talented mage of this generation.”

“Mage Teft, why did you not come forward right away with what you suspected of the boy’s talent?” Chairman Hathaway asked.

“And be accused of making up the boy’s talent to get my position back?”

The council members murmured to themselves as they considered Ms. Teft’s words. It was quite likely that if she had gone to Headmaster Sorin that he would have said exactly that.

“Headmaster Sorin, Dean Thorn’s position is within the jurisdiction of Silver Spire Magic Academy and Argentum’s Ruling Council, but considering his deceit directly affected a citizen of Saung, I think our council should have a say in his punishment.” Chairman Hathaway said.

“I will be happy to listen to your recommendation once this meeting is over,” Headmaster Sorin answered. “For the time being we need to decide Mr. Wells’ future. Mage Teft, would you be so kind as to fill us in on the status of Mr. Wells’ education.”

“I focused on teaching him combat and practical applications of mana. Without knowing Damion’s affinity or him being able to learn magic seals, teaching him anything more would have been difficult.”

“That is both good and bad.” Headmaster Sorin said while scratching his chin. “At eighteen years old, he should be starting his third and final year of magic schooling. But he is lacking the foundations built in magical theory classes.”

“A special program could easily be arranged for him,” Ms. Teft said looking at Headmaster Sorin expectingly. “But that is even assuming he wants to attend Silver Spire Magic Academy. I believe we have representatives here from Erythraean Academy and Beryl School of the Mystic Arts in Viridis. Neither of those schools have a dean that will have it out for him.”

Damion looked back and forth between Ms. Teft and Headmaster Sorin. The two were obviously negotiating for Damion’s future, but he was being left out of the conversation and he was not sure how he felt about that.

“Do I get a say in my future?”
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                Damion’s question caught everyone at the council table off guard. Did he have a say in his own future? Of course Damion had a say. Even 15-year-olds when transferring to a magic school had a say in which school they would go to, though most choose the school closest to them. Damion was 18 and already a licensed adventurer. If he did not want to attend a magic academy, no one could force him.

“Are you saying you don’t want to go to one of the magic academies?” asked Chairman Hathaway.

“Not at all,” Damion answered. “I’m aware that what I know and understand about magic is limited and am eager to learn more. But I want to make sure I go to the best place for me to learn and I know very little about any of the magic academies.”

“Then perhaps some one-on-one interviews with each of the headmasters is in order,” Chairman Hathaway offered. “That way you can access what each of the academies have to offer you. However, first I would like to officially test your magic talent and affinity.”

Chairman Hathaway motioned with his hand and from the shadows emerged a man holding a box. The man quickly approached Damion and opened the box when he reached Damion’s side.

Inside the box Damion saw two crystals about the size of his fist. One was clear and the other was greenish. Both looked similar to the one Dean Thorn had all those years ago, but these seemed to be of higher quality.

“Take the greenish one in your hand first, do not channel any mana, just let it probe you. It will test your magic talent,” Chairman Hathaway said.

Damion did as instructed. Almost immediately after holding the greenish crystal in his palm Damion felt the crystal send a pulse of mana through his arm and to his magic core. After the pulse reached his core it was reflected back down his arm and returned to the crystal.

When the pulse returned to the crystal, the crystal projected an image into the air for everyone to see. The entire room, even Ms. Teft, gasped when they saw the result. In the air hovered a large S with a plus sign after it. S+ Rank talent. This was something none of them had ever seen before.

Damion of course knew from the Magic System that he had EX Rank talent. This left Damion with the question, was EX Rank the same as S+ Rank or was S+ the highest Rank this crystal could test?

“Quickly, the other crystal,” Chairman Hathaway cried out as he regained his senses.

Doing as instructed, Damion took the other crystal in his hand and let it send its own pulse up his arm to his magic core. Just like the first crystal when the process finished it projected the result into the air, once again causing the people in the room to gasp.

Ice S+.

“I think I can speak for everyone here when I say that as much as we had expected an S Rank Ice affinity, seeing S+ Rank talent and affinity is shocking. Mage Teft was quite right in believing you are the most talented mage of this generation.”

“Yes, quite shocked,” Damion could hear Mage Bianco saying as she eyed him closely.

“I believe Damion should be excused while we turn to the matter of Dean Thorn. I will be happy to coordinate appointments with Damion and the headmasters for them to discuss the benefits of their schools with Damion tomorrow.”

“Yes, that will be acceptable,” Chairman Hathaway said. “Mage Wells, you may go. I’m sure Mage Teft will be in contact with you soon.”

Not needing to be told twice, Damion stood up and headed out of the council chamber. Once Damion arrived home he found his parents and little sister still had not been there yet. Remembering what Ms. Teft told him about some of the shelters, Damion tried not to be worried, but it was difficult.

Given that he was home alone, Damion decided to take a moment to see what changes the Magic System underwent with its upgrade. Damion saw the experience needed to level up, now from level 2 to level 3, read 2,900/10,000. He guessed that much experience would take him a while, though it was good he was already more than a quarter of the way there.

On the Magic System status screen Damion saw he now had two new options, [Inventory] and [Equipment]. Damion quickly selected [Inventory] in his mind and a grided screen opened up. At the top of the grid read 0/20. Damion instantly realized what this was. His own personal storage inventory. Even though it only had 20 slots, it would still be incredibly useful.

Damion quickly grabbed a plate off the kitchen counter and started to figure out how to put it in his inventory. Once Damion realized all he needed to do was ask the Magic System to store the item or to bring the item out, making use of the inventory was a piece of cake.

While playing with the inventory, Damion found it worked mostly as he expected it would. Each item he stored took up one slot, though identical items, such as the fistful of spoons he took from a drawer to test how the inventory worked, would stack in one slot and had a number added to the corner of their slot, indicating how many there were. Damion also found that he could store something that was inside something. He was easily able to put all his gear into his backpack and store the backpack.

Of course, the downside of having everything in his backpack was that he had to take the whole thing out if he wanted one item inside of his pack. The one thing Damion did not test was if there was a limit to the size of what he was storing. Could he, for instance, store a ground car or even a house in his inventory? Conventional wisdom told Damion no, but this was a function of the Magic System, so he thought he might test the theory out later.

As much as Damion liked this new ability of the Magic System, it still was not as powerful as Arica’s spatial affinity. Arica could store dozens of Ferocious or Demonic Beasts and their parts, Damion was limited to 20 slots. Even if he could save slots with identical items, the limitation was still a hinderance.

The other new menu option the Magic System had was the [Equipment] menu. Damion opened it and just as he suspected, it showed an outline of a man with hollowed out areas where different pieces of equipment could be placed to be equipped. Damion did not want to try “equipping” his normal armor, for fear that he would not be able to get it back, but it did bring to Damion’s mind that the Magic System might also sell gear for these gear slots.

With the thought in mind that the Magic System might be able to sell him gear that could be equipped by the system, Damion navigated to the [Shop] page to see if he had any new options. There were now several different sections, [Upgrades], [Items] and [Spells].

Damion opened up the menus in turn to take a look.

[Upgrades]

[Awaken a new Magic Affinity - 50 Credits]

[Increase Magic Power - 10 Credits]

[Increase Magic Regeneration - 10 Credits]

[Increase Mana Capacity - 10 Credits]

[Increase Magic Affinity - 1,000 Credits]

[Random Attribute Potion - 50 Credits]

[Strength Potion - 100 Credits]

[Dexterity Potion - 100 Credits]

[Vitality Potion - 100 Credits]

[Intelligence Potion - 100 Credits]

[Increase Inventory Slots (10) – 100 Credits]

[Increase Spell Slots (5) - 1,000 Credits]


The [Upgrades] shop menu was mostly the same as the original menu options, with the addition of being able to buy more inventory slots and spell slots, which Damion thought would be very useful in the future.

[Items]

[Health Potion]

[Mana Potion]

[Attribute Anti-Regression Potion - 100,000,000]

[Purchase Equipment Artifact]

[Purchase Accessory Artifact]

[Purchase Utility Artifact]

[Purchase Weapon Artifact]


Under the [Items] shop menu Damion found he could buy items for the equipment slots, as well as health and mana potions and a very interesting potion that Damion hoped would do what he guessed.

‘System, what does the Attribute Anti-Regression Potion do?’

{The Attribute Anti-Regression Potion prevents hosts attributes from permanently falling. Attributes will still drop due to injury but will always be fully restored one host is healed.}

The Magic System told Damion exactly what he thought and hoped would be the case, so he quickly opened up the final new menu.

[Spells]

[Random Passive Spell - 50 Credits]

[Random Active Spell - 100 Credits]

Being able to buy spells from the store was something Damion had never considered before. The prices seemed reasonable, but Damion had to wonder what his chances of getting a useful spell were. Passive spells had no limit to the number he could learn, but if he purchased active spells, there was a limit and if he ended up with spells he didn’t like or couldn’t use, he might have to resort to buying more spell slots.
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                The question on Damion’s mind was not if he should buy a spell from the Magic System or not, but if he should wait and earn the last few credits he needed to buy an active spell or not.

‘System, what are the chances that I get a spell that doesn’t match my affinity if I buy an active spell from the shop?’

{Spells purchased from the shop are limited in their random generation to usable affinities.}

‘I guess that means I won’t get a Fire affinity spell since I have an Ice affinity,’ Damion thought to himself.

Even with the guarantee that he would get a spell that was useable, Damion was still concerned he might get a spell that was not worth 100 credits. In the long run that 100 credits might not be much, but right now it represented 18 years of work and quests. Until he started earning more, Damion did not want to waste what he had.

‘System, I would like to purchase a passive spell.’

{Affirmative}

{Random Passive Spell purchased for 50 Credits.}

{Generating spell…}

{Passive spell generated. Congratulations host you have obtained spell True Sight.}

[True Sight – Passive – (F Rank 1 Mana P/S) Enhances your vision to see clearly in all conditions. Even in pure darkness you will still be able to see clearly up to 10 meters. Also allows user to identify the Rank of anything you see within 10 meters.]

As Damion read the description of the skill he could not help but have mixed feelings. Without a doubt, the skill was useful, but he found himself wishing for something that would have enhanced his strength or casting speed.

At a cost of 1 mana per second, Damion did not feel the spell would tax him, but it was still more than his current magic regeneration which was only 0.05 mana per second. Only after the Magic System fully unlocked did Damion fully appreciate Mana Absorption and how much mana it helped him gain.

The issue Damion was now realizing was that the more passive spells he had, the more costly it would be to keep them active. He needed to increase his natural magic regeneration, so he did not have to rely on Mana Absorption so much.

‘Purchase Increase Magic Regeneration.’

{Affirmative.}

{Increase Magic Regeneration purchased for 10 Credits.}

{Magic Regeneration has increased by 1 P/S. Magic Regeneration has reached 1 P/S, partial numbers will no longer be shown.}

Damion looked at the increase he received from spending 10 credits and sighed. He supposed he had to start somewhere. With his natural regeneration increased by 1 mana per second it would offset the cost of his new spell, but not help him much. He still had 36 Credits and Damion decided to use them.

‘Purchase Increase Magic Regeneration.’

{Affirmative.}

{Increase Magic Regeneration purchased for 15 Credits.}

{Magic Regeneration has increased by 5 P/S.}

‘Now that is better,’ Damion thought as he looked over his status screen. With a Magic Regeneration of 6 per second he could freely use his new passive spell and still have plenty of mana flowing in to freely use his other spells without worry or the need to rely on Mana Absorption.

Damion still had 21 Credits and since he had already purchased a few items, he decided he would purchase a few more. Even if the first-tier items purchased in the [Upgrades] section were not worth it, he still had to start from somewhere.

‘Purchase Increase Magic Power.’

{Affirmative.}

{Increase Magic Power purchased for 10 Credits.}

{Magic Power has increased by 10.}

‘Better than increasing by 1 I suppose.’ Damion thought when he saw what his 10 Credits had earned him. ‘Purchase Increase Mana Capacity.’

{Affirmative.}

{Increase Mana Capacity purchased for 10 Credits.}

{Mana Capacity has increased by 10.}

‘Well, that is that.’

Damion did not know how much his next purchases of these upgrades would increase his abilities, but he was happy to see the small increase he did. The next purchase of these upgrades would be 15 Credits each. Damion just hoped they increased by a factor of 5 like the Magic Regeneration did.

By the time Damion finished reviewing everything he could think of in the Magic System, the day had almost completely passed him by. When Damion realized how late it was getting and he still saw no signs of his parents, he began to worry all over again. Taking out his communication tablet, Damion contacted Ms. Teft looking for answers.

“Ah, Damion, I am on my way to see you now. We’ll talk when I get there,” Ms. Teft shutoff the connection before Damion could even get a question in, which worried him even more.

When Ms. Teft arrived five minutes later, Damion was anxious to find out from her if she had any news about his family.

“I don’t want you to get too worried Damion, but the shelter your parents were in was heavily damaged. Teams are still working to clear it, and more and more people are being pulled out every minute.”

“I want to go help!” Damion shouted as he bolted towards the door.

Ms. Teft blocked the way, stopping him from running out the door. Damion could feel the anger him rising, part of him wanted to strike out at Ms. Teft for blocking his path.

“Let me go. I can help!” Damion insisted.

“I know you want to, but what can you do that machines that can move a 10-ton slab of rock can’t. Magic is of limited use to clear the debris. If you move the wrong section of collapsed roof, it can cause a whole other area to collapse. Which could kill the people still trapped inside.”

“I need to do something!” Damion pleaded. In both his lives he never felt as powerless as he did right now. He had strength. He had magic. But it was not enough. Not today.

“Waiting is doing something. As soon as your parents are located the rescue teams will call me.”

“What if…”

“You can’t think in what if’s Damion. The only reality that matters is what is. I know you feel like you are failing your parents and your little sister by not rescuing them, but there is nothing you can do. Nothing you could have done during the beast wave that would have changed this situation. This is not your fault.”

Damion looked at Ms. Teft blankly as her words bounced around the inside of his skull. Damion vaguely felt Ms. Teft pull him into a hug and then guide him to a seat.

“The best treatment for waiting is distraction. Let me fill you in on what happened with the council after you left.

“Dean Thorn is now just Mage Thorn. Because of his falsification of the test records, he has been fired. Headmaster Sorin assures me the Argentum council will be assigning him to a dedicated Red Zone patrol for 10 years.”

The punishment for Dean, no Mage Thorn sounded light, but Damion knew it was actually quite harsh. Red Zones were dangerous. Mage Thorn would be constantly fighting for his life against high Rank Ferocious and Demonic Beasts. Sure, it gave the man the chance to grow stronger with such struggles, but everything killed would be given to the government. His basic needs would be provided for, but Mage Thorn would not be getting rich off the venture.

As Damion was considering Mage Thorn’s fate, Ms. Teft’s communication tablet alerted them to an incoming connection. It was the rescue team. Ms. Teft listened while Damion looked on anxiously.
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                When Ms. Teft disconnected from the rescue team Damion could tell what she was going to say before she actually said it. The look in her eyes told Damion everything. His mother, father and baby sister were dead.

“I’m so sorry Damion,” Ms. Teft said hugging Damion tightly as tears flowed down his face.

“What happened? Why weren’t they safe in the shelter? Our house wasn’t even touched! The shelters are supposed to be safe. I insisted they go to the shelter. It’s all my fault.”

“No. No Damion. You can’t blame yourself. You can’t let yourself get caught up in what ifs. The only thing you can do now is move forward and honor their memory.”

“They should have been safe. What happened”

“Their shelter was hit by an S Rank attack, and it damaged the protective enchantments. When the surrounding buildings collapsed down on the shelter, it blocked the air vents. Without the protective enchantments to create fresh air, the section your family was trapped in ran out of air.”

The explanation left a bitter taste in Damion’s mouth. Suffocation. His parents and sister did not die from the S Rank Demonic Beast’s attack, but from lack of air. That meant if the rescue teams had been faster. If they had worked harder or faster his parents would still be alive.

“Why didn’t the rescue team get to them sooner?” Damion managed to ask as he held back sobs.

“Each shelter is split into multiple sections. Each section is independent, so if one is damaged or compromised, it doesn’t result in the entire shelter being lost. The section your family was in was one of the furthest from the main damage, so the rescue teams thought it had only suffered minor damage.”

“What happens now?” Damion asked, though he was not entirely sure what he was asking.

“There will be a memorial service in a day or so for everyone that was lost in the beast wave. The council waits to hold it until everyone is accounted for. I am sure we can postpone your meeting with the headmasters until after the memorial.”

“What? No. I want to get it out of the way,” Damion said as he wiped the tears from his face. 

If it was possible to forget everything he would, but he knew that was no real solution, neither was wallowing in doubt and self-pity. That was something he had done when his parents on Earth had died as a young adult resulting in him flunking out of college and never amounting to anything before he died and reincarnated here. This time around, Damion did not intend to fall into the same self-destructive spiral. It would take time, but he knew he would heal. For now he would settle for a distraction.

“Are you sure? It is okay to postpone,” Ms. Teft said as she rubbed his arm reassuringly.

“Just tell them I’ll go to Silver Spire with you. I don’t care about the other academies,” Damion said quickly. He really did not care about where he went to school or about anything at this moment. It would be best if he just let Ms. Teft make all his decisions.

“That is very touching Damion, but I was able to negotiate a spot at whichever school you decide to go to. Well, more like they insisted. They didn’t want my position to influence which school you choose.”

“Does it matter what school I choose? Won’t I basically be learning the same things?”

“The basics are all the same. But the unique features of each school are closely guarded secrets,” Ms. Teft said gently. “Let me tell you a bit about each of the schools. At least then if asked you can pretend you considered your options.”

“If you think that is best,” Damion said half listening. He was not truly interested, but anything was better than letting his mind stay where it was.

“Erythraean Academy is in Rubrum which is the hub of its White Zone. As you might have guessed by Mage Bianco, Erythraean Academy specializes in Light and Holy magic affinities. They have the greatest repository of magic seals for those affinities and as such are the school all prospective healers want to go to.”

“How is Mage Bianco related to Theodore?” The S Rank healer had felt hostile to Damion and hearing her name triggered a slight fear response, forcing him to be more alert than he was a moment before.

“Tricia Bianco is Theodore Bianco’s aunt.”

“Two S Rank talents in one family. Is that common?”

“The Bianco’s are a very old magic family and have produced a number of S Rank mages over the ages. They are the most influential family in Rubrum and Tricia or Theodore will likely be the next head of the Erythraean Academy.”

“Who is the current head?” Damion asked.

“Tricia and Theodore’s grandfather. Eddard Bianco. He is not an S Rank talent but is an S Rank Holy mage in his own right. He has asked Tricia several times to take over the school from him, but so far she has declined and is happy just being a teacher at the school.”

“Does Erythraean specialize in any other types of magic other than Holy?” Damion asked.

Holy was a good branch of magic, but he had an Ice affinity. If he did go somewhere other than Silver Spire Magic Academy, it would only make sense if it was somewhere that specialized in Ice magic.

“Spatial affinities. After Light and Holy, they also excel in Spatial affinities, which is why Arica attended there.”

“I don’t think I want to go to Erythraean Academy. It seems like a place overly reliant on one family, and Mage Bianco doesn’t seem to like me.”

“And which Mage Bianco is that?”

“The aunt, Tricia. She seemed really upset with me, at how I was trying to kill the Deinosuchus, even though I had never met her before, she was angry with me.”

“That has more to do with Theodore than you.”

“Huh?” Damion was confused now. He had not seen Theodore in years and while he would not call the two of them friends, they were at least on good terms, or so he thought.

“Do you remember when you were attacked on your first solo mission? The one to kill Aerico.”

“You mean my run in with the Falks Guild guys? They never bothered me again after that, so I completely forgot about them.”

“They would have never bothered you if it wasn’t for Theodore. He offered their guild some much needed help, if they killed you.”

“Wait, what?” Damion was confused now. Why would Theodore want to kill him.

“Theodore you see is a spoiled brat and is used to getting everything he wants. He and Arica went to Erythraean together and he was smitten, but she had no interest in a brat like him and while she was always polite to him, she always spurned his advances.”

“I still don’t see how this relates to me.”

“When you three were in a team together, you got along with Arica much better than he ever did and it, well, annoyed him.”

“Annoyed him? That is a reason to try have someone killed?” Damion was seething with anger now. “Besides, I was only 15. They were both graduates of the same school and live in the same city. What does his love life have to do with me!”

“I get that you are angry, but this was several years ago and obviously he has stopped.”

“Did you make him?”

“I had words with his grandfather. I might not be S Rank, but I still have a fair amount of influence. Eddard was more than happy to set Theodore straight. And since you haven’t heard from him since or had more attempts on your life, it is obvious that he got the message.”

“But you think attending Erythraean Academy will spark up his jealousy again don’t you?”

“It is a possibility. I would hope that he has matured by now, but you never know. Even if he is still angry, I doubt he would do anything other than make your school days difficult.”

“And why is that?”

“Because you are too famous now. All three magic academies are fighting over you. Even though you have yet to reach C Rank, you are one of the most famous mages of this generation.”

“Famous. Right,” Damion said the word as if it was a curse. He’d rather have his family back. “Well Erythraean Academy is off the list. What does Beryl offer?”

“Beryl School of the Mystic Arts,” Ms. Teft corrected. “They are touchier than you might think about their name. They specialize in Earth and Wind affinities.”

“Wind and Earth. Another two that don’t help me at all. Any reason I should consider going or not going to Beryl School of the Mystic Arts?”

“Not particularly. They have a better array of Ice magic spells in their library than Erythraean Academy or Silver Spire, since they once had a strong Ice mage professor. But that was quite a long time ago.”

“This leaves me with my original choice, Silver Spire Magic Academy.”
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                “This leaves me with my original choice, Silver Spire Magic Academy,” Damion said. Now that they had come full circle in this discussion he was feeling the weight of his loss pulling at the edges of his thoughts.

“Indeed, it does,” Ms. Teft said gently.

“What does Silver Spire specialize in?” Damion asked, wishing the conversation would just end.

“Fire and Water affinities,” Ms. Teft told him.

Damion felt a bit disappointed when he heard it was Fire and Water. After hearing that Beryl School of the Mystic Arts had a good collection of Ice affinity magic seals, Damion thought Ms. Teft would reveal that Silver Spire secretly had spells for Ice magic no one else did, and it was the best place possible for him to learn.

“Since Silver Spire doesn’t have a better collection of Ice spells than Beryl School of the Mystic Arts why should I choose Silver Spire?”

“Silver Spire may not have a great number of Ice affinity spells, but it does have the next best thing,” Ms. Teft told him cryptically.

Damion looked at his teacher with a deadpan expression waiting for her to explain. He was not in the mood for guessing games or lessons.

“What is Ice?” Ms. Teft asked.

“Frozen… water,” the realization dawned on Damion as he answered. Did that mean Ice and Water magic seals were interchangeable? But the Magic System did not show him as being able to use Water spells, was there something else he needed to do to make that possible?

“Precisely. Since Silver Spire specializes in Water magic and water can be turned into ice and vice versa, we have a decent array of Ice magic seals.”

“What is the drawback?” Damion already knew there had to be one, especially since the Magic System did not already let him do this.

Ms. Teft’s eyes gleamed when she heard Damion’s question. Damion always had been smart, and she was glad to see he was able to quickly discern there was a tradeoff for converting water to ice.

“Time and mana. If you use a magic seal that utilizes water, it is an extra step to turn it into ice, thus it takes more time and more mana.”

“Since the affinities are basically the same, can a Water affinity mage use an Ice magic seal? Not convert their Water spell to Ice, but straight up use Ice magic, or vice versa?”

“Yes. Ice is considered the advanced form of the Water affinity. Water mages can learn and use Ice magic seals, but they will never be as proficient with them as an Ice mage. And of course, the reverse is true as well. As an Ice mage you will be able to use any Water magic seal, but not as well as if you had a Water affinity.”

“If Silver Spire has more students that can utilize Ice magic, why doesn’t Beryl School of the Mystic Arts sell or trade the collection of Ice magic seals they have? Why don’t all the schools share all their knowledge?”

Damion understood there was a competition between the three magic schools, but he thought they should be working towards the betterment of human society. Perhaps if there was better cooperation between the schools, between the White Zones and Green Zones, maybe his parents would have been rescued in time. Were they too proud? Or was there another reason the schools did not share spells.

“Competition between the schools helps to promote innovation. Sharing would certainly boost up humanities knowledge in the short term, but seeing your competition do something with magic that you have never seen before can be inspiring. When you then work out how to do the same thing, differently, it ends up expanding human knowledge much more in the long term.”

“What about people that develop spells? Spell smiths you called them once?”

“That is a profession just like an artificer or a clerk in the Association. Most spell smiths take commissions to create a new magic seal for a guild or a particular mage. Each of the magic academies employ dozens of spell smiths. They study the library of magic seals trying to work out new spells.”

“Is it hard to create a magic seal?” Damion had always been curious about this. Could he perhaps learn to create his own spells or make his own artifacts in the future.

Ever since he had received the quest from the Magic System to learn Nashto, the ancient language of magic, Damion had been curious how spells were made and how magic seals worked.

“It can be. Your ability to create magic seals is directly related to your knowledge of the ancient language. The more of the language you know, the more you are able to put together to create something new.”

“Can you teach me a little of the magic language?” Damion asked hopeful. He was betting that if he learned a few words, they Magic System would do the rest, just like it had with Otash, the common language of Nerotath.

“Why don’t you summon your magic seal and we can look at one together. Since you know a magic seal, you already know a bit of the language. Now it is a matter of understanding.”

“What do you mean?” Damion was confused. He had no idea how to summon a magic seal.

“You used Ice Shard on the Deinosuchus, right?”

Damion nodded. He technically knew a lot more than just the one magic seal, but he did not want to reveal too much at the moment. After all, just remembering one magic seal from when he was 6 years old that he should not have been able to learn is quite different from showing he memorized a book full of magic seals.

“Channel you magic like you are going to cast Ice Shard, but instead of sending the magic out of you, summon it to the palm of your hand and focus on the magic seal for the spell.”

Doing as Ms. Teft instructed, Damion was able to hold his mana in the palm of his hand. As he began focusing on the magic seal for Ice Shard, the seal began to form just above his palm.

“Very good. This is how magic seals above tier 1 were passed down in the past. A teacher would summon a magic seal and students would sit around and try to memorize it.”

Damion considered what Ms. Teft was saying. Him just keeping the magic seal up was a slow drain on his magic. Nothing his mana regeneration could not handle, but for other mages, without his high regeneration rate, would be hard pressed to keep channeling their magic this way for a long period of time.

“Now. You already know what this magic seal does. It summons a shard of ice that you can then launch at your target. Everything about the spell, is in the magic seal. Study it and when you understand the different parts of the magic seal, then you will start to learn the ancient language.”

As Damion watched the magic seal hovering in the air above his palm he tried to discern what each of the many glyphs did and how they interacted with each other. After several minutes he released the magic seal. This was going to take him longer than he thought, especially if he had to work out the meanings of the glyphs himself.

Thinking back on when he first learned this magic seal, and the others stored in the Magic System, Damion remembered that they had some elements in common. Some were quite similar even when they were magic seals of different affinities. With that thought in mind Damion realized he had a way to figure out what at least a few of the glyphs meant.

If he were to review all his Ice affinity spells, or any of the magic seals related to a single affinity, then he should be able to learn the glyph for that affinity. If he then compared the magic seals for say, Ice Shard and Earth Shard, he should be able to learn another glyph. What Damion needed was time alone. After all, he could not very well reveal to Ms. Teft or anyone else that he knew so many magic seals.
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                Realizing he had a way he might be able to complete his oldest quest, Damion grew anxious. He wanted to work on his idea now, but Ms. Teft was still here, and he could not start working until she left. Though while she was here, Damion thought he might be able to work on another quest.

“Do you know any tier 2 Ice magic seals?”

If Damion could complete the quest to learn a tier 2 spell, then he could earn a whopping 500 Credits. With that much he would be able to buy quite a few upgrades and even some spells.

“You want to learn a tier 2 spell?” Ms. Teft was briefly stunned by Damion’s request. “Don’t get ahead of yourself. Tier 2 spells are much more complicated than tier 1. You won’t be able to just remember them from a book.”

“How will I know until I can see one,” Damion countered.

“It doesn’t matter if you can or not, since I don’t know any tier 2 Ice magic seals. And it would be best for you to stick with Ice magic seals before you start venturing into Water magic seals. I know a few tier 1 Ice affinity spells, but I think you already know them.”

“Ice Shard, Ice Breath, Ice Shield and Icy Grasp,” Damion recited the spells from ‘Hermetics Study of Magic Seals.’

“Exactly. It was quite impressive of you to be able to remember magic seals you read about when you were only six years old.”

“I don’t think I realized I had memorized them. I certainly couldn’t use the magic spells until the seal on my core lifted.”

“I don’t doubt that. But I wanted to give you some advice and a warning about your meeting with the schools tomorrow.”

Damion nodded silently back, ready to take in Ms. Teft’s warning.

“You are the only person ever recorded with both S+ magical talent and an S+ magic affinity. The other White Zones won’t want to let you go too easily.”

“You mean Erythraean and Beryl academies.”

“The academies will have no choice but to let you study where you want, but the rulers of the White Zones won’t give up so easily. You can probably expect a few very lucrative offers from all three parties. My advice is don’t accept any of them.”

“What do you mean? You mean the councils will try to bribe me to join their White Zone?”

“Not the councils precisely. The council of each region is of course the official governing body, but the roots of the White Zones run deep. There are a number of very old and noble houses, like the Bianco’s that wield great power behind the scenes.”

“I wouldn’t call the Bianco’s being behind the scenes. They essentially control Erythraean Academy don’t they.”

“True, they might not be the best example. Some of the prominent families are well known as they like to bask in the admiration of the masses. Makes them feel superior I suppose. But the important thing is, don’t be roped in by them. If you fall into their web of promises and lies, you will be hard pressed to ever achieve what you are truly capable of.”

“Why would you say that? Wouldn’t it be best for them if I grew as strong as possible?”

“They will help you grow, but only to a certain point, then you will be kept too busy to devote time to training. If they can’t control you, then you are of no use to them.”

“Doesn’t that mean if I don’t join one of them then they will work to hinder my growth?”

“They won’t do anything publicly. And they won’t do anything before you finish your schooling, at least not as long as you give them the hope of joining. As long as you don’t outright refuse them, they won’t even entertain the idea that you would pass up the opportunities of wealth and power they will dangle in front of you. But they will try to manipulate you, even going so far as to threaten anyone you care about if you don’t follow their rules.”

“Delay until I graduate and then delay until I am strong enough to ignore them?”

“Precisely. By the time they realize that you don’t need or want their help, it will be too late for them to openly move against you. They’ll make things harder for you, artifacts will be more expensive or of lower quality, getting dungeon runs will be more difficult, things of that nature.”

“Alright. I get it,” Damion told Ms. Teft. “Will they be coming here tomorrow or do I need to meet them in the Adventurer Association?”

“At the Adventurer Association tomorrow morning is what was arranged. Mage Halsey has agreed to act as host. While the White Zone nobles may have a lot of influence in the Association, none of them can control it, so it is your best safety net.”

After giving Damion that last piece of advice, Ms. Teft left. Once Damion was by himself in his house, not even five minutes passed before Damion began to feel completely alone. The crushing weight of the loss of his family came back to the front of his mind and he had a hard time making himself do anything.

This whole second life Damion had worked on growing his personal power. Preparing for when the Magic System would fully unlock and allow him to use magic properly. But now here he was. The family that had supported him unconditionally was gone. The few friends that he had, he had not spoken to in over a year.

For the first time in this lifetime, Damion found himself wishing he had done something, anything differently. Wishing he could go back and change things. Wishing he had made more friends. Just wishing he could bring back the dead.

Damion was not entirely sure how long he sat and was trapped in his head, but eventually the words Ms. Teft said came to him. ‘You can’t blame yourself. You can’t let yourself get caught up in what ifs. The only thing you can do now is move forward and honor their memory.’

The words were still hard to swallow, but he knew she was right. He had to keep moving forward, it is what his parents would want. All he could do now was learn not to be so self-absorbed, to make friends and keep them. And maybe one day he would have a family again.

Damion felt the weight on him lift slightly which gave him the motivation to do something. He needed to go stronger. Strong enough that he would not have to worry about losing anyone ever again.

Bringing up his magic seals, Damion began to study the differences between them. He started with the Ice magic seals. He knew four and between those four spells he was counting on being able to decipher the glyph for Ice. Damion was betting if he could figure out enough words the Magic System would grant him complete understanding of the ancient language.

After Damion studied his four Ice magic seals and believed he had determined the glyph for ice nothing happened. This did not entirely surprise Damion, he had been hopeful, but did not fully believe one word would unlock everything.

Damion started working on other magic seals next. At first Damion tried to summon the magic seals but was unable to. Thankfully, Damion realized he did not even need to summon the magic seals for him to study them. The Magic System allowed him to view the magic seals in his mind with perfect clarity. Reviewing the magic seals this way allowed Damion to compare the magic seals more easily, since he could pull up several at once and look at them side by side, instead of having to switch back and forth.

Progress was slow, but Damion began to recognize similarities in the glyphs of Lightning Breath, Ice Breath and Flame Breath. Seeing the differences and the similarities helped Damion guess at more meaning in the glyphs.

When Damion started studying the grasping spells, he felt something click in his mind as the Magic System sent him a notification and he could suddenly easily identify what these glyphs meant.
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                “I still don’t agree with you on this,” Manager Halsey said firmly to Teft. She had come by to see if the final arrangements had been made and they had, but that did not make Manager Halsey feel any better about what he helped her do.

“I saw an opportunity and I took it. This way limits his worries. Once he has the power to…” Teft started.

“Limit his worries? Breaking his heart is more like it. He’ll never forgive you for this.”

“Perhaps. But he doesn’t realize the danger he is facing. How everyone will try anything to control him. This way he can just worry about himself.”

“Fine. The arrangements are finished. Levande is a good place. Close enough to Argentum to be safe but still out of the way.”

“I’ve recorded a message,” Teft said tapping on her tablet to send it to Manager Halsey. “In case anything happens to me, make sure he knows. I’ll see you tomorrow for the interviews.”

Teft walked out of Manager Halsey’s office leaving the man looking at the message on his tablet. He briefly debated not playing Teft’s game, but in the end he decided to follow her plan. No matter what she thought, the boy would never forgive her for this, but she was right. This way was best.


*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Learn a new language – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 1 Store Credits]

*Ding*

{New Quest Available}

[Quest: Increase Nashto Proficiency]

[Description: You have learned the basics of the Nashto language giving you an edge over other magic initiates. Expand your knowledge of the language to delve deeper into the secrets of magic.]

[Reward: 100 Experience, 100 Store Credit]

For a brief moment Damion was thrilled when he completed his quest to learn the ancient magical language, when the moment faded, however, he was back to where he was before, alone. A few seconds later when the the new quest appeared he realized it was not as big of an accomplishment as he thought and his feeling of success turned to failure, compounded by his loss. He was not sure what it meant to only have the basics of the Nashto language, but he guessed that if he wanted to improve his proficiency, he needed to study higher tier magic seals.

Damion had thrown himself into the task of studying the seals, hoping to distract himself long enough to forget. He still had no idea what it really meant for higher tier magic seals could not be recorded on paper, but with this change in his quest, Damion had a feeling higher tier magic seals were a lot more complicated than he thought.

With his quest done, Damion decided to finally take a break, that was when he noticed the sun was coming up. Without even realizing it, Damion had worked through the night.

Damion suddenly realized Ms. Teft had not given him the time for the meetings at the Adventurer Association. Just that the meetings would be in the morning. As much as he would like not to go, not to bother with the representatives from other schools, he knew he had to put on a brave face, even if he had already made up his mind. Without knowing how much time he had until the meeting, Damion ran to the bathroom for a quick shower before he started something for breakfast.

Once Damion was ready the sun was fully up, but it was still early in the morning. In the corner of Damion’s room his sword, armor and the rest of his adventuring kit rested. Given that he was on the cusp of becoming a C Rank mage, Damion knew he needed to start thinking about replacing his gear. Before that could happen though, Damion had to question how he was going to fight as a mage.

Was he going to keep using a sword? Did he need to keep his lightweight armor or was he going to start fighting from a distance like most mages or would he wear heavy armor that could take strong blows from anything that got close to him. His Icy Grasp and Ice Breath spells were only effective at close range. Ice Shield at least could block ranged attacks as well as be useful when fighting in melee range.

These questions would take some time for Damion to answer, so for now he supposed there was no need to replace his gear. Damion’s gaze lingered on the sword his parent’s had bought him when he earned his knight’s license.

“I’m never trading you away,” Damion said as he picked the sword up, holding it gingerly as he remembered.

Damion quickly stored his sword in the Magic System’s inventory, along with his large backpack that held a good portion of his gear. The rest of his gear Damion wore. His belt of purification, necklace of mend, and his armor. On his belt he attached his storage pouches that had the remainder of his kit and any items he might need immediate access to.

Once Damion was finished donning his gear he realized that there were very few things left in this house that meant anything to him. As he strolled through the house he noticed toys belonging to his sister were left on the floor, evidence of their hasty departure to the shelter. Trinkets his parents had collected over the years decorated the shelves along with a number of pictures, including a family portrait taken only a few weeks ago.

Letting out a deep sigh, Damion headed to the door and left the house. Out in the sunlight he felt some of the emotional pain wash off of him. Not wanting to look back and cause a resurgence of pain, Damion headed off to the Adventurer Association keeping his head forward.

When Damion entered the Adventurer Association he found it much different than he had ever seen it before. Around the lounge and bar area were good number of adventurers sitting around. That sight itself was not too unusual, what was unusual was that most of the adventurers were wearing bandages or nursing some sort of wound.

Damion had never seen so many injured before and he briefly wondered why they had not gotten healed at one of the makeshift hospitals during the beast wave. Not wanting to linger on thoughts of the beast wave, Damion headed over to the clerk’s desk to check on the time of his meetings in Manager Halsey’s office.

“Mage Wells. I was told to expect you this morning,” the clerk greeted Damion as soon as he approached. “Please feel free to go right up to the Manager’s office.”

Since Damion still remembered the way to Manager Halsey’s office, he headed there directly. As Damion walked down the hallway towards Manager Halsey’s office he noticed the door was open and manager Halsey was speaking with Ms. Teft.

“Ahh, good Mage Wells. Glad you arrived early,” Manager Halsey greeted Damion when he saw him.

“Ms. Teft forgot to tell me the time of the meetings,” Damion said quietly.

Manager Halsey looked to Ms. Teft who just shrugged.

“I thought he might like to sleep in. I would have called the academies to reschedule if necessary.”

“Understandable,” Manager Halsey said looking at Damion. “If you don’t feel up to it, none of the academies would object, given your circumstances.”

“It is fine. Best to get these meetings over with. And if I do it now and sound rude to them it can be written off as… well, I think they would just ignore it.”

“Right you are,” Manager Halsey said. “Why don’t you come in. Helga, if you would go and greet our first arrivals.”

Damion entered Manager Halsey’s office and took a seat. The older mage quickly offered Damion a cup of tea, which Damion gingerly sipped on.

“First will be Mage Bianco. She is representing Erythraean Academy. With her as well as the other representatives, you should feel free to ask questions. No one is expecting you to give them an answer today. In fact, they will not pester you for an answer. You just tell me which school you would like to attend, and I will let each of the academies know your choice.”

“Thank you Manager Halsey,” Damion told him. He had been a bit worried of how to give a no to S Rank mages and thankfully, Manager Halsey had given him the solution. Damion was about to ask Manager Halsey about the three schools when the door opened and Mage Bianco walked in with Arica Miller.

Arica appeared just as he remembered her from the last time he saw her. Though Damion could faintly tell she was more powerful now. He could sense more magic from her than he could in the past. Nothing compared to Mage Bianco or Manager Halsey, but enough of a difference that told Damion she was probably a C Rank mage now.

“Mage Bianco, Mage Miller. Good to see you both again,” Manager Halsey greeted.

“I’m very sorry to hear about your family,” Arica said gently to Damion. “When I heard I started out to see you right away. When Mage Bianco heard I was coming, she recruited me to help sway you to join Erythraean Academy.”

“You reached C Rank I see,” Damion greeted Arica, he did not want to talk about his family right now, even if it Arica meant well, he did not want Mage Bianco to see him hurting.

“I’m not sure, but I think you have as well.”

“Why don’t we find out for sure. I would be interested to see the magic power of a knight turned mage,” Mage Bianco spoke up, interrupting Damion and Arica’s happy reunion.
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                “I think it would be best if Damion holds off testing until he has made a decision,” Manager Halsey said, cutting off Mage Bianco’s suggestion.

“If you think that is best,” Mage Bianco responded as she pursed her lips. “Arica, why don’t you tell Damion what school life at Erythraean Academy is like.”

Manager Halsey’s intervention helped Damion relax. He knew he needed to get his magic power tested now that he was a mage, but he was not sure how much he wanted the schools he was not planning on attending to know about him.

“It has been a couple of years since I graduated,” Arica began. “But I suspect most of the everyday things at Erythraean have remained the same. There are four different dorms. Two for the girls and boys of the standard class and two for the girls and boys of the elite class. Campus life is quite welcoming and most people are able to make quick friends with their classmates.”

“What determines if someone is an ‘elite class’?” Damion said interrupting Arica. He was sure the bulk of the campus life at each of the magic academies were similar and probably quite a lot like daily life at a private high school or college campus on Earth. What Damion wanted to know was what was different, but he could only throw-out questions to things she brought up and not ask, ‘hey what makes your school different than ones on Earth.’

“Initially, everyone with a B Rank or higher affinity or magic talent are sorted into the elite class. However, each semester students are reevaluated, and you could lose your spot to someone doing very well in the standard class. Or if a standard class student challenges an elite class student of their year to a duel the standard class can move up if they win.”

This dynamic certainly set things apart from private schools on Earth. Unless you counted the cool kids as being the elites, but then there was not really a way for the normal kids to join the ‘in crowd.’ Here it seemed Damion’s status as an elite student would be put to the test.

“Sounds like a lot of trouble just for a status. What do the elite class get that standard students don’t?”

“Better training facilities, better dorm rooms. More attention from teachers. Oh, and access to better parts of the library.”

Without knowing the actual conditions of the training facilities and dorms, Damion could not really say the extra effort to be an elite class student would be worth it. Although, access to better parts of the library did sound promising, especially if that meant access to better magic seals.

Arica continued on for a while about life at Erythraean Academy. She talked about the various clubs that students could join and different activities those clubs did or were generally available to students. Damion found most of the information useless, but Arica did paint a good portrait of what life was supposed to be like at the magic academies.

Even with the rosy picture Arica painted, Damion felt there were elements she was leaving out. And Damion guessed it either had to do with classwork or the different treatment of elite class and standard class by teachers and the student body.

“Do you have any questions about our school you would like to ask?” Mage Bianco asked Damion when Arica finished.

Damion did not like how the woman emphasized ‘our.’ Either she was trying to imply he was already going to attend, or she was grouping herself and Arica together. Which meant the school had a possessive nature over students even after they graduated.

“Have you given thought to what my school life would actually be like? After all, I’m already a D Rank adventurer and I’ve cleared a number of Breaches. I’ve even discovered a Breach that went undiscovered for years. I’ll be attending your school and be older than most students and with more real-world experience, but I am lacking knowledge in certain magic theories which is taught to first years, how will you accommodate the special position I am in?”

“Instead of the standard classes for any year, we would put you through a series of tests to determine your qualifications. As long as you pass the tests, you would get instant credit for the associated classes and any tests you fail would be classes we would require you to attend. No doubt you will easily pass the physical training and combat tests, but until we have a concrete understanding of your knowledge base and capabilities we would not be able to assign you to specific classes.”

Damion had to admit that Mage Bianco’s approach made sense, but Damion was not sure if he liked it. This approach would mean he would have to take beginner level courses for magic theory and then advance courses later on. He was already 18 and most of the students of the magic academies graduated when they were 18 or 19. If he followed Mage Bianco’s plan he would most likely need to spend several years at the school in order to pass all the theory classes needed.

A better approach, or so Damion believed, was a special tutor to teach him the knowledge he needed to be able to advance in his magical training and pass the competency tests. But that would mean he would not spend as much time at the school and perhaps not be roped into having a loyalty to it.

“Thank you for your time Mage Bianco, Mage Miller,” Damion said as the meeting came to an end.

Mage Bianco gave him a polite nod and then turned to leave while Arica gave Damion a weak smile before Mage Bianco gave her a tug and the two left Manager Halsey’s office. As Damion watched Arica leave he was not sure if he felt sad to see her go, or if he was feeling pity for the position she was forced into because of him.

“Next we have Headmaster Ermir Colon of the Beryl School of the Mystic Arts. He is an S Rank Wind mage.”

A few moments after Manager Halsey advised Damion that Headmaster Colon would be next, a tall, lanky man with wispy blonde hair entered the office cheerfully introducing himself.

“I, as you no doubt have heard, am Lord Ermir Colon. Headmaster of Beryl School of the Mystic Arts. Chairman of the Viridis Council and Marquess of Valeana. Now tell me, Mage Wells, what can I do to entice you to come to my fair school.”

Damion was taken completely by surprise by the man’s demeanor. He seemed quite flamboyant. And instead of presenting what his school had to offer, demanded Damion tell him what he wanted from the school. This put Damion in a predicament, since he was not sure what he wanted or what he truly needed for his education.

“Can you tell me a bit about your school? I’m afraid I don’t really know the differences between each of the magic academies.”

“Splendid. Aside from talking about myself, talking about my school is my favorite past time,” Headmaster Colon said cheerfully. “You see Beryl School of the Mystic Arts is the oldest and most prestigious of the magic academies. Its home is in the heart of Viridis, humanities oldest White Zone.

“Beryl School of the Mystic Arts has wonderful architecture from the Third Age that has been perfectly preserved through the years. Our school also features a large number of scenic parks, perfect for relaxing or romantic strolls. Though I dare say the greatest of our assets is our library of magic seals. Which is second to none.”
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                Damion’s eyes flashed when he heard Headmaster Colon’s description of Beryl School of the Mystic Arts’ library. Was the man bragging? Or did his school really have the largest collection of magic seals. If the school was as old as he claimed, it was quite possible.

Headmaster Colon saw Damion’s interest spike at the mention of the school’s library and knew he found the hook he needed to get Damion to his school.

“Are you familiar with the legendary Mage Brysen Glacies?”

“Is that the legendary Ice mage who was a teacher at your school in the past?” Damion asked. As soon as he did realized he should have said no, and let Headmaster Colon fill him in, but it was too late now.

“Yes he was. Mage Glacies was a prominent professor at our school during the Sixteenth Age. He was also quite the spell smith. Aside from tier 1 spells, he only ever used spells of his own creation.”

“That is quite impressive. You wouldn’t happen to have an example of one of his spells?” Damion was hopeful, but not really expecting Headmaster Colon to provide him anything.

“I’m afraid we do not allow magic seals from our library to leave the library. And since I am not an Ice or a Water mage, I am not able to learn any of his magic seals myself.”

“Mage Glacies’ magic seals are part of the legacy of your school and quite exclusive right?” Damion asked as he realized something suspicious in Headmaster Colon’s offer.

“All of our magic seals are exclusive. It is very rare for our collection to ever be shared outside of the school family.”

“If I attend Beryl School of the Mystic Arts I would have free access to the library?”

Headmaster Colon was about to answer when Manager Halsey cleared his throat. The sound caused Headmaster Colon to pause. After a moment Headmaster Colon started to speak in a measured voice.

“There are several sections to our library. The basic section, which is composed of the widest selection is open to all students.”

“I’m guessing it contains the most common and basic spells, similar to or the same as what all the other magic academies have in their libraries?”

“Yes, that would be a fair assessment,” Headmaster Colon admitted. “The second level of our library is the elite section, which students may visit should they pay the required merit points.”

“Merit points?” Damion questioned.

“By doing well in classes, competitions and completing missions for the school you can earn merit points, which can be spent on a variety of different special services.”

“And the final level of the library? The one where the most exclusive spells are kept, like Mage Glacies’?”

At this point Headmaster Colon was quite deflated. With Damion seeing through his bait and switch approach and Manager Halsey there to keep him honest, the Headmaster had no choice but level with Damion.

“The special section of our library is reserved for professors or other employees of the school. With the occasional access being given to students who perform special services to the school.”

“So the spells most useful to me would be the hardest for me to obtain,” Damion surmised.

“Greatness requires great effort my boy,” Headmaster Colon said, returning to his more flamboyant personality.

“Yes well, I’ve put in quite a bit of effort already,” Damion said feeling a bit exhausted.

For eighteen years Damion had been waiting to be a real mage and now that the Magic System had unlocked and he could be considered a real mage. Only, now that he could properly learn magic, Damion was finding all sorts of hoops he has to jump through just to earn that right.

Damion had always thought it was the highest of priority to train people with the rare ability to be a mage, but now Damion was finding politics were involved and this world was not as united as he had once thought.

“Of course you have!” Headmaster Colon quickly agreed. “The effort of reaching the Rank you have is a truly noteworthy achievement and to reach this position at your age is remarkable.”

“But…” Damion tossed out.

“Ahh… but those were not things you accomplished at or for the Beryl School of the Mystic Arts and thus not eligible for merits.”

“I don’t even get a bit of merit for deciding to attend your school?”

“I might be able to arrange a bit of merit be awarded to you in light of you joining us at your age. To make up for the years of hard work you did alone.” 

“I suppose that would certainly help me,” Damion said as he tried to think of a way to politely end the interview.

If not for Ms. Teft’s warning, Damion would have easily been enticed by the idea of Beryl’s library. He may have unlocked the basics of Nashto with the help of the Magic System, but Damion had a feeling he would need to study a large number of magic seals before he would be able to complete his new quest.

“I look forward to hearing your acceptance of my offer. For now I bid you farewell,” Headmaster Colon excused himself from Manager Halsey’s office with a deep bow leaving Damion and Manager Halsey alone.

“Is he always so…”

“Exuberant,” Manager Halsey offered.

“I suppose that is as good a word for him as any,” Damion agreed.

“The Colon family is one of the oldest noble families and the older families like to hang on to the old traditions, especially those families in the Viridis White Zone.”

“Traditions such as?”

“You can worry about their politics if you ever actually go to Viridis. You will have an easier understanding of the five Viridis families if you can see them first hand.”

“How long until Silver Spire Magic Academy is here?”

“As soon as you are ready for them,” Manager Halsey said looking to Damion before he signaled the representatives of Silver Spire Magic Academy to enter. When Damion nodded Manager Halsey signaled for them to enter.

“Mage Wells,” Headmaster Tristan Sorin said as he entered with Ms. Teft following closely behind. “Very good to see you again and my sincerest sympathies for your loss.”

“Thank you Headmaster Sorin.”

“Should you choose to attend Silver Spire Magic Academy, Mage Teft will resume her post of dean. And she will be in charge of a creating a curriculum for you. Her goal will be to fill in the missing pieces of your education.”

“What will my curriculum look like?”

“Ms. Teft has already attested to your proficiencies in certain areas. This will allow us to grant you credit for many advance classes, such as Wilderness Survival, Dungeoning Basics and most of the combat classes.

“I’m told you are a quick study, so the courses will be abbreviated. I expect that you will excel and be able to graduate our academy by the end of next year.”

“Really?” Damion questioned in surprise.

“I explained to Headmaster Sorin that it was in Silver Spire’s best interest to build loyalty with you and not try to trap you into being a pawn left to always chase the promise of power.”

Damion was not sure what to think about what Ms. Teft said. She had warned him about the academies wanting to trap and trick him into working for them forever under the guise of him earning the right for high tier magic. Now it appeared she had negotiated a special deal with Silver Spire on his behalf to make sure that he would not be trapped.

“That sounds like quite the deal,” Damion told them as he tried to figure out if there was a hidden trap we was not seeing.

“It was not my first choice to make this deal,” Headmaster Sorin admitted. “Mage Teft convinced me that genuinely helping you to reach your potential and being honest with you will reward us all more in the long run.”
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                “I do appreciate honesty,” Damion said with a smile while he looked to Ms. Teft. “I can’t help but wonder, were the other schools offered this same advice?”

“They were. All the school representatives were present for Mage Teft’s presentation regarding you and her proposal. Each of the schools agreed to employee Ms. Teft, given her relationship with you and her recovered abilities, as evidenced by her performance during the beast wave.”

“It seems you were the only one to take the advice to heart Headmaster,” Damion told the man as he briefly wondered why the other schools did not bother heeding Ms. Teft’s advice. Was it greed? Or perhaps the desire to control him instead of relying on earning his loyalty? Or did they not listen because they believed they would all act the same?

“While I would like to say that is a surprise, but it really isn’t. Am I to take this to mean you intend to accept the offer from Silver Spire Magic Academy?” Manager Halsey asked with a hopeful smile.

“Yes sir,” Damion affirmed. “Though, wait a day or two to tell the other schools. I want to make it seem like I at least considered their offers.”

“A wise choice. I was going to make the same suggestion,” Ms. Teft said.

“Then I will bid you all a good day, though I would recommend Damion is formally tested by the Association and has his license updated,” Manager Halsey suggested.

“Can that wait a few days?” Damion asked quickly before offering an explanation. “I’m pretty sure I am close to the magic power of C Rank, but I have also just started using spells, so I’d like a day or so to be able to practice. To make sure I can properly use my magic.”

“Understandable. Absolutely understandable,” Manager Halsey agreeing with him lifted a weight from Damion’s shoulders. “I’ll make the announcement of your choice of schools in two days. After that, come to the association and get tested properly. We can also treat it as the evaluation for Silver Spire.”

“That is agreeable,” Headmaster Sorin said.

Damion left Manager Halsey’s office and headed out of the Adventurer Association. Despite saying he needed time to practice, Damion did not feel like actually practicing magic. The moment he had been waiting for his whole life had come, but it was soured by the loss of his family. He wanted to celebrate his achievement, but he did not have anyone to celebrate with.

Home was the last place Damion wanted to go, but it was the only place he had. Without somewhere else to go, Damion began wandering. Sections of the city were still being rebuilt. Large swaths of land that were once neighborhoods and shopping districts were now just rubble.

After a while of aimlessness, it could have been an hour, it could have been a day, Damion was not sure, Damion stopped in a park that was untouched by the beast wave and sat down in the grass. This park was not familiar to him, but despite some areas of the city nearby in ruins, this park was lively, full of families and children playing.

For quite some time Damion watched children play while he thought of Bethany. The empty heaviness of his heart began to lighten. His loss still felt real and overwhelming, but seeing these children play helped him forget about some of his pain.

Damion kept watching in silence as the children played, though his eyes did not see these children. Dancing before his eyes was Bethany. Damion was lost in his illusion until a ball rolled over and hit his foot.

“Are you the Hero of the East Gate?” a little girl about nine years old asked Damion when she came to retrieve her ball.

“The Hero of the East Gate?” Damion repeated. He only half heard the girl’s question and was a bit confused as to what the little girl was asking.

“The knight mage that held off the whole beast wave when the wall broke.”

Damion was not sure how to respond to the girl or what he should tell her. He did hold the gap in the wall, but he did not do it alone. There were plenty of ranged knights and mages supporting him from the top of the wall. There had also been other breaches in the wall, all of which were defended by brave knights and mages. Really, he had just only kept the weakest of the Ferocious Beasts and Demonic Beasts out.

“He is indeed the Hero of the East Gate,” a familiar voice said from behind Damion.

Turning to look Damion saw Ms. Teft and Arica standing behind him. Damion did not think they had just happened upon him by chance, but he was glad for the familiar faces. Most likely they had followed him from the Adventurer Association. Letting him be lost in his thoughts and emotions until he was ready to open up.

“Really! You looked really cool in the playbacks. Why did your hair change?” the girl exclaimed. Her voice carried over to the other people in the park and very quickly the other children and even the parents were looking over and murmuring about the young man with the light blue hair.

“It is complicated,” Damion told her, not sure how to answer her, but not wanting to brush her off either.

“Young man. I just want to thank you. Your bravery highlights what it means to be an adventurer.” A man said walking over and shaking Damion’s hand. Very quickly, the majority of people in the park were coming over and wanting to shake Damion’s hand and offer him their thanks. A few even asked for Damion’s autograph.

After several minutes, Ms. Teft stepped in and freed Damion. “I apologize, Mage Wells has an appointment he has to keep.”

Once Damion was free of the crowd that had grown and consisted of far more people than had been in the park initially Damion thanked Ms. Teft for the rescue.

“Why is everyone treating me like a great hero? All I did was what I was supposed to do.”

“Don’t sell yourself short Damion. Not many D Rank knights could fight for over a day constantly. I trained you well, but I had no idea you had that much stamina,” Ms. Teft said as they walked towards Damion’s home.

“I kept going well beyond my limits. I just knew I had to keep fighting as long as there were still beasts trying to get through. I don’t even remember most of it.”

“Be that as it may. The news agencies are hailing you the Hero of the East Gate and while the fame will only last a few weeks at most, I think it is good for you to hear it. You need to remember you did a lot of good and it is not your fault your family passed away.”

“I know. It is hard not to feel like it is though,” Damion replied.

“Remember. Life is motion. Keep moving forward. You can’t change the past. All you can do is keep moving forward and honor their memories.” Mage Teft told him as she walked him to his house.

As they walked Mage Teft kept a careful eye on Damion. Emotionally, he was a mess, but who in his situation would not be. He became a hero to the masses and lost his family. Mage Teft just hoped she had done the right thing.
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                Not long after leaving the park Damion arrived at his house with Ms. Teft and Arica. Despite having just been feeling a little better, Damion felt the depression of his loss returning as he looked around his home. Arica seemed to sense Damion’s change in mood and went to the kitchen to fix tea for everyone.

"Now that your decision of school is made there are a few things that need to be taken care of before you can actually go to Silver Spire Academy,” Ms. Teft told Damion as she sipped on the tea Arica made.

“Such as?”

“First, as you have already arranged, is officially getting tested and having your adventurer license changed to a mage license.”

Damion nodded but said nothing as he waited for Ms. Teft to continue.

“Second, it is about time you start calling me Mage Teft, Professor Teft or Dean Teft. I know you have held onto the way you called me from long before you knew I was a mage. But at Silver Spire some will consider it a sign of disrespect. Even though I know you don’t mean it that way you need to adjust to avoid creating problems for yourself.”

“Okay, Mage Teft,” Damion said feeling the change a bit awkward.

“Third, is this house. When you go away to the academy, no one will be here to maintain it. That is a recipe for disaster. Plus, you would be responsible for the mortgage and other bills and while I know you have attachments to it, but it would be best to separate cleanly from everything here in Saung. I’m not saying forget, but you will have a new life at Silver Spire and wherever you decide to go after that, don’t let this place weigh you down.”

“How do I even go about selling this place?” Damion asked. Even with two lifetimes of memories, Damion had never bought or sold property, this was unfamiliar territory.

“I’ll contact a property broker. They’ll handle all the details. All you will have to do is sign and accept payment.”

“What about all the personal items?” Damion asked as he held Bethany’s favorite stuffed bunny in his hands.

“The property broker will arrange for a company to come by and pack everything up into a storage container. You can then pay a small fee for it to be stored for as long as you want.”

“Okay,” Damion said trying not to get lost in his thoughts. “Anything else?”

“Two things. One, the memorial service for those lost in this beast wave will be tomorrow morning. Arica has volunteered to get you there on time. And finally, training. After the memorial service I’d like you to start training your magic.”

For the rest of the day Damion did not say much. Mage Teft left shortly after outlining Damion’s agenda. Arica remained behind and cooked Damion dinner. The two did not speak much, aside from the typical pleasantries. Arica unsure of how to express her sympathy without making Damion think of his family and Damion unsure of how to express his gratitude for her presence without making it seem like he wanted more.

In the morning when Damion awoke, he found Arica had already made breakfast and laid out a set of clothing for him. The outfit was simple, just a white shirt with red cuffs and a pair of white pants. The standard set of mourning clothing.

Damion recognized the outfit, but he had never worn one. Nor did he own one, which told Damion either Arica or Mage Teft bought it for him. The act was appreciated, as he was not in the state of mind to remember such a detail and he did not want to be branded as disrespectful for failing to wear the proper attire. 

The memorial service was held in a large amphitheater near the center of Saung. The clamshell stage offered shade to a small section in the first few rows, but the rest of the rising seats were left in the sun. Damion let Arica guide him to a seat as he let the rising sun warm his skin.

After a while the amphitheater filled up. Damion looked around expecting to see a sea of white shirts with red cuffs, but to his surprise there were not that many. Perhaps a few hundred, maybe a thousand. The mourning outfit was to be worn specifically by people who had directly lost someone.

Seeing the small number of fellow mourners, Damion could not help but feel a bit proud. Not because he was one of the mourners, but because of his role in protecting the city. Each Ferocious Beast and Demonic Beast Damion had killed had perhaps saved a life.

Shortly after the amphitheater reached capacity, Chairman Hathaway stepped up to the podium wearing the mourner’s outfit and began addressing the audience.

“For those of you who do not know me. I am Rubert Hathaway, Chairman of the Council of Saung and I, like many of you here today experienced a deep loss just a few days ago. For many of you, it was a mother, a father, a sister or a brother, for me it was my daughter.

“Of the 239 souls that were lost defending the city, my daughter was one of them. Bravely holding the wall against an onslaught of Demonic Beasts during the strongest beast wave Saung has seen in more than 100 years.

“Like all the lives lost, hers was cut short, but as long as we here remember those we lost, they are not gone, so I will not forget her. Look to those beside you, that life may have been saved by the sacrifice one of these fallen made. We must strive forward to never let their loss be in vain.

“In addition to the warriors that fell in defense of our homes, we lost 574 members of our families, in shelters and in homes and in stores throughout the city. Most of these were ordinary people. Families. To many of those here today, their own families.

“The loss of someone you love, never fades. Each of us here today who has lost someone, will carry them forever in our hearts. But do not let that loss become an anchor, dragging you to the bottom of the sea. Just as the sun came up today, it will come up tomorrow.

“Some of you here may have lost your entire family. But family does not mean you have to be related by blood. If you look around, you might find other siblings who stood beside you in battle and will do so again. You might find parents, who will lift you up when you are down. And you might find your child, in the heart of another young warrior who chooses to stand on the wall.

“Our city may be wounded. And our hearts may be heavy. But we will all go on. We will all stand together. Each of you can be family to those who don’t have the ones they should beside them any longer.

“Open your hearts, open your homes. Share your wisdom, share your love. Be kind and generous in this time of trial and need. Thank you all for coming.”

When Chairman Hathaway finished speaking there was a thunder of applause. Even Damion found himself clapping. Thinking back to the meeting he had with the man just yesterday, Damion had no idea that the Chairman lost his daughter. Damion was not sure if she was a mage or a knight or even her name, but after the Chairman’s memorial address, Damion felt connected to her.

Looking around the crowd of people in mourning clothing, Damion knew he was not alone. His loss was not singular. If they could move forward and rebuild the lives broken by the beast wave so could he.
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                After leaving the amphitheater Damion and Arica made their way back to Damion’s home where he changed his clothing and then prepared to head out to practice magic. Mage Teft met them near the east gate where they were allowed by the guards to exit the city.

Despite the beast wave having been over for several days, the city guards were still on high alert. Even with the hunting crews that went out to kill the Demonic Beasts left over from the beast wave, there were still a higher-than-normal number of Ferocious Beasts and Demonic Beasts in the area. It would be some time before things returned to normal.

Outside the city walls, Damion found that the landscape had been nearly restored to normal. Damion guessed it was the work of an Earth Mage. The craters from the magic cannons had been filled in. Other than the destroyed farms, which were rapidly being rebuilt, the only sign of distress in the landscape, were the barren sections caused by fire or other magic spells that killed the grass or where the craters had been filled.

Once they were away from the walls and in an open field Mage Teft produced from her spatial artifact a test dummy for Damion to practice on. Damion moved back about ten meters and cast his first spell, Ice Shard.

From Damion’s palm leapt a small icicle that flew across the distance in a split second hitting the test dummy. After his attack struck, Damion waited for Mage Teft to advise him of the results.

“That attack contained just over 3,000 magic power,” Mage Teft told Damion while she looked at her tablet. “I know you have more magic power than that. Make sure you are fully focusing on the magic seal and powering the spell properly.”

Raising his palm to try again, Damion focused on the magic seal and channeled his mana into it. The magic seal flared to life in front of Damion’s outstretched palm. The magic seal glowed for a moment in a dim icy light blue similar to Damion’s hair and then his spell went off sending out another shard of ice. If someone, like Mage Teft, had a quick enough eye, they would see that this shard of ice was far superior compared to Damion’s first spell.

The shard of ice Damion just sent out was shaped like a long crystal, was razor sharp and as hard as steel. Damion had managed to perfectly cast the spell and when Mage Teft saw the result on impact on the test dummy she was quite satisfied.

“Excellent. That spell had close to 4,800 magic power behind it. That is very close to C Rank. As you might have noticed, when you properly activate a spell the magic seal will form at the casting point.”

“Is there a way to disguise that?” Damion asked. Sure, he was glad he had perfectly cast the spell, but if he was trying to surprise someone he was afraid the magic seal appearing would alert his target a split second before his spell went off.

“You can always not properly cast that spell,” Mage Teft told him. “However, once you truly master the spell, the appearance of the magic seal and the casting of the spell will be instantaneous.”

“My channeling is too slow?” Damion asked guessing at what Mage Teft was implying.

“Precisely. Continue to work on the spell. Once you have truly mastered it, you will find that unless you continuously cast, the magic seal will appear and disappear in the same instant your Ice Shard is sent out.”

Damion did as Mage Teft instructed and continued to cast Ice Shard. With each cast, Damion felt his understanding of the spell was growing. He was not sure if he was nearing mastery, or just realizing how much more to a magic spell there was, but Damion knew he was making progress. After close to an hour Damion’s channeling and cast time for the spell had fallen to a fraction of a second and the magic seal only remained visible for that brief instant when the shard of ice flew from his palm.

Arica and Mage Teft watched with a mixture of disbelief and envy as they saw Damion’s skill with the spell visibly increase. What took most mages years of practice, Damion was able to accomplish in an hour. The other element of Damion’s spell casting that they envied was his stamina.

Ice Shard required 20 mana with each spell cast. Damion was casting three and even four of the spells every minute. Both Arica and Mage Teft knew Damion either had abnormal mana capacity or mana regeneration, given his use of the fire glyph on his sword in the past, but seeing him accomplish the same with a real magic spell was entirely different.

“Why don’t you try a different spell,” Mage Teft suggested. She was feeling Damion was becoming bored by pelted the test dummy with Ice Shard.

Damion thought this was a decent idea and moved within grasping distance of the test dummy. This time he focused on the magic seal for Icy Grasp. Reaching out Damion grabbed the arm of the test dummy and let the spell do its work.

Icy Grasp required 15 mana per second, but was also a deadly spell. The test dummy would not die from Damion’s mana being forced into its body, but any human or beast would suffer immensely. After a few moments of grasping the test dummy ice began to form on its surface and Damion released his hold.

In total Damion only channeled the spell for no more than 30 seconds, but the amount of mana Damion used was staggering. Despite Damion’s high mana and high regeneration, he felt the drain from using the spell.

“Icy Grasp has an accumulative effect on its target. The longer you hold on the more mana is pumped into your target. If you held onto a human as long as you did to the test dummy any person below C Rank would be dead.”

“I’ll make sure I am careful then,” Damion told Mage Teft. He did not want to accidently kill someone in a spar, but it was good to know he had a spell that could incapacitate someone. Damion could not help but think if he walked up behind someone and covered their mouth with his hand as he cast the spell, they would be dead before they knew what hit them.

“Ice Shield is difficult to judge its effectiveness since it is not an attack. You can practice that one safely enough at home. Go ahead and try Ice Breath.”

“Wait,” Arica said suddenly. “You know four tier 1 spells already?”

“I read their magic seals when I was a kid. I could not use the magic, but I remembered the seals. When the seal on my magic core lifted I knew I could use them and was even able to use them right away against the Deinosuchus I was fighting.”

“Unbelievable,” Arica muttered. “If the other academies had any real inkling of what you are capable they never would have given you such poor offers.”

“I tried to convey it to them honestly,” Mage Teft shrugged. “I don’t think they believed me though.”

“No, seeing is needed for believing in this case. Don’t worry, I won’t reveal your talents to Mage Bianco or anyone else. But you have to know, once you get tested at the Adventurer Association word is going to get out.”
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                “I was tested to have both S+ Rank magic talent and affinity. I think they already know my abilities are a cut above the rest,” Damion said with a chuckle. “But maybe you are right. Seeing is believing. I don’t think they can really comprehend the difference between S Rank and S+ Rank.”

“That is very true,” Mage Teft said. “You are clearly a fast learner with spells. A large part of that is your magic talent, but I would like to take some credit, I did train you for 12 years.”

“Without your guidance I would have no idea how to use magic at all,” Damion told Mage Teft. “Since I could not learn magic seals before, or at least not make use of them, the training to channel mana and strengthen by body has put me here now. There is no way I would be anywhere near as strong as I am without you.”

“I’m glad you realize that,” Mage Teft said gruffly, though Damion could see tears in welling up in the corners of her eyes.

“So, what’s next?” Damion asked as he felt his mana rapidly refilling.

“Rest and try and raise your magic power to C Rank before your test at the Adventurer Association. After that, take a mission. Go out in the field and flex your magic on your own for a bit. It will be good for you. Then we can discuss when you need to head to Argentum.”

Mage Teft’s advice was sound, so Damion did as she suggested. After returning home, Damion sat on the floor of his room and began using Mana Absorption. While also repeated casting Ice Shield.

The constant drain and influx of mana into his magic core would help strengthen it, allowing more mana to be accumulated and thus more mana to be compressed to increase his magic power. Damion was already familiar with this process, it was just that he did not have spells to use up magic in the past. All he could do before was use the fire attack glyph on his sword, and that was not something he could use at home.

While repeatedly casting Ice Shield, Damion realized he had another spell he could use to burn mana, True Sight. Other than briefly activating it when he first got the spell, Damion had not used it. Damion activated the spell and let it stay active this time. He felt a bit of mana flowing towards his eyes, but otherwise he did not notice anything different.

With the mana flowing to his eyes, Damion decided to check if this caused any outward signs of the spell being active. Looking in a mirror Damion saw something that quite surprised him. His eyes showed no change, but in the mirror above his head Damion saw a D hovering there.

The main effect of the spell was to allow Damion to see clearly in any conditions, which he thought would be quite useful if he ended up in another underground dungeon. The ability to identify the Rank of anything he sees was the second effect. Damion figured it applied to artifacts, but now he realized it really did apply to everything he looked at.

Ordinary items did not have a letter hovering over them, which Damion was thankful for since that would be quite confusing. As Damion examined his gear he could see the Rank of each piece, which even though he knew what his pieces were, this would allow him to examine other artifacts and know right away their Ranks. Not only that, but if it worked on his image in the mirror, Damion would be able to look at anyone and tell their Rank and Damion guessed this would apply to Ferocious Beasts and Demonic Beasts as well.

This was quite the skill he had lucked upon when buying a random passive spell from the Magic System store. Now Damion felt a great desire for more credits so he could buy more items from the magic store.

Damion only had 2 credits at the moment. 1 credit left over from the 96 he had earned over 18 years and 1 he had earned after finally learning a bit of Nashto, the ancient language of magic. The only way Damion knew to earn more credits was to complete quests from the Magic System.

He had four quests right now. The first, to kill C Rank beasts, was not something he could do at the moment. The second was to learn a tier 2 magic spell, which was equally out of reach since he did not have access to any tier 2 magic seals.

The last two quests, Increase a Magic Spell in Rank and Increase Nashto Proficiency were doable. But would take time. Damion had already been examining every glyph and magic seal he knew, trying to gain better insight into the ancient language, but so far the Magic System had not chimed and told him quest completed.

Increasing a Magic Spell in Rank should be simple, he just had to use a spell enough times and it would increase in Rank. Mana Absorption was already D Rank from his years of use. Damion suspected that if he kept True Sight active all the time he would very quickly increase it in Rank. In the meantime, Damion focused on activating and deactivating Ice Shield.

The Magic System was no help in advising him how many uses of a spell it took to increase a spell in Rank. This left Damion with no choice but to continue the repetitive action and hope for the best. Between Ice Shield, True Sight and Mana Absorption, Damion was moving a lot of mana through his magic core and mana pathways. The constant strain of spell casting and restoring his mana helped to strengthen his magic core.

Damion worked himself to the bone. It was not until late in the evening the night before Manager Halsey was set to announce Damion’s choice of magic academy that Damion took a break. When he shutoff his two passive spells and stopped casting Ice Shield he felt a sudden wave of exhaustion and blacked out.

In the morning when Damion finally recovered he was met with a stern-faced Mage Teft sitting in chair watching him. After waking, it took Damion a few moments to piece everything together. He had no doubt over practiced and blacked out as soon his he cut off his spells, but he was no longer laying on the floor. Instead, he was in his bed with Mage Teft watching him, which probably meant she found him and moved him to his bed.

Damion tried to sit up, but as soon as he moved he felt a wave of pain in his head and fell back on the bed. Once he was still, the sudden sharp pain faded into a dull ache in the back of his mind, but it still hurt. This told Damion he did more than just overdo it.

“I guess you think there are no consequences for overusing magic,” Mage Teft said to him quietly, though the words sounded like thunder in Damion’s head. “I would have thought your experience during the beast wave would have taught you your lesson.”

“Overusing magic?” Damion managed to say while struggling to sit up again despite the pain he was in.

“A human body is not made to constantly channel mana. Even if you have the mana reserves and the ability to not rest, though typically this only happens to morons who chug several mana potions to replenish their reserves without resting, your body is not meant to do magic all the time.”

“I don’t remember feeling this way when I woke up after resting during the beast wave.”

“Two reasons for that. One, you had more rest and two, there were healers there to speed your recovery. Now you get to do your magic test feeling like crap.”
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                “Anything I can do to speed up my recovery?” Damion asked as he put his feet on the floor and tried to steady himself to stand up.

“Mana exhaustion will go away on its own. If you treat your body well, then it will recover faster,” Mage Teft told Damion.

“This doesn’t cause any lasting damage does it?”

“Thankfully no. The biggest risk with mana exhaustion is that you are vulnerable while passed out. If it happens out in the wild there is a good chance of you being eaten by a beast, but other than that it is no worse than a hangover. The effects should fade in a few hours.”

“I thought mana exhaustion only happened to people that depleted their mana,” Damion said finally getting to his feet and walking to the bathroom to splash water on his face.

“That is how most people end up in your situation. But you are unusual. You seem to be able to cast spells without limit, so you ended up exhausting your body. By casting so many spells you strained your mana pathways. Usually when you deplete all your mana your magic core tries to pull in mana faster than your pathways can handle and they are then strained, you simply overused them. The end result is obviously the same, your body needs to recover, though in your case, it might have some positive benefits.”

“Really?”

“Might,” Mage Teft emphasized. “Since there has never been someone in your position before it is impossible to say for sure. However, magic strengthens the body. Just like lifting weights builds muscle and endurance, the more magic that flows through your body strengthens it. It is one of the reasons mages and knights become stronger over time. Not just in magic power, but physically as well. The magic that flows through them continues to make their physical bodies stronger.”

“You are saying I could become physically stronger than anyone else?”

“I am saying you may become physically stronger than another mage at your Rank that has gone through the same physical training as you. The training you have gone through already makes you stronger than most at your age. This would just add to it.”

“So, what do I need to do to make sure I don’t overdo it,” Damion asked as he checked his spells. None of the three he had worked on so rigorously over the last day managed to increase in Rank, but Damion still felt it was the best choice to quickly earn credits for the Magic System’s store.

“You need to adhere to a solid routine. Just practicing until you are exhausted is not good for you, even if it doesn’t have an adverse effect physically, mentally it can still harm you. You can practice all day if you want, but set breaks. You need to break for meals at the very least. But it is also good to break for actual physical activity.”

“I can do that. Would two hours of magic practice followed by two of physical activity and a meal work?” Damion asked as he mentally began to plan out his days.

“That should be just fine,” Mage Teft told him.

As long as Damion took actual breaks and did not force himself to work until he dropped, his proposed routine would help him maximize his growth. Mage Teft suspected that if left to his own devices Damion would probably be a C Rank in the next few days and B Rank before he graduated from Silver Spire Magic Academy. That possibility truly frightened her. How long before he reached A Rank, or S Rank? How long before he surpassed the oldest of the monsters of the world?

“Hurry up and get ready. Headmaster Sorin, Manager Halsey and Chairman Hathaway are all waiting at the Adventurer Association for your exam.”

Hearing that two A Ranks and an S Rank mage were waiting on him made Damion feel a bit sick to his stomach. The test was a formality, he could easily check his magic power in the Magic System, but these three wanted to know for themselves and Damion was suddenly afraid of screwing up somehow and doing poorly on the test.

“What is the mage test like? Will I have to fight a Ferocious Beast or anything like that?”

“The mage test is quite simple. The knight test is more… in-depth, because knights have to be tested to make sure they can fight at a certain level. A knight that can use a high-grade artifact to reach a high rank in magic power, but can’t move or even kill a Ferocious Beast is pretty useless.”

“Doesn’t the same rule apply to mages?” Damion asked not understanding why the tests would be different.

“Most knights use higher quality artifacts than their Rank so they can unleash higher Rank magic power. That is why sometimes a knight can go into a lower Rank dungeon. They might have passed the Adventurer Association’s test and be a B Rank knight, but only really have the magic power of C Rank.

“Mages on the other hand can only Rank up if their personal magic power has reached the required Rank. This also means that, except for labyrinths that let everyone in since you have to move through all the floors each time you enter, mages can only enter dungeons at or above their Rank.”

“I get it. But what if I want to fight with artifacts and use them to boost my magic power? Can I get a higher Rank that way?”

“You can do that if you want. You can even keep your knight license,” Mage Teft replied. “There are of course mages that are licensed as knights since their magic talent or affinity are not good enough to advance far as mages. Most of them don’t even acknowledge that they are mages and do everything as knights do. Would you be satisfied following that path?”

“No. I guess continuing on as a knight isn’t really an option for me,” Damion said as he thought about what Mage Teft said.

“You could, but relying on artifacts instead of your magic will limit your growth. You don’t need a crutch. Your Ice Shard spell will, if you practice it diligently, one day be powerful enough to take down A Rank or even S Rank Demonic Beasts in a single attack. And there are more powerful spells out there for you to learn.”

Damion had heard this lesson before. Hard work. That was what was needed. His family always dreamed of him being a mage. Protecting the world. He shared their vision and he could hardly let them down now. All he had to do was keep moving forward. Mages with low talent or affinities could still rise in Rank, it just took hard work. Damion having excellent talent and affinity would rise as long as he put in some effort, but if he put in the effort that less talented people had to, he would rise higher and faster than anyone else in history.

By the time Damion was ready to go to the Adventurer Association for his test his headache from mana exhaustion was almost gone. Damion considered activating True Sight, so he could hopefully get the spell to Rank up, but ultimately decided against it. Resting his magic for a little while longer was probably a better choice.

“Here at last,” Manager Halsey said when Damion and Mage Teft entered the Adventurer Association. “Come, let’s get you tested. The others are waiting.”

Manager Halsey led Damion down the same hall where he had taken his knight’s licensing exam, but instead of going into the first door, Damion was shuffled into the third while Mage Teft and the others were in the middle room that allowed them to observe the tests.

Inside the room was a blood red crystal sitting on a pedestal. Damion guessed the crystal worked the same as any other testing crystal. He just had to touch it and it would measure his magic power somehow. Before Damion could out stretch his hand Manager Halsey’s voice came over the intercom giving him instructions.

“For this test you need to place your hand on the crystal and channel your mana into it. The crystal will read the magic power of your mana and display two numbers. One will be your total mana capacity and the other your magic power. You may begin when you are ready.”

Not seeing a point in hesitating, Damion stretched out his hand and placed it on the testing crystal. After Damion started to pour his mana into the crystal he, and everyone in the observation room, held their breath as they waited for the results.
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                After what seemed an eternity, though it was actually less than a minute, Damion could no longer channel mana into the blood red testing crystal. The crystal was now glowing bright red and as Damion pulled his hand away, waiting to see what would happen next, the crystal projected a series of words into the air.

Magic Power: 4830

Mana Capacity: 1898

Damion quickly checked the Magic System status window in his mind to see how accurate the testing crystal was. To Damion’s surprise the testing crystal was spot on. Over the last couple of days, Damion had increased his magic power and mana capacity, but not by much and not by enough to reach C Rank.

Perhaps he was not a C Rank yet, but judging by the increase he managed since the Magic System unlocked and the time he had until classes began at Silver Spire Magic Academy, Damion was sure he could get to C Rank by then. He just needed to make sure he heeded Mage Teft’s advice and not overwork himself.

“What now?” Damion asked. The test was done, but no one had come over the intercom to tell him if he was free to leave or if there was another test they wanted him to take.

“Mage Wells do you know how much mana the average C Rank mage possesses?” Asked Headmaster Sorin’s voice over the intercom.

“Sorry, I don’t,” Damion answered simply. He of course knew he had more mana than the average mage of his level from Arica’s and Mage Teft’s various comments as he practiced. But he had never bothered to ask what was considered normal.

“A C Rank mage typically only has about 1,000 mana.”

Damion raised an eyebrow at that but said nothing. Everyone now knew how much mana he had and of course as he continued to grow at the pace he had been, then very soon he would have more than double the average mana capacity. If Damion factored in what he could potentially buy as upgrades from the Magic System, then there was a good chance Headmaster Sorin would faint if Damion’s mana capacity was ever tested again.

“Am I free to go now?” Damion asked. He did not want to be rude, but he also did not want to stick around and have to answer more questions.

“Yes. Please have your license updated by the clerk at the front desk on your way out,” Manager Halsey’s voice told him.

Not needing to be told twice, Damion headed out of the testing room and waited at the front desk while the clerk on duty updated his license. In the short few moments it took, Damion looked around the common area of the Adventurer Association.

Just a few days ago the room had been filled with injured adventurers, but now the place was back to normal. Damion could not help but wonder if a healer had come by and patched those adventurers up or if they had relied on friends or family to buy healing potions from the Association.

“Here you are, Mage Wells,” the clerk said as she passed him his adventurer license back to him.

Damion’s license now showed he was a D Rank Mage instead of a D Rank knight. Instead of pocketing his license, Damion walked over to the mission terminals and scanned his license. The missions that came up were the same as the ones he had seen before. Damion had half expected there to be special missions just for mages, and perhaps there would be in the future, but right now all the missions were typical clean up sweeps of the area around Saung and the Benault Forest.

As Damion scrolled through the list of missions one caught his eye.

Mission: 1607-12-422 – Type: Solo Hunt – Start Time: N/A – Target: Fire Scorpion x 5 – Location: Benault Forest – Reward: 2 Silver

This was the second mission he had ever done and his first mission to kill Ferocious Beasts. Damion remembered the fun time he had with Ethan Hoyt on this mission and could not help but wonder where his friend was now. Damion knew that Ethan was now helping his father run the family business and was often not in Saung. With the beast wave Damion could not help but wonder if his friend was doing alright.

Damion decided to accept the mission to kill Fire Scorpions. They were easy Ferocious Beasts to kill and numerous. What Damion needed the most was to practice with his new spells and the Fire Scorpions should give him plenty of targets to refine his casting techniques.

While practice was the reason Damion could admit to for taking a mission, the real reason was that he did not want to return home. Every time he walked through his house he felt the weight of his loss, around every corner he was expecting to find Bethany jumping out trying to catch him by surprise. Damion just could not deal with the memories right now. A mission was exactly the distraction he needed.

Damion already had his adventuring gear and armor stored in the Magic System’s inventory so there was no need for him to head back to his home to collect anything. After accepting the mission Damion walked out of the Adventurer Association and headed to the east gate.

The wall which had been breached by the gate was now properly repaired and Damion could see crews working to install new magic cannons in places where the old ones had been destroyed.

Not far from the gate was a ground car rental shop. They did a lot of business with adventurers heading out on missions. Damion could see the available ground cars were pretty slim pickings, most were probably rented out to adventurers doing clean up missions on the countryside. This did not matter to Damion though; he was intending to walk.

After showing his license to the guards at the gate, Damion walked out of Saung and started walking along the road towards Benault Forest. By ground car he could reach the forest and even drive clean through to Bufort in just a few hours, but on foot it was going to take him quite some time, possibly even days.

This was exactly what Damion wanted though, time to be alone and practice. Once Damion put some distance between him and the gate, Damion began casting spells. He activated True Sight, and began alternating between Ice Shield, Ice Breath and Ice Shard. One after another Damion cast the spells as he walked along the road.

There was not another soul in sight, but if there was they surely would have paused to watch the spectacle that Damion was putting on. Making sure to heed Mage Teft’s advice, Damion took breaks for lunch and dinner before continuing on along the road well into the night.

Because Damion had True Sight active, he did not even notice when night fell. However, once he checked his watch and realized how late it was, Damion remembered that he was supposed to take breaks and not over do his training. Walking a few paces off the road, Damion took out his pack and set up his tent and decided to camp for the night.

When Damion woke in the morning he ate breakfast and was in the process of breaking down his tent when he saw two ground cars speeding along the road from Benault Forest. The lead ground car was smaller and was being overtaken by the other.

Damion was not sure what was going on, but just from what he could see, the situation was not normal.
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                Damion stood to the side of the road and watched patiently as the ground cars sped closer to him. He was expecting the ground cars to continue past him and on to Saung. It may have taken most of a day for Damion to walk to where he was, just outside Benault Forest, but these ground cars would be able to reach Saung fairly quickly.

What Damion did not expect, was for the smaller ground car to come to a stop just after passing Damion. When the ground car stopped, Damion turned to look and saw it was a young woman driving with an infant held in her arms.

“Quick get in!” The woman shouted to Damion. “Hurry!”

Damion was in no hurry to get in a stranger’s car, even if she was an ordinary person, as told by True Sight which he had reactivated. The woman was clearly distressed about something and with the second ground car fast approaching Damion could not help but assume that was the reason for her apprehension.

“Are you being chased?” Damion asked calmly.

Without answering Damion, the woman started up her ground car and shouted back to Damion as she drove off, “Run while you can!”

A moment later the second ground car came to a halt by Damion. This ground car was much larger and had an open bed on the back that was filled with rough looking men. Damion quickly surmised these men were bandits and had chased the woman through Benault Forest wanting to rob her or worse.

“Looky what we got here,” one of the men said as he jumped out of the back of the ground car. “A itsy bitsy adventurer walking all alone. Give it up if ya’s knows what’s good for ya.”

Damion looked at him and tried not to laugh as the man pointed a spiked club at Damion. Through True Sight Damion could see most of these men were only E Rank with the one pointing the club at him being D Rank and a few were only F Rank. As they each climbed out of the ground car and surrounded Damion, he made a mental note of each of their Ranks.

The leader was the sole D Rank, five were E Rank and three were F Rank. They certainly had numbers on their side, but Damion was not worried. Mentally Damion summoned his sword from the Magic System’s inventory. When the sword appeared in Damion’s hand the men suddenly realized they had perhaps bitten off more than they could chew.

“Surrender now. This is your only warning,” Damion told them. Even though they were bandits, they had not actually attacked him yet, so Damion wanted to give them the option to surrender.

“Piss off!” the D Rank shouted as he swung his club at Damion.

Damion cast Ice Shield and blocked the D Ranker’s spiked club and easily brushed the blow aside. Channeling his magic into his sword and the fire glyph, Damion’s sword instantly lit up like a torch. Several of the bandits instinctively stepped back, but the D Ranker urged them on.

“He’s just wet behind the years mage with a space artifact. That’s worth enough ta set us all up fer life. Get ‘em!”

Since Damion was not able to scare them away or convince them to surrender, Damion decided it was best to rid the world of these bottom feeders. With a quick slash, Damion sent out a fire slash from his sword that, while not enough to kill the group of bandits on his right, was enough to give him more space while giving some severe burns to them.

Damion then spun around and spewed out a cloud of frozen air from his mouth as he cast Ice Breath at the bandits that had been creeping up behind him. The sudden change of direction and different type of magic caught the couple of bandits behind him off guard and forced them to retreat or be frozen.

As Damion continued his spin he slashed his sword across the arm of one of the E Rankers that had been originally on his left before Damion found himself facing the D Rank bandit again.

The D Ranker was bringing his spiked club down in a two-handed swing that Damion caught on his Ice Shield. The bandit’s blow was enough to crack Damion’s Ice Shield and send Damion down on one knee with a throbbing in his shoulder. The bandit was stronger than he thought, and while Damion would certainly win in any one-on-one fight, since this was not a one-on-one fight Damion needed to start evening the odds.

Damion released his Ice Shield spell letting the magic ice vanish into nothingness and immediately recast the spell giving him a brand-new Ice Shield ready to intercept the D Ranker’s next attack.

The D Ranker narrowed his eyes when he saw what Damion did and began to wonder if attacking this young mage was really a good idea. However, since the fight was already started the thought faded as quickly as it formed and the bandit swung his spiked club towards the mage again.

Damion leaned back and let the spiked club swing harmlessly by before stepping forward with a low swing of his sword, catching the D Ranker in the thigh. After landing that quick blow Damion was forced to roll forward as the bandits on his right and behind had come charging towards him again.

The force of Damion’s roll propelled him forward several meters and when he got to his feet and faced the bandits that were now all in one direction, Damion could not help but smirk as he channeled his mana into his sword’s fire attack glyph. When Damion unleashed his fire pillar attack into the crowd of wide-eyed bandits most of them were too slow to get out of the way and ended up getting cooked.

Two of the E Rankers and the D Rank bandit managed to jump out of the way and had not even been burned by the attack, but the rest of the bandits were all on the ground either dead or in too much pain to get up. As the D Rank bandit looked at his fallen comrades he began to rage at Damion.

“I’m gonna kill you boy,” the bandit snarled. “I’m gonna rip your heart out and…”

Before the bandit could continue his tirade Damion had raised his left hand and shot an Ice Shard through his heart. Damion had already seen that none of these bandits were wearing armor and without that protection they were easily felled by his Ice Shard spell. Damion quickly cast the spell several more times, putting the bandits on the ground out of their misery before Damion turned his attention to the two stunned E Rankers.

“Load up the bodies in the bed of the ground car,” Damion ordered.

The two E Rankers nodded silently as they dropped their weapons and began doing as Damion ordered. Both were just hoping that Damion would not kill them once they were done loading the bodies.

Damion watched in silence as the two bandits loaded their fallen into the ground car’s bed. Rubbing his sore shoulder, Damion could not help but wonder the identity of the D Ranker. If the bandit had possessed armor and a proper weapon, or had any of these bandits, the fight likely would have been much different. Damion was still confident he would have won, but he felt he would have suffered more than a shoulder ache.

As the E Rankers loaded the bodies of their fallen comrades, Damion felt a pang of guilt in his heart. He had given these men a chance to surrender, but he had also finished off the wounded. Damion could have easily chosen to stabilize the bandits with the healing salves in his adventurer kit, but he had not even thought twice about finishing them off.

‘Have I really turned so cold to not care about killing,’ Damion thought as two surviving bandits worked nervously. ‘Would they have approved of this?’

Damion did not have an answer to his question. He had killed bandits before, but now he found himself wondering what drove these men to lawbreaking. Did they have families? Would these men be missed or grieved for?

Once the truck was loaded Damion gave up his self-reflection and stored his sword back in the Magic System’s inventory and looked to the two E Rankers. He did not trust them, but he felt they were scared enough to do exactly what he told them to without having to worry they would try to stab him in the back.

“Get in. I’ll turn you over to the Justiciar Order in Bufort,” Damion told them. The two E Rankers looked relieved when they realized Damion was not going to kill them. Punishment by the Justiciar Order would be harsh, but it was still better than what just happened to the rest of their group.
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                The drive through the Benault Forest with the two E Rank bandits was quiet. The bandits were too afraid to talk, and Damion was uninterested in questioning them. When they finally arrived outside of Bufort’s gate and Damion advised the guards on duty that he had captured two bandits and killed seven others it took a moment for the guards to process the news and direct Damion to the Justiciar Order’s local headquarters.

After a short description of events and the two E Rankers confessions, Damion was free to continue out on his own. Damion left the gear of the bandits with the Justiciar for them to calculate and add the value to his payment card account. Damion did not pay attention to the amount; he doubted it was more than a gold in any case.

Now that Damion was in Bufort and even though he arrived faster than he had anticipated, Damion decided to start his walk to the Galen farm. As Damion was heading out of the city gates someone called his name and Damion looked over.

In the holding area near the gate were trucks belonging to Hoyt Shipping and Ethan was sitting behind a small table registering escorts like Damion had seen Ethan’s father do in the past. Turning away from the gate, Damion headed over to greet his friend.

“Damion! What are you doing here? Why did you dye your hair? Did you take the escort mission? I didn’t see your name on the list,” Ethan said as he tabbed on his tablet a few times as if searching for Damion’s name.

“Just passing through. Ran into a few bandits this morning, just finished with the Justiciars and now I’m heading out to Galen farm,” Damion told Ethan, ignoring the question about his hair. Perhaps the news of the hero of the east gate had not reached Bufort, but even if it had, Damion did not want to talk about the beast wave.

“Fire Scorpions? Aren’t those a bit beneath you?”

“I need to hone my new magic spells and Fire Scorpions make easy targets.”

“Magic? Oh, your seal lifted! Congrats,” Ethan cheered. “We’ve been so busy with expanding the business again that I haven’t been back to Saung in months. Now with the beast wave, we’re preparing to ship food into Saung instead of out.”

“It is alright. I know you are busy,” Damion told him.

“You walking to Galen’s? I can at least let you ride along until we get to the edge of the forest. You can then head over to his place, will cut your travel time down.”

“No, it is fine. I’m using the time it takes to walk to practice.”

“News about beast waves don’t usually travel much outside certain circles, but I heard the one in Saung was pretty bad,” Ethan whispered as he came closer to Damion so they would not be overheard.

“Three S Rank Demonic Beasts,” Damion whispered back to Ethan.

“Really? And Saung is still standing?” Ethan muttered in disbelief.

“I think they called in every S Rank alive to fight them. There were even people from the magic academies that showed up to fight.”

“So why aren’t you out there doing clean up missions? Those pay pretty well.”

“Just need some time to myself while I get used to using magic,” Damion told him. “I need to get going. So, I’ll let you get back to work. Wouldn’t want your father to see you slacking off.”

“Sure,” Ethan said with a smile. He could tell something was wrong. Something was upsetting Damion that his friend did not want to talk about, and Ethan did not want to push if Damion was not ready to talk. “After I finish this trip to the outer villages to stock up on food, we’ll be taking it to Saung. Should be there in a few days. We can catch up then.”

“Sounds good,” Damion said halfheartedly.

Before Ethan could respond Damion headed back towards the city gates and off to the Galen farm. Ethan stood there for a few moments watching his friend walk off before taking out his communication tablet and making a call to Mage Teft. Ethan figured if anyone would know what was going on with Damion it would be his teacher.

Just as he had the day before, once Damion got away from the city gates, he started repeatedly casting spells intent on raising the level of his spells as quickly as possible. If he could complete the quest from the Magic System he was sure he could raise his magic power to C Rank.

It was well after lunch when Damion arrived at the burnt fields of Galen Farms. They did not look too different than they had three years ago when Damion first came here on a mission. The small fields that were walled off with stone had grown a bit and it looked like another field had been reclaimed on the side of the house, but not much had really changed.

What surprised Damion more than the place remaining the same, was that the Fire Scorpions did not move on from this place. He knew Ferocious Beasts tended to be territorial, but staying in the same area for so long seemed to indicate there was something else the Fire Scorpions liked here.

Damion walked up to the door of the house and knocked. Mr. Galen answered the door and like his farm, had not changed much. He still had a long grey beard and leathery skin, though Damion did not think he looked as frail as he did before. Perhaps reclaiming more of his farm had breathed a bit of life back into him.

“Here to kill the Fire Scorpions ehh,” Mr. Galen said as he looked around and then to Damion. “What’cha do, walk out here? Where’s your ground car?”

“I walked. I like the exercise,” Damion answered calmly. “I was here once before, a few years back with Ethan Hoyt. I see you have managed to expand your safe areas a little bit. I’d like to help you expand them more if I can.”

“Ambitious one ain’t cha,” Mr. Galen said taking another hard look at Damion. “Mage?”

“Ice mage.”

“I can’t afford no more than the posted mission,” Mr. Galen told Damion.

“That is fine. I’m here more to practice my spells than to get paid,” Damion reassured. “What area has the most Fire Scorpions?”

“The back corner, the one closest to the woods.”

“Alright, I’ll go there to try a few things out first. If you have another area you would like to section off from the Fire Scorpions start working on that. Once I’m sure my idea will work I’ll come over and help with the wall and then clear that area out for you.”

“Alright,” Mr. Galen said grabbing a long metal pole that had one end sharpened to a point.

Damion headed around the house to the corner closest to the Benault Forest. While Mr. Galen headed to a farm plot next to one of the others in front of the house.

As Damion approached the back corner of the farm he could see a number of Fire Scorpions moving around the area. Continuing to walk closer, Damion started to cast Ice Shard. Targeting one Fire Scorpion after another with a fair amount of accuracy.

What Damion did not realize, was that in the branches of a tree in the nearby Benault Forest a pair of cold eyes watched as he cast Ice spell after Ice spell.
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                Each time Damion cast Ice Shard at the Fire Scorpions, whether he hit one or not, the Fire Scorpions scurried away from the Ice magic as if it was poison to them. Damion had suspected the Fire Scorpions would not like his Ice magic and seeing them flee from it told him he had a decent chance to do exactly what he intended.

Damion started focusing on sending his icy attacks to an area around a large Fire Scorpion burrow. From what Damion knew about the Fire Scorpions was that they did not climb well and they liked to nest underground, but they also did not dig well. Most of the time Fire Scorpions would take over burrows made by rabbits or other burrowing animals.

This was why Mr. Galen was able to slowly regain his farm. If the man was younger Damion was sure he would have made more progress. Once an area was walled off with a stone wall, the Fire Scorpions could not burn through or climb over, so they could be killed off. Once an area that was walled off was cleared of Fire Scorpions, they could not get back in and it allowed Mr. Galen to start planting fresh crops.

The biggest issue with clearing Fire Scorpions from an area was that they nested underground. Even if you killed all the Fire Scorpions in an area, once the eggs hatched you would have a new batch to contend with.

One solution was to seal up all the entrances to the burrows. Since the Fire Scorpions were not good diggers if the eggs ever hatched, they would die underground, unable to reach the surface. Another was to completely dig up the area that was walled off. The burrows were typically shallow, and Mr. Galen found that if he tilled a field, it usually destroyed the burrow and any eggs. The problem with this approach was that in addition to the eggs, grown Fire Scorpions were often still in the burrows and when Mr. Galen tilled the plot the Fire Scorpions would appear and attack.

Damion’s solution was twofold. Clear the surface of Fire Scorpions with Ice Shard and then use Ice Breath to pour his Ice magic into the burrows and either freeze the Fire Scorpions and their eggs or force them out to the surface where Damion could use them as target practice with his Ice Shard spell.

Once Damion cleared the area around the burrow he had identified, he approached it and cast Ice Breath. From his mouth spewed a torrent of icy wind that flowed into the burrow. Nearby, small spurts of frosty air could be seen erupting from other entrances to the burrow.

Several Fire Scorpions began scurrying out from the other exits. As the Fire Scorpions emerged, they were covered in frost that seemed to burn them. Damion stood up and raised his palm towards the Fire Scorpions and began casting Ice Shard. A few spell casts later and all the Fire Scorpions were dead.

For good measure, Damion knelt down next to the burrow opening again and cast Ice Breath a second time. This time he kept casting it for a minute resulting in the frost forming at the other openings to turn to ice. No more Fire Scorpions emerged from the burrow leading Damion to believe he had killed them all.

Damion suspected there were probably more burrows in the area, but his test was done. He knew he could take out a burrow and finish off any surviving Fire Scorpions. Now he would help Mr. Galen cordon off another section of his fields and then cleanse it of Fire Scorpions.

When Damion arrived where Mr. Galen was working, he saw the old man was using his sharpened pole as a spear to stab Fire Scorpions from a distance and even to stab down into burrows. Damion looked around the small field and saw part of the wall was incomplete, so he looked to Mr. Galen to ask where to get more stones.

“Are there more stones to finish the wall for this field?”

“I ain’t got much,” Mr. Galen explained. “Usually expand slowly, just a small area at a time, so I mostly reuse the stone from the old wall, just move it further down.”

“I see,” Damion replied as he looked at the field. Other than the short stone wall around it, there were no subdividers inside marking where the field had been expanded in the past. “In that case step back a bit and I’ll clear the field, then we can move the old wall to cover the new area.”

Mr. Galen did as Damion instructed and moved to the edge of the field with his metal pole. There were no Fire Scorpions left alive on the surface. Mr. Galen had already skewered them all. This left him with the task of dealing with the burrows.

Damion bent down close to the burrow closest to the edge of the field and cast Ice Breath into it. A moment later a Fire Scorpion started crawling out from another opening to the burrow and Mr. Galen stabbed it with his spear. The farmer was ecstatic with Damion’s strategy and quickly encouraged him to move to the next burrow.

One by one, Damion moved from one burrow to the next casting Ice Breath into them. Either killing or flushing out the Fire Scorpions that were hiding in them. Mr. Galen quickly had a dozen Fire Scorpions stuck on his pole.

After Damion cleared the last burrow Mr. Galen began pushing the Fire Scorpion bodies off his pole into a pile in the middle of the field. Mr. Galen then started to cut the stingers off the tails of the Fire Scorpions with a knife making a second pile of them.

This reminded Damion that he had not collected the stingers from the first batch of Fire Scorpions he killed. When started towards the back field, he saw a large snow-white bird in the middle of the field eating the Fire Scorpions Damion had killed.

“That’s Phil,” Mr. Galen said nodding towards the bird.

“Phil?” Damion questioned as he looked at the Snow Hawk. He could not help but wonder if it was the same one he and Ethan had encountered briefly three years ago. If it was it had grown quite a bit.

“I first noticed him a few years ago. He never bothers me or any of the adventurers who come and kill the Fire Scorpions. Just waits till they leave and then he comes out of the woods and helps himself.”

Damion had True Sight active so when he looked at the Ferocious Beast, he could tell it was a D Rank beast. However, if it was as Mr. Galen said and the Snow Hawk did not bother adventurers or him, there was no reason to bother it.

As Damion watched the Snow Hawk for a few moments he could not help but feel the Snow Hawk was also watching him very closely. He figured it was due to the Ferocious Beast not wanting someone to steal its meal, so Damion went back to the field he was working in with Mr. Galen and started moving the wall. However, in the back of his mind something told him the look the Snow Hawk gave was more than just watchful.

To move the old wall around the area the pair had just cleared of Fire Scorpions took the two of them several hours and made Damion wish he had an Earth affinity so he could just cast a spell and make a new wall of stone.

The backbreaking physical labor though was exactly what Damion needed to clear his mind of unwanted thoughts. With nothing to consider other than where the next stone was going he finally began to relax for the first time in a week.
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                When the wall was finally moved, Damion and Mr. Galen sat down on the old man’s porch to rest. Even with Damion’s high physical strength and endurance from years of training and the magic flowing through him, Mr. Galen did not lose a step to him. The old man worked just as hard as the young man had.

“Since Phil ate up the Fire Scorpions ya killed earlier, I can make up for some of the stingers from my share for ya. So, ya can get yer proper pay,” Mr. Galen told Damion.

“Don’t worry about it,” Damion said after taking a sip from his canteen. “I just need five stingers to turn in for the mission. You can keep the rest to sell to the Association. Help get your farm up and running.”

“I don’t need charity,” Mr. Galen said gruffly as he started to count out Fire Scorpion stingers.

“I told you before. I’m here to practice my spells. That is worth more than money to me.”

Mr. Galen gave him a hard stare but stopped arguing with him and took back the stingers he had separated for Damion. The old man was stubborn, but not to the point of foolishness.

“Have ya had enough practice yet?” Mr. Galen asked as he looked at his burnt fields.

“No. But even mages need to rest,” Damion answered with a smile. “Let’s get something to eat and then I’ll go out and clear some more areas.”

“I appreciate the effort, but if we don’t close off each area more of ‘em will just move in.”

“Perhaps. However, if I eliminate enough Fire Scorpions, then it will take longer for them to repopulate the cleared areas. Maybe you will have enough time to section some of the areas off.”

“Why not eliminate them all?” Mr. Galen questioned, exhaustion easily detectable in his voice.

“I intend to try,” Damion answered. “I can’t make the promise that I won’t miss any though.”

“I wun’t believe ya if ya did,” Mr. Galen chuckled.

After Damion felt he had rested enough he got up and headed back into Mr. Galen’s fields. Phil, the Snow Hawk, had vanished back into the Benault Forest leaving the majority of Damion’s first round of Fire Scorpion kills untouched. He was not sure if the Snow Hawk left the corpses because it had its fill or if it did not want to take all of Damion’s kills. Whatever was the case, he pushed the thought out of his mind to focus on clearing more of Mr. Galen’s fields.

Damion started near the house this time. Clearing out the area around the small safe fields first. In each area he would start off again by taking out as many of the Fire Scorpions as he could with Ice Shard. Once the Fire Scorpions realized they did not stand a chance against Damion and his ranged spell, they fled into their burrows.

When the Fire Scorpions fled into their burrows, it told him where those openings were. After seeing the Fire Scorpions hide in the burrows, Damion would go over and cast Ice Breath into the holes. His spell would either kill the hiding Fire Scorpions or force them back to the surface.

Section by section, Damion cleared the fields near the house. Then he moved on to the fields closest to the road. Many of the fields he worked to clear were already sectioned off with small stone walls, but Mr. Galen had never been able to completely eliminate the Fire Scorpions from them and thus he could never grow anything in those fields.

Seeing that Damion was doing his best to truly take care of all the Fire Scorpions, Mr. Galen began working to erect a small wall to separate the fields in the front and rear of the house. The fields in back were larger and being closer to the Benault Forest always had more Fire Scorpions.

Mr. Galen thought there was a good chance Damion would be able to clear out all the fields in front of the house, but he was not so sure about the back. However, if he walled off the front and the back fields, keeping the Fire Scorpions from moving back to the front fields, Mr. Galen thought he might actually be able to have a profitable farm again.

As Damion continued to work, he could almost feel his intrinsic understanding of his spells deepening. He had not yet received a message from the Magic System telling him that he had increased the Rank of one of his spells, but Damion could tell he was getting close.

By the time Damion had cleansed the front fields of Fire Scorpions the sun was setting. Mr. Galen had managed to finish half the wall to block the front fields from the back, but completing the whole wall was a momentous task for him on his own.

“Ya gonna walk back to town in the dark?” Mr. Galen asked Damion as the two rested while watching the sun go down.

“If you don’t mind, I’ll just pitch my tent in your fields.”

“Nonsense,” Mr. Galen harrumphed, and Damion was afraid for a moment Mr. Galen was going to shoo him off. “No sense in sleeping on the ground. I’ve got a spare room. Yer welcome to it.”

Damion was taken off guard by the offer from Mr. Galen. Sleeping in his tent would have been perfectly fine, but he would hardly say no to sleeping in a bed. After eating a stew made by Mr. Galen, which Damion suspected was, but did not ask, mostly made of Fire Scorpion meat, he headed to bed.

When Damion got up in the morning, he ate one of his ration packs for breakfast and headed out into Mr. Galen’s fields to hunt more Fire Scorpions. Mr. Galen had not yet woken up and Damion felt the old man deserved a rest for his hospitality, so he started working on his own.

Damion’s first task was to finish the wall Mr. Galen had started yesterday. There was no point in completely clearing the fields if the Fire Scorpions would be able to just move right back in. As he moved the stones from the old wall Mr. Galen was taking down to make the new one, Damion finally received notifications from the Magic System.

*Ding*

[Spell True Sight mastery increased to E Rank]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Increase a Magic Spell in Rank – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

Damion stopped working for a moment while he studied the Magic System notifications. True Sight had increased in the range it was effective. Now able to grant him the ability to identify Ranks and see clearly for up to 15 meters. Finally, being rewarded with a large number of Credits for the Magic System’s store meant Damion could spend those points for upgrades or items from the store, as soon as he could make up his mind on what he wanted to buy.

After checking the Magic System’s quest menu and seeing that he still had the quest to increase his mastery of a magic spell with the same reward Damion was surprised. He had expected that if he did still have the quest, it would have become more difficult, like his kill quests had. When Damion considered that the number of spells he could learn, and use was limited and that each time he increased one in Rank it would become more difficult to increase the spell to the next Rank he figured the difficulty of the quest increased on its own.

The question of what to buy with his new credits was difficult to answer, and best answered when he was assured of privacy. Putting those thoughts aside, Damion returned to his work on the wall.

As Damion was nearing completion of the wall Mr. Galen came out and started helping him. Every so often a Fire Scorpion would appear and walk along the wall, searching for a way through to the now clear front fields. Damion would quickly dispatch these Fire Scorpions with a quick cast of Ice Shard, but the persistence of the Fire Scorpions as they continued to show up, following the path of the previous one, looking for a way through the wall like ants following a trail left him wondering if there was more to these Fire Scorpions.

Just as Damion was considering what the behavior of these Fire Scorpions might mean he felt a rumbling under the field. A large patch of dirt was being pushed up from down deep. When a meter long pincer pushed out from the earth and knocked the wall Damion and Mr. Galen had been building down, he knew they found the real source for all the Fire Scorpions on Mr. Galen’s farm.
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                Even without True Sight Damion could tell the enormous Fire Scorpion that appeared was not F Rank like all the others. What True Sight told Damion was that this Fire Scorpion was a C Rank Ferocious Beast. While the Rank of the beast was concerning, what was truly frightening about it was that it was large enough to be able to tear down Mr. Galen’s house if it was so inclined.

Knowing that the spray from the Fire Scorpion’s tail would likely ignite the roof of Mr. Galen’s house or decimate the few crops Mr. Galen had planted if the Ferocious Beast used it to attack him right now, Damion quickly moved to get around the Fire Scorpion and head towards the Benault Forest. His goal was to get the giant Fire Scorpion to chase him or at least turn to watch him, so Mr. Galen’s house and planted fields were not in the background when this Fire Scorpion inevitably attacked.

Damion’s guess was correct and as he moved around the side of the Fire Scorpion it turned with him. What he did not expect, given how the smaller Fire Scorpion’s moved and attacked, was for this giant one to be fast.

The C Rank Fire Scorpion lashed out with one of its pincers as Damion moved around it. While he was able to roll out of the way, the Ferocious Beast shot out a stream of its venom from the tip of its tail that burst into a jet of flame that came precariously close to setting him on fire.

Damion quickly got to his feet and sprinted towards the back fields. However, before getting more than a few meters he felt the heat of the Fire Scorpion’s flame on his back. Diving forward into the dirt the Fire Scorpion’s flame flew over him. With Damion immobile on the ground it gave the Fire Scorpions, large and small, a chance to converge on him.

This was the first time Damion had paid attention to anything other than the giant Fire Scorpion, but now that he was on the ground in the back field, he could see dozens of the smaller F Rank Fire Scorpions moving towards him.

With only a few seconds to act before he became a barbeque mage, Damion got to his feet and cast Ice Shield with his left and brought out his sword from the Magic System Inventory grasping it in his other.

Small spurts of flames and fireballs started coming from the small Fire Scorpions all around him and Damion immediately channeled more mana into his Ice Shield, willing the small buckler he had summoned to become a large tower shield he could hide behind.

Damion’s spell grew and then began to shrink as the Fire Scorpion’s fire attacks began to melt its edges. As he continued to feed his Ice Shield Mana he quickly came up with a plan. Peeking over the top of his shield, he cast Ice Breath, spewing his frosty breath attack at the small Fire Scorpions in answer to their fire attacks.

Ice Breath managed to drive a few of the closest Fire Scorpions off, but when the C Rank Fire Scorpion saw Damion attacking the little ones with Ice magic, it became enraged and spewed another stream of fire at him.

Ducking back behind his shield Damion fought to channel mana into his Ice Shield faster than the Fire Scorpion could melt it. As the giant Fire Scorpion’s attack persisted, the smaller Fire Scorpions began to circle around his shield to attack him from the sides.

The little ones were too far away for Damion to slash them with his sword and his sword’s fire attack would not be much help against these Fire affinity Ferocious Beasts either. Damion stabbed his sword into the ground and raised his palm toward the encroaching Fire Scorpions and began casting Ice Shard.

The smaller Fire Scorpions were still as slow as ever and had a hard time moving side to side making them easy targets for Damion’s Ice Shard spell. One after another the small Fire Scorpions began dying as they were hit with ice crystals nearly the size of their own bodies.

As the little ones died the giant Fire Scorpion let out a screech and barreled towards Damion. The C Rank Ferocious Beast slammed into his Ice Shield, knocking him back several paces. Damion quickly got his Ice Shield realigned to defend against the Fire Scorpion’s flame attack, but instead the giant Fire Scorpion slashed at him with its pincers.

The first swipe caused Damion’s Ice Shield to crack and before he could reinforce it with more mana, the Fire Scorpion stabbed forward with its other pincer. The second attack shattered the Ice Shield, and the tip of the Fire Scorpion’s pincer stabbed into his left forearm piercing straight through his armor.

Damion cried out in pain and grabbed hold of the Fire Scorpion’s pincer with his other hand casting Icy Grasp in the process. The Ice magic started seeping into the Fire Scorpion’s pincer and while the Ferocious Beast did not fully understand what was going on, it had the survival instincts to know it needed to shake Damion off.

With a flick of its pincer the giant Fire Scorpion sent Damion flying, freeing itself of his Icy Grasp. Damion landed a few meters away and rolled to his feet, cradling his injured arm.

Fumbling with the storage pouches on his belt, Damion pulled out a healing salve and quickly spread it on the wound on his arm. The salve was not enough to completely heal his arm, but it would slow the bleeding and start to close the wound.

Damion did not have much time after getting to his feet and applying the salve before Fire Scorpions started attacking him again. Ice Shield sprang to life on his left arm again blocking the attacks while he retaliated with his own. The closest Fire Scorpions quickly met their ends from Damion casting Ice Shard several times. He also sent a few ice crystals at the C Rank Fire Scorpion as it started to close in.

The giant Fire Scorpion appeared barely fazed by Damion’s attacks, but he had confidence that his Ice magic was wreaking havoc on the Fire Scorpion’s insides. Damion just had to hit the Ferocious Beast enough that the accumulated damage would start to slow it down and maybe even kill it.

As more fire attacks hit Damion’s Ice Shield he began to realize he needed to do something more than just block and take a few more of the small Fire Scorpions out. Before Damion managed to come up with a plan, he heard a bird screech, followed by the giant Fire Scorpion screeching in answering.

Phil swooped in and joined the fight. Damion was not sure what the Snow Hawk could do at first, but then he saw the bird swooping around the giant Fire Scorpion spewing an Ice Breath of its own across the Fire Scorpion’s carapace.

Lines of frost appeared across the giant Fire Scorpion’s carapace as Phil circled around repeatedly strafing the C Rank Ferocious Beast. The Fire Scorpion was trying it’s best to retaliate against the aerial assault of Phil, but having no luck. Damion took the distraction of the giant Fire Scorpion as an opportunity to kill off a dozen of the smaller Fire Scorpions.

With Damion clearing out so many of the F Rank Fire Scorpions and Phil keeping the C Rank busy, the remaining F Rank Fire Scorpions surrendered to their survival instincts and began fleeing into burrows.

Free of the need to defend against the smaller Fire Scorpions, Damion was able to cast Ice Shard without fear. Spell after spell shot out from his palm. The ice crystals burying themselves deeper and deeper into the giant Fire Scorpion’s body.

As Damion continued to cast spells, he saw his sword still stabbed into the ground. Rushing over he snatched his sword out of the ground while Phil launched another assault, causing the giant Fire Scorpion to snap its pincers in the air trying to catch the bird. This gave Damion the perfect opening.

Dashing at the Fire Scorpion while he channeled mana into his sword, Damion leapt into the air. His leap ended as he brought his sword down into the gap in the carapace plate protecting the Fire Scorpion’s head and the first plate of its thorax. Damion’s blade sunk between the plates and into the Fire Scorpion’s flesh and brain.
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                The C Rank Fire Scorpion spasmed as it tried to fight off death. The Ferocious Beast sprayed combustible liquid from its stinger towards its own back causing the air around its body to ignite. Damion felt the scorching heat a moment later and threw himself off the Fire Scorpion’s back.

The armor Damion wore was made from the skin of a Scorch Asp, which prevented Damion from being roasted alive, but his unarmored parts and his clothing were not so lucky. Around the edge of his armor on his lower back and biceps Damion had suffered burns. The shield glyph of his armor had been active, so it had also mitigated some of the damage, but this was a magic attack from a C Rank Ferocious Beast and his armor was only D Rank.

When the giant Fire Scorpion finally stopped twitching, Mr. Galen darted out of the safety of his house. He had watched the fight by going from window to window as Damion and the Fire Scorpion had moved around the house, but had not dared to go outside, all he could do was hope that Damion and Phil were able to kill the beast.

Mr. Galen helped Damion get to his feet and half carried the young mage to the porch, while Phil, the Snow Hawk, began gorging itself on the giant Fire Scorpion’s innards.

“Thanks for the help Phil,” Damion said as Mr. Galen helped him to the porch. The Snow Hawk looked at Damion and let out a little chirp before going back to its feast. The old farmer then retrieved Damion’s sword from the Fire Scorpion’s corpse and laid it beside Damion on the porch.

“That was quite the battle ya had,” Mr. Galen said as he began helping Damion out of his armor. “You are lucky to be alive.”

“I’m lucky Phil likes Fire Scorpion meat,” Damion joked.

“Tha’ too,” Mr. Galen agreed. “Can I get ya anything? Should I call the Association or someone for ya?”

Damion did not immediately answer. Ms. Teft would certainly rush over or send someone to tend to him. But Damion did not want her help right at the moment. This fight, he had managed on his own, with the help of Phil, and now he wanted to deal with the consequences on his own. Ms. Teft would not always be there to bail him out, he needed to do this on his own.

“Just help me rub this on my wounds,” Damion said retrieving another healing salve from one of his belt pouches. One of the pouches had been damaged and everything inside destroyed by the Fire Scorpion’s last attack, but thankfully it was the one with his spare rations and not the one with his healing supplies.

As Mr. Galen rubbed the thick creamy salve across his burns, Damion could not help but wince in pain. Once that was done Damion took out some bandages to wrap the burns. Mr. Galen also took this chance to clean the wound on Damion’s left arm and apply a fresh salve and bandage.

“Will ya be alright with just this?” Mr. Galen asked.

Looking at Mr. Galen, Damion could tell he used to be an adventurer and perhaps had been a higher Rank in the past, but True Sight told Damion the old man was just F Rank now. Everything faded with time, even power. For all Damion knew Mr. Galen could have once been an S Rank, but as he aged his body could no longer handle the magic and so his Rank had fallen.

“I should be fine,” Damion reassured the old farmer. “I just need some rest.”

“Let’s get ya in the house then,” Mr. Galen said helping Damion to his feet and to the bed Damion slept on last night.

As Damion lay there, he remembered he completed a quest just before the giant Fire Scorpion showed up. This meant he had 500 credits for the Magic System’s store. With nothing else to do while he lay in bed letting the healing salves do their work, Damion opened up the Magic System to take a look at what he could buy.

‘Status,’ Damion thought as he opened up the Magic System’s status window first.

[Magic System]

[System Level: 2]

[User: Damion Wells]

[Age: 18]

[Magic Talent: EX]

[Magic Affinity: Ice EX]

[Mana: 1744/1922]

[Magic Power: 5,025]

[Mana Recovery: 6 P/S]

[Strength: 96]

[Dexterity: 83]

[Vitality: 120]

[Intelligence: 134]

[Experience: 3,000/10,000]

[Store Credits: 502]

‘C Rank at last,’ Damion mentally celebrated when he saw his magic power.

Damion noted his Dexterity and Vitality had dropped a few points, results of his injuries no doubt. From what he had learned from the Magic System in the past, those attributes should return to normal once he healed.

Navigating to the [Shop] page Damion went straight to the [Items] section. Before he had only glanced at the usable items he could purchase, but right now he wanted to check them more carefully.

Damion eyed the Health Potion listing in the store. It had no price, but there was a drop-down menu. When Damion mentally clicked on it a list of potion Ranks and prices appeared. An F Rank potion only cost 5 credits, but an S Rank one cost 10,000. This was quite the difference in price and other than the obvious, that S Rank was better than F Rank, Damion did not know what really differentiated the potions.

'System, can you explain the differences in the Ranks of the potions?’

{Each Rank of potion correlates to the Rank of the person taking it.}

‘I kind of figured that,’ Damion thought as he considered how to better phrase his question. ‘System, if a high Ranker takes a low Rank potion with will happen?’

{The effect of a potion is diminished when not used at the appropriate Rank.}

This told Damion that an F Rank potion would likely be useless to an S Rank. But where that line was drawn was the question. Was it okay to take a potion a Rank below him? Two Ranks? Damion had enough credits to buy several C Rank potions, but he did not want to spend all his credits just on potions.

‘System, what effect does a Health Potion of the correct Rank have when used?’

{A Health Potion can completely heal an individual when used at the correct Rank.}

‘Completely heal?’ Damion could not help but question. ‘System, does that mean a potion can bring a person back from the brink of death to perfect health?’

{Affirmative.}

Damion let out a whistle when the Magic System confirmed the effectiveness of the potions. If a C Rank potion could completely heal a C Rank adventurer, that was astounding. That would certainly make it worthwhile for Damion to buy a C Rank potion, the question he was left with though was, did he need to use a C Rank potion to heal his current wounds?

‘System, how much do the effects of potions diminish when used by a person of a higher Rank?’

{Each Rank over potion Rank reduces the effect of a potion by 50%.}

A 50% reduction in effectiveness for each Rank over a potion meant a lower Rank potion was still useful to someone just one Rank up, but they quickly lost their effectiveness. Now that he knew how effective the potions were, Damion wanted to buy a C Rank to hold in reserve but was trying to decide if his current injuries needed him to use a D Rank potion or if he could get away with using an E Rank.

A D Rank potion cost 50 credits, while an E Rank only 15 credits. Damion could not help but wonder on the pricing. If a potion only lost 50% of its effectiveness, did that not mean he could buy two D Ranks for 50 credits and get the full effect of a C Rank potion that cost 150 credits? Damion knew he was missing something, so he went back to asking the Magic System.

'System, how many potions can be taken at a time?’

{Only one potion may be consumed per week.}
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                ‘Well, that is interesting,’ Damion thought as he considered the Magic System’s answer.

If only one of the lifesaving potions from the Magic System’s Shop could be used per week, it meant it was best to use a potion only in dire need and to make sure to use the right one. If Damion took a low Rank potion and was not fully healed, he would have to wait to recover naturally or take another potion in a week.

Even with that limitation, Damion still thought it would be a waste if he used a higher-grade potion than he needed too. If a C Rank potion could bring him back from the brink of death, did that mean a D Rank potion could fully heal him if he was half dead?

This was the question Damion was pondering. He was not at the brink of death. He was not even half dead. But what was a quarter dead? An E Rank potion should have 25% of its effectiveness for him as a C Rank, but what did 25% equate too?

Damion figured he would just have to find out. If it did not fully heal him, he could just rest for the next week and practice his magic.

‘System, purchase an E Rank Health Potion and a C Rank Health Potion.’

{Affirmative.}

{E Rank Potion purchased for 15 Credits.}

{C Rank Potion purchased for 150 Credits.}

The potions did not appear around Damion, and he began to wonder where the potions were. They were not automatically used. He knew that because he could still feel the painful burns on his lower back and arms, but Damion did not know where the potions he just purchased were. After a few moments of confusion, he realized where his newly purchased Health Potion might be.

‘System, open inventory.’

Once Damion looked at the Magic System’s Inventory, he saw the potions taking up two of his twenty slots. Pulling the E Rank Health Potion out of the Magic System’s Inventory he unscrewed the cap and then drank the contents.

As soon as the Health Potion touched his tongue Damion felt it start taking effect. After a few moments the pain from his burns completely vanished followed by the pain in his left arm slowly diminishing before disappearing completely. He wanted to rip off his bandages and take a look, but he resisted. It was better to wait until morning and pretend the healing salve was responsible.

With his wounds taken care of, Damion turned his attention back to the Magic System’s Shop. Having already asked a bunch of questions regarding Health Potions, he decided now was a good time to check what the Mana Potions did. Damion could guess, but he wanted to know for sure.

‘System, do the Mana Potions fully restore the mana of an individual of the same Rank as the potion?’

{Affirmative.}

‘Do Mana Potions also lose 50% effectiveness for each Rank an individual is over the potion Rank?’

{Affirmative.}

Damion had little use for Mana Potions. With his mana regeneration being so high combined with Mana Absorption, he could easily replenish his mana. Satisfied that Mana Potions worked as he expected them to, he moved on to other items available in the store.

Damion looked at the options for artifacts. Opening the dropdown menu for Equipment Artifact, he saw prices for them ranged from 5 credits for an F Rank artifact and 10,000 credits for an S Rank. But the prices for E Rank, D Rank and C Rank were different at 10, 20 and 100 credits respectfully.

Accessory and Utility Artifacts were cheaper, starting with C Rank at only 50 credits and an S Rank artifact costing 5,000 credits. Damion quickly opened the dropdown for Weapon Artifacts and saw their prices were considerably higher than the others. F Rank Weapon Artifacts started at 10 credits with S Rank being at 30,000 credits. If he wanted a C Rank Weapon Artifact it would cost him 300 credits, which would almost use up all the credits he had left.

Damion decided to stop looking at the [Items] menu and switched back to [Upgrades]. He had 337 credits left, which could buy him a variety of upgrades or just a few. As he continued to weigh each option and each purchase, the value of his credits started to weigh heavily on him. Damion was confident he would be able to earn more fairly soon by working on mastering his spells, but he still needed to save an enormous number of credits if he wanted to ever be able to afford the higher priced upgrades and items.

‘System, purchase Increase Magic Power.’

{Affirmative.}

{Increase Magic Power purchased for 15 Credits.}

{Magic Power has increased by 50.}

‘System, purchase Increase Mana Capacity.’

{Affirmative.}

{Increase Mana Capacity purchased for 15 Credits.}

{Mana Capacity has increased by 50.}

After spending 30 credits Damion increased his magic power and mana capacity each by 50 points. This brought those upgrades to the same level as his mana regeneration upgrades. Each of the next upgrades for these three would cost him 22 credits. He considered purchasing the next level of upgrades but decided against it for now.

Keeping enough credits in reserve to purchase something in an emergency seemed like a good idea to Damion. Afterall, if he had not just completed a quest he would not have been able to afford even the cheapest of the Health Potions. Even with a C Rank Health Potion in his inventory he did not want to spend all his credits, just in case.

A few hours later, Mr. Galen brought in a bowl of soup for Damion to eat. Once he smelled the soup, his stomach grumbled. Evidently, he had forgotten he was hungry, and Damion eagerly started working on the meal.

“You are looking quite a bit better,” Mr. Galen commented as Damion ate. “I guess ya spent quite a bit of money to afford such a good healing salve.”

“I built up my kit over several years,” Damion said truthfully. “Made it easier to afford the good things.”

“It’s a never-ending cycle for adventurers. Buying new to replace the old as ya grow,” Mr. Galen reminisced.

“I just reached C Rank and have a lot of items I need to upgrade or replace,” Damion told him. “My armor for instance, was only D Rank and is now rather damaged after just a single fight with a C Rank beast.”

“I must say, I do appreciate ya taking care of tha giant Fire Scorpion. If ya weren’t here, or if other adventurers had encountered it... I shudder to think wha woulda happened.”

“It was no problem. I’ll help you finish off enclosing the back fields so the Fire Scorpions there won’t spread to the front again. I’m sure some have already started to move, unless Phil wanted another snack.”

“I appreciate the help, but shouldn’t ya let your wounds heal for a few days? Ya may be looking better, but those were still serious burns, and ya need to rest so ya can heal properly.”

“We’ll see how I feel in the morning,” Damion said handing the empty bowl back to Mr. Galen.

Mr. Galen left the room while Damion closed his eyes and focused on studying the various magic seals stored by the Magic System. He could not easily practice magic in Mr. Galen’s house, but he could still work on learning more about the magic seals.
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                When morning came, Damion climbed out of bed and joined Mr. Galen in the kitchen for breakfast. The old farmer was surprised to see him up and about without even appearing to favor his burns. After they ate Mr. Galen offered to change Damion’s bandages and when the old farmer removed them and wiped the excess salve off of the young man’s skin he was astounded by what he saw.

“How… this shouldn’t be possible,” Mr. Galen said as he looked at Damion’s arms and back in confusion.

“I never skimp when it comes to healing products,” Damion said trying to cover for his speedy recovery. No healing salve could do overnight what the Magic System’s Health Potion had done. Healing potions might come close, but those were expensive and the only one he had ever used was a gift from Arica during the graveyard dungeon.

“Yer wounds weren’t life threatening, but this…”

Mr. Galen was at a loss for words as his mind tried to work out how Damion had healed so fast, no healing salve could heal those burns in one night. Even if one could, there was no way it would be a complete recovery. There was no sign of the burns anymore, it was as if Damion was never hurt in the first place.

“Let’s go work on your fence and finish clearing out the front fields,” Damion told the old farmer as he got up and went out of the house.

Damion did not want Mr. Galen to focus too much on his recovery. It would be best if the old farmer just accepted it and moved on. The best way Damion could think to get the man to move on, was to keep him busy. If they were focused on rebuilding the stone wall the giant Fire Scorpion had damaged and clearing out the other Fire Scorpions the work should keep both their minds busy all day.

Keep them busy it did. Half the day had gone by before they finished rebuilding the wall between the front and back fields. After eating lunch Damion then focused on making sure the front fields were free of Fire Scorpions.

Damion went back to all the burrows he had cleared before and used Ice Breath to kill or flush out any Fire Scorpions hiding inside. There were a few Fire Scorpions found, but the front fields had mostly remained clear, likely due to the Fire Scorpions being too afraid to come out now that their big brother was dead.

The carcass of the giant Fire Scorpion was still laying in the back field. Phil had eaten his share and retreated to his nest in the Benault Forest. Damion knew they could not leave the carcass in the sun any longer than already had and not expect the smell to attract other Ferocious Beasts. The carcass was too large to easily bury, so Damion decided to try and burn it.

Damion was not sure how well the carcass would burn, given it belonged to a Fire affinity Ferocious Beast, but he felt there was a chance that it would since the creature was dead. After pulling the carcass to the far corner of the back field, he piled some dead wood on and around the giant Fire Scorpion. Damion also added the carcasses of the F Rank Fire Scorpions he had killed in the pile as well.

Once everything was in a big pile, Damion took out his sword and used his fire attack glyph to ignite the wood. The fire started slowly at first, but soon enough the carcasses of the small Fire Scorpions started exploding in little fireballs sending pieces of carapace and scorpion legs flying.

When the first one exploded, Damion was shocked and thought one of the Fire Scorpions was still alive. But after watching and seeing no movement Damion realized what happened. The liquid in the Fire Scorpion’s body that they sprayed through their stingers to create their fire attacks was exploding.

Each Fire Scorpion took a different amount of time to go off because of where the fire was and how each Fire Scorpion was killed. However, after the first half dozen little explosions, Damion realized all the Fire Scorpions were going to end up exploding. For the F Rank Fire Scorpions this was not too bad. They only had a small amount of the liquid left, so the explosion was only enough to send their body parts flying. But when Damion’s eyes fell on the giant Fire Scorpion’s body, he realized he was in trouble.

Either the fire was not yet hot enough, or it had not reached wherever the reservoir for the combustible liquid was in the giant Fire Scorpion’s body, but when it did Damion knew this was not going to be a small little fireball.

“Mr. Galen, I think I made a mistake, quickly go inside,” Damion called out to Mr. Galen who had been laughing each time one of the Fire Scorpion’s exploded.

“Wha?” Mr. Galen asked back trying to hear Damion over the ever-growing roar of the fire.

When Mr. Galen saw Damion run towards the bonfire and start using Ice Breath to try and put out the flames, especially the flames on the giant Fire Scorpion, he understood. If the giant Fire Scorpion went up like the small ones it was going to make a heck of a mess.

Damion continued to try and put out the fire, while Mr. Galen retrieved a water hose he used for gardening and started spraying the fire from the distance. Mr. Galen’s hose was not long enough to allow him to get to closer and only a small amount of the water was landing on the fire, but Damion’s Ice Breath was quite effective, and the fire was almost out.

When the last of the flames were finally put out Damion sighed in relief. The threat of explosion was over, now all he had to do was dig a big hole to bury the Fire Scorpion and collect all the little pieces of F Rank Fire Scorpions that had been blown all over the place and drop them in the hole before filling it in.

“Well, that was exciting,” Mr. Galen said with a laugh. “I was having so much fun watch’n the little ones pop I didn’t think it could happen to the big one.”

“Yeah, that could have been bad,” Damion said as he grabbed a shovel from the side of Mr. Galen’s house to get started on the hole. “Sorry about the mess.”

“Don’t worry. Best show I’ve seen in years,” Mr. Galen told him while still laughing.

They dug the hole for the carcasses right next to the giant Fire Scorpion. This would allow them to just roll the thing in and then shovel the rest of the small ones in too. It was getting close to night fall when the hole was finally large enough to handle the giant Fire Scorpion and Damion climbed out of the hole to roll it over.

As Damion pushed on the giant Fire Scorpion’s carcass he was surprised to find the thing was still cold to the touch. While using his Ice Breath, Damion must have frozen the carcass nearly solid as he was putting the flames out and the giant Fire Scorpion had yet to thaw.

With one final push, the giant Fire Scorpion tumbled into the hole with a thud and what he distinctly thought was the sound of cracking. The possibility that the corpse was indeed still frozen and cracked on impact passed through Damion’s mind briefly before he heard a hissing.

Damion leaned toward to hole to try and see what was making the hissing noise and was granted a front row seat to a ground shaking explosion.
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                Pain.

Pain was all Damion could feel as he began to stir to consciousness. Memories started to flow through his mind. Life on Earth. His death. Being reborn on Nerotath. His new family and their life together.

Damion winced at the memory from when he learned his mother, father and little sister had died in the beast wave.

The small reaction caused those gathered around Damion’s bedside to murmur in relief that he was waking up.

The dim sound of voices around him helped Damion move past the memories of his family to remember the events prior to everything going black.

After pushing the giant Fire Scorpion into the hole, it must have cracked open the combustible liquid reservoir and ignited, but at that point Damion had to stop. There was no fire, how did it ignite?

‘Air,’ Damion recalled. ‘The Fire Scorpion’s liquid combusts when it makes contact with air.’

‘System, status.’ Damion called out in his mind. Despite the pain he was feeling, his mind was becoming clearer.

[Magic System]

[System Level: 2]

[User: Damion Wells]

[Age: 18]

[Magic Talent: EX]

[Magic Affinity: Ice EX]

[Mana: 1975/1975]

[Magic Power: 5,077]

[Mana Recovery: 6 P/S]

[Strength: 96]

[Dexterity: 101]

[Vitality: 125]

[Intelligence: 134]

[Experience: 3,000/10,000]

[Store Credits: 307]

‘It looks like I’m fully recovered,’ Damion thought as he reviewed the Magic System status window. ‘Mr. Galen must have called for help.’

Now that he was sure he was not dead or dying, Damion decided to try and open his eyes. When he did the light in the room blinded him, it took a few moments, but his eyes began to adjust, and he was able to look around.

On one side of his bed was Mage Teft and a woman he did not recognize. On the other stood Ethan and Arica. As Damion’s vision continued to clear he recognized where he was. He was in his house, in his own bed.

“How did I get here?” Damion asked as he tried to sit up in bed but was stopped by the woman he did not know.

“What do you remember?” Mage Teft asked.

“I was rolling a giant Fire Scorpion into a hole to bury it and it blew up in my face. Is Mr. Galen alright?”

“He is fine. He called the Association for help as soon as it happened. They contacted me and I brought in Mage Lynder to look after you. Since the Fire Scorpion was in the hole, the blast went mostly upward. Other than some ringing in his ears he was fine. You on the other hand were knocked unconscious and have been in a coma for a week.”

“A week?”

“Nine days actually,” the unknown woman told him. Damion activated True Sight and saw she was at B Rank. This told Damion she was probably the healer, Mage Lynder, who was brought in to look after him.

“Any lasting damage?” Damion asked. Even though he was not really concerned since the Magic System showed him his status already, but he felt it was the normal thing to ask.

“No. You were very lucky,” Mage Lynder said before turning to Mage Teft. “I’ll be going then Helga. Glad the boy is alright.”

“Mr. Galen says you fought a C Rank Fire Scorpion,” Ethan said trying to get a conversation started.

“Yeah, I think I made it mad by killing so many of the little ones that it popped right out of the ground and started attacking. What are you doing here Ethan?” Damion could not help but question since that last he knew the young man was running shipments between towns in the Yellow Zone.

“I stopped by yesterday to catch up with you since you didn’t have much time to talk in Bufort. And… well, sorry, about…”

“Killing a C Rank Ferocious Beast on your own is not an easy task,” Arica said, trying to change the subject.

“I wasn’t alone, Phil helped,” Damion said causing everyone to become confused.

“Mr. Galen’s first name is Henry,” Ethan said to him.

“Phil is the name of the Snow Hawk that hangs around the farm,” Damion clarified.

“Phil…” Ethan said in disbelief. “You named the Snow Hawk Phil?”

“Mr. Galen did.” Damion answered. “Phil was quite a big help in the fight. After it was over he also got a nice feast.”

“What Rank was this Snow Hawk, do you know?” Mage Teft asked Damion.

“D Rank. He never bothers people. Only ever goes after the Fire Scorpions.”

“Now that you have killed off most of them do you think that will continue to be the case?” Mage Teft asked.

“Probably. But there are still plenty of Fire Scorpions in Mr. Galen’s back fields. They will take a long time to clear out. I just helped him clear the front so he can use those fields freely.”

“That was very thoughtful of you,” Mage Teft told him. “But what were you thinking freezing the C Rank Fire Scorpion?”

“At first we were burning the bodies, but when the F Rank Fire Scorpion carcasses started exploded, I realized it was a bad idea to let the giant Fire Scorpion burn and so I put the fire out with Ice Breath.”

“Do you know what makes the Fire Scorpion spray explode?” Mage Teft asked Damion.

“It’s a reaction with the air.”

“No, it isn’t,” Mage Teft told him which surprised both Damion and Ethan. “The Fire Scorpion’s spray bursts into flame when it comes in contact with water.”

“Water?” the two young men questioned at the same time.

“When the Fire Scorpion’s spray hits the water vapor in the air it sets off a chain reaction causing it all to ignite,” Arica chimed in.

“So… when I froze the Fire Scorpion and then it started to melt water vapor condensed onto the cooler surface and eventually found its way to the Fire Scorpion’s venom reservoir.”

“Precisely,” Mage Teft told him.

“Then why where the others exploding in the fire?”

“As when anything burns, the fire erodes the surface and boils out any liquids. As this process occurs fluids from the carcasses would have been forced inward from the flames and run down the carcass to cooler areas. As the fluids were forced out of the flesh, if there was even a trace amount of water in those liquids when they connected with the venom reservoir, then you get the little explosions you were talking about. Looks like I need to make sure you take a class on Ferocious Beast anatomy at the academy.”

‘The academy!’ Damion mentally screamed. He had been unconscious for nine days; how long did he have until he needed to report.

“When do classes start?” Damion asked. He knew he still had time, but that time was quickly running out.

“You still have more than a week before you have to be at Silver Spire Magic Academy. But you do need to start preparing. Attending a magic academy is not the same as your basic schooling. Every student is expected to perform well. The expectations on you are quite a bit higher as well."

"I guess I need to hurry up and sell the house then huh?” Damion said suddenly feeling a bit down.

“We’ve taken care of most of that for you,” Arica told Damion.

“What do you mean?”

“While you were unconscious, since there was not much for us to do but wait and worry, we packed everything up. The only room left to get packed up is yours and you don’t exactly have a lot.”

“Packed it all up?” Damion questioned for a moment considering what they meant. Arica, Ethan and Mage Teft had packed all of his parents’ and sister’s belongings. “What did you do with it all?”

“We bought a storage container for you. All you have to do is pay a storage fee to a place in the warehouse district and they will keep it all there for you. You can go through it later. Keep what you want or get rid of it all. But we needed something to do to pass the time and it needed to be done.”

“Thank you,” Damion said as he fought back tears brought out by the thoughts of his family. “What about our ground car and the house?”

“I’ve arranged for buyers for both,” Mage Teft told Damion. “All you have to do is sign and they will transfer the funds to your payment card.”

“I guess this really is it then,” Damion said as he looked at the faces of his two friends and teacher. As much as saying goodbye to his home hurt, he needed to do it. And perhaps doing so would help him move forward. “Get me the paperwork. I think tomorrow I’ll be ready to head out, if that works for you.”
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                Damion signed the documents closing the sale on his family home and ground car. Arica, Ethan and Mage Teft left shortly after. They sensed he wanted to be alone but promised to come and say goodbye in the morning.

Once they were gone, Damion gathered the few belongings he had that were not part of his adventurer kit and separated them into boxes. Clothing and other daily necessities, he packed into one overstuffed box and stored it in the Magic System’s inventory. That night Damion took the rest of his personal items, a few childhood toys and books given to him by his parents, and stored in the large storage container sitting in his house’s driveway.

After double checking that no one was around watching him, Damion pulled the entire storage container into the Magic System’s Inventory. He was a bit surprised it worked, but he was glad it did. Taking anything out of the container would require taking the entire container out to get that one item and he would have to make sure no one was around, but this way Damion could keep it all with him and not have to pay a fee to store it somewhere else.

Damion paused to look at the Magic System Inventory, it was quickly filling up. His sword, his adventurer pack, the C Rank Health Potion, his box of clothes and now the storage container. He only had 20 slots to begin with and now he only had 15 free. He briefly considered buying the upgrade that would give him 10 more slots, but that would cut his credits down by a third.

‘Perhaps in the future, when I complete my next quest, but not now,’ Damion told himself. He did not currently need the extra spaces, but he never knew when he might need those 100 credits.

In the morning Mage Teft arrived shortly after Damion finished his breakfast which was a ration pack from his adventurer kit. Arica and Ethan showed up a few minutes later offering him good luck and safe travels.

After a brief walk through the house, to make sure he had not forgotten anything Damion walked out of the house and closed the door. He knew nothing of the people who were buying his home, probably someone from nearby that lost their house during the beast wave. He just hoped they would be as happy here as he once was.

On his back Damion had his adventurer backpack, stuffed with his gear and a few personal items to make it appear he had packed for his move, but most of Damion’s possessions were stored safely in the Magic System’s inventory.

“So how do we get to Argentum?” Damion asked as he and his teacher walked through the streets of Saung. He was sure Mage Teft could fly an air car, but he did not know if they would instead travel by ground, allowing him to see the countryside.

“Since Saung is considered a major city, it has what every city wants, a teleportation relay.”

“Really?” Damion questioned. Arica had once mentioned before about Spatial mages being able to create portals to send people over vast distances, but he had no idea that Saung was a hub.

“Don’t get used to traveling this way,” Mage Teft warned. “Even S Ranks only use the platforms when speed is essential.”

“Then why don’t we travel by ground car or air car to Argentum?”

“We could, but that takes time we may not have. Any delays on the road and you would be late for enrollment.”

Mage Teft’s explanation sounded plausible, and Damion was looking forward to being teleported for the first time, but something sounded off to him. What he did not know, was that Silver Spire Magic Academy insisted he was teleported to Argentum. Word of Damion’s talent had spread from each of the White Zones and while the common masses saw hope in an S+ Rank talent, the old mage families saw someone they needed to control.

For some of the old families if they could not control something, they considered it a threat. Damion had managed a sweetheart deal with Silver Spire Magic Academy and many of the old families were not satisfied. The families in Viridis and Rubrum both were upset he had chosen Silver Spire over their academies, but when they learned the details of his school curriculum, they realized Argentum would not have much of a hold over Damion in the long run.

Even some of the families in Argentum were dissatisfied and that meant unpredictable things could happen. Headmaster Sorin was afraid that other families would put into motion plans to rope Damion in, before he could implement his own. If Damion traveled by land or air to Silver Spire, there was a good chance one of the noble families would arrange an ambush, just to rescue him to try and put him in their debt.

Mage Teft led Damion to a large round looking building near the center of Saung, not far from the onyx building that housed the city’s ruling council. When they walked in the building, Damion was surprised when they continued straight through. As it turned out the building was not just round looking but was a giant circle with an enormous open-air courtyard in its center.

In the center of the courtyard was a raised platform and Damion guessed that platform was the teleportation platform. The area surrounding it were lavish decorative gardens, leaving Damion to wonder why they would spend, what had to be a fortune, to make the place look like a resort when people seldom used the teleportation platform.

“It’s all about presentation,” Mage Teft said when she realized what Damion was thinking as he looked around the area.

“Presentation?”

“The people that use the teleportation platforms the most are either important people or rich people. Making the area around the platform as luxurious as possible is to impress the people coming in.”

“It seems like a waste,” Damion said as he climbed the steps with Mage Teft to the platform. “Do those rich and important people really fall for such a simple ploy?”

“It isn’t meant to trick them. It is meant to make them feel at home. Without this,” Mage Teft waved her hand around at the scenery, “those rich and important people would consider Saung just another backwater provincial town, unworthy of their time or notice.”

“Would that be a bad thing?”

“Yes. Because if they don’t think we are important, then when alerts go out about an S Rank beast wave, they are less inclined to send reinforcements.”

“Oh.” Damion said as he thought about what his teacher was saying.

This whole place around the teleportation platform, was to impress and make sure the old families in Argentum, Viridis and Rubrum remembered that Saung was a nice place and worthy of their help, should the need ever arise.

Damion and Mage Teft finished climbing the stairs and were met with by person holding a tablet. He could tell from True Sight the person was B Rank and judging from their pristine clothes and soft looking hands, a mage.

“Teft and Wells?” the mage asked after looking at his tablet.

“Yes. One-way to Argentum,” Mage Teft said. While the mage updated something on his tablet Damion turned to question his teacher.

“One-way?”

“A portal can be opened one-way or two-way, to allow travel in just one direction or both.”

“I got that, but what is the real difference? Why choose one or the other?”

“A two-way portal requires more mana to open for one thing. And has to be maintained for longer, since things are going both ways. But one-way portals are the most common, especially if you are teleporting someone into a danger zone. You wouldn’t want anything coming back through the portal before you can close it.”

“I see your point,” Damion said. Being able to make portals and send himself wherever he wanted sounded quite exciting. He was quite happy with his Ice affinity, but he thought Spatial would have been quite wonderful to have and he wondered what his chances were of getting it if he started buying random affinities from the Magic System Shop.

“Please step through the portal as soon as it opens,” the mage attendant said.

A moment later the air in front of them began to shimmer and an orange whirlpool appeared and then calmed becoming like a window looking through to another world.
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                Mage Teft took hold of Damion’s arm and walked him through the portal before the attendant could complain. Passing through the portal turned out to be no different than stepping through a doorway. Damion had half expected to become dizzy or sick to his stomach, but instead one moment he was in Saung and the next he was in Argentum.

The capital of its White Zone, Argentum was several times larger than Saung. The gardens around Argentum’s teleportation platform were many times larger and more lavish than Saung’s. There was even an amphitheater in one quadrant of the gardens. Damion guessed it was so that visiting dignitaries could address the people without having to travel far from the platform to get home.

Mage Teft guided Damion off the platform and through the gardens to a nearby street where a ground car was waiting for them. After dropping his adventurer backpack into the storage compartment, they both climbed in the ground car. They started moving and despite Damion trying to keep track of the turns and where the teleportation platform was, he quickly became lost in the maze of towering buildings.

Argentum was filled with skyscrapers of all sorts of colors. Damion could not tell if the glass in the windows was colored or if there was magic at work, though he supposed it might not even be glass. What truly surprised Damion was the traffic patterns. On the ground were ground cars driving in various lanes of traffic, much the same as any big city street on Earth. However, three stories up were the sidewalks, running along the sides of the buildings and crossing intersections and streets without any discernable supports. Just a wide walkway with railings running through the air; back and forth between buildings.

Running beneath the sidewalks were what Damion suspected where trains. Damion was not able to see them clearly given the angle from which he was looking, but they appeared to be a type of mass transit, almost like subways running under the sidewalks along all the buildings instead of underground.

Above the sidewalks were the traffic lanes for air cars. Damion was not surprised to see air cars flying higher up than the sidewalks, but the number of them flying around did surprise him. The only air car Damion had ever seen in use was Manager Halsey’s when they went in search of the Aerico dungeon. Here though, air cars were almost as numerous as ground cars.

Damion could not help but remember what Ethan had told him about air cars and how they required a constant flow of mana to stay aloft. Seeing so many air cars made him wonder if these were somehow different than the ones they had in Saung or if there were really that many mages flying around the city.

After a while of driving through the towering cityscape of Argentum’s downtown they emerged from the forest of skyscrapers on a wide road that appeared to be heading into a forested area. Damion almost thought they had left the city and were headed into the countryside, but he saw in the middle of this forest was a single glimmering tower rising above the tree line.

“Is that?”

“Yes, that is Silver Spire Magic Academy,” Damion heard Mage Teft tell him. “The entire forest we are driving through right now is part of the academy grounds.”

“Are there any Ferocious Beasts in the forest?” Damion asked.

“No. But the grounds are used for practice during some classes.”

When the ground car entered the academy’s forest, he lost sight of the school tower, but he turned his attention to the forest, enjoying the view. Damion did not know why, given that he grew up in a city in both his lives, but he felt strangely attached to the forests of this world. Sure, Benault Forest was filled with Ferocious Beasts that will just as soon as attack you as look at you, but he felt like he belonged among the trees, not the stone and steel of the cities.

“Here we are,” Mage Teft said as the ground car slowed to enter a set of gates that was opening ahead of the car.

On the other side of the gates was a large open courtyard and entrance to Silver Spire Magic Academy. The entrance led to the large central tower of the school, but Damion could see pathways connecting the central tower to several three-story buildings near the wall surrounding the area, Damion could tell by their look that they were dorms.

The ground car came to a stop letting Damion and Mage Teft step out to be greeted by Headmaster Sorin. There were a number of other people gathered, he guessed they were other teachers at the school, but he did not recognize any of them.

“Welcome to Silver Spire Magic Academy Mage Wells,” Headmaster Sorin greeted. “I have arranged for you to have a dorm in the elite student area and have already had your school uniforms delivered to your dorm.”

“Thank you, Headmaster Sorin,” Damion said still taking in the scenery of the school grounds. Silver Spire, the central tower of the school, was enormous. He guessed it was at least a hundred stories high. The only buildings in area, aside from Silver Spire itself, were the buildings he suspected were dorms, which left Damion to wonder if all the classrooms and other facilities of the school where inside the enormous tower.

“Classes begin on the fifth, so you have some time to familiarize yourself with the grounds and the facilities. But I must ask that you remain on the school campus. If you wish to venture into Argentum, we will arrange an escort for you.”

“I don’t think that will be an issue,” Damion said.

“Wonderful, this is Elicia,” Headmaster Sorin said as he motioned for a young woman to come forward. “She will be your attendant and see to any needs you might have here at the academy. Please rely on her if you need anything, just inform her of your need and she will take care of it for you.”

Damion looked at the young woman and was not sure what to think. She was around his age, perhaps a year, but no more than two years older than he was, and in her striking green eyes he could see a deep resentment, as if she was not entirely pleased with the task of being Damion’s attendant. True Sight told him she was an E Rank and being here, he guessed she was a mage. Which might explain her resentment at being assigned as an attendant, which he assumed was some sort of maid or assistant.

With her blonde hair pulled back into one neat braid that ran down her back, and her ample bosom and soft curves that the simple black shirt and knee length skirt she wore could not hide, Damion had to question if she was chosen for her looks or because she was supposed to be a good at her job. The shirt and skirt both had green pipping along the hems and cuffs, he noticed a few other people in the group gathered to meet him wearing the same outfit, leaving Damion with the impression it was the standard uniform for the servants at Silver Spire.

“Elicia, why don’t you show Damion to his dormitory and help him settle in,” Headmaster Sorin told her, before addressing Damion. “An introductory lunch is scheduled at one. Elicia will show you the way when it is time.”

Damion could tell he was being politely dismissed, but he did not mind. Formal occasions were alien to him and even this brief introduction left him feeling quite awkward. Being given permission to escape was akin to being granted a pardon.

Damion started towards Elicia, expecting the girl to lead the way, but she first stepped towards the ground car to retrieve his luggage, which was only his adventurer backpack. The young woman was a good head shorter than him, and even though he had not loaded his backpack down, it was still quite heavy. Damion struggled with the urge to help the young woman, but he felt if he did it would be bad for both of them.

After Elicia managed to get the bag on her back, she started off towards one of the buildings he had guessed were the dormitories at a brisk pace. Once they had gone about halfway along the path to the dormitory Damion turned to check behind them. When he saw that Headmaster Sorin and the other school officials had left the courtyard with Mage Teft, he reached out and lifted the heavy bag off Elicia’s back.

            

    
        Chapter 130 – Elicia 

    
    
    
    
                When Elicia felt the weight of Damion’s adventurer backpack lift off her back she started to panic, but then she heard his voice.

“I’ll carry it from here. The others left the courtyard, so you don’t have to put on a show for them anymore.”

After freeing her arms from the straps and the weight of Damion’s bag she spun around to look at him. In her eyes he could still see the resentment, but it had softened slightly, replaced with traces of confusion. Damion figured there were likely some circumstances to her being assigned to him as an attendant and he vowed to himself to make sure he did not treat her badly. He thought it was a possibility she was used to poor treatment from entitled young mages that had above average talent.

“Do you mind if I ask you some questions?” Damion asked as he walked beside Elicia.

“I am here to serve,” Elicia answered back in a bland tone.

“What is an attendant? I mean, what are you supposed to do for me?”

Elicia turned her head to look at Damion almost as if she could not believe what he asked or perhaps she was trying to tell if he was serious in his question. Either way, after a moment of hesitation, she answered.

“An attendant does whatever is asked of their charge.”

“I take it I am your charge,” Damion surmised.

“Yes.”

“Can you tell me about yourself?” Damion asked after feeling the young woman was keeping her answers short to avoid any familiarity between them.

“That would not be proper.”

“Oh,” Damion said at a loss. Since she would not talk about herself, Damion figured he would make some guesses. “Well, I don’t know your circumstances, but I’m guessing this is not exactly your dream job.”

The only response Elicia made as subtle snort of contempt towards Damion’s statement.

“I can tell you are an E Rank. Nineteen, maybe twenty, years old. I’m guessing your family made you take this job since you only have a low or medium Rank magic talent, or perhaps an affinity that isn’t terribly useful. I hope you don’t think…”

“Just stop!” Elicia snapped at him, coming to a stop on the path. They were almost to the dorm building now, but Damion had no idea which was his. “Don’t try to get all buddy-buddy with me. You are right. I’m working here so I don’t have to scrape a living as a knight. But don’t think you know me. And don’t think you are better than me just because you are a D Rank!”

“It isn’t hard to make a living as a knight,” Damion said absent mindedly. “I trained and worked as a knight for several years before people realized I was a mage. Even almost reached C Rank just as a knight. If you work hard and dedicate yourself…”

“That doesn’t matter in a White Zone. The only thing people here care about are mages.”

“Why not go to a Green Zone or a Yellow Zone. Many guilds out there can use the extra help and I’m sure as a knight you could reach C Rank or maybe even B Rank. I know a B Rank knight in Saung.”

“I don’t… I mean… at least here I don’t have to worry about beast waves,” Elicia stumbled out a reason to Damion that sounded a bit hollow.

“Beast waves aren’t that common in Green Zones. There was a small one when I was six in Saung. And then the recent one, which was pretty bad, but less than a thousand people died.”

“Two in twelve years huh,” Elicia mumbled. “Some people make it sound like there are beast waves everyday out there. I heard about you losing your family in the last beast wave in Saung. Sorry.”

“Um, thanks. I didn’t realize everyone knew.”

“Expect all the staff and most of the returning students to know everything about you. You are a hot topic. The new students won’t know as much, but I’m sure they’ll get filled in by upperclassmen pretty quickly.”

“Well, they don’t know everything about me,” Damion mumbled to himself as he thought about the Magic System.

“Oh, what did they miss?” Elicia asked suddenly interested.

“What? Oh, I’m C Rank now,” Damion hastily answered.

Elicia just stared at Damion for a moment as what he said registered to her. An eighteen-year-old D Rank was not too unusual. Plenty of people had achieved that in the past. But an eighteen-year-old C Rank was unheard of. C Rank was the stopping point for most knights and many mages, and this young man had managed to reach that point already.

“Freak.” Elicia muttered as she quickly turned away from Damion hoping he did not hear her. “Your dormitory is just up here.”

Elicia led Damion the rest of the way to his dorm which was situated on the top floor of the four-story building. When she opened the door for him, he had been expecting something resembling a motel room or a college dorm from Earth, but Damion was pleasantly surprised by what he saw.

The dormitory was more of a luxury furnished apartment. The further Damion walked inside the more he felt that the entire dormitory had a space stretching enchantment like his adventurer backpack and waist pouches, making it bigger on the inside. The door opened into an entry way, that had hangers and racks for shoes and coats, which then connected to a living room. Damion also spotted a formal dining room, as well as a full kitchen.

On the other side of the living room Damion saw three closed doors and he guessed that at least one was going to be his bedroom, but he wondered if the others were a guestroom or bathroom.

After setting his bag down, Damion walked over and began checking the doors. The first door was, as he guessed, his bedroom. The second was actually a study while the third was a much smaller bedroom.

“Please don’t peek into my room in the future,” Elicia said after Damion stuck his head into the third room.

“Your room?”

“I’m your attendant, remember.”

“I didn’t know that meant you would be living with me,” Damion said suddenly nervous as he found his eyes wandering over Elicia’s body.

“I can’t very well attend to your every need if I’m somewhere else.”

“Then what do you do when I’m in class?”

“Wait outside for you to finish.”

Elicia’s answer made Damion pause for a moment while he considered her words. It was turning out that being an attendant was much more than just being a maid or an errand runner.

“Here, let me unpack for you,” Elicia said reaching for Damion’s adventurer bag.

“No, that’s alright. I’ll do it,” Damion said quickly snatching his bag up. He only had about a quarter of his personal belongings in his adventurer backpack. The rest he had stored in the Magic System Inventory.

If Elicia unpacked everything, and then more suddenly appeared, it was bound to raise questions. Damion took his bag into his bedroom to unpack while a confused Elicia tried to figure out what she had done wrong.

In his bedroom Damion quickly emptied his adventurer backpack onto his bed and then took out his box of personal items from the Magic System Inventory. Once they were all on his bed he began to organize and place things about the room. In the closet he found five identical sets of school uniforms that True Sight informed him were C Rank artifacts.

Since none of the students were likely to reach C Rank, aside from Damion, then the students would most likely not be able to do any serious harm to one another. Unless of course it was a sneak attack, or the student did not channel any mana into their uniform to activate whatever protections it had. Still, the expense of providing such uniforms to each student had to be quite astounding.

            

    
        Chapter 131 – Professors 

    
    
    
    
                “Damion, it is time for lunch,” Elicia call out to him.

“Um, should I wear one of these uniforms?” Damion called back. He was never good with outfits and all the uniforms looked the same, but he did not know if there was a protocol involved for this lunch.

Before Damion could even consider what Elicia’s answer might be, the young woman walked right into his room. He had dumped all his belongings on his bed earlier and while he had put quite a few things away, his bed was still cluttered with items causing Elicia to wrinkle her nose when she saw the mess.

Elicia saw Damion standing shirtless in front of his closet looking at the uniforms and paused for a moment before approaching him. She did not say anything, but Damion thought he saw her cheeks flush as she walked past him and took the uniform on the far right out the closest and hand it to him.

Damion noticed this uniform was slightly different than the others. The difference was not in the design or the colors, but in the materials. The one Elicia handed him was a much higher quality material.

All the uniforms consisted of a blazer, slacks, and white shirt with a black tie. On right breast of the blazer was the crest of Silver Spire Magic Academy, which consisted of a circular seal with the image of the Silver Spire in the middle with a raging fire on right and a torrent of water on the right. Around the edge of the seal were glyphs that Damion recognized as the ancient language and translated roughly to Silver Spire Magic Academy.

“This is the uniform to wear on formal occasions,” Elicia told Damion.

“Is there anything different about this uniform other than the material?” Damion asked.

The uniform Elicia handed him was made of some type of silk while the others were either a wool or a cotton blend, Damion was not quite sure which.

“No. Just finer materials. Hurry up and get dressed, the professors will hold it against you if you are late.”

Elicia walked out of Damion’s bedroom while he hurriedly dressed. Once he thought he was ready he stepped out of his bedroom only to have Elicia straighten his tie and smooth the lines of his blazer. After she was satisfied he was presentable, Elicia led him to the central tower of the academy. Taking him through luxurious halls filled with portraits of people. Damion was able to read a few of the plaques labeling the portraits and guessed they were either famous alumni or prestigious teachers of the school, but he did not recognize any of the names.

When they finally reached their destination, Elicia held the door open for him and Damion entered the dining hall to see a single large table in the middle of the enormous hall. At it sat the Headmaster, Mage Teft, and the other professors that had greeted him on his arrival. Standing a few paces behind each of them were people dressed like Elicia, their attendants, Damion surmised.

There was one chair open at the table, between the Headmaster and Mage Teft. Damion tried to control the sudden nervousness he was feeling, but he was not having much success. After walking around the table and taking his seat, Damion realized he had lost track of Elicia, but when he looked at the other attendants in the room he understood she was probably standing behind him.

“Don’t worry Damion, most meals are not this formal,” Mage Teft reassured Damion as food was being brought out to the table.

“Just special occasions?”

“Precisely, it is not every day we get to meet someone with the potential to surpass S Rank,” one of the professors smirked. Damion did not know what subject this particular professor taught, but he had a feeling he would not like his class.

“Won’t it be every day now that I am a student here?” Damion shot back as casually as he could. He had a feeling he was supposed to be present himself as a model student, but he did not like being mocked and the words slipped out before he could stop himself.

Several of the professors let out chuckles, including the Headmaster. But the one who laughed the hardest was the one who had spoken.

“Fire! I like it,” the professor said between his laughter. “Too bad you won’t be in any of my classes.”

“I won’t be?” Damion questioned.

“Professor Moretti teaches the basic and advanced combat classes,” Mage Teft explained. “Since you are already a D Rank mage and have completed numerous missions and dungeon runs, there would be little you could learn in his class.”

“What classes will I be taking?” Damion asked.

“You’ll be taking an advanced magic theory class that combines Magic Theory 101 and Advanced Magical Theory. You know bits and pieces from both classes, so the special class will round out your knowledge. I will be your instructor there.

“Professor Martin,” as Mage Teft said his name a burly with close cut hair raised his glass towards Damion. “Teaches Beastology, and you will join the first-year students in his class.

“You will also be taking Magic Materials and their Uses and Magic Plants and Their Effects with Professor Heinrick.” This time it was a short man with green hair that raised his glass.

“You will also take Study of the Ancient Language with Professor Toole, who is not here with us today,” Mage Teft said with a bit of frustration in her voice. “And finally, you will take Thaumaturgy with Professor Holden.”

“Thaumaturgy?” Damion questioned, not familiar with the term.

“The practical applications of your magic. Not everything has to be about fighting Ferocious and Demonic Beasts.” Professor Holden, a tall skinny man that, even sitting, was a head taller than everyone else at the table.

“If you spent more time fighting beasts then maybe you would not still be a B Rank,” laughed Professor Moretti.

“I’m quite happy where I am thank you,” Professor Holden said pointedly.

The conversation quickly devolved into bickering and small conversations between the various professors. Damion had only been introduced to less than half the people at the table, but he supposed he would learn the names of the others in time. Repeating the names of his six classes in his head, Damion committed each to memory. He had a rough idea of what each class would teach him and wanted to ask his professors questions, but he found himself for the most part ignored.

“Are they always like this?” Damion whispered to Mage Teft.

“Only when they gather together for more than a few minutes. Each of them believes their subject is the most important, which of course is a good trait to have when teaching a subject, but it makes for poor table manners.”

“How long are my classes?”

“Your Magic Theory class will be an hour and a half every day, while the others are an hour long. Don’t expect to be able to work ahead in any of these classes either. These classes won’t be as easy as primary school was for you.”

“I’ll be sure to study hard,” Damion said eager to get started.

Primary school was easy for him because the only subject where he was really learning something new was history, and even then the books he read growing up filled in a lot of that knowledge as well. Damion knew here at Silver Spire Magic Academy he was going to have to study hard to do well, but he was looking forward to it.

            

    
        Chapter 132 – Are You Insane?!

    
    
    
    
                After Damion was dismissed from lunch he convinced Elicia to give him a tour of the school. The young woman consented and led Damion to where each of his classrooms would be and they even took a tour of the grounds. By the time they were done the sun was starting to get low in the sky and Elicia insisted they needed to return to his dormitory.

“Is it against the rules to be out after dark?” Damion asked concerned.

No one had bothered to give him a student handbook or tell him about any particular rules for the school. Damion did not know if everyone just figured he knew them or if they expected him to figure them out on his own.

“After dark no, after ten in the evening yes,” Elicia told him as she hurried him along.

“Is it really that late already?” Damion asked looking at the setting sun and then his watch.

“It is.”

“You should probably tell me all the school rules. I don’t want to accidently get in trouble.”

“Didn’t you have rules at your previous school?”

“Of course, but I thought there might be different ones here.”

“The rules are pretty much the same in every school.”

“Really?” Damion thought for a moment while he recalled what Arica had told him about Erythraean Academy. “Can standard students challenge elite students to take their place as an elite student?”

“Where did you hear about that?” Elicia asked sharply.

“A friend that attended Erythraean Academy told me.”

“Yes. At the start of each semester, standard students can challenge elite students to a duel and if they win the elite student is forced to change to the standard dormitory.”

“Do you think someone will challenge me?”

“Only if that someone is truly foolish. Most challenges are from students that did not keep their grades up as elite students and were moved down at the start of the semester, so they challenge the person that took their place as an elite.”

“Really? I thought it would be more cutthroat than that.”

“Most students here are not accustomed to fighting. The elite students get more time in the battle simulators, so they are usually better at fighting than standard students. I’ve never seen a standard student challenge an elite and win.”

“Oh. Well, I guess I really don’t have anything to worry about then,” Damion remarked. He was after all a C Rank mage already. Most students would be E Rank, possibly a few D Rank, but he remembered Theodore and Arica had graduated from Erythraean Academy at E Rank and he had to believe they had both been elite students.

“What are battle simulators?” Damion asked. He had a guess, but he was not sure if he would be right or not.

“Battle simulators are rooms that are heavily enchanted to produce illusions. They let you battle against Ferocious and Demonic Beasts without the risk of harm.”

“That sounds fun. How much time do I get in them?”

“Since you are considered an elite student, two hours a week.”

“Is that all?” Damion was somewhat shocked by the short amount of time allocated. He thought it would be more like two hours a day.

“If you want more you can use your points to purchase time.”

“Points?” Damion asked confused by what Elicia meant.

“Oh. I thought I told you about the points system. Instead of grades you earn points in classes by doing well on tests and assignments, or answering questions, or for whatever one of the professors feel deserves points. You can then use those points on different items in the school commissary.”

“So, I don’t get graded? How am I judged to have passed a class or not?”

“You either learn in class or you don’t. You are either capable of doing an assignment or not. If you showed you learned, you get points, if you don’t do the assignment you don’t. Different people are good at different things. The school isn’t here to judge how good you are at something. It is to show you the available fields of study and let you figure out what to do with that knowledge. The total number of points you earn in a term ranks you with the other students, that’s how standard students can surpass elite students to take their place.”

“What kind of things are available through the points I earn?”

“Potions, artifacts, time slots for the battle simulator of course, the most common item purchased though are passes to the school library. You can also purchase points with the promise of future service if you are short and really want something.”

“We aren’t allowed free entry to the library?” Damion suddenly questioned, he ignored the part about purchasing points, Mage Teft had already warned him not to get in debt with the school. However, hearing that access to the library was restricted was depressing, he had been looking forward to having the Magic System record as many magic seals as he could in the library the first chance he got.

“To the common areas of the library there is no entry fee. All you’ll find there are history books or texts you need for classes. Entry into the Repository is what is restricted.”

“Is that where the magic seals are kept?”

“Yes. All the magic seals Silver Spire has ever recorded are stored in there. If you want to learn something other than the more common tier 1 spells, that is where you have to go.”

“How many points does it take to buy a pass?”

“Depends on the pass. There are five passes, each tied to a tier of magic seal. A tier 1 pass only costs 10 points. But if you want a tier 2 pass, to be able to study a tier 2 magic seal, it will cost you 100 points.”

“That is so expensive,” Damion whined as he felt his heart tighten. He was hoping he would be able to learn a tier 2 spell soon and complete the quest from the Magic System. Even though Damion did not know how hard it was to earn points, he knew earning 100 school points was going to be difficult.

“The Repository is meant to be a great reward, they can hardly make it easy to enter. Don’t worry, you’ll get passes from some of your classes.”

“Really?”

“Of course. This is a magic school. What did you think they wouldn’t let you learn magic at a magic school?” Elicia had fun teasing Damion all the way back to the dormitory.

Once back in his dorm, Damion went to his room to change out of his good school uniform and into a comfortable pair of shorts and shirt. Elicia went to the kitchen and began cooking dinner.

Left on his own for a short while, Damion sat down on his bed and began focusing on compressing his mana. He did not dare activate Mana Absorption since he had a strong suspicion it would draw mana from his dorm room. Essentially, his entire dormitory was a spatial stretching artifact and he was inside it. Pulling mana in with Mana Absorption would likely upset the balance of the enchantments and be noticeable.

Damion was rightly afraid that if he activated Mana Absorption it would drain mana from whatever powered the dormitory’s enchantments. His adventurer backpack and waist pouches both pulled mana from the environment to power their spatial stretching. He was not sure if the dorm room was the same, or if there was an external source of mana, but Damion did know an enchantment of this size required a lot of mana.

After a few minutes of not having much luck compressing his mana, Damion switched to casting spells. Ice Shard and Ice Breath were out of the question, and he did not want to cast Icy Grasp on any of his furniture, so he started casting Ice Shield.

Damion would summon his Ice Shield and then dismiss it. He did not know how many times he had done this in the past few days, repeatedly casting spells trying to master them, but he felt sure he had to be getting closer to increasing the Rank of his spells.

As Damion continued to practice, he did not notice the lights in his room begin to dim or the fluctuation in the temperature of the room, but the longer he practiced, the more frequently they happened. It was not until Elicia burst into his room that Damion realized something was wrong.

“Are you insane!” Elicia shouted.
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                “Are you insane!” Elicia shouted as she burst into Damion’s room. “You can’t practice magic inside a spatial construct!”

Damion quickly released his Ice Shield spell and retreated from Elicia in terror as she closed in on him with a wild look in her eyes.

“Don’t. Do. That. Again.” The young woman seethed before turning and leaving Damion’s room to wonder how what he had been doing was so wrong.

After Damion regained his courage, he stuck his head out of his bedroom to look for Elicia. The young woman was back in the kitchen and was slicing vegetables with heavy chops of a knife. When Elicia noticed him, she turned her head giving him a glare that told Damion she needed more time to cool off, so he ducked back in his room and waited for dinner to be finished.

“Dinner is ready,” Elicia called to Damion after a short time.

Slowly, Damion came out of his room, first checking to make sure she had put the knife away. He sat down at the table looking over the meal Elicia prepared. A salad along with a mix of fruit and what smelled to be fish. After taking a seat, he picked up his utensils, but right when he was about to take his first bite Damion noticed that Elicia was standing there watching him.

“Aren’t you going to eat?” Damion asked.

During lunch Elicia had stood behind him while he ate with the professors. Then they had toured the grounds, Damion had not even considered that she might have been hungry. Now here he was about to eat dinner without knowing if Elicia had eaten anything since breakfast.

“I ate while preparing your meal,” Elicia told him.

“Oh. Then will you explain why practicing magic in the dormitory is bad.”

“As you know the dormitory has been enchanted with a spatial stretching enchantment. Such enchantments can be destabilized by excess mana. If the enchantments on the dormitory fail we will either be thrown out or crushed by the dormitory collapsing on itself.”

“What about all the enchantments in the dorm? The lights? The kitchen appliances?”

“Everything in the dormitory is powered by the same mana gathering array that powers the dorm itself. And it keeps all the forces in balance. But if you start adding more mana into the air, the enchantments can’t keep up and the balance can be broken.”

“Where should I go to practice my magic then?”

“You are free to practice anywhere on the grounds. There are also practice rooms that have mana gathering arrays. The arrays help to saturate your core allowing you to more easily compress the mana in your core.”

“I’m guessing these practice rooms cost points?” Damion asked.

“That would be a good guess. The practice rooms cost one point per hour.”

Damion was not surprised to hear that the practice rooms cost points, just like the Repository and the battle simulator. Elicia had already told him how to earn points, but he was not sure if he would ever be able to earn enough points for him to afford everything he wanted. At least he would be able to use the battle simulator as a perk for being an elite student without paying. This led Damion to another thought.

“Other than the dorm, you, and the free time battle simulator, are there other benefits that come with being an elite student?”

“Are those not enough?”

“Just curious.”

“You get 10 points a week to spend how you please. I would recommend using them sparingly. You never know when you might need more points.”

“Since classes don’t start for a while, is it possible for me to take on a mission for the school to earn points?”

“No, missions are assigned by professors during classes and serve as an advanced form of homework. This isn’t the Adventurer Association, you don’t get to freely choose.” Elicia did not have to think on this at all and while her answer was disappointing, it was not entirely unexpected. Damion would just have to wait to earn points or think of some other way to learn a tier 2 spell.

“Is there a place on the grounds that is good for practicing Ice magic?”

“The eastern side of the campus is typically where the Fire mages practice, while the western side is where the Water mages practice,” Elicia informed him. “While not an exact match to your affinity, the ambient Water magic in the air from years of practice should still provide some aid.”

Damion considered Elicia’s suggestion as he ate the rest of his meal in silence. Once finished he went to his room and lay in bed trying to fall asleep. The events of the day flashed through his mind and he found himself wishing he could have shared today with his family. His father would have been fascinated by the architecture of Silver Spire and he could almost see his sister running through the pristine halls. Eventually, Damion fell asleep with tears running down his cheeks. He had no idea that Elicia had cracked open his door and watched him cry himself to sleep before slipping out of the dormitory.

“How did it go today?” Headmaster Sorin asked Elicia when she arrived in his office.

“Fine. The reports you provided on him were fairly accurate.”

“Fairly?” Headmaster Sorin asked feeling annoyed that any information he had on the subject was incorrect.

“He is no longer a D Rank. He has reached C Rank.”

“Truly? Seems you are gaining his trust if he has told you this already. This is excellent. We really must get him to join our family. It is a shame his family died in the beast wave. They would have been the perfect leverage. Older brothers will do anything to protect their little sisters.”

“That hasn’t always been my experience,” Elicia snapped.

“I speak of commoners. But we are not that different. As nobles we are raised to always put the family first. That is what he would be doing, but it doesn’t matter they are dead, unless you have reason to suspect otherwise.”

“He’s only had a short time to cope with his loss, but I can tell his grief is real. I catch him staring off into space. As long as he is occupied, he can focus, but the moment he stops, I can see him silently falling into grief.”

“Then I will not order a search. I thought perhaps Teft might have moved them off the playing field to avoid someone using them as leverage. But if the boy’s grief is real, then it seems unlikely.”

“Why do I have to be his attendant? There are plenty of other women willing to take on this role,” Elicia asked.

“Because you are my granddaughter. With the help of Teft, Mage Wells is prepared against falling into debt with the academy. But there are other ways to bind someone.

“It is an open secret that elite students have a tendency to… become fond of their attendants. With his recent loss it should be easy to manipulate his emotions and gain his trust. If you can rope him into the family it would mean a great deal to the elders. Plus, as his wife you would be guaranteed a place of honor.”

“I would rather enter into an arranged marriage with one of the other noble families. At least everything would be out in the open then. I don’t like this sneaking around and plotting,” Elicia told her grandfather.

“We have had this argument before. You will do as you are told. If you do not like the arrangements I have made for you, you are free to leave Silver Spire and I will find for another to fill your place. As you said, there are plenty of others.”

“What if he doesn’t like me?”

“He is a young man and you are a beautiful young woman. Help him forget the pain from losing his family. Let him rely on you. A young man’s heart is easily captured.”

“The report you gave me on him said he was close to a young woman from Erythraean Academy, Arica Miller.”

“They went on several missions, but by all accounts they are just friends.”

“Friends with years of history,” Elicia scoffed.

“They met when he was only 15 years old. I would think she sees him as nothing more than a friend or perhaps a younger brother.”

“It matters how he sees her.”

“If you are not up to the task of capturing his heart just say so,” Headmaster Sorin said firmly, dismissing any further arguments Elicia had been trying to formulate.

“I will do as you ask grandfather,” Elicia said defeated.

            

    
        Chapter 134 – Back To Training

    
    
    
    
                The smell of sizzling bacon woke Damion in the morning. The scent brought to his mind breakfast prepared by his mother. Damion got out of bed quickly and headed to the kitchen before he remembered.

In the kitchen Elicia was once again cooking his meal. Damion took a seat, trying to push the memories of his mother and breakfasts out of his mind. Shortly after sitting down the young woman brought the food to the table and sat down with a plate of her own.

“Will I be eating all my meals in the dormitory?”

“Lunch is served in the main hall, where you had lunch yesterday.”

“I guess they will add more tables when there are more students. Will I be eating with all the professors again?”

“I am unaware of which professors will come to lunch. It is not uncommon for professors to be preoccupied with their own studies and skip meals.”

“Am I allowed to skip?” Damion hastily asked.

“You can. May I ask what you will be doing instead?”

“Training. Once classes start I have a feeling I won’t have as much time to train. Even if I don’t have any points to spend on the academy’s training facilities I can still train like I normally do. Plus, it will help occupy my mind.”

“And what do you normally do to train?”

“Physical exercises and casting spells repeatedly to increase my mastery of them,” Damion said with a shrug as he got up from the table.

Damion headed into his room and got ready to start his training. He slipped on a comfortable pair of shoes and wore his backpack canteen filled with water, strapped down tightly to keep it from bouncing as he ran. Damion wished he had training bracelets like Mage Teft had once given him, but those stopped working when he reached D Rank and he returned them to her. He never asked if there were more advanced versions, but now he kind of wished he had a set.

When Damion emerged from his room he found Elicia had changed outfits as well. Instead of the simple black shirt and pleated skirt she and the other attendants typically wore, Elicia was wearing an outfit that would look right at home in a gym on Earth. She had a form fitting top that covered her from her collar to her midsection but had no sleeves and left her toned midsection exposed. Her skirt had been traded in for skintight leggings. Both the leggings and top were black with the green pipping along the hems leaving Damion to wonder if the attendants had a closet full of outfits for different occasions.

Elicia turned to look at Damion, who was a bit stunned by her outfit, and waited for him speak. After a moment he regained his senses and fought to put aside the thoughts he found suddenly leaping into his head.

“Shall we head out?” Elicia asked when Damion still said nothing.

“What? Oh, yes,” Damion said and headed towards the door. “Is there a good running path or…”

Before Damion could finish asking Elicia brushed past him and took off towards a nearby set of trees.

“Follow me,” Elicia called as she began moving further away.

Damion hurriedly followed after her. He was able to catch up fairly quickly, given his years of physical training, but given how quickly Elicia had moved when she headed out the door told him she had done a fair amount of training herself.

Elicia did not let up when Damion caught up, instead she started running harder, moving through the wooded area of the academy grounds with practiced ease. While Damion did not want to be beaten, let alone by this E Rank that seemed to despise him one minute and the next cook him dinner, he did not mind following behind her. The pace Elicia set was good and since he did not know the paths through the grounds yet, he reconciled himself to follow behind Elicia and found himself enjoying watching her run.

After about an hour of running Elicia began to slow her pace. Damion was not sure, but he felt that they had nearly run completely around the perimeter of the grounds. The area they were in had a wide path, so Damion sped up to run alongside her and watched out of the corner of his eye how Elicia’s chest was heaving up and down with each breath and her body was drenched in perspiration.

“Getting tired?” Damion asked as he effortlessly matched her pace.

“We’re almost done. The dorms are just ahead. That will make it a full circuit.”

Looking ahead, he could see through trees and make out parts of his dormitory building. Now that he had gone over the path once, Damion was fairly certain he would be able to follow the path again on his own. With a sudden burst of acceleration, Damion took off, leaving Elicia far behind.

“I’ll see you in a bit,” Damion called over his shoulder to Elicia as she tried to keep up with him.

A few minutes later Elicia was panting as she entered the dorm room to find everything turned off. She quickly checked Damion’s bedroom and bathroom, finding them empty. Damion had not returned to his dorm, even though he told her he would see her in a bit.

As Elicia thought about what Damion said she realized he had probably continued on his run. She debated for a bit if she should go after him, she was supposed to stay with him at all times, to ensure he stayed out of trouble, but given the speed at which he had taken off Elicia knew she would not be able to catch up to him. Instead, she went to her room and peeled off her sticky clothing and climbed into a warm bath. If Damion wanted to exercise more that was fine, she would use the time to relax.

Now that he knew roughly what path he needed to take, Damion continued to run around the academy grounds. He was used to running around Saung for exercise, with its wide smooth road along the automated farms. Here Damion had to watch out for low branches, random debris on the path or outright holes, not to mention sudden changes in direction as the academy path looped around rocks and heavily wooded areas.

In the time it took at Elicia’s pace Damion managed to complete two circuits of the grounds, despite that on his first solo circuit having taken a wrong turn and ended up in at a dead end. When he decided to call it quits for the day he stopped outside his dormitory, but did not see Elicia. Figuring the young woman had gone inside to rest, Damion pushed her absence out of his mind and settled down in an open patch of grass to focus on his mana control.

After leaving Elicia in the dust, Damion had activated Mana Absorption and used the time during his solo run to practice casting Ice Shard and Ice Shield. Ice Breath was a bit hard to cast while running and Icy Grasp required him to hold onto something, so it was not easy to practice those on the move.

Now that Damion was finished with his physical exercise, and could sit still, he began casting Ice Breath and focused on spewing out the freezing air for as long as he could. Despite having enough mana to keep Ice Breath going for a considerable amount of time, Damion could only maintain the spell for a few seconds since despite being magic, the spell required him to exhale.

            

    
        Chapter 135 – Intentions 

    
    
    
    
                Damion practiced his magic for an hour before Elicia finally decided she should go in search of him. She thought that after he completed another circuit, he would come back to the dorm and clean up. When he did not show, it left Elicia with the belief Damion had managed to get himself lost and if that was the case and a professor, or her grandfather, found out, she would be in quite a bit of trouble.

When Elicia walked out of the dormitory and saw him sitting in the grass casting spell after spell she suddenly began to understand what made Damion so special. She was only E Rank, and despite the resources the Sorin family had poured into her, she only had a magic power of around 700 and a mana capacity of less than 300. Seeing him cast spell after spell, without pausing or taking mana regeneration potions told her he was more than special, he was unique.

Elicia, like most mages had misaligned magic talent and magic affinities. She had an A Rank Wind magic affinity, thanks to a Heavenly Wind Enhancing Fruit her family had acquired for her a few years ago, boosting her B Rank affinity to A Rank. Unfortunately, she only had a C Rank magic talent, which meant it was hard for her to learn magic seals and she only had average mana capacity and magic regeneration.

Damion being able to endlessly cast spells helped her to see exactly what an S+ Rank in magic talent and magic power meant. Elicia continued to watch as the young man cast spells the rest of the morning. Lunch time came and went, but Damion was still sitting there, casting one spell after another. Jealousy panged at Elicia’s heart as she watched, thinking about how it would take almost a full day for her mana to recover if she cast more than two dozen spells.

“Remarkable isn’t he,” a voice said from behind Elicia. She turned and saw Mage Teft standing there, eyes focused on Damion.

“I never really conceived what an S+ Rank talent could do,” Elicia admitted.

“Right now, he is only C Rank but has the mana of a B Rank and mana regeneration that must be off the charts.”

“Do you really think he can surpass S Rank?”

“Given time and effort anyone can rise as high as they wish to go. A lesson that is not taught much here at Silver Spire since my previous departure.”

“Dean Thorn was always focused on raising up the noble families. Do you think that is one of the reasons he denied Mage Wells testing? That he didn’t want another common born mage to rise above the declining Thorn family?”

“Such ill intent may have been part of his actions,” Mage Teft said quietly. “Mostly, it was just a poorly thought-out reaction to an overeager little boy.”

“What did you see in him that made you want to train him? You couldn’t have known he would turn out to be this outstanding.”

“I saw in him untapped potential. The same as I see in you.”

“Sorry to disappoint, I only have C Rank talent.”

“There are many forms of potential. Being afraid of what might happen should not hold you back.”

“You think I should run away and live as a knight?” Elicia quietly asked.

“I think you should stop letting having C Rank magic talent define you and hold you back. You could easily rise to the top ranks of knights. But you are a mage in your heart. Just because you have mediocre talent doesn’t mean you still can’t reach B or even A Rank.”

“Says a woman on the cusp of reaching S Rank. I don’t have your talent.”

“My talent?” Mage Teft let out a chuckle. “I have A Rank Water affinity true, just like you have A Rank Wind affinity. And just like you I have C Rank magic talent.”

Elicia was deathly silent when she heard Mage Teft’s confession. Magic talent was essential for growth. If your magic talent was lacking everything to do with magic was harder. Learning magic seals, growing your mana capacity, with low magic talent Ranking up was extremely difficult. But if what Mage Teft said was true, then perhaps there was a path forward for her.

“How did you do it?” Elicia pleaded. “How did you overcome the stigma?”

“First, I did not let others tell me I would not amount to anything. And Secondly, through lots of hard work. With the resources of your family, rising in the Ranks should be much easier for you than it was for me. But because they see you struggle and give up; they’ve left you the task of seducing my pupil.”

“I… I wouldn’t…”

“Don’t bother denying it,” Mage Teft told her. “I have let Damion make his own choices, and he’s made plenty of mistakes, but he doesn’t quit. He learns from them. It is all part of growing stronger. Do keep in mind though, that I think of him as my own grandson. And while I won’t interfere in his personal matters, I won’t necessarily approve of them either.”

Elicia gulped at Mage Teft’s words. Internally she was still struggling against the will of her grandfather to tie Damion to her family. Knowing that Mage Teft was fully aware of what her grandfather, Headmaster Sorin, wanted certainly complicated moving forward with any plan. But Mage Teft also gave Elicia an alternative, proof that life as a mage was not as hopeless as she was led to believe by her family.

“How should I train? I’m not able to learn any spells above Tier 2. I’m not even sure what I should focus on.”

“Even after all these years, I don’t know any spells over Tier 2 either. But that is just another fallacy people perpetuate. Focus on what you know. A few spells mastered are greater than many spells you can barely use. And continue to train with Damion. You will find that it is easier to focus on growing when you have someone to compete against.”

“Aren’t you afraid I’ll lose my resolve to grow if I continuously fall short of his progress?”

“Use him to motivate you but measure your success by what you have accomplished. And if you do grow close to him… just know there may come a time when he will need someone to look after him.”

“Thank you Dean Teft,” Elicia said politely, she was not sure what Dean Teft meant, but as she took Teft’s words to heart.

“Well, what are you waiting for? Go practice.”

Mage Teft motioned with her hand for Elicia to go over to Damion. Once Elicia turned and headed over, Mage Teft departed.

Elicia took a seat on the grass near Damion, who had yet to notice her presence. Despite his repetitive spell casting, Elicia noticed that he did not appear to be struggling. He just sat there, casting over and over as if he did not have a care in the world.

Taking a breath and summoning her mana, Elicia cast her first spell.

“Wind Slash,” Elicia mumbled out as a sharp blast of wind shot out from her hand. Unlike Damion, she had to speak her spells aloud, not having mastered silent casting.

After a few moments the spell he was casting switched to Ice Shard. Damion casually laid back on the grass and stuck his palm straight up and cast Ice Shard. The small crystal of ice flew up and disappeared into the sky.

Elicia half wondered if the crystal would fall back to the ground and hit one of them in the head, but she realized that was probably unlikely. If the ice moved too far from Damion it would cease being ice and revert to ambient mana.

Another Ice Shard shot out from his palm, this one traveled slower, and Elicia was able to follow its path for a short moment before it became too distant to see. When Damion cast a third Ice Shard just as slow, Elicia had an idea.

“Wind Slash,” Elicia cast her own spell that flew out and then hit Damion’s Ice Shard.

Elicia’s Wind Slash was not as strong as Damion’s Ice Shard, so the Wind Slash was broken, but the ice crystal wobbled in the air after the impact. Damion cast his spell again and Elicia followed suit to hit his spell as a sort of game between them.

            

    
        Chapter 136 – Daily Routine

    
    
    
    
                Damion and Elicia continued their game of targeting each other’s spells until Elicia ran low on mana. Once she was out of mana Elicia laid back on the grass and watched as Damion continued to cast Ice Shard. To her amazement he was able to cast Ice Shard fast enough to hit his own spell when he alternated the speed of the ice crystals with his casts.

As the afternoon began to fade Damion finally got up and headed towards his dormitory with Elicia following closely behind. He had spent the entire day training and was unsure if any of the professors were annoyed he did not show up for lunch, but he felt training was more important than socializing.

“This was fun today,” Damion told Elicia as he opened the door to his dormitory. “I hope you can keep up tomorrow.”

Elicia paused for a moment when she heard Damion. He was two Ranks above her. Trying to keep up with him was an impossibility, but Elicia remembered her conversation with Mage Teft and decided to give it her all.

“I’ll do my best,” Elicia told him. “You’ll have to give me a handicap though.”

The next day after eating breakfast Damion and Elicia started their morning run. This time he did not let Elicia set the pace. As soon as he started his run he easily left Elicia behind. She knew he was going to run several laps to each of hers. The goal she set for herself was to complete her lap before Damion completed four.

Elicia ran as hard as she could. Pushing herself much harder than she had the day before. She was not sure if Damion was pushing himself harder or not, but she was quite pleased with herself when she collapsed on the grassy area near the dormitory after finishing her lap before Damion completed his fourth lap.

As Elicia lay on the grass catching her breath Damion arrived and plopped down beside her. He could tell she was too exhausted to cast any spells, so Damion started casting his spells in sequence. When Elicia recovered he figured she would join in and start their game.

Just as Damion suspected, Elicia joined in his magic practice when she caught her breath. With their spells flying through the air and their focus on hitting each other’s spells, neither of them noticed Headmaster Sorin and Mage Teft watching from the distance. Several of the other professors came and watched briefly, but the professors only stayed long enough to see the reason their newest prodigy did not show up for lunch again. When they saw Damion and how hard he was training, they left, satisfied that he was spending his time wisely.

Damion and Elicia continued this routine for several days before Damion was finally rewarded for his effort by the Magic System after he finished practicing for the day.

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Increase a Magic Spell in Rank – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

Checking the Magic System’s spell menu Damion found that it was Ice Shard that had advanced in mastery. Now that Damion had a little over 800 store credits he took another look at the options available in the Magic System’s store. In the end, he decided to increase his magic power, mana capacity and mana regeneration.

‘System, purchase Increase Magic Power.’

{Affirmative.}

{Increase Magic Power purchased for 22 Credits.}

{Magic Power has increased by 100.}

‘System, purchase Increase Mana Capacity.’

{Affirmative.}

{Increase Mana Capacity purchased for 22 Credits.}

{Mana Capacity has increased by 100.}

‘System, purchase Increase Mana Regeneration.’

{Affirmative.}

{Increase Magic Regeneration purchased for 22 Credits.}

{Magic Regeneration has increased by 10.}

After seeing the changes to his status Damion was satisfied with the increases, but he realized a pitfall of relying on the Magic System to increase his abilities. Right now, the boost was modest, and the costs were low, at least compared to the number of credits he now had. But those would increase as he purchased more upgrades.

The issue Damion was suddenly grappling with was that as he increased his abilities naturally, it would become harder and harder to advance. The Magic System offered him a shortcut, but one that would make it harder to advance later. However, if he worked hard now and raised his abilities through practice, later, when it became harder to increase his abilities he could spend credits in the Magic System Store and overcome any future bottle necks with the cheat that the Magic System offered him.

Damion was once again faced with the question, how many quests the Magic System would give him and how lucrative would the rewards be. If he wanted to ever afford the Attribute Anti-Regression Potion, he would need to save credits for a long time, unless he suddenly started getting quests that were much more profitable.

If Damion did start receiving quests that offered thousands in credits as rewards, should he start buying out all the upgrades he could to quickly boost his strength? The dilemma was real, and it consumed his thoughts to the point that Elicia noticed.

“What are you thinking about so hard?”

“What?” Damion asked as he snapped out of his mental stupor.

“I said, what are you thinking about?”

“Oh. Just wondering how I’ll be able to keep up a good training schedule once classes begin.”

Elicia could tell Damion was not being honest with his answer, but she felt it was still too early for him to fully trust her. Whatever it was that he was thinking about it was clearly more important than just maintaining his training regimen.

“You can run faster in the morning and get a lap in before breakfast and your first class and then in the evening practice your magic until dark. Also, don’t forget once classes begin you will be granted two free hours in the battle simulator every week. I’m sure you will find training in there much more challenging than just your normal exercise and spell casting.”

“That is true,” Damion said as his mind began to wonder again.

Since Ice Shard had advanced, his other spells were sure to advance again soon as well, Icy Grasp was the only one Damion felt was not nearing advancement, since he hardly had cause to use it. Even True Sight felt like it might soon advance in Rank again as well. If his spells continued to advance he would be looking at quite a few store credits, but that was a short-lived gain if did not start completing other quests.

Damion did his best over the days leading up to the start of term to advance his other skills in Rank but was sadly disappointed when none of them did. He felt that perhaps there was some element he was missing and hence had not advanced in Ice Shield or Ice Breath yet, but exactly what was missing Damion did not know.

The day before classes were due to start for the new term students began to arrive at the school. Elicia informed him that students would arrive throughout the day and in the evening there would be an opening ceremony for the new term to welcome new and returning students.

Damion did his best to go through the day the same as he had since he arrived at the school. His morning run was not interrupted, but he did receive a few odd looks from students arriving that caught sight of him. His and Elicia’s spell practice, however, was interrupted by students arriving and either wanting to watch or join in on Damion and Elicia’s game.

Not wanting to entertain these new arrivals Damion decided to return to his dormitory with Elicia, but his path was blocked by a group of elite students. He looked at the three young men blocking stairs and shook his head in frustration.

“Are you three sure you want to start off the term injured?” Damion asked trying to exude as much confidence as he could. “I doubt any of you want to risk losing your elite student status to a standard student because you were hurt by me.”

            

    
        Chapter 137 – Grandfather 

    
    
    
    
                “We just want to see what the supposed S+ Rank talent can do,” a red-haired boy said with a wicked smile.

“Yeah, I’d like to see what Teft’s prize pupil can do,” said another with blue hair.

Damion did not want to alienate his fellow students. However, these three were giving him little choice but to do something to make them backdown. If it were not for more students gathering around to watch, he might have just pushed past them, but doing so with so many onlookers would likely cast Damion as someone unwilling to stand up for himself or worse a coward.

“Damion Wells, nice to meet you,” he said to the blue-haired boy as he extended his right hand.

“Yuri Martes,” the boy replied as he took Damion’s hand and squeezed.

Damion returned the pressure several times stronger leaving the blue-haired boy wincing in pain. After a few seconds of maintaining his grip, he was about to let go when the red-haired boy’s hand shot towards Damion’s chest covered in fire.

Mage Martes held on tightly to Damion’s right hand, preventing him from easily escaping. Sure, Damion could sling the kid across the academy grounds, but that would still result in him getting hit with the red-haired boy’s attack.

Despite the imminent attack, he did not panic. Raising his left-hand Damion cast Icy Grasp and met the red-haired boy’s attack, locking their hands together. He then channeled mana into his spell, letting Icy Grasp quench the red-hair boy’s flaming hand.

After a few moments with both Mage Martes and the red-haired boy were crying out in pain as Damion was applying both his physical and magic supremacy, the last of the boys called everything to a halt.

“Enough. Thorn, Martes, stop. He is more than a match for both of you,” the speaker was a boy a bit taller than the others, with wispy blonde hair with features similar to Elicia’s. Damion let both of the boys go and released his spell as he looked into the boy’s green eyes.

“Damion Wells,” he said extending his right hand to the blonde boy.

With a smile, the boy took it and shook his hand before introducing himself. “Thomas Sorin. Yuri introduced himself rather poorly, the other one is Geoffrey Thorn.”

“Any relation to the former Dean Thorn?” Damion could not help but ask. It would certainly explain the boy’s hostility.

“My uncle,” Mage Thorn said as he rubbed his sore hand.

“We’ll see you at the opening ceremony,” Mage Sorin said as he started guiding his two friends away, before turning back to say one least thing. “Oh, and it is nice to see you got a decent job after graduating cousin.”

At first Damion was not sure who Mage Sorin was speaking to. Then he noticed the crowd was whispering with a few pointing to Elicia, who was doing her best to look invisible as she was still wearing her exercise clothes that were form fitting and rather revealing.

“Let’s go,” Damion said quickly as he moved towards his dormitory.

Once inside the dorm, Elicia sped off to her room, trying to hide her face, but Damion could see she was holding back tears. In this situation Damion was not sure what he was supposed to do. Should he follow after her and comfort her? Should he give her space?

In the end he decided to talk to her. From Mage Sorin’s remark Damion inferred Elicia and Thomas were related which also likely meant that she and Headmaster Sorin were related. Damion could only guess at why Headmaster Sorin would assign a relative to be his attendant, and each guess was always rooted in the Headmaster wanting to use Elicia in some way.

For the moment Damion put his speculation aside and decided to let Elicia explain the situation to him. In the short time he had been in the school, other than the first day, Elicia had done nothing but be polite and helpful to him. He at least owed her the opportunity to explain.

“May I come in?” Damion said knocking softly on the door. Even though he knocked, he pushed the door open immediately, since he expected Elicia to tell him to go away.

Inside Damion found Elicia with her face buried in her pillow. Walking over he sat on the edge of her bed and laid a gentle hand on her back. The touch caused Elicia to jump a bit. She slowly sat up in the bed and began to speak.

“Thomas is my younger cousin. And by his last name he is related, as you have probably guessed, to the Headmaster, who is our grandfather. Since Thomas is more talented than me, he received more attention from grandfather and the rest of the family. After Thomas realized I was being pushed aside, he started to tease me and get his friends to bully me as well.”

“I’m sorry,” was the only thing could think to say to her.

“And now, I’m here working as an attendant. He had to make sure he pointed it out to everyone.”

“Is working as an attendant some sort of punishment or dishonorable work?” Damion asked. He understood this was not her preferred job, but he did not think there was a stigma to the position.

“Attendants are typically chosen by the families of students and serve as more than just as maids and cooks.”

“What do you mean?”

“Elite students are considered the future of the noble families and attendants are often used to make sure talented students do not get involved with opposing families or other undesirable partners.”

“You mean attendants act to prevent young nobles from getting involved with commoners.”

“Not necessarily,” Elicia said. “A number of elite students, such as yourself, are commoners. Those commoners are scouted by the different families, and they send members of their families to the school to be assigned as attendants.”

“Is that why you, the granddaughter of the Headmaster is my attendant?” Damion asked.

“Yes. If I can rope you into the Sorin family I can basically ask for anything from the family.”

“And if I don’t join the Sorin family?”

“I’ll be tossed out to make my own way.”

Damion sat there for a moment, pondering what Elicia told him. Elicia would be kicked out of her family if he did not let her rope him in. But he had no intention of joining the Sorin or any other family. Joining a noble family would pin Damion down and he wanted to explore the world.

“If your grandfather asks, tell him things are going well.”

Elicia gave Damion a puzzled looked causing him to explain further.

“I don’t intend to join any of the noble families, but I have the feeling that if you report that to your grandfather he will replace you with someone else.”

“Yes, he probably would.”

“Then, if it does not offend your sense of honor, feel free to report things are going well.”

“Thank you for the offer. But what will I do when your time here is over?”

“Use this year to prepare to make your own way in the world. Even as a knight you can make a good living if that is what you want.”

“Dean Teft already gave me some advice and I’ve decided I’m going to be a mage and not let anything stop me.”
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                The welcoming ceremony helped Damion better understand the full scope of Silver Spire Magic Academy and the magic world in general. In every book Damion had ever read, mages were extremely rare. However, gathered here in one of three magic academies were over ten thousand student mages.

Damion knew most of them were probably not that talented, but seeing such a large gathering of mages was eye opening. If the other two academies had a similar number of students enrolled it left Damion wondering how mages were considered rare.

After the ceremony was over, Damion sat with Elicia in his dormitory asking new questions that had come to mind during the ceremony. The first was about attendants.

“Are standard students not allowed attendants?” Damion had been seated amongst the elite students, which turned out to only be 400 students in the elite class, and he noticed that among the thousands of standard students, none of them had attendants standing beside them.

“Yes, it is a benefit of being an elite student,” Elicia answered.

“What happens to the attendant when an elite student is replaced by a standard student?”

“Depending on the family the attendant is from and the family of the newly promoted student, the attendant could be asked to stay on and try to recruit them. It is also possible they will be out of a job as the newly promoted student’s family will send their own attendant.”

“That makes sense I guess,” Damion said as he snacked on a pastry. “Did you graduate last year?”

“Yes, I finished my required courses, but since I can’t learn high tier spells, none of the White Zone guilds wanted to recruit me. Without any good prospects, I accepted my grandfather’s request to be your attendant.”

“I have one last question, this one about your family, so feel free not to answer if it is something you are not allowed to share. Silver Spire excels at Water and Fire magic, why is the Headmaster a Wind mage?”

“That is a bit of a long story, but not really anything secret. Wind is one of the most common affinities and it is true that Beryl School of Mystic Arts dominates the ranks of Wind mages, but each school has a number of students with affinities the other schools claim as their own.”

“But why not go to the school where you can get the most out of going?”

“For most, it comes down to who can afford to go to a different White Zone to study. Some families will, but most will just stay closer to home and attend the school in their area, that way they don’t have to pay anything.”

“Wait, so if I had gone to one of the other schools I would have to pay tuition?”

“Perhaps not you, since they specifically were trying to recruit you, but for others yes. The Mage Council only provides funds for students to attend the academy of their own White Zone. This is to try and keep the types of mages balanced across the zones.”

“So, you are saying, despite what they claim, each academy is not better than the others in their claimed magic fields.”

“When it comes to high tier spells there is a difference, since those are closely guarded secrets, but tier 1 and 2 spells have all been around so long that every academy has the same sets of them.”

“So, your family has just always been in Argentum and that is why a family of Wind mages attends Silver Spire. I was thinking it was something juicier.”

“A few ages ago it would have been juicier. It has been a long time since my family left Viridis. Our family history claims our ancestor was spurned by the woman he loved and so he left Viridis and formed a new family with a new name here in Argentum.”

In the morning Damion got up at his usual time and set out with Elicia on their morning run. Damion had half expected to see other students out training in the morning, but it was just him and Elicia on the path around the school.

Despite growing stronger in the past days from training with Damion, Elicia still was not able to keep up with him. Since she could not complete a lap of the school nearly as fast as he could Elicia only ran about a quarter of the way before turning back and heading back to Damion’s dormitory.

When Damion finished his lap and returned to his dorm for a shower and breakfast, Elicia was already there, dressed for the day in her normal outfit with breakfast ready for him. Once it was time for Damion to head to class, Elicia ushered him out the door while she carried his schoolbooks for his first class, Magical Theory.

“Good morning Mage Wells,” Mage Teft said when Damion entered a small classroom.

Damion knew he would be learning Magical Theory from Mage Teft in a special format to fill in the gaps in his knowledge, but seeing the empty classroom made Damion feel a bit nervous.

“Mage Sorin, why don’t you join us as well,” Mage Teft said as Elicia was handing Damion the book for this class.

The two took seats at the front of the classroom while Mage Teft stood at the head of the class with the textbook in her hands.

“Since this is a hybrid course, we will be learning about a range of topics. From bloodlines to how magic seals work. Some subjects you may already be familiar with, such as why will affects magic, but we shall also discuss less familiar topics such as the curse of multiple affinities.”

“Curse of multiple of affinities?” Damion blurted out.

“Yes, people who have multiple affinities are considered cursed.”

“Why?”

“This wasn’t the topic I was planning to start with, but it ties into the origin of magic fairly well. Let’s begin with, people with multiple affinities are not actually cursed, but because of the different affinities they tend to have a more difficult time advancing. Can you tell me why?”

Mage Teft looked to Damion and then to Elicia who politely raised her hand.

“Go ahead.”

“The spell limit,” Elicia said.

“Very good. Magic seals, when learned are imbued onto your magic core. Since your magic core is only so big, it limits the number of magic spells one can learn. This means that all mages are limited to being able to learn 20 magic seals and even that limit is debated as only S Rank mages have ever been able to learn 20. A Ranks are usually capped at 15 and B Rankers at 10 magic seals.

“This means, any mage with multiple affinities will have to either split their learning into different affinities of magic or have a smaller array of spells available.”

“But wouldn’t having multiple affinities mean they can use a greater variety of spells?” Damion asked confused by how multiple affinities was a bad thing. For him it certainly would not matter since the Magic System had long ago informed him he had different limits on learning magic seals. Combined with the Magic System’s Shop, where he could buy more spell slots, Damion did not think having different affinities would be bad at all. He simply had not purchased an additional affinity from the Shop since he was trying to focus on his Ice magic.

“Not only are you forced to split your spell knowledge, but you also have to split your mana capacity,” Mage Teft told him. “With only one affinity, all the magic in your core is that affinity, but with multiple affinities, your core is split between them, and you have to learn to gather and grow both.”

“You can’t focus on one over the other?”

“Mages have tried in the past, but that only imbalances the core and prevents you from advancing until the forces are in balance again.

“This brings us to the topic of the origin of magic. Why do some people have magic cores and some do not. Why do some people’s magic cores not form properly leaving them without an affinity?”
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                Mage Teft’s questions rang in Damion’s head. It was an interesting question. Why did some people have magic cores while others did not? What caused a magic core to not form properly resulting in people that could use magic, but did not possess an affinity so could not learn magic seals?

Damion thought back on the science lessons from his previous life. How over time life would adapt to changes in the environment to better survive. Was that the answer? He learned history his first year in school. The first to be able to use magic were knights and for many generations, they were the only ones capable of using magic in the form of empowering their weapons.

Then came the discovery of the ancient language and creation of magic seals. But very few could use magic seals. Just yesterday though, Damion saw that mages were not as rare as he thought, were the number of mages growing because the human population was growing? Or were the number of mages growing because more humans were adapting to changes in the environment.

“Evolution,” Damion said suddenly.

“So, you think evolution is the cause. That humans are slowly evolving to adapt to the environment.”

“Doesn’t it fit the observable evidence?” Damion questioned.

“To a degree. History is a fickle thing, change one truth today to a lie in a history book, and in a thousand years, who knows if people will believe the truth or the lie.”

“Even if we can’t fully trust history, look at the evidence we can trust. Arica and her master were studying the growth of magical areas. She was able to directly relate the increase in growth of the Benault Forest to the opening of certain Realm Breaches. Doesn’t that point to magic coming from another realm, released here by Breaches?”

“Indeed, the evidence does show us that much, that magic flows from Breaches. Did you know the cities with higher rank dungeons in them have a higher population density of potential knights and mages?”

“Really?” Damion and Elicia both said.

“Yes, this isn’t exactly a topic the Mage Council wants discussed. But I think it critical to the core of magical theory. There are only two great schools of thought when it comes to the origin of magic. Either magic was always here, and we have just slowly learned to use it, or it was sent here in ages past.

“If it was sent here, then we have the question of is it changing our world? Is it changing us? Is there a greater purpose in the Realm Breaches appearing?”

“Does there have to be a purpose? Couldn’t Realm Breaches just be random phenomena that started happening in ages past and continue on today?”

“Many thought that was the case, until the first instances of intelligent races in the Realm Breaches.”

“Intelligent races?”

“You’ve encountered one of them before.”

“The goblins?”

“Yes. And they aren’t the only intelligent race encountered in Realm Breaches. What if Realm Breaches are actually another world’s way of changing our realm to better suit their needs.”

The idea resounded as quite plausible in Damion’s mind. He was reborn on Nerotath after dying on Earth. He was fully aware there was other life out there. Either in another universe or somewhere out there in this one.

“What other races are there?” Damion could not help but ask.

“Two that I am aware of, the Iblis and the Alfar.”

“How come I’ve never heard of them before?” Damion asked.

“Neither of them appears in anything less than an A Rank Breach. My advice to you if you do encounter them, is run. They have strange and powerful magic and can easily overwhelm mages of the same Rank.”

“Is this a class on magic theory or a class to scare me?” Damion remarked.

It was clear to him now that high Rankers were aware of other races and by the sound of it, they were not too friendly. Neither race sounded familiar to Damion, but then he had been speaking and thinking in Otash for so long he forgot that some words might not exactly translate from English.

“This is still a magical theory class. There isn’t really anything you can do about the other races. But you are likely to encounter them one day and if you do, I want you to be prepared. Now, back to multiple affinities.”

“Has there ever been someone with more than two affinities?”

“A few,” Mage Teft said as she struggled to keep frustration out of her voice. “They were all unable to train because they could not balance the forces in their magic cores. They could barely even be knights because they had so little mana or magic power.”

“Are there spells that don’t require an affinity?” Damion asked. He of course knew the answer, the Magic System had given him Mana Absorption and True Sight, both of which had no affinity, but he had never heard of such spells from anyone else.

“There are no magic seals that do not have an affinity, as the affinity is what bonds the magic seal to your magic core.”

“Magic seals bond to my core when I learn them?” This was something Damion had not heard before. This, coupled with the fact that mage were apparently unaware of magic seals without affinities told Damion there was much still to discover about magic for everyone.

“I see we are getting ahead of ourselves again, but yes,” Mage Teft said with a bit of frustration in her voice. “When you memorize a magic seal, what you are actually doing, though subconsciously, is engraving the magic seal into your magic core. That is how you then summon the magic seal and cast spells.”

“And my affinity for the type of magic is what bonds the magic seal to my core?”

“That is the theory yes. Unfortunately, it is not possible, as well as illegal to try, to study a human’s magic core to see the magic seals bonded.”

“Why?”

“When a person dies their magic core becomes inert, just like your heart stops beating. Your magic stops flowing and everything in your core fades away. Looking at a dead person’s magic core is no different from looking at a Demonic Beast’s core. The magic is there and can be moved to another medium, but there is no information, no trace of the magic seals. Perhaps those fade with the soul.

“Since you can’t study a dead person’s magic core, you would have to study a living core and to do that you would have to cut open a person and study their core as they learn a magic seal. Would you be willing to subject a person to that torture? Would someone even be able to memorize a magic seal under those conditions?”

“Oh,” Damion said and went silent.

There were no fluoroscopes or magnetic resonance imagers on Nerotath. The science was simply never invented because it was never needed. A heal spell or magic healing potion could fix pretty much any internal injury. Without the need, those devices were never created. Damion considered for a moment if there was some way to accomplish the same thing with magic, but he had neither the expertise in science nor in magic to be able to answer that question.

“Multiple affinities, in ages past afflicted perhaps one in a billion mages. Since the start of the Eighteenth Age that number has changed to roughly one in a million.”

“Is that because there are more mages, or is it because people are adapting that way more?”

“Either is a possibility. What the answer is we probably won’t find out in our lifetime. The point I am trying to make is that having multiple focuses, is not conducive to learning. You need to focus on what you want to do and move to make yourself into the best possible version of that. So, tell me Damion, what do you want to do?”
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                “So, tell me Damion, what do you want to do?” Mage Teft asked.

“I want to explore the entire world,” Damion said quickly.

“Even Red Zones and Black Zones?” Mage Teft questioned.

“It will take a while before I am strong enough, but yes. One day I will go even into the Black Zones. I want to see everything. Discover places that no one has seen before.”

“Even as a child you were quite curious. I suppose it is fitting for you to have such a goal. Well, your homework for tonight is to come up with a plan on how you will achieve your goal. Now get to your next class. Professor Martin does not forgive tardiness.”

A few minutes later Damion walked into Professor Martin’s class books in hand. Since this class was one with other students, Elicia remained outside in hallway with the attendants of the other elite students.

Most of these attendants were graduates from previous years or retainers sent by noble families to look after their young mages in their first term at Silver Spire Magic Academy. This was lucky for Elicia since it meant none of these attendants recognized her from last term or as the granddaughter of the Headmaster.

Damion took a seat in the front row of class while the last few students filtered in and took their seats. Professor Martin looked over the class, his eyes lingering on Damion longer than on any of the other students. When he finally spoke, Damion felt his excitement grow.

“I am Professor Jonah Martin and I will be your instructor this term for Beastology 1 - Ferocious Beasts. Next term you will also be joining me for Beastology 2 - Demonic Beasts. Once you have completed my courses you will have a great deal of knowledge about Ferocious Beasts and Demonic Beasts, but do not let that knowledge go to your heads. Each year the high Rankers who tirelessly patrol the Red Zones report new species of Ferocious Beasts and Demonic Beasts. So, remember, no matter how much you think you know, there is always more to discover.

“Now, who can tell me what makes a beast a Ferocious Beast?” After posing his question Professor Martin looked around the class at the raised hands before calling on a student in the back.

“A Ferocious Beast is a beast that is very aggressive and has a taste for human flesh.”

The young man’s answer caused a few chuckles around the classroom as well as murmurs from some students about the young man being a foolish lowborn that doesn’t know anything.

“Silence,” Professor Martin said sharply, putting an end to the whispers. “Perhaps you can tell us, Mage Wells.”

“A Ferocious Beast is a beast that has magic in its blood and that magic allows it to use abilities that are similar to spells.” Damion answered, reciting almost word for word what Mage Teft had once told him.

“Very good. Ferocious Beasts are stronger and faster than any normal beast, but the key is that they have magic in their blood. Think of them as the knights of the beast kingdom while Demonic Beasts are the mages. The magic they carry allows them that additional strength and speed. The magic blood of a Ferocious Beast carries magic through their body just like each of your magic cores do for you.

“That flow of magic helps you to grow. And just like you, Ferocious Beasts can increase in Rank. Growing even stronger with each increase in Rank. Can someone tell me what sets Ferocious Beasts apart from us?”

“We can learn and cast spells, while Ferocious Beasts can only use their innate powers,” a student to Damion’s right said.

“Yes, that is correct. What is another way we are different?” Professor Martin asked. After a few moments of silence the professor continued on. “Humans are able to intentionally increase our powers, while Ferocious Beasts, like all animals, live according to their instincts and grow slowly. So, how is it that there are so many high Rank Ferocious Beasts?

“If there are a lot of high Rank Ferocious Beasts doesn’t that mean they grow faster than people. I mean, aren’t most animals full grown within six months to a year. Wouldn’t that mean their Rank is increased at an increased rate too?”

“Did your magic power stop growing when you had your last growth spurt Mage Hill?” Professor Martin asked back to the student.

“No.”

“Then why would you think physical growth and magical growth are the same thing?”

“Animals grow up faster physically, so I thought…”

“Yes, you thought that applied to magic as well. Magic can increase the growth rate of muscle and other physical features, but that is magic enhancing the growth of physical traits, not physical traits enhancing magic growth. A normal animal matures at the same rate as a similar Ferocious Beast. So, why are there so many high Rank Ferocious Beasts?”

“Because they are born at a high Rank,” Damion said finally. It was clear Professor Martin wanted someone to answer and was not going to move on until someone got the answer right. Damion just hoped his guess was correct.

“Exactly. Take 5 points for your answer. Ferocious Beasts are born with magic in their blood and that gives them quite a bit of magic power. As they grow up their magic increases naturally, just like yours does, but many of the high Rank Ferocious Beasts are born at C or even B Rank. Some species are actually born at A Rank.”

All the students in the class let out a collective gasp. If a Ferocious Beast was born at A Rank, then there was a good chance when it grew up it would be S Rank. Humans it seemed really got the short end of the stick, if humans could be born at B Rank or even C Rank then reaching S Rank was a lot more achievable.

“How is nature so unfair to humans. Why can’t we be born at a high rank?” Mage Hill complained loudly, bringing another bout of laughter from the rest of the class.

“Who are we to argue with the nature of the world. Keep in mind that hard work can overcome our natural deficiencies. You should also remember we humans can learn magic seals, create artifacts to increase our defensive and offensive capabilities. Is that fair to the Ferocious Beasts? Be careful when asking for fairness.”

“Yeah, but if we could have just a little bit of a better start, we could reach high Ranks without so much time and effort.”

“Time and effort are the only things that matter. Take Mage Wells here. Before he could even cast a single spell he had more magic power than the rest of you in this room combined. Most of you are only F Rank and you’ll probably only be E Rank when you graduate, but he is already C Rank.”

Every head in the room turned to Damion as he sat stone still in his seat. These were all first term students like him, but unlike him, they were all either 15 years old or turning 15 this year, while he was 18. Most of the students could recognize he looked older than they did, but only the students from noble families knew about Damion’s situation. Although that was about to change.

“He’s older than us, so it’s a bad comparison. Once I reach his age I’ll be stronger than him,” Mage Hill declared.

“Mage Wells, when did you reach E Rank?” Professor Martin asked.

“A couple of months after I got my adventurer license.”

“And when was that?”

“Shortly after my fifteenth birthday.”

“Hard work can help you overcome any limitations you might have,” Professor Martin said loudly before anyone in the class could object to Damion’s claim. “Mage Wells’ record, like all licensed adventurer’s is available to be viewed at any terminal connected to the Adventurer Association. Now, let us move on to the most common types of Ferocious Beasts.”
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                Damion was not sure why Professor Martin was singling him out. Was it to use him as an example of what one can accomplish with hard work as he claimed? Or was it for some other reason, like making sure he did not make any friends. Already most of the class was whispering about him behind his back and Damion could only imagine the whispers becoming worse as the school term went on.

The last class Damion had before lunch was Magical Materials and Their Uses with Professor Heinrick. This class as it turned out had the same students as Professor Martin’s class. Luckily, Professor Heinrick did not feel the need to single Damion out as an example to the class, though he did give the class quite a bit of homework in the form of reading several chapters about various magical metals.

At lunch, Damion joined the entire school in the main hall. Being an elite student he was able to bypass the line to get into the hall for his meal. No longer was there just a single table in the middle of the hall, instead there were rows and rows of tables. Food was already out on the tables and students were greedily filling their plates. There did not appear to be any assigned seats and he had no idea if there was an unspoken structure to the arrangement of students in the all. Towards one side Damion noted a table that had a large number of empty seats, so he headed over.

As he ate, Elicia stood behind him in silence. Looking around, Damion saw other elite students with their attendants standing behind each of them. Despite it being considered normal, he felt quite awkward with Elicia, who he considered a friend, being forced to stand behind him to wait on him.

Not wanting to subject Elicia to further embarrassment, Damion ate quickly and rose to leave the hall. Students were still filing in from the various entrances, but he was able to navigate the flow to one of the elite student entrances. Unfortunately, before he could get out the door he was stopped by Mage Sorin and his couple of friends.

“Leaving so soon?” Mage Sorin asked as he blocked the doorway with his cronies. “I heard there were several standard students looking to put you in your place and take my dear cousin as their new attendant.”

“I really don’t have time for nonsense,” Damion said as he tried to move past the young men.

“I heard you worked as a knight for the last few years. That explains why you are so physically strong, but I doubt you can stand up to a real mage in a fight.”

Mage Sorin raised his voice as he spoke, making sure all the elite and standard students in the line trying to get through the door heard him. Many of them looked over to see what the commotion was. All students in their second or later year recognized Mage Sorin. Damion was a mystery to many students, but whispers of his identity quickly spread through the line.

“Are you sure you want to publicly embarrass yourself?” Damion asked.

Mage Sorin did not intimidate him. Even if he did not have a lot of experience fighting as a mage, Damion was certain he could trounce Mage Sorin in a fair fight.

“You will be the one getting embarrassed. I’ll make the arrangements for a proper magic duel this weekend. Don’t chicken out and reject the official challenge when you get it later.”

Mage Sorin and his two friends quickly pushed past him and headed into the main hall. Damion ignored the onlookers and walked out of the hall. He had time before his next class, so he headed back to his dormitory to let Elicia get something to eat. Once she was done eating Elicia explained what a proper magic duel entailed.

“The rules are fairly simple. You stand ten meters apart and you each get one spell to attack the other. No artifacts, no dodging. The one whose spell lands is the winner.”

“Isn’t this kind of simplistic?” Damion asked. He had been in numerous fights with Ferocious Beasts, Demonic Beasts and even knights. Never once had standing still and sending one spell out happened.

“This isn’t to simulate combat; it is to allow challengers to see which mage has the more powerful magic.”

“Does he really think he has a chance against me? I’m a C Rank, my magic power is much higher than his.”

“He could be betting that your Icy Grasp spell is your strongest or that your Ice Shard spell won’t reach him before his Wind Slash can reach you. He doesn’t have to be stronger to win, he just has to hit you first.”

“This seems very silly,” Damion said with a shake of his head. “Are challenges for elite status like this too?”

“No, those are a real fight with magic. Perhaps Thomas is trying to win against you in this way so others will challenge you for your elite status. Right now, I doubt anyone would dare, but if they thought you were weak, you might get flooded with challenges that you are not allowed to refuse.”

“When will this magic duel take place?”

“After the last class of the week is the standard time set. Unless other people have already set up challenges, you will likely be first.”

“Great,” Damion said annoyed by the whole ordeal.

As annoyed as he was, his classes were not put on hold. Damion’s next class was Magic Plants and Their Effects, once again with Professor Heinrick. The class was a lecture on various properties of magic flora and how to recognize them. Again, Professor Heinrick assigned several chapters to read as homework. With so much reading to do, Damion was wondering if he would have time for his magic practice in the evening.

When he arrived at his second to last class of the day, Study of the Ancient Language, he could not help but feel a bit excited. Damion had finally managed to complete the quest to learn the Nashto language and he had been able to complete the first quest, awarding him basic understanding of the language, with this class, he hoped he would be able to complete the second quest, to Increase Nashto Proficiency.

“As you all know, Nashto, the Ancient Language, is the foundation of all our understandings of magic,” Professor Toole told the class.

This class was once again made up of the same first term students as his Beastology class. Professor Toole, however, was happy just to lecture the class and not ask too many questions.

“All magic seals, enchantments and spell arrays are made up of glyphs from the Ancient Language. Unlike our common language that has words that mostly have a fixed meaning, in Nashto glyphs will change meaning depending on their order and even on their orientation.

“The glyph for fire,” Professor Toole went on while she pointed to a complex glyph projected into the air at the front of the class, “contains not just the core meaning of fire, but also the temperature range of the fire, the intensity, how quickly it spreads, how much smoke it will put out. All of these items are part of the glyph for fire and if all aspects of the glyph are not properly written, then you may find yourself with a fire glyph that does something much different than you intended.”

As Professor Toole carried on with her lecture Damion listened for hints at understanding Nashto better. He could look at a tier 1 magic seal and understand how the glyphs worked together, how they changed in meanings with each other through various interactions, but he did not understand how to write his own magic seal.

If Damion could just figure that part out, then he felt he would complete his quest and gain a great deal of knowledge about the Ancient Language. Damion had tried to write a sentence with the glyphs of Nashto, but he had been unsuccessful. Even when he read what he wrote it sounded like gibberish.

Damion could copy magic seals, but copying was not the same as understanding. When he had tried to rearrange the glyphs, everything collapsed. When Professor Toole dismissed class and told them she did not expect any of them to actually pass her course, Damion understood what Mage Teft had once told him that the study of Nashto was a life’s work.
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                Damion’s final class of the day was Thaumaturgy with Professor Miles Holden. This class was a look at the practical applications of magic. What that meant, he was not sure. Was it the daily uses of magic items? How such devices made everyone’s lives easier?

Virtually everything on Nerotath ran on magic in one form or another. Most devices pulled a small amount of mana from their surroundings to power themselves. But some devices, like ground cars or the teleportation platform, required large amounts of mana and had mana batteries that people had to charge for the devices to function. While Damion continued to try to figure out what the class would cover Professor Holden began to speak.

“Magic is everywhere in the world. In every breath you take in and every bite of food even in the dirt beneath your feet. Most people, mages, knights and ordinary people alike, think of magic only in terms of combat. How big of an explosion it can make, how easily it can be used to kill.

“This is a narrow view of not only magic, but of life. Since magic is an intrinsical part of everything it is important to see the magic in everything. When you realize that magic is a basic part of all things then you will understand that magic is not reliant on glyphs or seals. We merely rely on those things to express the magic.

“Who would like provide examples of magic in everyday life, just shout them out,” Professor Holden said looking around the classroom.

“Ground cars,” a girl a few seats from Damion called out.

“Good. What else?”

“Communication tablets,” another student offered.

“Yes. Think more basic. Things we humans have not created.”

The class was silent for as they tried to think of something magical that humans had not created.

“A butterfly,” someone in the back of the class called out.

“Good. A butterfly’s transformation from a caterpillar is an act of biology, but since magic is in all things that transformation is magical as well. What else?”

“Love.”

“Very good. Love is magical in many ways,” Professor Holden said looking pleased. “Remember though, magic is a part of everything and not all things in the world are pleasant. Does anyone else have suggestions?”

The last suggestion left Damion lost in thought and was only half listening to Professor Holden when he asked for more suggestions. When Damion spoke, it was softly with tears in his eyes as he remembered his sister.

“A child’s laughter.”

The entire class went silent after Damion spoke. Professor Holden had asked the class to consider negative things and here Damion was suggesting children’s laughter.

Professor Holden looked at Damion closely for a moment, but in the end said nothing. He knew that Damion was thinking of his sister, but he saw no reason to further expose the young man’s scars to the rest of the class.

“Now that we have established that everything contains magic, let us move on to the uses of that everyday magic.”

“Do such things have uses? Aren’t they just there?” one of the students asked.

“Just as everything has magic, everything has purpose. We do not always understand the purpose, but with careful study it is possible to begin to understand their effects. Cause and effect are powerful forces. The smallest of actions or even the weakest person, can set in motion great events that can change the world.”

“Professor, aren’t we talking more about philosophy than magic? Even if magic is in everything, how does that help us in our everyday lives? How does it help us fight the Demonic Beasts?”

“Magic is in philosophy too you know,” Professor Holden joked. “Before you can truly appreciate the magic in things like your ground cars or communication tablets you need to understand the magic in actions and reactions. If you can not appreciate that, then all other magic will be lost to you, no matter how high Rank.”

After Professor Holden’s lecture ended and class was dismissed, Damion headed to the patch of grass by his dormitory to practice his spell casting. Since Ice Shard had already reached the next Rank he focused on Ice Breath and Ice Shield.

Elicia would cast Wind Slash at Damion from different angles and he would block with Ice Shield. In between Elicia’s Wind Slashes Damion would cast Ice Breath, trying to keep the spell active for as long as he could. His goal was to get all his spells to E Rank, which was a difficult prospect.

When Damion and Elicia started their practice a few elite students stopped to watch, but after seeing the two ignore everyone else, the elite students headed to their own dormitories to work on their homework.

Once Elicia started to run low on mana, Damion ended their practice and headed to his dormitory to start work on his homework. The reading assignments took the longest for Damion to complete, but he was still done in time for dinner and was able to relax for a while before heading to bed.

While relaxing in bed trying to fall asleep, Damion could hear Elicia speaking to someone in her bedroom. Considering that he could not hear the other person’s voice, he suspected she was using a communication tablet. What surprised him though, was that he could not understand what she was saying. It took Damion a few moments before he realized she was speaking a different language.

*Ding*

{New Quest Available}

[Quest: Learn a new language]

[Description: Your attendant has been speaking with an unknown person in an unfamiliar tongue. It is time for you to learn Tal, the language of those who call themselves noble.]

[Reward: 100 Experience, 10 Store Credit]

When the Magic System quest notification popped up, Damion was intrigued. He never knew there were other languages on Nerotath, everyone always spoke Otash and aside from the Ancient Language, no one ever mentioned another language. This left him with the feeling that Tal, was quite unusual and Damion could not help but wonder if he was even supposed to know about it.


While Damion pondered the revelation of a secret language known only to the nobles, Elicia’s conversation was quickly turning into an argument.

“I don’t want any more excuses. You have had plenty of time with the boy. I want to start seeing some results,” Headmaster Sorin said.

“Do you want him manipulated, where he will one day realize what I’ve done and leave the family, or even try and hurt us in retaliation? Or do you want him to fall in love?”

“Teft is watching you closely. With her around I doubt she would let the boy join any of the families, let alone ours. Her past encounters with certain noble families have left her somewhat untrusting of nobles. And I have butted heads too many times in the past with her for her to silently let the boy join us. But if you were to become pregnant with his child I will ensure the elders let you raise the child and that you are free to make any future romantic attachments you want.”

“Damion has started to trust me. But still, if I push too hard too fast, he will pull away.”

“I told you; I don’t want to hear excuses. If you can’t do this, we will find someone else who can.”

“I can do this grandfather. This is just the first day of the term. Now that school has started he will be relying on me even more. Just let me do this at my own pace.”

“I will let you continue on for now. But know your time is limited. Do not disappoint me.”

Headmaster Sorin cut off the communication leaving Elicia to lay back on her bed with tears in her eyes. She knew she was running out of time to show her grandfather she could seduce Damion. What was worse was that if she failed to, he would send a cousin or perhaps even her own sister to take up the task.

            

    
        Chapter 143 – Ice Versus Wind

    
    
    
    
                In the morning, Damion set out to go about his second day of class like he had the first. Exercise in the morning, classes, lunch, more classes and finally magic practice in the evening. The following day he did the same. His days were uneventful, and Damion felt he was doing well in his classes, but he had noticed the other students were starting to become a bit standoffish.

At first, Damion thought they were acting differently because of Mage Sorin’s challenge to him. The time for the duel was set for half an hour after the final class of the day at the end of the week. This gave everyone plenty of time to hear about it, which he supposed was Mage Sorin’s purpose. Damion expected people to hear about the duel and maybe act a little different around him, after all, he was going up against a favorite son of the noble families. When he overheard the whispers that were actually being spread, he could hardly believe what it was that caused people to stay away. He was a knight.

The reason people started shying away from him and not even sitting next to him was because word had spread that Damion worked and lived as a knight for the last three years. He knew a lot of mages looked down on knights, which he understood more now that he knew many knights were mages with poor talent or low rank affinities, but he felt he had earned his place at Silver Spire Magic Academy.

Not only were the elite students whispering and staying away, but the standard students as well. The school structure, as far as Damion had been able to discern, was already designed to separate the knights and mages. The elite students were the ones with the greatest potential to become mages. While most of the standard students would either end up as mediocre mages or be forced to walk the path of a knight.

The more Damion overheard the whispers, the more annoyed he became at them. He was an S+ Rank talent according to their tests. He had the potential to rise above all other mages in history and with the Magic System, Damion knew he could do it. But now, all these people were treating him as if he was covered in filth, wanting nothing to do with him.

“Don’t let it bother you,” Elicia told Damion as they walked from the last class for the week to the location for Mage Sorin’s duel. “Thomas probably started spreading the rumors to make you look bad and everyone is too afraid of upsetting the heir apparent to the Sorin family. Once you knock him on his ass people will see he was just full of hot air.”

“You really want me to teach him a lesson don’t you?” Damion asked as they approached the stage where the duel would take place.

“I really do,” Elicia said with a grin as she stopped at the edge of the stage, only Damion would be allowed up. “Remember, he wins if he hits your first, and you are not allowed to dodge.”

“Don’t worry. This won’t take long,” Damion said confidently.

“Hmph. As if I’d be worried about you,” Elicia mumbled as Damion started up the steps.

When Damion stood on the stage, he saw Mage Sorin standing on the far end waiting for him. In the middle of the stage stood Professor Moretti, the combat class instructor.

“Mage Wells, Mage Sorin you are aware of the rules?”

“Yes,” both students said at once.

“Are there any agreed upon stakes?”

“No,” they answered again in unison.

Professor Moretti looked at Damion and Mage Sorin in turn. It was rare for students to duel without a wager. Wagering on challenges was the man reason for most duels. Wagers in duels were the only way for students to legitimately take something they wanted from another student. Be it points, artifacts or even an attendant, wagers in duels were how these things changed hands.

“Has a limit on the tier of spells been set?”

“No,” Mage Sorin answered.

Damion wondered if he should ask to limit the spells used to tier 1, since he only knew tier 1 spells. He did not know if Mage Sorin knew any tier 2 or higher spells, but he doubted it. In the end he decided against asking for the limitation, he was afraid if he did it would make him appear weak.

“Very well,” Professor Moretti said after Damion was silent for a moment. “Mage Wells if you would take your place in the circle opposite Mage Sorin.”

Damion looked at the stone surface of the stage and saw a number of meter in diameter circles, each with one edge touching a circle on either side. The circles were arrayed around the stage forming a larger circle. A few paces away from Damion was the circle that was opposite Mage Sorin. After moving to his start position, Professor Moretti continued.

“Both parties ready,” both Damion and Mage Sorin nodded. “The duel will begin in three… two… one… begin!”

When Professor Moretti announced the start of the duel Damion did not immediately jump into action. Damion wanted to see what Mage Sorin was going to do first.

Across from Damion, Mage Sorin raised his hand pointed his palm towards Damion, casting a spell. A ball of whirling wind coalesced just in front of Mage Sorin’s palm. Damion did not recognize the spell, but by the collective gasps of awe from the spectators, Damion surmised it was not a simple spell.

Mage Sorin seemed perplexed as to why Damion had not cast his own spell yet, but he decided to go ahead and finish casting his spell. A moment later a ball of whirling wind flew out speeding towards Damion.

As soon as Mage Sorin released his spell, Damion raised his hand and in just a split-second cast Ice Shard. The Ice spell flashed across the space between him and Mage Sorin. When the spells met near the center of the larger circle the ice crystal of Damion’s spell tore through Mage Sorin’s ball of wind and continued straight at the blonde mage.

Mage Sorin’s eyes went wide in shock when his spell was not only destroyed by Damion’s, but the ice spell was able to continue on without slowing down or having its trajectory altered. The crowd hardly had the time to react at Damion’s spell piercing through Mage Sorin’s before the latter had to dive out of the way of the Ice Shard or be skewered. The stronger spell flew through the space Mage Sorin had just been in and shattered against an invisible barrier at the edge of the stage. Damion had not even realized a barrier had been raised between him and the audience, but he supposed it was there to keep errant spells in check.

“Winner, Mage Wells,” Professor Moretti announced as soon as Mage Sorin dove out of the way. “Please exit the stage for the next duelists.”

Damion did not wait around to listen to anyone’s praise of his performance. After walking off the stage quickly, he and Elicia made their way to his dormitory. Once away from prying eyes he relaxed and replayed the duel in his mind a few times to evaluate how he did.

“How did I do?” Damion asked Elicia while she started preparing their dinner.

“Quite well for your first time.”

“What was the spell Thomas used?” Damion asked.

“Whirlwind Sphere. It is a tier 2 Wind magic spell.”

“Is it a strong spell?”

“Yes. Because the Wind magic is condensed so tightly into the sphere it contains a lot of power and is very hard to block. Your Ice Shard being able to pierce through it and continue on unfazed was quite surprising.”

“Glad I was able to provide everyone with a little bit of excitement.”

“Today was nothing. Tomorrow you will be quite entertaining.”

“What do you mean?”

“Take a look at my tablet.”

Damion picked up Elicia’s tablet and took a look. Tomorrow he had to answer eight challenges to his elite student status.

            

    
        Chapter 144 – One Question

    
    
    
    
                Eight fights. Instead of being able to train and practice his magic Damion would have to waste time with eight different people that wanted his elite student status. Elicia told him before that no standard students were able to win against an elite student was so rare that it never happened in her time as a student, but now eight people wanted to give it a try.

“Do I really have to waste my time with this?” Damion asked in the morning as he got ready for his morning run.

“Elite students are not allowed to reject a challenge for status. Challenges are only allowed in the first two weeks of a term though, so you won’t have to worry about this for six months after today.”

“What about next week? You said the first two weeks?”

“The second week is only if you are injured and can’t continue, so any challenges you don’t complete today will be pushed to then. If I’m not mistaken, you won’t be pushing anything back.”

“You’ve got that right.”

“The challenges will be done one after another and you will be allowed five minutes to rest in between. The only rule is not to cripple or kill your opponent. You can use whatever spells or artifacts you would like, but you should exercise some restraint in your choices as if you use something too powerful for your opponent and accidently kill them, then you will be expelled.”

“Do you think that is what someone is hoping for?” Damion asked suddenly. “I rejected the other two magic academies. Would they pay these weak students to challenge me hoping that I can’t control my own strength and get kicked out?”

“I suppose that is possible, but I doubt it. The other magic academies are likely still unaware of your true capabilities. They might have arranged the students here to challenge you to make you lose your elite status, just so they can offer you a better status at their school. But I don’t think they would want you to kill someone on accident.”

“After my display yesterday, do you think anyone will show up?”

“Showing up and losing is better than challenging you and then running away. There might be one in the group that chooses not to show, but I think they all will. The humiliation of running away is much greater than the sting of one defeat.”

With his challengers sure to show up, Damion had no choice but to ready himself for a fight. He only wished it was not going to be such a pointless fight. Being so much stronger than his opponents and then wiping the floor with them was not his idea of fun. A challenging fight would be excellent, but with only a few elite students in their final year at the academy reaching D Rank, Damion would not be able to find any students that could challenge him.

When Damion started the circuit for his run he left Elicia far behind, letting her set her own pace. Today they had agreed that she would run a full circuit and when she arrived back at the dormitory Damion would treat that as his last lap and then get cleaned up for his challenge matches.

As Damion ran he cycled through the events of his first week in school. Going over his different Professor’s lessons and homework. His various interactions with different students came to mind, included his interactions with Thomas Sorin. Damion was not sure if the young man approached Damion because he wanted to prove he was better than some commoner, or if he wanted to be cruel to his cousin, Elicia.

When Damion’s thoughts turned to her, just as he happened to be lapping her again on his circuits, he could not help but feel his body react to seeing the young woman. He was sure he was physically attracted to her, but he was unsure how he felt about her beyond that. Even in his past life on Earth, he was not one for dating and after being reborn he had trouble considering anyone his physical age as it felt wrong considering his mental age.

Now that he was an adult, as was Elicia, Damion was having trouble separating his desires. Once he pushed past her on his run, he put more effort into running and less into thinking. He was at Silver Spire Magic Academy to learn all he could about magic. Everything else was secondary.

Damion was quite exhausted by the end of his run. And while he cooled down in the shower he tried to let go of any thoughts that would hinder his goal of seeing the entirety of the world.

After dressing, Damion ate his breakfast in silence while Elicia gave him information about his opponents in his upcoming fights. As these were all standard students, they only had low Rank affinities and talents. The students were considered to be in their final year at Silver Spire, but they were barely E Rank mages. When they left the school they would most likely join guilds as knights or take jobs in the Adventurer Association.

A short time later he was standing on the stage where he had fought Mage Sorin the day before waiting for his challengers. Damion had arrived a little early, hoping he would be able to get these challenges out of the way as quickly as possible.

“Mage Wells has been challenged by eight standard students for his place as an elite student. These challengers will go one after another, with a five-minute break for Mage Wells should he request it. If at any time Mage Wells is injured, but victorious in a match, he may finish the remainder challenge matches next week.” Professor Moretti announced to the crowd that was gathering.

Damion spotted most of his classmates in the sea of faces and off in the back in a group of elite students, he saw Mage Sorin and his two followers, Mage Martes and Mage Thorn.

“Are all the challengers present?” Professor Moretti asked and received a chorus of yeses. “Mage Wells, do you have any questions?”

“Just one,” Damion replied. “Instead of fighting one match after another, can I fight them all at once?”

Professor Moretti almost smiled when Damion asked his question but managed to keep a straight face. Damion was wanting not just to thoroughly trounce his challengers, but he was also wanting to shatter anyone’s belief that they would stand a chance in a future challenge.

“And if you are eliminated, how would we crown a winner?”

“If I’m eliminated have the rest fight it out however you want. But they can’t fight each other while I’m in. I want to face them all at once fairly.”

“Very well,” Professor Moretti agreed and then turned to the group of challengers lined up on the other side of the stage. “Challengers, do you have any objection to an eight on one match?”

The group looked to each other for a few moments before they finally came to a consensus. “We have no objections. So long as we can all fight next week in a match to decide who will take the elite position.”

“Very well, take your places.”

Damion’s eight challengers moved onto the stage, each moving to stand in one of the small circles on the stage. He followed suit, moving to stand in one of the circles that was as equidistant as possible from his challengers, and waited for Professor Moretti to begin the match.

            

    
        Chapter 145 – 8 v 1

    
    
    
    
                “Begin!” Professor Moretti shouted after his countdown.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Damion threw himself at two of his opponents, both of whom had Fire affinities. Elicia had made sure he knew what to expect from each of his eight opponents, though she probably did not believe he would want to fight all eight of them at once.

Three had Water affinities, two Fire, two Wind and one Earth. Damion considered the two with Fire affinities his greatest threat since his experience with the fire attack glyph on his sword.

Each of his opponents wore armor and surprisingly also carried a weapon. He guessed that since they had low Rank affinities or talent, they spent a great deal of time training to be knights. Damion considered pulling out his sword, which was in the Magic System Inventory, but in the end he was confident he would not need it. That, and he was not sure he wanted to risk having to explain where he took it from. Most would assume he had a spatial artifact, but that would create its own problem.

Damion moved towards the Fire affinity students, they began to move back while at the same time the two Wind affinity students moved to intercept him. Knowing he would not be able to catch the two Fire affinities before the Wind affinity students blocked his path, Damion raised his palm and cast several quick Ice Shards in their direction.

One of the Fire affinity students was able to dodge the Ice Shard directed at him, but the other took the spell in the shoulder and cried in pain as he fell to the stone floor of the stage. The wounded student quickly pulled the ice crystal from his shoulder, but he was bleeding quite a bit and Damion did not think the injured student would be much of a threat.

There were many shocked gasps erupting from the crowd and even from Damion’s challengers when his attack hit the Fire affinity student. The school uniforms were meant to protect the students from any serious harm. The only way an attack would be able to pierce through their uniforms would be if the attack was stronger than the enchantments and materials of the uniform itself. This meant Damion could actually do serious harm in this match if he was not careful.

Satisfied with the damage he dealt to the Fire affinities, Damion turned to face the two Wind affinity students that were almost on him. He cast Ice Breath just as they were about to strike him with their weapons. Ice Breath at such close range sent both students to their knees. Damion’s magic overwhelmed them and they lost consciousness after only a few seconds of exposure, forcing Professor Moretti to use an artifact to pull them out of the fighting area.

The three Water affinity students had not been idle and when the Wind students fell, the Water students cast multiple spells at him. Since they were not talented enough to silent cast like Damion, he received a split-second warning when he heard the three of them shout “Water Bullet.”

Damion raised his left arm, casting Ice Shield in time to intercept the Water users’ spells. As the water spells splashed harmlessly against his Ice Shield, he felt something hard hit his shoulder from behind.

The impact caused Damion to stumble forward slightly but had not significantly hurt him. He had long since channeled mana into his school uniform to activate the protective enchantments and given that he was a C Rank mage and the uniforms were C Rank artifacts, he could make full use of their capabilities.

Damion took a few steps forward to regain his footing before angling himself so that he could once again see all his opponents. He grinned as he saw them all keeping their distance, evidently seeing the two Wind mages fall unconscious from his Ice Breath made them wary.

Slowly, he started to back up towards a corner of the stage. His Ice Shield held in front him warding off the occasional Earth Shard and Water Bullet. Once Damion was positioned close enough to the corner that no one could get behind him, he waited.

The six remaining students would quickly run out of mana if they continued casting spells. That meant they would have to charge in and with the limited angle of attack, Damion was sure he could take them all out with a single Ice Breath.

Unfortunately for him, these were all final year students, and they knew exactly what Damion’s strategy was. Since they could not penetrate his defense and could not approach, they focused on recovering their spent mana. They all moved to the far side of the stage from Damion and waited. At a distance of almost thirty meters, they were confident they could dodge his Ice Shards.

When Damion saw his opponents stop casting spells and move away from him he realized they were not going to fall for his trap and decided to change his plan. He started casting Ice Shard repeatedly. His goal was twofold, one was to keep them from being able to relax and focus on their mana recovery and the second was to make them think he was expending all his mana. If they believed he was running out of mana he hoped they would try to rush him.

As Damion continued casting spells, he slowly began to cast slower with longer pauses in between his casts. Just as he hoped, the crowd started wondering if Damion was running out of mana and why he did not focus on recovering instead of casting Ice Shards that did not come close to hitting their targets.

Damion’s challengers were a little harder to convince, but when he started breathing heavily, they came to a consensus and charged towards him.

Knowing he was only going to be able to use this trick once, Damion kept casting Ice Shards as his opponents crossed the distance. When they were halfway across the stage, he intentionally failed to cast a spell giving them the confidence to keep up their attack.

As they approached Damion took in a deep breath and as soon as his opponents were withing the range of his Ice Breath he exhaled his spell, catching them all off guard. The Water affinity students were first in line and took the brunt of the attack, ending up with ice forming on their uniforms. The two Fire affinity students were next and did not fare any better, both falling unconscious and collapsing on the Water mages.

The Earth mage had been the most cautious and had been at the back of the formation. He was able to stop himself before getting within range of Damion’s attack. But now he was faced with a one on one as Damion stepped around his fallen comrades.

“I give up!” the Earth affinity student shouted as Damion was raising his palm to cast a spell.

“Winner, Mage Wells!” Professor Moretti announced.

As soon as Damion was announced the winner several people in staff uniforms rushed onto the stage to tend to the fallen students. Damion had not done any major physical damage, but if left unchecked their inhaling of his Ice Breath could become serious.

Damion quickly located Elicia at the edge of the stage and moved towards her and together they quickly left the challenge area. He did not want to stick around, despite a number of students clamoring to get his attention.

            

    
        Chapter 146 – Battle Simulator 1

    
    
    
    
                Damion and Elicia moved quickly away from the throng of students who had gathered to watch his challenge. It was rare for an elite student to be challenged and having eight challengers was unheard of. However, given the mystique surrounding Damion, even if only one standard student challenged him, there would have been a large crowd.

The students were not the only ones discussing Damion’s performance in his eight on one match, the professors were eagerly discussing the match as well. Headmaster Sorin was particularly satisfied, but more with his having convinced Damion to join Silver Spire Magic Academy than with the young mage’s success.

As Damion walked with Elicia he did not pay attention to where he was going. Instead, he was looking at the notifications from the Magic System.

*Ding*

[Spell True Sight mastery increased to D Rank]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Increase a Magic Spell in Rank – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

*Ding*

[Spell Ice Shield mastery increased to E Rank]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Increase a Magic Spell in Rank – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

 *Ding*

[Spell Ice Breath mastery increased to E Rank]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Increase a Magic Spell in Rank – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

Three of his spells had increased in Rank and he got credit for completing the quest three times in a row earning him an impressive 1,500 store credits at once. This brought Damion’s current store credits to 2,241 and he could not help but want to spend them all. What he would spend his credits on would have to wait until tonight since it would take him time to review all his options.

What was occupying most of Damion’s thoughts was why his skills had suddenly increased in mastery. He had felt these skills had been on the verge of increasing their Ranks, but he had not been able to push through to reach the next Rank. All Damion could come up with was that he had used them in actual combat today. If that was a necessity for increasing the mastery of his spells he would not be surprised, but it would take some experimentation to be sure.

“Where is the battle simulator?” Damion asked Elicia.

If he was going to figure out if using his spells in combat was key to increasing their rank then that was the place to do it. Damion still had Icy Grasp on the verge of increasing in Rank and he hoped he could grab another 500 store credits.

“I’ll show you the way,” Elicia told him. “The battle simulator is on the upper levels of the spire.”

“Are you able to come in with me?” Damion asked as they walked.

“It would cost points to bring someone in with you.”

“How many points?” Damion asked.

“The battle simulator costs 5 points per hour. If you want to bring me in with you for your two free hours you would use up the 10 points allocated to you this week.”

“Would you like to come in with me?”

“Perhaps in the future when you have plenty of points. Besides, I think you will get more out of going in alone. I would just lower the difficulty for you.”

When Damion arrived on the floor of the school containing the battle simulators he expected someone there to govern the use of the battle simulators, but instead they were just in a round room with a dozen terminals in front of a dozen doors leading to the battle simulators. Elicia walked to a terminal and showed Damion how to check which battle simulators were free and how to book time.

Damion was surprised to see all the simulator rooms were open at the moment. This told him either this time of day was not preferred for training or everyone that could afford to use the rooms had been at Damion’s match.

“What kind of battles can I fight?” Damion asked.

“You can simulate a dungeon, wild encounters, single encounters or progressive encounters.”

“Dungeon and single encounters I understand. What are wild encounters and progressive encounters?”

“Wild encounters is a simulation where you will be in the wild and as you explore you will have encounters with Ferocious Beasts or Demonic Beasts randomly. Progressive encounters start off with you fighting one Ferocious Beast and once you defeat it a new beast will be generated for you to fight that is slightly stronger. The longer you fight the stronger and more Ferocious and Demonic Beasts you will have to face.”

“Set the battle simulator for two hours on progressive encounters.”

“Done,” Elicia said as one of the doors to the battle simulators opened. Damion walked over to it but paused before going in.

“You don’t need to wait for me,” Damion told Elicia before heading into the simulator.

Despite what Damion told her, Elicia not only had to wait, but she wanted to wait. The terminals outside the battle simulator rooms did more than just control the simulator. Someone standing at a terminal for a particular simulator could watch the occupants battle in real time.

Once the door closed on Damion, Elicia hit a few controls on the terminal and brought up the spectator functions. She then forwarded the connection to watch Damion’s fights to Mage Teft and the Headmaster.

The interior of the battle simulator was not what Damion was expecting, it was a large empty room with a number of enchantments engraved on the walls. The magic in the enchantments was glowing and with each passing second they glowed brighter. After about five seconds the entire room changed.

Damion found himself no longer in an empty room, but in a field with a Ferocious Beast that looked similar to the Wind Wolves he had fought before in front of him. Surprisingly, his True Sight skill did not tell him the Rank of the Ferocious Beast. He guessed it was due to this being a simulation and the creation in front of him was not a real Ferocious Beast.

Since he was here to practice his magic in combat situations, Damion quickly raised his hand and cast Ice Shard at the Ferocious Beast. The spell shot out and impacted the Ferocious Beast in the head. The Ferocious Beast dissipated into a cloud of smoke and a moment later another Ferocious Beast appeared.

The second Ferocious Beast was the same type as the first, a wolf looking creature with long spiked hair around its neck. This one was slightly larger than the first and Damion assumed it was also slightly stronger. Unfortunately for it, the Ferocious Beast fell to a single Ice Shard before it could do more than growl at him.

A third Ferocious Beast appeared, again the same type as the first two, but this one was much larger than the prior ones. This Ferocious Beast immediately jumped towards Damion but was brought down by his Ice Shard mid-leap. When it vanished, in its place formed three Ferocious Beasts of the same size.

Even though Damion knew he was stronger than these three Ferocious Beasts, facing three at once got his heart beating faster. Two of the wolves charged towards him with the third circling around to try and attack from his side.

Damion side stepped out of the path of the two Ferocious Beasts charging at him and away from the way the third was moving. Casting Icy Grasp, Damion reached out and took hold of the closest Ferocious Beast causing it burst into smoke a second after he touched it.

With one down, Damion raised his palm towards the third beast that had turned and was now charging towards him. Casting Ice Shard, the ice crystal leapt from Damion’s palm and caught the Ferocious Beast in the throat.

The final Ferocious Beast was now right on top of Damion, but he cast Ice Breath, and the Ferocious Beast froze in its tracks before turning into a cloud of smoke like the others.

“F Rank Ferocious Beast round complete. Now beginning E Rank Ferocious Beast round.”

            

    
        Chapter 147 – Battle Simulator 2

    
    
    
    
                “F Rank Ferocious Beast round complete. Now beginning E Rank Ferocious Beast round,” a mechanical sounding voice resounded through the room.

Now Damion knew why these first Ferocious Beasts were so easy. They were only F Rank, he suspected that even if he had let them attack him he would not have suffered more than a slight bruise. The next round would consist of E Rank Ferocious Beasts. More challenging, but still not enough to worry him. Once he started facing D Rank creatures, he knew he would have to start being on guard.

The first E Rank Ferocious Beast that appeared looked like a snake. Damion recognized it from his Beastology book by the shape of the head and the light blue checkered pattern on its back. It was a Northern Sand Viper, quite venomous and could actually launch itself at foes by coiling itself up and springing forward. As Damion recalled, they could jump almost three meters for each meter long they were with this method.

Damion did not wait to find out if the snake was going spring forward at him from its current coiled position. A quick Ice Shard was all he needed to dispatch the first Northern Sand Viper. After it vanished in smoke a slightly larger one appeared.

Damion began to understand the pattern of the battle simulator now. First he would encounter a low-end beast of whatever Rank, then a mid-level one and then a peak beast of the Rank followed by facing several peak Rank beasts at once. The progression would allow the combatant to get used to the movements and abilities of whatever Ferocious Beast they were fighting before the real challenge of the three on one fight.

The format was nice, but Damion kind of wished it had started at D Rank. Having to fight through the F Rank and E Rank Ferocious Beasts was eating into his two hours of free battle simulator time.

Damion quickly finished off the Northern Sand Vipers, even dealing with the three peak E Rank Ferocious Beasts with a single Ice Breath cast when all three of the Ferocious Beasts leapt at him at once.

“E Rank Ferocious Beast round complete. Now beginning D Rank Ferocious Beast round,” the battle simulator’s mechanical voice rang through the room again.

The Ferocious Beast that appeared this time around was a Pine Bear. This Ferocious Beast had thick green hair that resembled the needles of a pine tree. Damion knew this Ferocious Beast had a Nature affinity. Not only could these Ferocious Beasts shoot their hair as small projectiles, they also had vinelike tongue that they could send out from their mouths to strangle prey up to three meters away.

As soon as the Ferocious Beast locked eyes with Damion it opened its mouth in a roar and started moving closer. Damion raised his palm towards the beast and cast Ice Shard. The ice crystal impacted the Pine Bear in its shoulder, but the Ferocious Beast was not slowed down by the attack.

Before Damion could cast Ice Shard again, the Pine Bear opened its mouth, and its long green tongue shot towards him. Not wanting to let the Ferocious Beast get ahold on him, Damion cast Ice Shield and blocked the Pine Bear’s tongue. He then cast another Ice Shard with this one impacting the Pine Bear’s open mouth.

The Pine Bear vanished in a cloud of smoke with its defeat and a few seconds later a new and slightly larger one appeared. This Pine Bear started moving towards Damion, but not in an all-out charge like the first one had. The slower movement allowed Damion to cast Ice Shard and took the Ferocious Beast out before it could even get close enough to use any of its abilities.

The third Pine Bear appeared and instead of charging at Damion, it turned, launching several of its needle-like hairs at Damion. The attack was easily intercepted by his Ice Shield, but the Ferocious Beast did not give up, instead it shifted to its other side and launched a full volley of its hair at Damion.

With the sheer number of projectiles heading Damion’s way, he crouched down behind his Ice Shield and channeled more mana into it to increase its size and strength. The Pine Bear’s hair needles began to hit the Ice Shield and bounce off. When Damion thought the attack was over he peeked around his shield to see the Pine Bear barreling towards him.

Damion had just enough time to dive out of the path of the Pine Bear, as even though he was stronger than a D Rank Ferocious Beast, the laws of inertia still said he would be knocked flying if he stayed in the path of a 300-kilogram bear.

As Damion rolled to his feet he was able to cast Ice Shard three times in quick succession catching the Pine Bear in the side with each ice crystal. The Ferocious Beast vanished into smoke indicating that Damion had done enough damage to it to warrant kill credit.

Damion barely had time to get to his feet as three Pine Bears were created by the battle simulator. Knowing these Ferocious Beasts could easily hurt him if they all charged at once Damion began casting Ice Shard while creating a new Ice Shield to protect himself from their needle hair missiles and vine tongues.

Damion was able to take down one of the three Ferocious Beasts, but the other two were moving too fast for him to land anything other than a glancing blow with his Ice Shards. Instead of diving out of the way when the Pine Bears approached, Damion leapt up and over them casting Ice Breath as he flew over the Ferocious Beasts.

The two Pine Bears were not in the field of effect of Ice Breath long enough for them to fall to the spell, but both had quite a bit of frost and ice on their back, and it looked to Damion that they could not launch their hair at him until that ice melted.

One of the remaining Pine Bears opened its mouth and its vine-like tongue shot out trying to grab hold of Damion. Instead of backing up out of reach of the Ferocious Beast’s tongue, Damion stuck his arm out and let the beast wrap his forearm with it and let the Pine Bear try to pull him in.

With good footing and his own considerable physical strength, Damion was able to easily resist being pulled towards the Pine Bear. He took hold of the vinelike tongue and cast Icy Grasp. In just a few short seconds the Pine Bear’s tongue was frozen solid, and Damion broke free of it, sending frozen segments of tongue to the ground while casting an Ice Shard at the stunned beast causing it to vanish into smoke.

The final Pine Bear charged at Damion in a rage over its last companion’s defeat. However, since the Ferocious Beast was fairly close to him, it did not have the room to pick up speed. Raising his Ice Shield, he took braced for the impact. The blow pushed Damion back a short distance, but he was able to stop the D Rank Ferocious Beast from trampling him. He then lowered his shield slightly and cast Ice Breath onto the Pine Bear.
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                The Ferocious Beast vanished in a cloud of smoke and the familiar mechanical voice rang through the battle simulator.

“D Rank Ferocious Beast round complete. Now beginning C Rank Ferocious Beast round,” a mechanical sounding voice resounded through the room.

Damion readied himself for an intense fight. The first Ferocious Beast he would face would be a C Rank beast towards the low end of the Rank, just like he was. Damion had fought C Rank beasts before, the memory of his fight with the Deinosuchus, when the Magic System finally unlocked came to mind, but he was stronger now than he had been then. Surely, he would be able to take on a Ferocious Beast of his own level, after all he killed plenty of Ferocious and Demonic Beasts that were higher Rank than he was in the past.

When the Ferocious Beast appeared, Damion almost fell down in shock.

Instead of a terrifying beast that could tear Damion limb from limb, there was a small turtle slowly walking towards him. The turtle was no more than 15 centimeters long and looked completely ordinary. His immediate thought was that this was some kind of joke. That someone was outside the battle simulator right now laughing their head off because they had switched Damion’s next Ferocious Beast with a harmless turtle.

Would Elicia have done that? But he had told her she did not need to wait. Did that mean someone else had come by the battle simulator and changed the settings? Was that even possible? Damion had no idea what was going on, but he figured if he cleared the round then he would likely get back on track.

Raising his palm, Damion cast Ice Shard at the turtle. The least he could do was give the pathetic simulation a quick end. When the spell hit the creature it was quite the surprise for him when his ice crystal did not pierce its shell. Instead of killing the creature, Damion’s spell was deflected off the turtle’s shell and hit the barrier on the side of the room.

Perturbed that his spell had failed to kill the Ferocious Beast, he cast Ice Shard again. This time he aimed at the Ferocious Beast’s head. When Damion’s spell shot out, the turtle pulled its head and legs inside its shell and his spell harmlessly struck the floor.

Now he was beginning to get annoyed. Stretching out his palm again, he cast another Ice Shard. Once again the spell bounced off the turtle’s shell, but he was not done. He cast Ice Shard several more times, his goal to break through the turtle’s shell. Unfortunately for Damion, his spells continued to bounce off.

After he was done venting his frustration with useless Ice Shards, Damion paused to consider the situation. The Ferocious Beast was able to deflect his spells either by a high defense or by an ability or perhaps the combination of both.

Now sure that facing this Ferocious Beast this round was not a joke, Damion decided to try a different spell. From his mouth came a wave of freezing air as Damion cast Ice Breath. As the spell approached the turtle he saw his spell get pushed around the Ferocious Beast’s shell.

This told Damion the turtle did have some sort of natural deflection ability and that was how it was able to repeatedly deflect his Ice Shards. When he ended Ice Breath, he saw bits of frost coating the turtle’s shell. Evidently, the Ferocious Beast’s ability could not completely protect it, that or his Ice Breath had simply overwhelmed the ability.

Damion cast another Ice Shard to test the Ferocious Beast’s defense, and this time the spell’s ice crystal penetrated into the turtle’s shell. The creature did not vanish into smoke, so he cast several more Ice Shards. Each ice crystal piercing into the shell of the Ferocious Beast until it looked like some sort of spikey ice turtle. After the sixth Ice Shard the Ferocious Beast finally vanished.

Now that he had managed to kill the Ferocious Beast, Damion was quite happy. Unfortunately, now he was going to be forced to fight a midrange C Rank Ferocious Beast. When the new turtle appeared a few seconds later, slightly larger and with a shinier shell, Damion had a feeling that even if he could overwhelm the turtle’s defensive ability, his Ice Shard would not be able to penetrate the turtle’s shell.

As the turtle came closer, Damion cast Ice Breath and watched as his spell was split and flowed around Ferocious Beast. Seeing his previously successful tactic fail, he backed away from the turtle. So far, the Ferocious Beast had not attacked, but Damion felt the creature had to have some sort of attack and he did not want to be caught off guard by it.

Damion watched as the Ferocious Beast slowly moved across the room, seemingly completely ignoring him. Being ignored by the turtle felt like a slap in the face, clearly this Ferocious Beast felt like Damion posed no threat to it, so it did not care about his existence at all.

Damion ran up to the Ferocious Beast and grabbed hold of its shell. With a cast of Icy Grasp, the Ferocious Beast stopped in its tracks and let out a low moan before vanishing into smoke.

Damion still had a satisfied smile on his face when the third C Rank Ferocious Beast appeared. Now the turtle was close to a full meter in length and was moving significantly faster, though it was still not fast enough to easily be able to strike Damion if it attacked.

Not wasting any time, Damion quickly moved to the side of the turtle and cast Icy Grasp. The Ferocious Beast struggled against his grasp, but after a few moments the giant turtle grew still and vanished into smoke.

Next would be the three peak C Rank Ferocious Beasts at once, but since Damion was able to easily defeat one, he knew he would still be able to defeat all three.

As the Ferocious Beasts appeared Damion ran up to the side of the first one and with a bit of effort, flipped the turtle over onto its back. The other two Ferocious Beasts moved to help their comrade, one moving to block Damion and the other appeared to be trying to flip its friend back over.

Damion did not wait to see what the Ferocious Beasts would do and quickly grabbed the one closest to him and cast Icy Grasp. The turtle tried to spin itself and get free of Damion’s grip, but after a few seconds the Ferocious Beast stopped struggling and vanished into smoke.

The third Ferocious Beast was close to getting the first one flipped over, with it almost fully up on its side, giving Damion a good look at the turtle’s underside. He cast Ice Shard, and the ice crystal snuck into the turtle’s soft under shell. Two Ice Shard’s later and the first turtle vanished into smoke.

Damion rushed over to the third turtle and cast Icy Grasp as he took hold of the side of the turtle’s shell. A few seconds later the final Ferocious Beast vanished into smoke.

Proud of himself, Damion let out a triumphant, “Yes!”

“C Rank Ferocious Beast round failed. Would you like to try again?” the mechanical voice said over the intercom.
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                “What?” Damion said aloud as he was shocked to hear the battle simulator tell him he failed. “How could I have failed when I killed all the targets? Was there a time limit?”

Instead of the battle simulator answering Damion heard Mage Teft’s voice.

“You did indeed fail. Why don’t you come out and we can talk about it.”

The battle simulator’s lights dimmed, and Damion turned towards the exit, still confused on how he could have failed when he clearly killed all the Ferocious Beasts in each round.

Outside the battle simulator stood Elicia. Damion looked around, but did not see his teacher anywhere. “Where is Mage Teft?”

“She asked we go to her office,” Elicia answered.

“Do you know why I failed?” Damion asked Elicia as they walked to Mage Teft’s office.

“Yes.”

“Why did I fail? Was there a time limit?”

“No. There was no time limit. You should have… I will let Dean Teft explain,” Elicia stopped herself and continued walking in silence.

After a short walk to another floor of the spire, Damion and Elicia entered Mage Teft’s office. He took a seat, while Elicia stood behind him silently, both silently waiting for Mage Teft to explain Damion’s defeat.

“Have you figured out why you failed yet?” Mage Teft asked.

“Since Elicia said there was no time limit to the simulation, I can only guess then that there was something wrong with the method I used to kill the Ferocious Beasts.”

“Try again.”

When Damion heard his best guess was a failure as well he scrunched his brow and thought about everything he knew about Ferocious Beasts. One particular Ferocious Beast came to mind, Phil, the Snow Hawk. The first time Damion had encountered the beast Ethan had told him there was no need to kill it, since it did not bother humans.

“I should not have killed the Ferocious Beasts,” Damion said when he came to the realization.

The turtle Ferocious Beasts were not aggressive and even after he attacked them, they had not retaliated. What confused Damion now was, why did a battle simulator give him a scenario where he was not supposed to fight.

“Correct. Not only is the Mirror Plains Tortoise a passive Ferocious Beast that has never been recorded as having injured a person, but they are also a protected species of Ferocious Beast. I am quite surprised you have not covered that in your Beastology class yet.”

When Damion heard the name of the Ferocious Beasts he began to understand how he screwed up. One of the first assignments from Professor Martin had been to read about the various protected forms of Ferocious Beasts, but Damion still did not understand why he encountered one in the battle simulator.

“I get that in the real world I should let a Mirror Plains Tortoise go about its business,” Damion began. “But why put them in the battle simulator. I thought the purpose of the simulators was to hone my fighting ability.”

“You are correct in their purpose, but you are forgetting that you do not always have to fight something to resolve a conflict. The Mirror Plains Tortoise and many other Ferocious Beasts that should not be fought can be generated by the battle simulator. Sometimes it is not about fighting. And sometimes it is about how you fight something.”

“You mean the battle simulator could have made a Ferocious Beast that releases poison gas when it comes into contact with magic or something like that?” Damion probed as he remembered different types of hazardous Ferocious Beasts in his reading assignments.

“Precisely. It is important to recognize what you are fighting, not just jump in and kill it. If you fight the wrong type of Ferocious Beast recklessly, or fight a Ferocious Beast with the wrong methods, you could easily put yourself or your team in grave danger.”

“So, I should have just let the Mirror Plains Tortoise just walk across the room? Wouldn’t that eat into my simulator time, waiting for each wave to cross the simulator grounds?”

“That is a method to pass. The best method is to help the Ferocious Beast move more quickly to its destination. Rounds in the simulator that have special victory conditions don’t go on for four rounds. If you had not killed the first Mirror Plains Tortoise, that would have been the end of the round, and a different C Rank Ferocious Beast would have been selected as your opponent next. But since you killed it, you were given another chance to figure out the puzzle.”

“And when I killed them all in each round I lost.”

“Indeed,” Mage Teft said, glad Damion was beginning to see what he was supposed to have done in the simulator.

“May I go back to the battle simulator now? I would like to get some more magic practice in.”

“You may, but you will have to pay points to enter.”

“What do you mean? I didn’t even use half an hour. I should have plenty of time still.”

“When you fail a challenge round, you lose the rest of your allotted time.”

“What! That is ridiculous!”

“It is to make sure you learn your lesson. I recommend heading back to your dormitory and studying up on Ferocious Beasts.”

Damion let out a sigh as he knew Mage Teft was not going to budge on the issue. Even if she had recommended he go back to the battle simulator, he would still have to pay to go back in and Damion wanted to save up his school points to get admission into the library so he could find a tier 2 or higher magic spell to learn.

Since he had nothing else to do, Damion headed back to his dormitory as Mage Teft suggested to study Ferocious Beasts more. As soon as he got back to his dorm and laid down on his bed the Magic System sent him a notification.

was looking at the notifications from the Magic System.

*Ding*

[Spell Icy Grasp mastery increased to E Rank]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Increase a Magic Spell in Rank – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

The quest notification reminded Damion of his recent windfall of credits for the Magic System store. With this quest completed he now had over 2,700 credits. He could upgrade his Magic Power or Mana Capacity quite a bit now if he wanted to. Or he could buy quite a few spells.

Both ideas gave Damion pause though. He was being closely observed by the Headmaster and his other professors. Even Elicia was closely watching him. He had already shown how outstanding his mana capacity and mana regeneration was. If he started leaping forward in power or started showing off spells that he should not know it would likely raise questions.

He could buy attribute potions, increase his strength or vitality, but Damion felt those upgrade options were rather lackluster. Better saved for when it was too hard to naturally raise his attributes to receive a boost.

This left Damion with the option of stocking up on Health Potions, which was a sound plan, he believed he should at least buy a few, and buying artifacts. He had been curious for a while about how the Magic System Equipment menu worked. It had slots to equip artifacts, but Damion had been hesitant to use it since he did not want to risk not being able to undo equipping something.

Opening the Item store menu, Damion navigated down to the Purchase Accessory Artifact option. Damion was not sure if the Magic System Artifacts would be visible or not and he did not want to end up with something he had to hide in his Magic System Inventory, after all, he had limited inventory slots, though now that he thought of it, that would be an upgrade he could purchase, 10 more inventory slots would go a long way.

Looking at the prices, a C Rank accessory artifact would cost him 50 credits, but Damion was eyeing the B Rank option that would set him back 500 credits. Damion had no idea what kind of artifact he would get, but anything at B Rank should be worthwhile so he decided to buy the B Rank.

‘System, purchase B Rank Accessory Artifact.’

{Error. Unable to purchase artifacts above your Rank.}

Damion let out a frustrated sigh. Since he was C Rank all he could get would be a C Rank artifact. Still, C Rank artifacts were not anything to look down on, plenty of adventurers out there did not have anything at C Rank.

‘System, purchase C Rank Accessory Artifact.’

{Affirmative.}

{C Rank Accessory Artifact purchased for 50 Credits.}

Just like the Health Potions Damion had purchased before his new artifact appeared in the Magic System Inventory. Damion looked to the artifact in his inventory, which was a simple looking gold ring, and to his surprise the Magic System gave him a summary of the item.

[Ring of Magic Power (C Rank)]

[Increase Magic Power by 5%]
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                As Damion read the summary of the item he was not sure what to think. This artifact had the ability to boost his magic power. And not by just a little bit. He could only wonder how strong an A Rank or an S Rank artifact would be. Were there also artifacts that could boost his mana recovery or mana capacity as well? What about artifacts that increased his strength or another physical trait? Damion desperately wanted to buy an A Rank artifact now with the rest of his credits and see what one was capable of. Fortunately for him, since the Magic System preventing him buying above his Rank he was forced to save his credits.

Damion focused on the ring artifact in his inventory and saw two options appear. Withdraw and Equip. He mentally selected Equip and the ring vanished from his inventory. He checked his hands, but the ring had not appeared on any of his fingers.

In his mind, Damion switched from the Magic System Inventory to the Equipment screen and found the ring equipped in one of the accessory slots. Now that he confirmed the equipment he bought from the Magic System would be hidden from view and equipped through the Magic System interface Damion decided to try his old equipment and see how it interacted with the Magic System.

Taking out his leather chest armor Damion tried looking at it to see if he could get a prompt to equip it in the Magic System, but he received nothing. Next he put his armor in his Inventory and looked at it the same way he had his ring artifact. Sadly, Damion did not get a description of the armor or the option to equip it, just to withdraw it from the Inventory.

This told Damion several things, but he wanted to confirm his suspicions with the Magic System, just in case his guesses were wrong.

‘System, why can’t I see the description of my armor in the Inventory.’

{Only items generated by the Magic System will have their attributes displayed by default. To see attributes of non-Magic System items, upgrade your True Sight spell to B Rank.}

‘True Sight will let me see what artifacts can do when I get it to B Rank?’ Damion questioned the Magic System.

{Affirmative.}

“Sweet.” When Damion realized he had spoken out loud he became still and listened, but it did not appear that Elicia had heard him, or she simply did not pay attention to his outburst.

‘System, why can’t I equip my armor to the Inventory slots?’

{Only items generated by the Magic System can be equipped to the Equipment slots.}

‘Well, that confirms that,’ Damion thought as he went back to looking through the Magic System Store to determine what to buy next.

Damion determined that he wanted to keep at least 2,000 credits. If he was to save credits for big future purchases, then he needed to start doing that now. Damion quickly made several purchases from the Magic System totaling 505 credits, this would leave him with more than 2,100 credits, a good start to saving for S Rank artifacts in the future.

Damion purchased two upgrades to the Magic System Inventory, bringing up his total inventory slots to 40. He also purchased another C Rank Health Potion. This one stacked with the other C Rank Health Potion in his inventory. Damion also bought 2 E Rank Health Potions to use in case he was not in dire need of a C Rank Health Potion. And finally, Damion bought another passive spell.

{Random Passive Spell purchased for 75 Credits.}

{Generating spell…}

{Passive spell generated. Congratulations host you have obtained the spell Concealed Aura.}

[Concealed Aura – Passive – (F Rank 5 Mana P/S) While active conceals your magic aura to appear as a normal human. Skill Rank corresponds to the Rank of being you can conceal your aura from.]

Damion was not sure how he felt about the spell. Sure, it might be useful, but it would likely take a long time to increase the Rank of the spell and until it reached a high Rank it was basically useless. There was no need for Damion to hide his magical presence from things weaker than he was, if he was needing to hide, whatever he was hiding from was sure to be stronger than him.

‘System, activate Concealed Aura.’

{Affirmative.}

Even if it would take the spell a long time to be useful, Damion felt it could still provide him with some credits to the Magic System Store. All he had to do was leave the spell active and it would eventually increase in rank and gift him credits.

True Sight was the same. All he had to do was leave the spell active and eventually the spell would rise to B Rank and grant him the ability to see more than just the Rank of items. Being able to determine the exact nature of artifacts would be useful and if he gained that upgrade to the spell at B Rank, Damion had to wonder what he might gain when the skill increased to A Rank or S Rank.

‘System, do all spells gain functions when they increase in Rank?’

{Affirmative. Every spell becomes more powerful in some form with each increase of Rank.}

‘What will True Sight gain at A Rank?’

{Error, host’s Rank is too low to access requested information. Raise spell to B Rank or reach B Rank in magic power to access A Rank information.}

‘I can only access information one Rank above me or if it is about a spell one Rank above the spell Rank?’

{Affirmative.}

Damion was tempted to go through each of his spells and ask the Magic System what upgrades they would receive, but he decided against it. He needed to focus on raising his magic power and increasing the mastery of his spells. Knowing would not help him, if the ability was amazing it might motivate him to work harder, but what if it was lackluster. He decided it was better to be surprised when the spells ranked up.

‘System, status.’

[Magic System]

[System Level: 2]

[User: Damion Wells]

[Age: 18]

[Magic Talent: EX]

[Magic Affinity: Ice EX]

[Mana: 2204/2204]

[Magic Power: 5,675]

[Mana Recovery: 16 P/S]

[Strength: 97]

[Dexterity: 102]

[Vitality: 125]

[Intelligence: 137]

[Experience: 3,500/10,000]

[Store Credits: 2,186]

Looking over his status, Damion was feeling somewhat satisfied with his advancements. He was still a long way from B Rank, but he would get there in time.

After closing down the Magic System menu, Damion took out his schoolbooks and started to study. His early days of being considered a boy genius were mostly due to having a grown man’s soul in a child’s body. Learning to read and write were taken care of by the Magic System, even learning magic seals was done by the system. If Damion wanted to keep his reputation as a boy wonder he would need to study, or he would make more mistakes like the one he made today in the battle simulator.

Damion studied throughout the afternoon and after eating the dinner Elicia prepared for him, he went back to studying. There was a lot to learn and if Damion wanted to be able to freely wander Nerotath he would need the knowledge in these books.
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                The next day Damion woke up and started his exercises like he normally did. As he ran he focused on recalling the information he read the night before from his textbooks. Since there was no class, he spent the afternoon practicing his magic. A number of students came and watched him for short periods of time. Damion wondered if they were just curious about the new student that could take on eight other students at once or if they just heard there was a weirdo by the elite dorms that would cast magic all day long.

When classes resumed the next day, Damion found himself the recipient of odd glances and stares in all of his classes except Magical Theory with Mage Teft, but of course that was only because it was just him and Elicia in the class. Several weeks went by like this and while Damion felt a bit ostracized, he was used to it and did not really mind. At least that was the case before Mage Teft gave him a new assignment to pass her class.

“Your next assignment for my class will be me assessing you, and whatever team you put together, in a dungeon.”

“I’m curious, how will you assess me? I mean, you are A Rank, you won’t be able to enter any dungeon I am qualified to go in.” Damion asked.

"True. I can however enter labyrinths. I suppose it is more of a labyrinth run, but we will be just doing a C Rank floor.”

“I’ll get to go into a labyrinth?”

“Isn’t that what I just said. You will need to put together your own team. The only thing I can help you with is the securing your right of entry. Which I have already done for this weekend at the standard rate for adventurers.”

“The standard rate?” Damion questioned, he not sure what Mage Teft meant, by standard rate.

“The dungeons you have done in the past were at special rates, because of my influence or as rewards for you discovering or aiding in the discovery of the dungeon. The standard rate of entry, is the owner of the dungeon, or in this case labyrinth, takes a 20 percent cut of everything found in the dungeon. While 50 percent goes to your guild or order, leaving 30 percent for you and your team to split.”

“But I’m not in a guild or order.”

“The school is securing your slot for entry into the labyrinth and as a student at Silver Spire Magic Academy they will be taking their share.”

Damion was not thrilled at the prospect of losing 70 percent of his earnings in the labyrinth to the city and school, but he did have to admit he was excited to be able to go into a labyrinth.

“You will be able to enter the dungeon after your last class this week and remain until midnight before classes start next week. Your goal will be to clear the tenth floor, which is the first C Rank floor. If you manage to clear that floor, you may push forward if you like, but keep in mind that each floor will become more difficult with the fifteenth floor being the first B Rank floor.”

“I’ll make sure not to bite off more than I can chew,” Damion said as his mind raced on how to best put together a team for the dungeon. “How many people am I allowed to have on my team?”

“That is up to you, most teams consist of five to ten people.”

Damion thought about the team compositions he had been in previously. There were two affinities he knew he wanted to get to join, Spatial and Holy. Both were almost a requirement for any dungeon run, the problem was, Damion did not know any students that had either.

“Do I have to recruit students? Or am I allowed to invite other people?”

Mage Teft raised an eyebrow at Damion’s question. She had arranged this exercise to force Damion to get to know his fellow students. He was too isolated, practicing alone every day. His dedication to growing stronger was good, but with the loss of his family, Mage Teft was worried for his mental health since he was so cut off.

“You may recruit whomever you would like, but keep in mind, whatever expenses occur because of your members, you will be responsible for.”

Damion understood Mage Teft’s point. If he recruited Arica to be their Spatial affinity member, she would have to travel to Argentum. The cost of her travel would likely be quite high, unless her master was able to open a portal and send her all the way here, but then she would be faced with the expense of traveling back. Given the logistics, Damion decided to see if he could recruit the members he needed from the student body, he might even make a few friends that way.

Later that day Damion posted his recruitment on the school’s mission board. He was recruiting members for a labyrinth run. Damion kept the numbers he was recruiting vague, as he was hoping for a wide variety of candidates, only specifying he wanted a Spatial affinity and a Light or Holy affinity for sure and that anyone else interested in applying to join could meet him during the lunch hour. The results of his recruitment however, left a lot to be desired.

During lunch the following day Damion was disappointed to find only three people approach him to join his team, Yuri Martes, Geoffrey Thorn and Thomas Sorin.

“Do you three honestly think I would pick any of you to go on this run with me?” Damion asked Mage Sorin.

“I think you won’t have any luck recruiting anyone worth recruiting if you don’t take us. I’ve made sure of that,” Mage Sorin replied with a smirk.

“I think I’ll be quite fine on my own,” Damion answered flatly.

After his encounter with Mage Sorin and his two cronies, Damion left and headed to his dormitory. There he placed a call to Arica to find out if she would be willing to join him for a labyrinth run.

“Damion? It is so good to hear from you. Are you enjoying Silver Spire?” Arica asked quickly when she answered her communication tablet.

“I’m doing quite well. I have an opportunity to go into the Argentum labyrinth and was wondering if you would be able to join my team?”

“A labyrinth run! Wow I would love to. When do I need to be in Argentum?”

“I’m allowed to enter anytime after my last class at the end of the week. We then have all weekend to clear the first C Rank floor.”

“C Rank?” Arica repeated feeling a bit shocked. “Don’t tell me you have already reached C Rank!”

“Yeah, I have.”

“That is amazing. You grow so fast. At this rate you might just be a B Rank before you graduate from Silver Spire.”

“Well, B Rank is a long way off. Do you know any healers that might be able to join us?”

“You need a healer too? Are you not making any friends at Silver Spire? Because I can recommend a few, but it is usually best to find people close to you to do dungeons with. Much easier to form a regular group that way.”

“Just some noble pricks trying to keep me isolated is all. Don’t worry. I’ll work out a healer and the rest of the team.”

“Great. I’ll see you at the end of the week.”

Damion disconnected from Arica and wondered how he was going to fill out the rest of the party if Mage Sorin was threatening anyone who might be worth recruiting. For now, he sent a request to update his mission post to just asking for a healer and combat oriented team members. Maybe indicating he had found a Spatial affinity team member would inspire people to join or at least keep Mage Sorin busy trying to figure out who Damion recruited.

            

    
        Chapter 152 – Recruitment 

    
    
    
    
                “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Headmaster Sorin asked Mage Teft as she sipped at a cup of tea on the other side of his desk.

"What other choice is there. He needs a challenge to keep him motivated and Argentum does not have any C Rank dungeons,” Mage Teft answered after setting her cup down.

“But it is a labyrinth. I’ve been doing my best to keep a lid on the boy’s talents, but in there, open to any adventurer willing to enter… Damion’s talents will be quite exposed. The other families won’t like that he slipped through their fingers, and they may set up a trap for him to fall into that they conveniently rescue him from.”

“They haven’t yet. Besides, why are you worried someone will do something to him while he is at school? Silver Spire is a fortress even if the Mage Council themselves came it would not be an easy task.”

“Knives in the dark are always more efficient than brute force in these matters. An outsider has no chance, but that doesn’t mean one of the families won’t bribe a low talent with nothing to lose and everything to gain.”

“Damion is capable of taking care of himself. You know as well as I do that once a mage reaches C Rank their body begins to undergo fundamental changes. If he isn’t completely immune to people with lower ranks than him already, he soon will be.”

“Someone can still use a high Rank artifact.”

“Are you worried about someone entrapping him or assassinating him?” Mage Teft asked looking carefully at the Headmaster for signs of deception.

“The families in in Argentum are not happy with Damion’s arrangement. Even the elders in my own family have started questioning me,” Headmaster Sorin said with a sigh.

“Spurred on by the Thorn family no doubt. Is that why your grandson is giving him a hard time? After the power Damion showed in their first encounter Thomas should have given up, but he keeps coming back for more punishment.”

“Yes. The elders promised Thomas a great many things, including being selected as the next patriarch. The boy no longer listens to me.”

“At the rate he is going he will seal his own fate. Damion is not one to give up or one to follow others blindly. If Thomas had tried to befriend him, there might have been a chance they could be friends, and Thomas could perhaps influence him through that. But antagonizing him, especially when the power balance is skewed in Damion’s favor, just is not a smart choice. Your family is probably better off with Thomas knocking himself out of the running for the patriarch position.”

Headmaster Sorin only grunted in response to Mage Teft’s analysis. It made sense, but he did not want to admit that his most talented grandchild was a fool.


By midweek, Damion was not having much luck in locking down his team. At the very least he needed to find a healer, but even after updating his mission post no one expressed any interest in joining. Starting to feel desperate, Damion was on the verge of contacting Arica again to find out if she could get a healer to join them.

Damion spotted Mage Sorin bullying several Spatial affinity students trying to figure out who had joined his team, but since Arica was not a student, he had no luck in tracking her down. With no one running to join him, Damion was left with only the small victory of Mage Sorin completely ruining his image as his bullying became more prominent.

While Damion ate his lunch, at a table that people now avoided due to Mage Sorin, he was surprised to find one of his classmates approach him. The student, Eugene Hill, was one of the students that Damion had several classes with, he was only a first-year student, but since he had a B Rank Earth affinity he had been assigned the status of an elite student.

“Mage Wells, I was wondering if you still have an opening in your team?” Mage Hill asked quite softly.

Despite the young Earth Mage’s quiet voice and the den of noise in the rest of the hall during the lunch hour, nearly every head in the hall turned to look at Damion’s table.

“Seems we have everyone’s attention. Why don’t we take a walk.”

Damion led Mage Hill out of the hall and started heading towards one of the paths around the school grounds that he used for his runs. Behind him and Mage Hill followed their attendants Elicia and Josephine, whom Damion was not familiar with but looked to be about the same age as Elicia.

“So, why do you want to join my team?” Damion asked once they were away from other students.

“It was really Josephine’s idea. She thought it would be smart to get to know you,” Damion looked to Mage Hill’s attendant who just gave a smile.

“Tell me more about yourselves. I mostly need a healer for my run and honestly, Mage Hill, you are only an F Rank Earth mage. You really won’t be much help.”

Damion could tell Mage Hill’s Rank from True Sight. He could also see that Josephine was E Rank, but he did not know her affinity.

“Call me Gene,” Mage Hill told Damion. “You see, I know I won’t really be of any use to you, but Josephine is a Light mage. They aren’t as good at healing magic as Holy affinities, but she says she should be able to handle any injuries you get in the labyrinth.”

“Alright, Gene, call me Damion. I think I can work with you and Josephine. Our Spatial mage will be meeting us at the labyrinth, but we can spend the next few days getting to know each other. How’s your physical fitness?”

“What?”

“Going into a dungeon is not easy. You could have to climb walls, jump over ravines maybe even run for your life from something a lot stronger than you. My mission is to clear the first C Rank floor of the labyrinth. For me as a C Rank that is fine, but you are F Rank, you’ll need to be prepared.”

“Oh. I hadn’t thought about that,” Gene said looking at his feet in embarrassment.

“Don’t worry. The first time I went into a dungeon I got swatted like a fly from one of the champions. We only have a few days to prepare you, but a few days should be enough to at least make sure you don’t do anything to get everyone killed.”

“What about Josephine and your attendant? Aren’t you afraid they will hold you back too? Won’t looking after all three of us put you in danger?”

Gene suddenly seemed overly concerned with safety and Damion could not help but wonder if he had spooked the kid.

“They are both graduates from Silver Spire and have completed the Wilderness Survival course. I’m confident they can handle themselves. However, we need to make sure you have the proper kit for dungeon. Josephine are you able to handle that?”

“Yes, Mage Wells. I will make sure Gene is prepared for the run equipment wise.”

“Good. In that case both of you meet me in the morning for my usual run. You can run with Elicia.”

“Is that really necessary? I mean, do you really think I’m going to improve much in just a few days?” Gene asked.

“No, but this is just the first run. I’m sure I will be able to get more runs during the school year, especially with first term break coming up. I want to have a regular team and I think you two would be a good fit, but that means you also need to get working harder at becoming stronger.”

            

    
        Chapter 153 – Into The Labyrinth

    
    
    
    
                In the days leading up to the labyrinth run Gene and Josephine joined Damion for his morning exercises and magic practice in the afternoons. He was not overly impressed with either of them, as they were not even able to keep up with Elicia during the runs and they both ran out of mana quickly during practice. However, he did not have any other candidates, and he wanted to at least have a healer in his group which meant bringing Gene along.

Gene’s training and admission to Damion’s team did not go unnoticed by Mage Sorin and his goons, but surprisingly none of them tried to bully Gene into backing out. He asked Elicia if she knew why Thomas would not bother Gene and learned that Josephine was reason. Josephine Caplan was, like Elicia, a member of a noble family that had substandard talents according to their families.

Her task as an attendant was to recruit Eugene Hill into the Caplan family. According to Elicia, the Caplan’s and the Sorin’s had an agreement not to interfere with each other’s recruits. This meant that even though Thomas did not want Damion to succeed in forming a party, his elders likely had forbidden him from interfering with the Caplan’s plans for Gene, which in this case extended to not messing with Damion.

When the rest of the student body saw that Mage Sorin did nothing to Gene or his attendant after they joined Damion’s team they all thought Mage Sorin was all bark and no bite. Many quickly rushed to Damion, wanting to join in on his labyrinth run, unfortunately for them, he had already decided to keep the team small. He had no use for fair-weather team members.

The end of the week finally came and Damion, Elicia, Gene and Josephine set off with Mage Teft into the Argentum for their dungeon run. The journey was not long, as Mage Teft provided transport in a ground car owned by Silver Spire Magic Academy. Outside the dungeon containment compound, as Damion had now learned the locations were called, Arica waited patiently for him and his group to arrive.

When he climbed out of the ground car Arica could not help but feel Damion had changed greatly in the short few months since she last saw him. Physically he looked the same, but Arica could sense from him that he truly had risen to C Rank.

“It is good to see you again Damion,” Arica greeted him with a hug that made Elicia scowl when she saw them after getting out of the ground car herself.

“This is Elicia, Gene and Josephine,” Damion said introducing each of his teammates in turn. “This is Arica Miller, our Spatial mage.”

“Nice to meet you all,” Arica said doing her best to keep an even smile, even though she could feel Elicia’s eyes wanting to cut into her.

“Remember, you all are on the same team, work together and watch each other’s backs” Mage Teft said. “I will only step in if you are about to die.”

Mage Teft led the way through the containment compound to a large gate that had a number of people waiting in line outside.

“Are all these people waiting to go into the labyrinth?” Damion asked as he looked at people in the ever-growing line, already there were a half-dozen people behind them in line.

“Yes. But don’t worry. Most of these people are B Rank, they will speed past the lower Rank floors to find what they are looking for. Lots of people are here to get in now since it is the start of the weekend rush, once you get inside you will see how people spread out and it won’t seem like a lot of people.”

“They can advance floors without defeating the guardian?” Damion asked.

“Once a floor is cleared in a labyrinth the entrance to the next floor is revealed. It lets people move forward without having to completely clear each floor each time they pass through it.”

“I get it, high Rankers just speed through the low Rank floors to get to the more challenging areas. But what if someone decides to just kill everything as they go, doesn’t that mess everyone else up? And what should I do if the guardian of the tenth floor is already killed when I get there?”

“People that wantonly kill things below their level can be reported and they either get fined or suffer the fate of being banned from the labyrinth. You should be mindful yourself, until you get to the D Rank floors, don’t just attack, let your team handle those.”

“It doesn’t matter if I kill something lower Ranked than me on the D Rank floors?”

“You should still let your team get their experience, but as long as you are within one Rank of the floor you are fighting on you are fine.”

“Should we try and rush to the D or the C Rank floors?”

“That is for you as a team to decide. I’ve given you all the help I am willing to, now it is up to you to figure things out for yourselves,” Mage Teft said as they reached the attendant outside the labyrinth portal. Mage Teft showed the man a card and they were waved inside.

Damion and his team walked through the labyrinth portal and a moment later were in an entirely different world. They appeared in a wide-open plain. There were only a few trees, but lots of knee-high grass that could allow smaller Demonic Beasts to hide.

Ahead of them Damion could see some people around their age fighting F Rank Demonic Beasts. Off in the distance he could see the group of people that entered before them quickly moving through the area, presumably heading to the entrance to the next floor.

“Everyone got their gear on?” Damion asked. It was more of a rhetorical question, everyone had geared up before leaving the academy, but he wanted everyone to feel like they were ready to start.

Damion received a chorus of ‘good to goes’ from his team and he led the way from the labyrinth entrance heading in what he hoped was the direction of the entrance to the next floor.

“Gene, you are responsible for all the fights on these first few floors. Everything here is the same Rank as you, so you should be able to kill any Demonic Beasts we encounter.”

“Right,” Gene affirmed.

As the only F Rank mage in the group, it made sense for him to be responsible for taking out F Rank Demonic Beasts. The difficulty was in how many he would be able to take out. Gene only had a mana capacity of around 100. For a 15-year-old mage that was considered normal, but it was hard for Damion to remember that since at 15 years old he had over 300 and now at 18 he had over 2,000 mana.

Damion considered buying some F Rank Mana Potions from the Magic System Shop, but he decided against it since he had no plausible way to account for where he acquired the potions. If Mage Teft was not following along with them to grade his performance he might have risked it and told the group she had given them to him, but that was not an option for this run.

After a few minutes of walking Damion’s team managed to get well clear of the other people in the labyrinth and finally encountered their first Demonic Beast.

The group had not spotted it yet, but Damion could see the Demonic Beast’s F Rank tag through the grass thanks to True Sight. Calling his team to stop, he turned to Gene.

“Gene, there is a Demonic Beast in the grass up ahead. You are up.”

            

    
        Chapter 154 – Tier 2 Magic Seal

    
    
    
    
                “Really?” Gene questioned when Damion told him there was a Demonic Beast ahead of them. “I don’t see anything.”

“Trust me it is there. About 3 meters right in front of us. Hiding in the grass.”

“What should I do?” Gene asked. He had never fought a Demonic Beast before, or even been in a dungeon run for that matter. As grateful as he was for Damion giving him a chance, a little more direction would be appreciated.

“Well, the first thing you need to do is locate it. I know it is there, but if you can’t see it, it will be hard for you to attack it.”

“Right. How should I do that?”

Damion wanted to smack the kid in the back of the head in frustration, or perhaps just shove him towards the Demonic Beast to flush it out. However, Damion held his frustrations in and remembered he was once as green as Gene was. The young man just needed time to learn and grow.

“You can either move close, to try and spot it, or try to flush it out of the grass.”

Gene chose to move closer to where Damion said the Demonic Beast was. He was hoping to be able to spot the creature in the grass and then launch an attack at it. A reasonable plan, however, as Gene moved closer he was having no luck in finding the Demonic Beast.

Damion could see Gene was quite close to the Demonic Beast, but, contrary to expectations, the creature had not tried to bolt or moved to attack Gene. The only reason for the Demonic Beast’s inaction that Damion could think of was that the Demonic Beast was afraid of him and the rest of the team. Raising his palm, he cast Ice Shard. The ice crystal flashed through the air and landed very close to the Demonic Beast.

Casting Ice Shard was effective in startling the Demonic Beast, but it also had the effect of startling Gene. The Demonic Beast leapt out of the grass, fleeing as fast as it could from Damion. Gene jumped first when Damion’s spell flashed past him and again when the Demonic Beast sprang from the long grass.

“Don’t let it escape,” Damion shouted at Gene who was still recovering from seeing the Demonic Beast.

The Demonic Beast was small, the smallest Damion had ever seen, and furry. At first Damion thought it might have been some kind of rat, but he did not see a long tail and once he got a better look at it he saw it had a short flat nose with orange and white fur covering its body. The Demonic Beast looked very similar to a hamster.

To Gene’s credit once he heard Damion’s shout, he turned and cast Earth Shard at the small fleeing Demonic Beast, but the spell did not come close to hitting it and as the Demonic Beast ran further away Damion knew Gene would not be able to kill the Demonic Beast.

“Leave it,” Damion told Gene.

“Sorry. It moved so fast,” Gene meekly apologized.

“You’ll do better with the next one,” Josephine encouraged.

“She’s right Gene,” Damion agreed. “Practice makes perfect. Let’s keep moving. I’ll let you know when there is another Demonic Beast nearby.

The group continued on. Damion did not know for sure if he was heading in the direction of the entrance to the next floor, but one direction was as good as any other.

After a few minutes of walking Damion spotted another Demonic Beast ahead. The Demonic Beast looked quite similar to the first one, except that it was somewhat larger than the last. Despite the increased size, the Demonic Beast still only came up to Gene’s shin. Since this Demonic Beast was larger, Gene was also able to spot it once Damion told Gene where to look.

“Earth Shard!” Gene shouted as he cast his spell.

A small pointed rock flew out from Gene’s palm and struck the Demonic Beast in the side. The Demonic Beast let out a scream of pain and charged at Gene. The young man retreated a few steps before casting another spell.

“Earth Prison!”

This time Gene did not cast a spell that Damion recognized, but the spell’s name was enough to tell Damion what it did. The ground underneath the Demonic Beast suddenly sprung up around the charging Demonic Beast trapping it. With the hamster like beast trapped, Gene raised his palm again and another Earth Shard lanced out, striking the Demonic Beast in the head killing it.

“Good work,” Damion told him. “What tier is that Earth Prison spell?”

“Tier 2,” Gene answered. “Josephine’s family arranged for me to learn it. First tier 2 spell I’ve learned.”

“Really? Elicia didn’t get me a tier 2 magic seal to learn when trying to recruit me to her family.”

Damion’s words caused Elicia to blush and Arica to glare at her. He knew that if he joined the Sorin family they would gift him a tier 2 magic spell, possibly more if he asked, but Damion was not interested in joining a noble family and only teasing Elicia at the moment. Though, he did wonder if he would have been able to say no to joining the family if they had offered him access to more spells.

“Can I take a look at the magic seal?”

“Umm, sure. I’m not sure how useful an Earth affinity seal will be to you as an Ice affinity, but here you go.”

Gene raised his palm and willed the magic seal to appear. This was Damion’s first time seeing a magic seal above tier 1. He recalled his early lessons that magic seals over tier 1 could not be recorded on paper because they were too complex, now he understood why.

There were two layers to the magic seal, one stacked on top of the other. The layers of glyphs were arranged in circles and rotated around Gene’s palm in opposite directions. Each time one layer of glyphs overlapped the other the glyphs in the center of the circle changed.

With Damion’s knowledge of Nashto he could read some of the meaning in the glyph, but he knew it would take a lot of study to be able to truly understand the intricacy of each change in the glyph. This was just a tier 2 magic seal and Damion could see why it could not be recorded on paper. Not only did the center glyphs change with each interaction of the two layers of glyphs, but even the glyph’s themselves seemed to change.

*Ding*

{Magic seal recorded}

[Earth Prison - Active - (F Rank 45 Mana) Control the earth to imprison your target.]

Damion was quite happy when the Magic System recorded the tier 2 magic seal, it meant he would be able to study it further on his own later. Unfortunately, he did not get a quest completion notice when the Magic System recorded the magic seal, which meant he had to learn an Ice affinity spell to complete his quest.

“Thanks,” Damion said after looking at the magic seal for a few moments. “Are you good on mana Gene or do you need a rest before you can fight another Demonic Beast?”

“I can probably fight another Demonic Beast the same way before I’ll need a rest.”

“Well, let’s go find one,” Damion said as Arica pulled their team’s first kill into her personal spatial storage.

            

    
        Chapter 155 – Ninth Floor

    
    
    
    
                “If what you say is true, I should put my team together now and go kill the bastard in Argentum’s labyrinth while I have the chance,” Theodore Bianco said as he listened to a new friend.

“Teft is protecting the kid during this run. She’s calling it a class exercise,” Thomas Sorin replied to Mage Bianco.

“Then why tell me this at all. I thought you said I would finally have a chance to get rid of that moron.”

“I reached out to you so we can prepare and coordinate for the next time he goes into the labyrinth.”

“Next time? How the hell are we supposed to know when the next time he will be in the labyrinth is?”

“Mid-term break,” Mage Sorin said simply.

“You think he will go into the labyrinth again during the mid-term break?”

“Wouldn’t you if you had the opportunity?”

“I suppose I would. What is your plan?” Mage Bianco asked.

“I have permissions as a final year student at Silver Spire to take a team into the labyrinth just like Wells does. I’ll form a small team of people I can trust, your job will be to recruit a few higher-level people to help us. Wells is a C Rank now, so we will need C Ranks of our own if we want to handle him.”

“There are a few people I know who will be happy to join in.”


Damion and his team had made it to the ninth floor of the labyrinth, it only took them most of their weekend. With time running out on his assignment the team was in a bit of a rush to complete the tenth floor.

With the rush, and that they were now on D Rank floors, Gene and Elicia had lost most of their ability to help. The pair could still take on the weaker Demonic Beasts encountered, but after the amount of fighting they had already been through they were running low on mana and in need of rest.

Luckily, since they were now on a D Rank Floor, Damion could freely take on the Demonic Beasts they encountered as they moved towards the entrance to the tenth floor.

“You have eight hours left,” Arica told Damion. “You could let the team rest and recover a bit. You should still have time to clear the tenth floor within the time limit.”

“When we get to the tenth floor we will take a break,” Damion replied as he cast Ice Shard.

Damion’s ice crystal flew out and cut into a Demonic Beast that was hidden in the branches of a nearby tree. A monkey-like creature fell from the tree to the ground and Arica quickly scooped it up into her personal spatial storage. It was just an E Rank Demonic Beast and Damion had already killed close to thirty of them on this floor. It was not threat to him, but still dangerous to some of his team members.

Over the last few days in the labyrinth Damion had learned a lot about it. First was that the first three floors were F Rank and each was almost an identical open plain full of Demonic Beasts commonly found in grasslands.

The next three floors were a bit different. These floors were E Ranked and started around a lake in the countryside. From the lake flowed a river which the fifth floor followed. The sixth floor followed the river to the ocean. Damion had paused the team for a long while at the ocean. The team thought it was so they could rest before moving on to the D Rank floors, but it was Damion’s first time in either lifetime seeing the ocean and he wanted to take in the sight for as long as possible.

When Damion entered the seventh floor, he found it similar to the Wind Wolf dungeon. A forest environment with tall trees and thick underbrush. Normally, higher Rank dungeons were filled with a balanced mix of Demonic Beasts from F Rank to whatever the Rank of the dungeon was. The labyrinth partially followed the same rules, however the floors tended to have a higher percentage of Demonic Beasts near the top Rank of the floor than a balanced mixed.

“I think I see this floor’s guardian up ahead,” Damion told the team as they walked through the forest.

True Sight had turned into a real blessing for Damion. Being able to see the Rank of a Demonic Beast allowed him a quick way to not just see their strength, but know they were there. In the long grasses of the first few floors, it was useful for small Demonic Beasts, but now, in the Forest, Damion was finding it essential. He was able to easily spot and subsequently target and kill Demonic Beasts in their hiding places long before they were in a position to attack the team.

The Demonic Beast Damion spotted was another primate looking creature, but quite a bit larger than the monkey he had killed a moment ago. The Demonic Beast looked like a giant blue haired gorilla.

Raising his palm Damion cast Ice Shard, sending an ice crystal flying through the air. The Demonic Beast seemed to sense his spell and leapt out of the tree. When the Demonic Beast hit the ground, it was like a small earthquake, the ground shook and Gene lost his balance.

“That is a Water Ape,” Elicia managed to get out before the Demonic Beast opened its mouth and a powerful jet of water shot out heading towards Damion.

Damion cast Ice Shield and blocked the Demonic Beast’s attack. Before Damion even lowered his shield to see what the Water Ape was going to do next, he both heard and felt the four-meter-tall creature charging towards him.

Casting Ice Breath, Damion threw a cloud of frozen air in front of him, not to hit the Water Ape, it was still too far away, but to block its line of sight. Once he created a large enough cloud he jumped up and over the rapidly dissipating field of frozen air. As Damion was coming down he saw the Demonic Beast rushing headlong into his cloud of cold air.

Damion cast Ice Shard several times in quick succession at the Demonic Beast. Three of the four spells he cast pierced the Water Ape’s back causing it to roar in pain, but mostly in anger. Damion landed on his feet a few meters away from the Water Ape and began casting another Ice Shard before the Demonic Beast could turn around.

Once the Demonic Beast located Damion again it immediately charged towards him while sending another jet of water at the young mage. A new Ice Shield sprang to life on Damion’s arm, blocking the Demonic Beast’s attack.

Another Ice Shard leapt from his palm after blocking the Demonic Beast’s attack and hit the Water Ape in the center of the chest. The Demonic Beast kept running towards Damion, even after two more Ice Shards sunk into the Water Ape’s flesh.

Damion dove out of the Water Ape’s path as the Demonic Beast tried to hit him with a backhand from its powerful arms. This time, when the Demonic Beast realized Damion had dodged, it turned its attention to his teammates.

Just as Damion was rolling to his feet from his dodge he saw the Water Ape turn towards Gene. He did not think, he just launched himself at the Water Ape as it closed in on his fellow student.

Damion slammed into the side of the Water Ape as it made its way to flatten Gene into paste. The Water Ape barely even noticed the impact and at first completely ignored him, even when Damion held onto its fur, the beast barely acknowledged his existence.

However, when Damion cast Icy Grasp on the Water Ape as he clung to its fur the Demonic Beast quickly realized it had made a mistake by ignoring him. Unfortunately, for the Water Ape that realization came too late, Damion’s Icy Grasp had already begun to freeze the Demonic Beast solid.

            

    
        Chapter 156 – Fire and Ash

    
    
    
    
                The Water Ape collapsed on the ground just a meter short of a trembling Gene. When the Demonic Beast had charged at him, he did not know what to do and froze. Luckily, Damion was able to kill the D Rank Demonic Beast before it could actually attack the boy.

“Let’s find the entrance to the next floor,” Damion told his team, snapping them out of their collective shock. “We’ll take a rest on the next floor.”

Just as with floors seven and eight, the passage from nine to ten was near to where the floor guardian resided. It only took the team a few short minutes to locate the passageway. Damion led the way through the passageway and when they emerged on the next floor they were all quite surprised.

The previous floors had all been green and full of life. Grasslands, along water, in a forest. The tenth floor was a stark difference. All around was a burned wasteland. The air filled with ash and soot. Small fires burned in patches around them, adding to the destruction.

“Is this floor always like this?” Gene asked bringing a cloth to his mouth to breathe through.

“No idea,” Damion answered.

Mage Teft had not let him research the labyrinth floors ahead of time. She said it was important for him to be able to adapt to the unforeseen. In principle he agreed. Knowing what each floor contained would allow him to plan ahead for each area and be prepared, it was the sensible thing to do. But not knowing meant Damion had to improvise and do his best to plan ahead for the unknown.

Damion pulled the mask he had bought months ago for the desert dungeon in Saung from his one of his belt storage pouches and put it on. The mask was meant to protect against the sun, but it would also work to protect him from breathing in the ash and soot.

“Does anyone else have a mask?” Damion asked his team, though Arica had already put one of her own on. When no one answered he had a tough decision to make. “Maybe you all should go back. You all won’t be very helpful to me on a C Rank floor and breathing this stuff in can’t be good for you.”

“We’ll manage,” Elicia told him through a sleeve of her shirt she had ripped off and tied around her face to filter the air.

“You all rest here for a few minutes. I’m going to scout around, maybe put out a few of these fires,” Damion told them as he looked around the area. True Sight did not reveal any Demonic Beasts within its range, but that was typical, it would not be until he moved away from the entrance that Demonic Beasts started showing up.

Damion moved quickly across the scorched terrain. Every step he took caused little clouds of soot to appear around his feet. The more he moved, the more he stirred up the soot on the ground, sending it into the air where his friends would have to breathe it in.

When Damion arrived at the first small fire he took a big breath through his mask and then lifted it so he could cast Ice Breath. The spell streamed out of his mouth freezing the fire and completely putting it out. As soon as the fire went out Damion noticed that all the soot and ash in the air fell to the ground.

Seeing the air quality go up so quickly, just from putting out a single fire, Damion realized the fires must be magical in some way. They kept the ash and soot in the air to make it harder for anyone in the dungeon.

Damion quickly moved on to the next fire and put it out. When it went out the same thing happened. The soot and ash put out by the fires and what he had kicked up in the air collapsed to the ground and stayed there. With him getting the same result as he had at the first fire, Damion quickly made his way to all the fires around the entrance to the tenth floor and put them out.

When he returned to the entrance and his waiting friends, they had all lowered their masks and were expressing disbelief at how the air quality had changed so drastically.

"I can lead the way ahead, taking out the fires to let you all advance more comfortably.”

“What if we are attacked by a Demonic Beast while you are ahead of us putting out fires?” Gene asked rightly fearful of the Demonic Beasts on this floor.

“I haven’t spotted any Demonic Beasts nearby, but I won’t be too far ahead,” Damion told him. “In fact, I haven’t seen any Demonic Beasts on the floor at all.”

When Damion thought on this he realized it was quite odd. He had moved far enough from the entrance to be noticed by Demonic Beasts. And when he put out the fires he had half expected to be attacked by a Demonic Beast that wanted the fires to burn. But no such attack came, and Damion had yet to spot any Demonic Beasts at all.

“Lack of Demonic Beasts in an area usually means we aren’t looking in the right place for them, or they are very strong and waiting further ahead,” Arica suggested.

“This type of landscape would not be habitable for most Demonic Beasts. Just like any creature, Demonic Beasts like to live in places they are comfortable in. Only strong Fire affinity beasts or some type of toxic Demonic Beast would like to live in this wasteland.” Elicia added.

Damion paused to consider their words. Both were quite right. Where they were was not a place most Demonic Beasts would like to live. The closest Damion had ever seen to a place like this was Galen’s farm, where the Fire Scorpion’s liked to burn the old farmer’s fields. But they had not lived in the scorch, they lived in burrows and would come up to the surface to eat and to burn.

A quick scan of the area and recalling the places he had walked to put out the fires told Damion there were no noticeable burrows in the area. He also had not seen any tracks or spotted any of the usual traces of Demonic Beasts. If there were Demonic Beasts in the area they would have to have come by air.

“The Sky!” Damion suddenly realized.

Looking up Damion could see things moving in the air, high above their heads. Even with the increased range True Sight had gained after Ranking up, Damion was not able to tell how strong the Demonic Beasts in the air were.

“What are those?” Gene asked, looking up after Damion’s shout.

“Whatever they are, they are fire breathing. How else do you explain the devastation.” Josephine said stepping closer to Gene.

Damion stood there watching the flying Demonic Beasts in silence while the others discussed retreating back to the previous floor. The ability to retreat, Damion realized, was the only reason the Demonic Beasts had not attacked them yet. The Demonic Beasts did not want to swoop down only to have their food flee out of reach. Most likely if they moved further away the Demonic Beasts would attack.

“You all stay by the passageway. I want to see how far in we have to go before they attack,” Damion told his team.

Damion slowly started moving away from the safety of the exit to the previous floor. As he moved he kept his eyes on the sky watching for one of the flying Demonic Beasts to attack. When he was about 50 meters from the rest of his team one of the flying Demonic Beasts turned and folded its wings close to its body and suddenly dive-bombed Damion.
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                The flying Demonic Beast dove towards Damion. As it got closer he could begin to clearly make out its features. It was a bird, that much had been clear before, but now Damion could make out the curved beak and long talons on its legs. The Demonic Beast’s feathers were all a reddish black and just as it came within range of True Sight and he identified it as a C Rank Demonic Beast, it spewed out a stream of fire.

Damion hid behind a quickly melting Ice Shield as the Demonic Beast swooped past. Even with continuously pumping mana into his Ice Shield, the Demonic Beast’s fire was able to melt it faster than he could reinforce it.

“Damion!” Arica called from the safe area by the passageway back to the previous floor. “That is an Ash Eagle. The more ash in an area, the stronger it becomes!”

Arica’s identification of the Demonic Beast was helpful, but it did not do much to aid Damion in his fight. Watching as the Ash Eagle turned in the distance to begin another strafing run, he carefully tracked it and raised his palm to cast Ice Shard.

Once the Demonic Beast was flying directly at him, Damion began casting Ice Shards as quickly as he could. The Ash Eagle was able dodge most of his Ice Shards and the few that it did not manage to dodge merely glanced off the Demonic Beast’s shoulders. Damion could have sworn that he landed a clean hit at least once, but the Demonic Beast seemed unfazed as it started breathing fire again, forcing him to shelter behind his shield that was melting more quickly than before.

When the Ash Eagle veered away Damion tried to catch it with an Ice Shard from closer range, but the Demonic Beast was too swift. For a moment Damion was pondering how a C Rank Demonic Beast could possibly shrug off one of his attacks when he remembered what Arica had told him a few moments ago.

Ash Eagles grow stronger the more ash there was. Damion had put out most of the fires in the area before, but now, after two attack runs by the Ash Eagle, there were a half dozen small fires burning around him.

In the distance he could see the Ash Eagle circling around. Lining up for another try at cooking Damion. Instead of casting Ice Shard at the approaching Demonic Beast, he began casting Ice Breath on all the fires in the area around him. Each time he put out a fire the ash in the air dropped to the ground as if it lost its power.

Just as the Ash Eagle was approaching and about to spew another burst of flame at Damion, the young mage cast a barrage of Ice Shards. This time his spell was able to penetrate the Demonic Beast’s defenses, turning it into an icy pin cushion.

The Ash Eagle crashed to the ground and the light faded from its eyes. In the sky above Damion heard a number of shrill screeches from the other flying Demonic Beasts. Looking up, he saw the other Demonic Beasts start circling and then start diving towards him.

Damion snatched up the corpse of the Ash Eagle and started running back towards his team. While he was able to kill one Ash Eagle, he did not think he would have a chance against the dozen that were now diving his way.

“Go back!” Damion shouted as he ran. It only took him a few seconds to cross the 50 or so meters back to the safe area, but now that the Demonic Beasts had targeted him, they were not about to let him go.

As Damion approached, the others saw the Demonic Beasts preparing to attack and retreated into the passageway back to the ninth floor. Damion was able to make it into the passageway before the Demonic Beasts were able to attack him, but it was a very close escape.

Arica took the Ash Eagle from Damion’s grip and stored it with the other spoils of their run in her personal spatial storage. He looked around as he channeled mana into his belt of purification. All the ash and soot was repelled off his body and armor. Looking around he saw that everyone appeared to be unharmed, which greatly relieved him.

“I guess this means I don’t pass,” Damion said turning to Mage Teft who had watched their entire Dungeon run in silence.

“As odd as this may sound, you did pass,” Mage Teft told him.

“What?” the rest of the party said in unison.

“You passed. The Ash Eagle you killed was the floor guardian. The other Demonic Beasts went into a rage when you killed it because it was their matriarch. Until the labyrinth spawns a new guardian for this floor those other Ash Eagles will be quite difficult for people to handle. But most likely a high Rank team will be returning from a B or an A Rank floor soon and take care of them.”

“That’s good I guess.”

“Yes. And while you did technically pass, there are quite a lot of areas in which you need to improve. Expect a full lecture on your performance tomorrow in class. For now, make your way back to the first floor and head back to the school.”

Damion and his team did as Mage Teft suggested. They made their way quickly back the way they had come and since they now knew where the passageways between floors were; the journey was relatively quick. Only a few times did they have to slow down to fight Demonic Beasts.

Once outside the labyrinth they reported to the attendant and turned their spoils over for counting. While Arica was unloading her spatial storage and the attendant was calculating the team’s share, Damion checked on the Magic System notifications.

*Ding*

[Spell Mana Absorption mastery increased to C Rank]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Increase a Magic Spell in Rank – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

*Ding*

[Spell True Sight mastery increased to C Rank]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Increase a Magic Spell in Rank – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

*Ding*

[Spell Concealed Aura mastery increased to E Rank]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Increase a Magic Spell in Rank – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

*Ding*

[Spell Ice Shard mastery increased to D Rank]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Increase a Magic Spell in Rank – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

*Ding*

[Spell Ice Breath mastery increased to D Rank]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Increase a Magic Spell in Rank – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

*Ding*

[Spell Ice Shield mastery increased to D Rank]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Increase a Magic Spell in Rank – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

*Ding*

[Spell Icy Grasp mastery increased to D Rank]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Increase a Magic Spell in Rank – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

As the quest completions rolled in it became harder and harder for Damion to contain his excitement. He had just gained 3,500 store credits, more than doubling his credits in one run. He now knew for sure that he might be able to increase his knowledge of his spells through practice, but increasing the Rank of his spells required practical application.

Damion hardly noticed when the attendant asked for his payment card to deposit more than 400 gold into it for their share of the dungeon run. All Damion could do as everyone, except Arica, journeyed back to Silver Spire, was imagine what he was going to buy with the credits he just earned.
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                Once back in his dormitory, and after taking a shower, the belt of purification was still not the same as a real wash, Damion laid back on his bed and began to look through the Magic System Shop. There was one upgrade he had always thought was too expensive to try buying, but now that he had plenty of store credits, Damion wanted to see what Increase Magic Affinity for 1,000 credits would do for his EX Rank Ice affinity.

‘System, purchase Increase Magic Affinity.’

{Error. Host’s only affinity is Ice. Ice affinity is at max Rank. Unable to upgrade.}

‘Well, that is interesting,’ Damion thought.

Whether EX Rank was just the Magic System’s name for S+ Rank or if S+ was as high as could be measured by the people of this world and there were actually higher Ranks out there, Damion still did not know. But knowing that his magic affinity and magic talent were at the highest the Magic System offered did make him swell with a bit of pride.

Damion eyed the option to buy more spells, but he knew if he did, his desire to use the spell would be too strong. Until he had access to the Repository in the library and had an explanation for learning a new spell, he decided to leave learning another spell for later.

There was still the option to pick up another passive spell, but if Damion did that he felt he would need to purchase an upgrade to his mana regeneration. Other than Mana Absorption, each passive spell he acquired put more strain on his mana regeneration. Right now, he was able to recover mana faster than he expended it, but Damion could not be sure the next passive spell did not require more mana than he had to spare.

Looking at his remaining options, Damion was torn between buying artifacts and the option to Awaken a new Magic Affinity. He was not sure what he would do with a new magic affinity, since even if he knew spells for the affinity he could not use them openly. If someone saw him using spells he did not have an affinity for, then he would have some explaining to do.

‘Artifacts it is then,’ Damion decided.

Still being at C Rank, the best artifacts he could buy were C Rank. Even if the artifacts he bought were not the best, Damion felt they would at least give him a hidden advantage. The C Rank floor in the dungeon had shown him that even though he was strong, there were plenty of strong Demonic Beasts out there.

Every week Damion used his two hours in the battle simulator to gain experience, but the fights in the simulator against C Rank Demonic Beasts paled to the reality of fighting them.

‘System, can I purchase a set of armor?’

One of Damion’s concerns was that, since he could not select what pieces of gear he was buying, he would end up with duplicated gear for armor slots. He was not sure if he could just sell artifacts created by the Magic System. This meant if got two chest pieces of armor he would likely end up with items uselessly filling up his inventory.

{Each Rank of artifacts form a single set. Host will receive a single portion of the set with each purchase.}

‘I guess that works. System, is there only one set of artifacts per Rank? What happens if I buy all the artifacts for a certain Rank?’

{Affirmative. Each Rank contains a single set of artifacts appropriate for that Rank. Once all artifacts for a certain Rank are purchased Host will no longer be able to purchase additional artifacts of that Rank.}

‘No chance at doubling up then,’ Damion reasoned. ‘System, purchase five C Rank Equipment Artifacts.’

{Affirmative.}

{Five C Rank Equipment Artifacts purchased for 500 Credits.}

Damion quickly opened up the Magic System’s Inventory and took a look at the artifacts he just bought from the Magic System

[Helmet of Clear Sight (C Rank)] - [Increases sight range by 5%]

[Armor of Repose (C Rank)] - [Decrease fatigue accumulation by 5%]

[Bracers of Reflection (C Rank)] - [Grants a 5% chance to reflect hostile spells at the caster]

[Greaves of Shielding (C Rank)] - [Reduces physical damage taken by 5%]

[Boots of Freedom (C Rank)] - [5% chance to avoid movement impediments]

Damion read through each of the artifacts’ descriptions. None of the effects were mind-blowing, but they did offer some fairly good benefits, should their effects actually activate. He just hoped that higher Rank artifacts would have higher chances of their effects activating.

After equipping each piece of gear, Damion found he did not feel any different. It was obviously an effect of the Magic System, but he was glad it did not feel like he was wearing a full set of armor.


In the morning Damion got up and went through his morning routine of exercise and breakfast with Elicia. The effect of the chest armor was noticeable, though barely. Still, growing tired more slowly would be useful, especially for long dungeon runs. Mana Absorption did a lot to reduce his fatigue, but he already had experience with exhausting himself and he hoped this armor would push that limit a little higher.

“I noticed this earlier, but I thought maybe I was imagining it. Are you hiding your magic?” Elicia asked Damion while on their way to Mage Teft’s class.

It took Damion a moment to consider her meaning and then he remembered Concealed Aura had Ranked up. Since this spell was now E Rank, it would hide his magical aura from everything E Rank and below. This meant that Elicia, who was an E Rank, could no longer feel his magic.

“Just training my control,” Damion lied. He could not tell her he had a spell active that was hiding his aura, but there was enough truth in his words that he did not feel bad for lying to her. It was the truth, in a way, he was training his spell.

“You seem to be getting quite good at it.”

Damion just smiled at her, but did not comment further. Mage Teft eyed him briefly when he and Elicia entered her classroom, but did not speak until they took their seats.

“Tell me what you did wrong in the labyrinth,” Mage Teft instructed Damion.

“Well, since I knew I was going to be trying to complete a C Rank floor I should have recruited either a larger team or a team consisting of D Rankers and above.”

“That is what you did wrong before you entered the labyrinth. What did you do wrong once you started your run?”

“I uh… I didn’t let my team get enough rest between encounters,” Damion told her grasping at what he might have done wrong more than what he actually thought he did right.

“You could improve in that area, but still not what you did completely wrong.”

Damion did not answer right away this time. Instead, he thought about her question and all the things he had done during the run. When he finally thought he had the answer he spoke up.

“I should have retreated instead of pushing on to the C Rank floor.”
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                “Precisely,” Mage Teft told Damion. “By pressing on with a low Rank team you endangered your team and yourself. Knowing when to quit is important.”

“I just wanted to pass. I wanted to make you proud,” Damion hung his head as he answered.

“I did not tell you previously, but there were multiple ways to pass. The best solution was knowing when to retreat.”

“Well, I did manage to take out the C Rank guardian of the tenth floor. And no one on my team got injured. That has to count for something. Right?”

“It does. And you did pass. Doing so with such a weak team is also quite extraordinary. But my goal was to teach you discretion. Just like your first time in the battle simulator, fighting is not always the answer. Labyrinths and dungeons tend to force you to fight your way through. But that may not always be possible. You need to look for other solutions to problems.”

“Do you think I will be strong enough one day to be able to take down S Rank Demonic Beasts?”

“You have the potential, but don’t forget that it takes hard work to advance. Natural talent is a bonus, but if you don’t keep working hard you will end up falling short of your goal.”

“I understand,” Damion said. With the help of the Magic System, he could see his progress more clearly than other mages. Step by step he was growing, and he was determined to reach the top.

“Now go write me an essay on what you learned and how you will do better in your next attempt.”

“Next attempt?” Damion questioned. He thought getting access to the labyrinth this time was a one-time occurrence, if he could go in again that would be amazing.

“During term breaks students are allowed access to Argentum’s dungeons and labyrinth. Your midterm break is coming up, so I suspect you would like to go into the labyrinth again.”

“Yes!” Damion shouted excitedly before controlling himself, “I mean, yes I would.”

“Good. Now get to work on your essay.”

Damion got to work on his assignment and after turning it in and heading to the rest of his classes, he thought of little else aside from his next foray into the labyrinth throughout the day.

As important as the lessons in his other classes were sure to be, Damion paid little attention. At lunch Gene and Josephine sat with him and the group discussed their dungeon run, what they had learned and what they could do better. However, when Damion brought up the possibility of another run the situation became awkward.

“I don’t understand why you don’t want to join me for another run during the break,” Damion questioned Gene.

If Gene and Josephine did not join him that left Damion with just Elicia as a teammate. He was sure he could ask Arica again, but her traveling all the way to Argentum, even if it was a profitable run and her master opened a portal for her to minimize the travel cost, was still a long way travel.

Damion was not sure if he would be allowed to go into the labyrinth without a team, and even if he could, Mage Teft would surely tell him to stay on the lower floors, where nothing could really threaten him. There were four D Rank dungeons in Argentum, and while Damion was curious what kind of dungeons they were, he was more interested in finding challenges in the labyrinth than a dungeon where he could probably kill the guardian with a single attack.

“We can’t keep up with you. And if you go into a weaker dungeon just for us, it will do nothing but hold you back,” Gene explained.

“What are you planning on doing then?” Damion questioned.

“Josephine’s family arranged for a full team to take me to each of the different D Rank dungeons to train.”

“I get it,” Damion said feeling a bit disappointed. “But now I have to build a new team. And I don’t have a lot of time.”

“You are a licensed adventurer right? Why don’t you post a mission in one of the Argentum Adventurer Association halls. I’m sure you will get people willing to do the C Rank floors with you.”

“I guess I can do that,” Damion said with a sigh. “I just don’t like doing runs with strangers.”

“Isn’t that how you met Arica?” Gene questioned.

“I guess you have a point.”

Damion resigned himself to posting a mission in the Adventurer Association for his next team. Since he had time before the midterm break, Damion hoped he would get a few applicants to choose for his run. It was not until his final class of the day, Thaumaturgy, that Damion’s mind paid attention to something other than planning for his next labyrinth run.

“Today, I have a special treat for all of you,” Professor Holden announced when class began. “We are going on a field trip.”

“Where are we going?” Damion’s fellow students from around the class suddenly started asking.

“We are going to the library.”

Professor Holden’s announcement was met with sudden disinterest. The library was hardly anywhere special. They all went there at least once a week, usually once a day to work on assignments.

“At the library,” Professor Holden continued, ignoring his students’ disinterest, “we will be accessing the Tier 2 level of the Repository, where each of you will be allowed to select one magic seal to learn.”

As soon as Professor Holden mentioned the Repository everyone in the class erupted in cheers. Most of the students in the class were like Damion and did not know any tier 2 magic seals. The chance to study and learn a tier 2 spell was a great opportunity. One that Damion had been saving his weekly school points for. He was up to 70 points and was quite close to being able to go into the Repository on his own.

“All right everyone, follow me,” Professor Holden called out as he made his way out of the classroom.

Everyone in the class rushed after him. No one wanted to be left behind and they all wanted to be the first to learn a new magic seal. As they walked Professor Holden continued his lecture regarding magic seals.

“As all of you I’m sure know, the number of spells you can learn is limited. Each magic seal you learn becomes a permanent part of your magic core. Once you learn a magic seal, you can then reveal that magic seal to others, even allowing them to learn it if they share your affinity. Please be aware that sharing school spells in this manner is strictly forbidden. If you are caught sharing school spells, either freely or for profit, you will be harshly punished.

“To this end, the school tracks what spells each student knows and if you suddenly know a spell that you did not acquire through the Repository, expect an investigation into how you learned the spell. Those of you with spells passed down through the generations know that your families have already provided a list of your spells as well to the school so we can keep track of your spells. While the school has no say in how your families share knowledge I’m sure each of you are aware of the consequences of sharing your families’ secrets without permission.

“Here we are,” Professor Holden said as he opened a set of doors in the library. “This is the Repository.”
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                Damion had been expecting the Repository to be like a library only with shelves of tablets for storing the three-dimensional layered tier 2 magic seals. He had thought perhaps Silver Spire used tablets to store and project each magic seal and if a person wanted to learn a magic seal then they would check out the tablet and study it. Returning it when they were done.

The reality was that the Repository consisted of terminals. About fifty in all. Damion was about to question Professor Holden on how the Repository worked when he pointed out instructions leaflets at each of the terminals.

Reading through the leaflet, Damion quickly understood how the Repository worked. The terminals connected to Silver Spire’s database and after logging in and paying the required number of points, the terminals would display a list of available spells for a student.

Once a student made their selection, the magic seal would be downloaded onto their tablet in a special program that could not be transferred or copied and would only last for seven days. If the student was not able to learn the magic seal within those seven days, they would have to spend more points to rent the program with the magic seal again to try and finish memorizing the magic seal.

The method was not flawless, as a student could still show someone else their tablet to let them memorize the magic seal as well but given what Professor Holden mentioned before about the school knowing everyone’s spells it would be a risk that most were not willing to take.

Damion’s mind was already wondering about ways around the security measures, but for him, who needed but a glance for the Magic System to record a magic seal, these measures were mostly worthless. No one would think he could memorize a magic seal with a glance. All he needed to form a vast personal library of spells was for other students to briefly show him their seals, either on their tablets or by bringing the magic seal forth after they memorized it like Gene had.

“Those of you with high magic talent will likely be able to memorize your spell within the seven-day time limit,” Professor Holden told the class. “However, for those of you with mediocre talent if you want to succeed, you need to study diligently. If you fail to memorize your chosen magic seal then you will have to spend points in the future to borrow the magic seal again.”

“I have a question Professor,” Damion quickly said before Professor Holden to move on or tell them all to begin.

“Go ahead Mage Wells.”

“Is it possible to review the magic seals before we actually check them out? I don’t want to choose a spell and then find out that the magic seal is more complicated than I thought it would be.”

“There is an option on the terminals to view the magic seal once for ten seconds. This allows you to review its complexity before spending points to check it out. This is mostly used for people that are unsure if they can memorize a tier 3 or higher magic seal. But it can be used for any tier of magic seal.”

“One more question sir. Can I take a look at higher tier spells this way? I’m curious how those magic seals look.”

“You are only able to search and view magic seals of the tiers you have points for. Unless you have 500 points for a tier 3 magic seal, you won’t be able to even search for their names, let alone tiers above that.”

“Thank you,” Damion told the professor, trying not to sound too disappointed.

Ten seconds was more than enough for the Magic System to memorize a magic seal. He might not be able to view higher tier spells, but he would at least be able to view and steal all the tier 2 Ice affinity spells Silver Spire had.

“Any other questions?” Professor Holden asked as he looked at each student in turn before continuing. “Then you may begin.”

Eager to learn a new spell and complete his quest from the Magic System, Damion sat down at a terminal. As soon as Damion touched the screen the terminal bought up his information and what he had access to. Tier 1 and Tier 2 Ice and Water affinity magic seals.

Not being able to view all the tier 1 spells in the school’s database was a bit disappointing, but Damion would have to settle for all the tier 2 Ice affinity spells. In the two short months he had been at Silver Spire Magic Academy he had already learned that he already knew all the tier 1 magic seals the school had for the Ice Affinity. He considered taking a look at the Water affinity spells, but since he would not be able to openly use them, and since he did not want to waste valuable spell slots, Damion limited himself to the Ice affinity magic seals.

Now, as he looked at the tier 2 magic seals for his Ice affinity Damion was disappointed again. There were only two spells listed. Ice Wall and Ice Sword. He quickly pulled up the magic seals for each and let the Magic System record the magic seals.

*Ding*

{Magic seal recorded}

[Ice Wall- Active - (F Rank 80 Mana) Conjure a wall of ice 2 meters long and 2 meters high and 0.25 meters thick. Channeling more mana will result in larger construct.]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Learn a Tier 2 Magic Spell – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

*Ding*

{Magic seal recorded}

[Ice Sword- Active - (F Rank 100 Mana) Conjure a sword of ice. (10 Mana p/s) Can be controlled from a distance at the cost of additional mana.]

*Ding*

{Quest Completed}

[Quest: Learn a Tier 2 Magic Spell – Status: Complete – Reward: 100 Experience, 500 Store Credit]

*Ding*

{New Quest Available}

[Quest: Learn a Tier 3 Magic Spell]

[Description: Mastery of Magic is key to moving forward. Learn a Tier 3 or higher magic spell.]

[Reward: 100 Experience, 1,000 Store Credit]

Damion could not help but grin widely when he received the notifications from the Magic System. Two quests completed, another 1,000 credits for the Magic System Shop, a new quest revealed itself and best of all, two new magic spells to work on mastering.

“See a spell you like Mage Wells?” Professor Holden said when he noticed Damion’s smile.

“Oh yes sir. Ice Sword will suit me very well.”

“You used a sword when you worked as a knight yes? I suppose Ice Sword would be a good choice for you.”

Damion did not respond, he only tapped on the terminal and checked out the magic seal. He had no need to actually view it, but he knew if he did not check out a magic seal the school would be suspicious, especially once he started using Ice Sword. Damion was not too concerned with the Ice Wall spell. He could already block attacks with his Ice Shield, but it was still good to have just in case he ran into a situation where he needed it.

“May I be dismissed?” Damion asked after the terminal transferred the magic seal to his tablet the terminal had locked him out so now he could do nothing while the rest of the class was still searching and deciding on which magic seals they would try to learn.

“You may. I’m sure you don’t need it, but good luck,” Professor Holden told him.
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                Back in his dormitory, Damion began reviewing the tier 2 magic seals he knew in his mind with the Magic System’s assistance. He could see similarities between Ice Shield and Ice Wall as well as some things they had in common with the tier 2 spell he stole from Gene, Earth Prison.

A key difference Damion noted was that Gene’s spell did not create. Earth Prison manipulated the earth. Ice Shield and Ice Wall were both barrier spells that relied on Damion creating the ice for them to function, which was why they cost more mana. At least, that is what Damion surmised. Ice Shield technically did not cost more, but for a tier 2 spell, Earth Prison was quite cheap on the cost of the mana.

Damion also noticed similarities between Ice Sword and Ice Shard. The Ice Sword spell would let Damion create a sword of whatever length he wished, and he could even use it like Ice Shard, though to his surprise he could do much more than just send it straight out. He now technically had a flying sword.

As Damion continued to study the glyphs of the magic seals and how their meanings and interactions changed as the magic seals rotated Damion began to understand more about the Nashto language. Sadly, despite his understanding growing, he did not receive that elusive ‘quest completed’ notification from the Magic System.

After about an hour of studying the magic seals in his room, Damion headed outside to the grassy patch where he always practiced his magic. Since he had checked out Ice Sword, Damion intended to only practice it for now, he could practice Ice Wall in the future once he was free of the prying eyes of the academy.

Damion started off just by casting Ice Sword and getting used to it as he would any other weapon. With his Ice Sword in hand, Damion started going through the practice routine Mage Teft had drilled into him for years. The sword he formed with his spell was identical to the spatha his parents had gifted him when he passed his licensing exam, so the weight and balance were familiar to him.

The only difference in the blades was that on Damion’s Ice Sword there were no glyphs. The Ice Sword had no need for enchantments to make it stronger or sharper, Damion could change those things with a thought as he cast the spell. And of course there was no fire attack glyph.

Even if Damion could recreate the fire attack glyph on the sword, there was no chance that it would work. Enchantments needed materials imbued into the creation of an artifact to function. The glyphs were just the control for the enchantments wrought on the blade as it was forged. Perhaps one day Damion might be able to cast Ice Sword and imbue it with an enchantment to cast additional spells through it, but his knowledge of enchantments and the ancient language was still too shallow for him to accomplish such feats.

Once Damion felt comfortable with the Ice Sword in his hand, he began to practice controlling it from a distance. He tossed the Ice Sword out and it began flying through the air, Damion found that the closer the sword was the easier it was to control. The further the Ice Sword got from him the harder it was to impose his will on the blade.

After a while Damion began to feel comfortable with controlling the Ice Sword from a distance and had a good understanding of how far he could send the blade before he lost his connection to it. His range was not great, only about 10 meters, but within that range, Damion could weave the Ice Sword through aerial maneuvers and could quite possibly hold an all-out sword fight with someone from a distance.

“Elicia, try your Wind Slash. I want to try and block them from a distance.”

“Okay,” Elicia said as she began casting Wind Slash.

Each attack Elicia unleashed Damion intercepted with his Ice Sword from a distance. Very quickly he felt he was mastering his new spell. A number of other students who had been passing by had stopped to watch as Damion and Elicia practiced. Most were used to the pair’s afternoon practice, but today he had a new spell and his control of it was hard for them to believe, especially those who were in his class.

“One last thing to check,” Damion said as Elicia sat on the ground and started to meditate to recover her mana.

Damion released his current Ice Sword and summoned a fresh one in his hand. He wanted to make sure there was nothing that could interfere with his experiment. He willed his Ice Sword to be wider than before and then had the sword hover parallel to the ground. Damion then stepped onto the hovering Ice Sword.

For a moment he did nothing after stepping onto the blade. The Ice Sword did not falter or sink to the ground, it held its position, just as Damion had willed it to. Once he was confident in his balance he willed his Ice Sword to fly forward. A split second later, he was lying on the ground while his Ice Sword had flown off. Luckily, his Ice Sword had stopped its motion as soon as Damion had hit the ground and not flown off and hurt someone, but it was still a few meters away.

The crowd that had gathered to watch Damion’s practice all burst out laughing at him landing on his backside. There were only a few in the crowd that recognized what Damion was trying to do and though they still laughed, they at least appreciated his ingenuity and attempt.

Damion was not put off by his initial failure. He knew there was a chance he would not be able to use his Ice Sword as a flying sword, but he now knew he could, as long as he could stay on. The Ice Sword held his weight, and did not fall to the ground when he stood on it, the problem Damion faced was staying on.

Calling his blade over, Damion looked at it and tried to think of how he could further modify the Ice Sword so he could use it to fly. He thought back to Earth and people who would ski or snowboard. Sure, they were not flying, but they had footholds on their skis and boards that held their feet in place.

Stepping up onto his sword again, this time, instead of willing it to fly forward, Damion willed the blade to encrust his boots in ice. After a few seconds Damion’s boots were securely fastened to the Ice Sword and he decided another attempt was in order.

Willing his Ice Sword forward, Damion started moving forward with the blade. After a few moments he called for the sword to stop. The blade froze in place, but the sudden change of momentum left him off balance leading Damion to fall flat on his face, eliciting another chorus of laughter from the onlookers.

Despite landing on his face, Damion’s feet were still secure on his Ice Sword. With a quick thought, he willed his blade higher into the air, lifting him off the ground. For a moment he dangled precariously under the blade, but Damion quickly rotated the blade and righted himself.

Now that he was upright, he willed his Ice Sword to space his feet better apart to give him more balance. Once Damion felt comfortable with his stance, he willed his Ice Sword into motion. This time he did not just will it to fly forward. He focused his mind on controlling the Ice Sword as if he were controlling himself in a video game.

After a few awkward turns, Damion was very quickly performing aerial maneuvers in the sky to the amazement of the students below. There was, however, one person below that looked extremely worried. Elicia sat on the ground watching as Damion zoomed around the sky, faster and faster and could not help but worry what would happen if he lost concentration or ran out of mana.
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                “Alright, that is enough,” Mage Teft called out to Damion from a window high up in the Spire.

Damion gave his teacher a grin and then flew back to the ground and dismissed his Ice Sword. Elicia let out a sigh of relief when he landed safely while many of the onlookers gave Damion congratulations.

“Let’s go get dinner,” Damion told Elicia as he headed towards his dormitory.

“What made you think of using the Ice Sword spell to fly?” Elicia asked Damion.

“I’ve always wanted to try flying one of the air cars, but you can’t really fight from them. But during the beast wave I remembered Mage Bianco of Erythraean Academy was able to somehow just stand in the air. Either she had a spell to do that, or an artifact to do that. I figured since I can make my Ice Sword fly, then I should be able to fly on it.”

“Well, it was quite brilliant. I don’t think anyone else has ever done that before.”

“Really?” Damion questioned.

“The mana cost for keeping a spell like that active is much higher than what any mage I have ever heard of is capable of.”

Damion thought about Elicia’s point for a moment. Ice Sword required 10 mana per second to be controlled from a distance and even though he was technically standing on the blade, it still required the mana to fly as it was being controlled and not just lying on the ground. Damion’s mana currently recovered at a rate of 16 mana per second. True Sight and Concealed Aura required 6 mana per second to stay active. Which meant that during flight or when he was just controlling his Ice Sword from afar, Damion’s mana regeneration rate was neutral.

‘Guess I know what to spend my Magic System credits on now,’ Damion thought. He had just earned 1,000 credits. Purchasing an upgrade to Increase Magic Regeneration or two would certainly be worthwhile to boost his mana recovery rate higher. Not only would he need a higher recovery rate to be safe during his flights, but if he got more passive spells in the future he would certainly need a higher regeneration rate.

After finishing his dinner, Damion retreated to his bedroom and opened the Magic System Shop. The next upgrade to Increase Magic Regeneration was 33 credits, a drop in the bucket compared to his credits at this point.

‘System, purchase Increase Magic Regeneration.’

{Affirmative.}

{Increase Magic Regeneration purchased for 33 Credits.}

{Magic Regeneration has increased by 15.}

‘Wow. That gave me a lot,’ Damion thought as he calculated that he would now recover 31 mana per second. ‘System, purchase Increase Magic Regeneration.’

{Affirmative.}

{Increase Magic Regeneration purchased for 50 Credits.}

{Magic Regeneration has increased by 20.}

Damion could not help but suddenly feel in awe of the Magic System. For such a small cost in credits he had boosted his magic regeneration to 51 mana per second. Unless he was faced with something that could drain his mana faster than he could recover, Damion doubted he would ever run low on mana again. And he could still purchase upgrades to the ability. For now, Damion held off buying another upgrade and took a look at the status menu in the Magic System.

[Magic System]

[System Level: 2]

[User: Damion Wells]

[Age: 18]

[Magic Talent: EX]

[Magic Affinity: Ice EX]

[Mana: 2455/2455]

[Magic Power: 5,755 (5%) - 6,042]

[Mana Recovery: 51 P/S]

[Strength: 99]

[Dexterity: 108]

[Vitality: 130]

[Intelligence: 139]

[Experience: 4,400/10,000]

[Store Credits: 6,103]

He was still a long way from reaching B Rank, but Damion was well on his way. In only two months at the school, he had managed to boost his powers considerably. Now that Damion had two new spells he felt invincible, but a flashback of the S Rank Arcdotus attacking Saung was all he needed to remember he was still nothing but a bug to the strongest powers of this world.

If he wanted to achieve his dream of seeing everything this world had to offer then Damion needed to get even stronger. He eyed the option in the Magic System Shop of buying increases to his magic power and mana capacity, but in the end he decided to put those purchases off.

Magic regeneration was not easily boosted and as from everything Damion had learned from his lessons, it would not increase except when one crossed over into the realm of the high Rankers. At B Rank, A Rank and S Rank, there was a supposed increase in a mage’s mana regeneration rate, but before then nothing. Damion could only assume that he would also get those increases when he reached those Ranks, but since he probably already had a higher regeneration rate than most S Rankers, he was not too worried if he would or would not.

What did surprise Damion from his attributes though, was the increase to his Vitality. If each point of Vitality corresponded to a year of life, then he had somehow gained another year. He knew that as magic users grew stronger they had a longer life expectancy, but Damion had not realized it would start going up so fast when he was only a C Rank.

‘System, what is the life expectancy of an S Rank mage?’

{S Rank mages can typically live for 1,000 years.}

The Magic System’s answer was both hard to believe and made sense at the same time. Damion recalled once that Demetri Leland and Thelma Gerrad were once team members with Mage Teft, they all looked different ages, but they were also all at different Ranks. Which left Damion to wonder how old Mage Teft was. She was supposedly at the cusp of breaking through to S Rank.

Then Damion recalled Mage Bianco, she had appeared to be a young woman, not more than in her mid-thirties. Did she have some spell that made her look younger? Did she grow younger as she grew stronger? Or was she just that talented that she reached S Rank at a young age?

Thinking about this made Damion’s head hurt. The Magic System was no help as it just relayed that any of possibilities Damion had guessed at could be true. A sudden burst of Vitality could de-age a person, but it was also possible to do that with Holy magic.

As Damion continued to think about the possibilities he was suddenly confronted with the possibility of him living for 1,000 years. Would he fall in love and have children only to watch them age and die because they were not talented in magic? Or perhaps they would be but would die to a beast wave or in some random dungeon or to a bandit looking for an easy payday.

The possibilities of what the future held left Damion tossing and turning in his bed late into the night. He could not decide what was a better option, to live a long time and lose everyone he ever came to love, or choosing never to love and living all that time alone.

“Are you alright?” Elicia’s voice rang through the room, jolting Damion upright in bed.

“Yeah, just can’t get to sleep,” Damion told her.

“Why not?”

“It’s silly.”

“I’ll still listen,” Elicia reassured as she came over and sat on the edge of Damion’s bed.

“I’m afraid that as I grow stronger, I’ll outlive everyone I know.”

“I won’t lie, that is a concern to every mage and at some point every mage considers if they want to keep growing stronger, or just stop and have a life like a normal person.”

“What would you choose?” Damion asked.

“I would choose to have a life with someone that can keep up with me or push me to be better,” Elicia said softly as she placed a hand onto one of Damion’s.

“You think that is possible? That I will find someone as magically talented as me and will be able to…”

Damion’s question was cut short by Elicia leaning in and kissing him.

“Magic talent isn’t the only thing that governs growth. Dean Teft is not an S Rank talent, but she has almost reached S Rank. Don’t sell yourself short by only looking in one direction.”

“I, uh…” Damion struggled to find the words to address Elicia’s sudden kiss, but when he could not find them she just gave him a smile and left his room in silence.
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                Instead of spending the rest of the night wondering about the possibilities of futures he could hardly imagine, Damion spent the night wondering what a future with Elicia would be like. He had no desire to join the Sorin family, especially not if there were more people like Thomas there.

Would Elicia leave her family? Would she want to travel the world, seeking places no human had ever seen? Would she face those unknown dangers with him?

When morning finally came, Damion was happy to put his mind to rest and force his body to work. Unfortunately, when he saw Elicia wearing her skimpy exercise outfit, Damion had a rush of hormones and had to run ahead quickly or face a very embarrassing situation.

On seeing Damion run away after just looking at her, Elicia was worried she had pushed things too far with Damion. She had not planned to kiss him. His honest worry over his future and her desire to comfort him had led her to not think about her actions.

Elicia briefly considered going to Mage Teft for advice, but she decided against it. If word got back to her grandfather that she was not winning Damion over, then he would push to replace her with another member of the Sorin family. With everything Elicia knew about Damion, she knew one of her cousins or sisters would not be able to entice him, which meant they would resort to unscrupulous methods to entrap him.

As Elicia worried more about Damion being trapped by her family, she considered if this was the best path. She could leave. Walk away and work as a knight as she grew her magic power on her own. Her family would let her, they had even threatened her with being kicked out of the family if she did not take the assignment of Damion’s attendant.

What Elicia could not convince herself of, was that Damion would be alright if she left. Perhaps she could just bide her time and pretend everything was going well with Damion. Once he graduated, he would go on to whatever he planned to do, and she could go to a quiet little Green or Yellow Zone town and make her own life.

After Damion’s run, Elicia made breakfast for them as she usually did. As she put the food on their plates Elicia decided it was time to break the awkward silence that had built up since last night.

“I wasn’t… I didn’t plan to… it just happened. Maybe it is best we pretend it didn’t happen.”

Damion was still trying to wrap his head around the situation and as much as he would like everything to feel normal again, he knew ignoring it was not the answer.

“I know you weren’t trying to seduce me into your family. I’m pretty sure you gave up on that plan. So, don’t ask me to pretend my first kiss didn’t happen.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

“I don’t know. You know how I want to explore. I don’t know if… if anyone else can keep up with me.”

“Being together with someone doesn’t mean you have to keep up with them. Just that you let them in and that you support each other.”

“I just don’t know how it would all work. What the future would look like if we were to…”

“The future will look like the future. If you keep worrying about trying to make things as perfect as possible then you will just spend all your time thinking and none of your time doing.”

“You mean you want to…”

“No,” Elicia cut Damion off. “I’m not saying anything right now. Other than to think about it. My goal is to become strong on my own. Once my grandfather realizes he won’t be able to get from me what he wants…”

“You mean me,” Damion said with a halfhearted smile.

“Yes. When he comes to that conclusion, he will toss me aside and try and fill my place with a more malleable member of the family. I am fine with that. I’ve only stayed this long because I've come to like you and don’t want you to fall into their trap.”

“You like me?”

“I wouldn’t have kissed you otherwise,” Elicia blushed. “I don’t know how long our paths will stay together or if once you graduate I’ll ever see you again.”

“Is this an argument for us getting together or not? Because it kind of sounds like you are pro-together, since we might never see each other again after I leave here.”

“I’m just trying to make sure we both make the best choice possible,” Elicia quickly said before Damion could throw out any more suggestions regarding her motives.

“Okay. Pro waiting and seeing what happens and not letting your gramps get his way.”

“Glad you understand.”

“So, what do we do now?”

“First. You realize what you haven’t done yet and then you get ready for class.”

“What I haven’t done yet?” Damion repeated. He was confused by what she meant. They shared a single kiss and he listened to her confession about her situation. After Damion thought about it for a moment he realized what Elicia meant. “I like you too.”

“Good. Now go get your books,” Elicia told him and then winced inwardly as she realized she sounded more like his maid then a girl that liked him.

For the rest of the day Damion was on cloud nine. He had never been good with women on Earth and his life on Nerotath had not improved his relationship skills in the least. But now he found himself in a situation where he was actually living with an attractive young woman. If it was not for the large amount of homework each of his professors gave him, Damion would think he was in heaven.

After dinner, while Damion was hunched over his desk studying, Elicia came up behind him and hugged him tightly. The action startled Damion. Elicia had always maintained a certain distance before, but now she appeared to be a lot less reserved.

“Is there anything I can get you before I go to bed?” Elicia asked Damion while hugging him.

“Uh, no. I’m good,” Damion managed while trying his best to settle the butterflies in his stomach. He could feel Elicia pressing against his back and he felt incredibly self-conscious from her touch.

“I’ll let you keep studying then,” Elicia then gave Damion a peck on the cheek before releasing him from her hug. As she left his study she turned and said to him, “Don’t stay up too late.”

“I won’t,” Damion managed as he tried to get his focus back on his schoolwork.

After an hour of fruitless study, caused by him not being able to free himself of hormone-driven thoughts of Elicia, Damion headed to bed and fell asleep. Having not slept well the night before, he was able to fall asleep fairly quickly and in the morning he awoke early to the sound of Elicia speaking.

Damion recognized her voice, but not the words she was saying. Evidently she was speaking Tal and to whomever she was speaking, it sounded like neither side was happy. Damion knew he should not eavesdrop on someone’s private conversation, but since he guessed Elicia was speaking with her grandfather about him, he figured it would be best if he knew what was said. Too bad he did not speak Tal.

While Damion had not completed the quest from the Magic System to learn Tal, he figured it was only a matter of time. As long as he could learn a few words, Damion knew the Magic System would take care of the rest. He just needed to keep listening and hope he could figure out a few words.
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                When Elicia finished speaking she burst out of her room, tears in her eyes. Damion guessed she was probably coming out to start preparations for breakfast. She was stunned when she saw Damion already up, standing not too far from her room as if he had been waiting for her.

What stunned Damion was not the tears in her eyes, but that when Elicia opened the door, she was not wearing one of her usual black uniforms or even her exercise outfit. She wore only a loose shirt with no bra and a pair of white underwear. When Elicia fully registered that Damion was standing there, staring at her in her sleeping clothes, her face turned red, and she quickly slammed her bedroom door closed.

After a while, Elicia still had not come out of her room and Damion felt it was partially his fault. It was almost time for them to start their normal morning run, but Elicia had not come out or made any sounds from her room. Deciding to take the initiative, Damion knocked on her door.

“Elicia, are you alright?”

“I’m fine. Why don’t you start your run without me. I’ll get breakfast ready.”

Damion decided it was best to let Elicia have her space and went on his morning run. By the time he got back, Elicia was fully dressed and had set breakfast out on the table. Damion sat down and started eating. Neither he nor Elicia said anything throughout breakfast and as the time was nearing for Damion to head to class he decided to break the silence.

“Was it your grandfather you were speaking to this morning?”

“Oh. Um. Yes. He was wanting an update.”

“And?”

“And what? You heard didn’t you?” Elicia said, annoyance seeping into her voice.

“I don’t speak Tal.”

“What? If you don’t speak Tal how do you even know the language is called Tal? To everyone else it’s just the noble tongue. We never talk to outsiders about it.”

“I read about it in an old book,” Damion lied. There was no way he could explain to Elicia about the Magic System giving him a quest to learn Tal. “You could always teach it to me though.”

Elicia did not have a counter argument for Damion’s lie and while she doubted he could have read about Tal in a book she had no alternative explanation for where Damion would have learned the name of the language but not learn the language itself.

“People that aren’t born noble are not allowed to learn the language,” Elicia told him. “Grandfather was disappointed that I had not managed to bed you yet and told me I am running out of time before he replaces me.”

“Don’t I get a say in all this?” Damion questioned.

“What do you mean?”

“You were assigned to me by your grandfather, but it was technically the academy that hired you and gave you the position as my attendant right?”

“Technically, yes. But in reality it is the noble families who decide on the assignments of attendants.”

“But are elite students required to accept the attendant?”

“What do you mean?”

“If I was from a noble family, my family would have assigned me an attendant and the school would have accepted that person correct?”

“Of course.”

“Then, why can’t I just hire you as my attendant. Wouldn’t the school or the Headmaster, more precisely, be forced to accept you?”

“That… that’s brilliant,” Elicia said as she realized that what Damion proposed would essentially release her from her family’s control. Sure, they would try to rope her back in, but she was certain she could resist that temptation.

“Do you want to go tell gramps that you quit? Then, I can go tell him I hired you.”

“It will probably be best if we wait until he actually dismisses me for failure. Once he does that he will personally kick me out of the family. If we wait until that happens, when you hire me back, he will have no recourse. If I leave the family on my own, they can try and say I did not have permission to leave and try to force me back.”

“I’ll let you decide on how and when to break the news to him. Come on. I don’t want to be late to Teft’s class.”

Damion and Elicia went through the rest of the day without mentioning the Headmaster or his desire for Elicia to entrap Damion. The rest of the school week went by uneventfully. When it was finally the weekend, Damion headed to the battle simulator to give himself some real experience with his new spells.

Damion set the battle simulator to wild encounters. He had practiced plenty of times on progressive encounters, but Damion found the slow buildup of combat sequences too simplistic. Real combat seldom gave you a chance to learn your opponent’s weaknesses before presenting a real challenge.

The wild encounters mode allowed Damion to roam fictional landscapes in search of Ferocious Beasts. Today he was actually going through the recreation of a B Rank dungeon. Ordinarily, the battle simulator would not allow anyone to challenge anything of a higher Rank, but Damion was able to convince Mage Teft that he needed to pit himself against more than just C Rank threats.

The dungeon the battle simulator placed Damion in was called the Silent Valley. This B Rank dungeon consisted of a long-forested valley filled with numerous Demonic Beasts that moved and attacked silently anything that made the slightest noise. The most eerie thing about this dungeon was not the silence, but the fog in which everything unfolded. The entire dungeon was blanketed in a thick fog, stopping anyone from seeing more than five meters ahead of them.

The battle simulator started Damion at one end of the valley. The guardian for the dungeon was located at the other end of the valley. As one traveled through the valley the Demonic Beasts would get stronger and stronger until finally all that was left would be the B Rank Guardian.

Damion had an advantage over most people trying to make their way through the thick fog of this dungeon. With True Sight he could see clearly for up to 50 meters and no matter how silent the Demonic Beasts moved his passive spell still allowed him to see them through the fog. However, since they were not real Demonic Beasts he could not tell their Ranks with True Sight, but since he was able to spot them when they believed themselves hidden, he still had a huge advantage.

Moving as stealthily as he was able, Damion made his way through the valley. The first Demonic Beasts Damion encountered were just F Rank. With his Ice Sword in his hand, he was able to make quick work of the feline Demonic Beasts, as agile as they were, they were no match for his blade.

As Damion moved deeper into the valley he began to learn from his mistakes. He was able to reduce the noise he made while walking through the forest, but even with his improvements, he was still making too much noise. The Demonic Beasts were still able to find him and attack him, not that Damion minded, these Demonic Beasts he was encountering were still too weak to offer a challenge.

When Damion began encountering D Rank Demonic Beasts he started to exercise more caution. Moving slower, trying harder to mask his footsteps on the forest floor, but it did not make a difference. He could not eliminate all the sounds he made. Even standing perfectly still he still attracted Demonic Beasts. It took him a little while to realize, but Damion came to understand that his breath, even his heartbeat could be heard by the Demonic Beasts.

Once he realized no matter how quiet he was, he would attract Demonic Beasts, he stopped trying to be quiet. A single stomp of his foot would bring every Demonic Beast within 100 meters, which Damion figured out was more useful than being silent.
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                Damion’s stomp brought a half dozen Demonic Beasts towards him. Like the other Demonic Beasts he had already encountered in this dungeon, they were all feline Demonic Beasts. Tace Panthers, Damion recalled the large lean cats were called, they made up nearly the entirety of the silent valley dungeon.

Different patterns indicated their Rank. Light brown meant they were F Rank, dark brown E Rank. The D Ranks that Damion was currently facing were light brown with black spots. C Ranks would be dark brown with black strips. The kings of this jungle were the B Rank Tace Panthers and were solid black.

The Tace Panthers were not naturally silent hunters or even exceptionally talented at moving quietly, they had a Sound affinity. These Demonic Beasts used their affinity to dampen the sound of their movements. At D Rank they could actually emit a field around them that nullified all the sound around them. For D Rank Tace Panthers the field had about a two meter radius, but at C Rank it jumped to five meters and B Rank had a radius of ten meters.

For mages the most dangerous thing about Tace Panthers was not that they could move silently because of the field they created, but that the field could prevent mages from casting spells. Mages that had not mastered silent casting would find that inside the soundless field of the Tace Panthers they could not speak and thus they could not call out their spells.

Some of the noble families actually used this ability of the Tace Panthers to train their young in silent casting. The Demonic Beasts did not have any abilities to attack from range thus if they were caged then their sound nullification field could be used to force mages to practice silent casting.

Damion eyed the six D Rank Tace Panthers as they approached. The first one leapt at him from about three meters away, but he was able to easily slice it in two with his Ice Sword. The first Demonic Beast’s body had not even hit the ground when two jumped towards Damion from the opposite side.

Of the two Tace Panthers attacking this time Damion blocked the attack of one with his Ice Shield and swatted it aside. The other cat he slashed with his Ice Sword, leaving it with a gash down its side. The injured Demonic Beast fled back into the fog filled forest to nurse its wounds, leaving Damion with three other D Rank Tace Panthers to face.

These three kept their distance from him. Watching him from the fog, confident that it hid them from Damion’s gaze even as he looked right at them. True Sight allowed him to see fine in the fog, letting him know exactly where the three watchful predators were.

Since these three Demonic Beasts were not attacking, Damion threw his Ice Sword out and let it fly out past the Tace Panthers. The Demonic Beasts did not pay any attention to his Ice Sword as it flew past them. They had no fear of it since it did not appear to be flying at any of them, but once it was behind them, Damion commanded his Ice Sword to strike.

The Ice Sword flew back quickly piercing through the chest of one Demonic Beast. Damion then commanded the sword to spin and it slashed through the throats of the other two Demonic Beasts before they even realized what happened.

The six D Rank Demonic Beasts taken care of, Damion moved further into the valley. He knew it would not be long before C Rank Tace Panthers started appearing in his path, which was exactly what he had been waiting for. The entire point of him having the battle simulator recreate the silent valley dungeon was so he would have plenty of dangerous C Rank Demonic Beasts to fight. Of course, he was eager to test himself against a B Rank Demonic Beast as well.

After Damion traveled about 200 meters down the valley and killed another dozen D Rank Tace Panthers he encountered a group of C Rank Demonic Beasts. This group of Demonic Beasts consisted of four very large Tace Panthers.

The first one leapt at him from behind. If not for Damion wearing his normal armor with the glyphs powered and having the additional protection from the artifacts equipped through the Magic System, his battle simulator run would have ended right then. Even with his armor the Tace Panther’s claws dug into the flesh of his back.

Damion spun quickly when he felt the Tace Panther’s impact, minimizing the attacks effectiveness as much as possible. The Demonic Beast was slung off his back, landing a few meters away on its feet, ready to strike at Damion again.

The moment the first Tace Panther landed on the ground, two others leapt at Damion. When he saw these two Demonic Beasts coming at him, he dove out of their path. As he rolled to his feet he cast a quick Ice Shard, catching one of the two in its flank. The Tace Panther Damion hit fell to the ground while the other regrouped with the remaining three Demonic Beasts.

Damion threw out his Ice Sword at the group of Demonic Beasts causing them to scatter. While the Ice Sword was flying out, he cast Ice Shard at one of the Tace Panthers. His Ice Shard missed, but it kept the Demonic Beasts from wanting to move in too close and also kept their attention on him instead of on his Ice Sword that was now circling back towards them.

As the Ice Sword flew back to him, it cut through one of the Tace Panthers. Damion directed his Ice Sword towards one of the two remaining Demonic Beasts, but the Tace Panthers dodged out of its path faster than he could redirect his Ice Sword towards them.

One of the Demonic Beasts closed in on Damion, pouncing at him. He raised his Ice Shield, blocking the Tace Panther’s claws on the edge of the shield. With his focus on the Tace Panther in front of his face, his control of his Ice Sword faltered, leaving the sword to fall to the ground.

Damion channeled more mana into his Ice Shield, reinforcing it against the Tace Panther’s attack, while also encrusting the Demonic Beast’s claws in the ice. With the Demonic Beast temporarily trapped, Damion grabbed hold of it with his free hand and cast Icy Grasp. His spell quickly overwhelmed the Demonic Beast’s defenses killing it.

Before Damion could locate the last Tace Panther, he was knocked to the ground by the Demonic Beast. His hands reacted by instinct and caught the Tace Panther by the neck before it could sink its teeth into his neck. As the two rolled across the forest floor, Damion cast Icy Grasp again killing the last of the C Rank Demonic Beasts.

Getting to his feet, Damion channeled mana into his belt of purification to get rid of the simulated dirt and blood off his clothing. When the battle simulator ended, everything created by it would vanish, leaving Damion’s act of cleaning himself off pointless, but it was habit.

Damion looked at his handiwork and recalled his Ice Sword to his hand as he looked towards the end of silent valley. There was not a set number of Demonic Beasts in any dungeon, but he had a feeling he was nearing the limit of this one. Damion suspected there might be a few more C Rank Demonic Beasts lurking outside of the range True Sight and after that he would encounter either B Rank champions or the B Rank guardian of the dungeon.

            

    
        Chapter 166 – Sound Attacks

    
    
    
    
                Damion stomped his foot a few times and waited to see if the noise attracted more Demonic Beasts. When nothing showed up Damion supposed he had either killed or driven off all the Demonic Beasts in the immediate area. It seemed it was time to move to the end of the valley.

Knowing that the next Demonic Beasts he would encounter would likely be B Rank Tace Panthers, Damion moved forward cautiously. His goal was not to try and be completely silent, like it had been at the beginning of the simulator run, instead Damion was moving cautiously to try and spot the B Rank Demonic Beasts before they spotted him.

As Damion neared the end of the silent valley he began to worry when the inevitable attack from the dungeon guardian would come. When all the sound in the area went eerily silent he knew he was about to be attacked. Damion raised his Ice Shield, ready to block whatever attack the B Rank Tace Panther sent his way.

Unfortunately, Damion was not prepared for the B Rank guardian’s attack. The silence of silent valley ended in a split second and bombarded him. To Damion it felt as if all the sound of the valley had been sucked up and then shot at him through a cannon. His head ached and he began feeling nauseated. If the sound blast had not ended after only a few seconds he likely would have been barfing up what was left of his lunch. As it was Damion was left stunned on the ground, completely defenseless against whatever attack the Tace Panther might use next.

Damion tried to sit up and focus his eyes, but all he could see was a blur coming towards him. Raising his Ice Shield, he tried to block, but before he could everything froze for a moment and then vanished. He then found himself standing back in the battle simulator.

“Your allotted time has expired. Would you like to use points to add more time?” the battle simulator asked in its mechanical voice.

“No,” Damion said. Even if he was willing to spend his points to continue in the dungeon simulation, he knew he stood no chance against the B Rank Tace Panther.

When Damion left the battle simulator he found Mage Teft waiting for him with Elicia.

“How was it?” Mage Teft asked.

“A lot more challenging than I thought. I knew there was a big power gap between me and B Rank Demonic Beasts, but I didn’t think it would be that vast.”

“The difference is vaster than you think.”

“What do you mean?” Damion questioned.

“The Tace Panther you were fighting with there at the end was only a mid C Rank.”

“What? That one was only mid C Rank? But that attack it used, none of the other Tace Panthers used an attack like that.”

“Most Tace Panthers prefer to fight with their teeth and claws. This one either knew it was not a physical match for you or perhaps it saw you battling its companions. Whatever the reasoning was, it attacked using its Sound affinity, which as you can see can be quite disorienting.”

“I see. Is there a way to defend against such a broad attack?” Damion asked. The Sound attack he was hit with was not a tangible attack, he could not block it or dodge it, but there had to be some way to defend against such attacks.

“The easiest way to avoid being hit with Sound type attacks is to not listen,” Mage Teft said with a mischievous smile.

“Is there a better method than just plugging my ears?”

“Earplugs maybe,” Elicia suggested with a grin.

“Ha, ha,” Damion retorted. “Stop messing around. How am I supposed to block an attack that isn’t physical?”

“Despite not being an attack you can see, Sound affinity attacks are not nonphysical attacks.”

Damion took a moment to think about what Mage Teft was telling him. Remembering back to science lessons on Earth Damion recalled that sound is a type of energy created by vibrations. The Tace Panthers’ attack must create a large amount of sound waves that caused his disorientation. The sound nullification field must be caused by the Tace Panthers somehow countering or dissipating the sound waves around them.

From those lessons Damion remembered that sound waves could not travel through a vacuum. Sound needed a medium to travel, thus Sound affinity attacks needed that as well. However, he had no way to create a vacuum. The more practical option would be to create a barrier to block the sound waves or redirect them. Even if Damion could not completely block a Sound affinity attack, if he created a barrier it would diminish the attack’s power.

“I need a barrier type spell. With that I can still block or at the very least diminish the power of a Sound affinity attack.”

“Very good,” Mage Teft congratulated Damion. “There are two other methods you should be aware of.”

“Two others?” Damion paused for a moment to give Mage Teft’s statement some thought. “One should be to use another Sound affinity attack to nullify the attack directed at me.”

“Very good,” Mage Teft said. “Without a Sound affinity yourself, countering a Sound affinity attack is no easy feat. Even if you do get a Sound affinity artifact, it is not easy to precisely counter a Sound attack. Now, what would be the last method?”

“Distance,” Damion said after a long moment of silence. “The further sound travels the weaker it becomes. If I attack from range I should be able to minimize the effect a Sound affinity attack has on me.”

“Excellent. Now go get yourself cleaned up. Also, I recommend you head into the city this weekend and replace your armor. That D Rank armor is too low rank for you. If it keeps taking C Rank attacks it is going to completely fail at some point and get you killed.”

Damion looked down at his chest and understood what Mage Teft meant. He’d been using this Scorch Asp skin armor for several years now. Up until the beast wave it had served him well. But during the cleanup after the beast wave he took a hit from the Deinosuchus and that damaged his armor. Since then he has taken a few hits from various Ferocious and Demonic Beasts, including those in the battle simulator, which despite being a simulation still delivered real attacks capable of injuring him, or in this case, damaging his armor further.

“Yes ma’am,” Damion answered. He would have preferred to go back to Leland’s and have the man make him a new set of armor. However, Damion guessed if he did contact Leland and place an order, the sly businessman would charge him an arm and a leg to ship the armor to Argentum.

Mage Teft did not stick around to offer any further suggestions to Damion, leaving him and Elicia to make their way back to their dormitory. Once he was back in the dorm he decided to follow Mage Teft’s suggestion and began to make plans to head into Argentum tomorrow to place an order for new armor, but first he had to find an artificer that could do the work. Damion just hoped whoever he found would not overcharge him.

            

    
        Chapter 167 – Amos Flannery

    
    
    
    
                “Do you have any suggestions for a good artificer?” Damion asked Elicia as he scrolled through the business listings on his tablet.

“There are a number of artificers in Argentum, but I’m afraid I don’t know much about any of them. Our family has its own artificer and if he isn’t able to make what was needed the elders would handle special requests.”

“Must be nice to have someone capable of crafting artifacts on the payroll,” Damion said, more to himself than to Elicia.

“It isn’t like I ever had anything made for me. If not for becoming your attendant I would not even have the basic set of family armor I do.”

“Sorry, just thinking out loud,” Damion quickly apologized. “Will you have to give back your artifacts when you leave the family?”

“Most likely. I don’t know of anyone ever actually leaving the family. I’m sure there have been some that have quietly slipped away or been pushed out, but no one ever talks about it. So, I don’t really know what to expect.”

“In that case, perhaps I will have to have a set of artifacts made for you as well.”

“What? No, you don’t have to do that.”

“After you get fired and I rehire you, I will have to pay you right?”

“I suppose,” Elicia answered softly.

“Then I’ll pay you with the artifacts. I don’t know how much attendants make, but a set of C Rank artifacts should cover your salary for the rest of the school year.”

“That will more than cover my pay. You don’t need to worry about me. I can get my own artifacts once I start working as an adventurer.”

“You’ll have an easier time if you go in with artifacts. Don’t worry about the cost. I worked as an adventurer for three years. I have enough saved up to get you a decent set of gear.”

“Fine,” Elicia said, giving up on arguing with Damion. “But just D Rank. I won’t be able to make good use of C Rank artifacts for a long time.”

“If that is what you want,” Damion said as he finally located an artificer close to the school’s entrance to Argentum. Quality Surplus Artifacts was the name. With a name like that Damion did not hold out much hope of finding suitable artifacts, but it was the closest and he figured if this store did not have what he needed he could always move on to the next store.

In the morning, after his normal run, Damion and Elicia headed towards the front entrance of the school. With his armor loaded in his adventurer backpack, they set off. Mage Teft was not giving them a ride to the city today, but that was fine. On weekends there were a number of students that went into the city for various reasons and because of this a ground car service was provided. Every hour a large ground car that reminded Damion of a bus came by and picked up or dropped off students at the school gates.

Some students were headed into the city to buy things, like Damion, some to blow off steam and some to do things they were not allowed to in school. Whatever the reason for the other students going to the city, Damion could care less, he was just glad he would not have to walk.

Once in Argentum, Damion and Elicia headed to Quality Surplus Artifacts, which was not far from where they were dropped off. When he saw the store he could not help but compare it to Leland’s shop back in Saung. Leland decorated in bright colors and the style of many of his artifacts reflected his abundant personality. This store, however, was a hodgepodge of artifacts. Some were in good condition, while others looked quite old and some, Damion thought, might possibly be defective.

The displays around the shop likely presented the best the store had to offer, which left Damion wondering if he should just turn around and leave. Every artifact in the store looked like it had been through years of abuse. He could not help but wonder if the store procured their merchandise by picking up artifacts left by the dead after a beast wave.

“Welcome. Welcome,” a man with black hair and silver eyes happily greeted them as they entered the store. “I am Amos Flannery. Owner, Operator and Chief Artificer. What might I be able to help you young adventurers with this fine day.”

“I’m looking for a set of C Rank armor for myself and a set of D Rank armor for my companion.”

“Sets are hard to come by. Unless made all at once. And who has the time for that! Just look at my inventory. So many things to repair. Pick out a few. If it is damaged I’ll fix it up for you. So, pay no attention to the condition of the pieces. I only fix them up once they are ready to sell.”

Damion did as the man suggested and looked around. He was not impressed by what he saw. With True Sight he could see the Rank of all these artifacts. Most were E Rank, with a few D Rank artifacts mixed in. Damion did spot a few pieces of C Rank gear, but they were heavily damaged and not in good condition.

“Do you not make any artifacts yourself?” Damion asked as he kept looking, but found almost everything in the shop was damaged.

Damion did not know much about creating artifacts, but he was certain a number of these pieces were damaged beyond repair. The more he looked, the more he felt like he was at a yard sale, or better yet, a junkyard.

Elicia was having the same thoughts and as she looked around she could not help but wrinkle her nose at the poor state of the artifacts.

“Who has the time to make something new. I take old pieces and make them like new. Very rough work you know. Not a lot of time to make something from scratch. Find anything you like?”

“How much would it cost to repair this?” Damion asked as he took his Scorch Asp chest piece out from his bag.

When Flannery saw the armor piece in Damion’s hands he rushed over and quickly began examining it. The armor had a few holes and a number of scratches and gouges across its surface but was still in better condition than most of the artifacts in the store.

“A fine piece. I’ll buy it from you for 1 gold,” Flannery announced as he reached into his pockets presumably to find his wallet.

“I’d like it repaired if you can,” Damion said as the man continued to search his pockets.

“Hmm… Scorch Asp leather. The enchantments are all intact. I’ll repair it for 2 gold!” Flannery said happily as he tried to pull the artifact from Damion’s hands.

“For two gold I could commission a new piece from its maker,” Damion said holding firmly to his armor. “How about this. I have the rest of the set of this armor in my bag. The other pieces are almost all in near perfect condition. But they are sized to me. If you can repair this chest piece and the others and resize the whole set to fit my friend here, I’ll pay you three gold.”

“Let me see the full set first. Can’t agree without examining the other pieces. I’ve made bad deals before on sight-unseen deals,” Flannery said as he shoved a pile of artifacts off a nearby table to make room for Damion’s artifacts.

“Not a problem,” Damion moved to the table and placed his entire set of armor on it.

Flannery quickly started picking up each piece of gear in turn. Examining each carefully before putting them back on the table. They were, as Damion claimed all nearly in perfect condition, just one of the vambraces had a hole. The rest merely a few scratches here and there, but no actual damage.

“This is great work. Very nice.” Flannery continued to mumble to himself as he examined the artifacts. “Alright I agree. Let me get my measuring tape.”

Flannery quickly ran to the back of his shop and returned a moment later with a measuring tape and began measuring Damion. Before he could tell the man he was measuring the wrong person, Flannery stopped and gave him a curious look.

“These don’t need to be resized for you.”

“They need to be resized for her,” Damion said pointing to Elicia who was silently watching the whole affair.

“Right. They would need some reworking to fit her. Just a moment!” Flannery then set about measuring Elicia who was giving Damion a pleading look to get this mad man away from her.

“How long will it take you to repair the chest piece and resize the others?” Damion asked after Flannery finished measuring Elicia and started measuring the artifacts.

“Just a few hours. Come back after lunch. I should have it ready for you by then,” Flannery said waving them away.

Damion was hesitant to leave his old armor with this man, but Flannery appeared to care about his work a great deal, even if the content of his store did not show it, so Damion believed he would not sully his reputation by stealing.

“On to the next shop I guess,” Damion told Elicia after they left Quality Surplus Artifacts.

            

    
        Chapter 168 – Sidewalks and Trams

    
    
    
    
                The next few stores Damion visited were small artifact shops that seemed to be family owned. They each had pieces of C Rank armor for sale, but none of them had complete sets and C Rank artifacts were the limit of what they produced.

Damion recalled a few years back when Arica had met Leland. She had suggested Leland move to a White Zone with his business because his quality of work was superb. Leland, however, was not so enthusiastic as he would be in a more competitive environment. He could not help but feel these smaller artificer shops were forced not to make anything above C Rank for fear of being squashed by a few large shops that Damion had a feeling were owned by the noble families. When he expressed his guess on this to Elicia, she confirmed it.

“The four most powerful families each have an artificer shop. The families don’t usually completely own it, but they usually have a controlling share in the business,” Elicia explained.

“And all the other shops in town they either shut down or prevent from making high-quality artifacts.”

“First, they try and recruit the talented artificer to their stores. If that doesn’t work, then they tend to be a little more forceful.”

“And the Justiciars don’t intervene?” Damion asked.

The Justiciar Order’s core responsibility is law and order. They are responsible for keeping adventurers in check and bringing to justice people of any Rank that break the law. Damion found it hard to believe none of these small shops had never sought assistance from the Order when one of the noble families made an attempt to put them out of business.

“The Order prevents the noble families from overtly breaking the law and forcefully shutting down the small shops. But small shops that don’t adhere to the nobles’ rule of not producing high ranking artifacts find themselves not able to purchase the needed materials for making artifacts.”

“Because the noble families also control the trade companies,” Damion surmised.

“Precisely.”

“They can’t control everything though, right?” Damion asked as he looked at his terminal trying to figure out which of the four artificer shops that advertised B Rank belonged to which family. There were hundreds of shops on the list, but most were small shops, so he filtered the list by what the stores were offering to try to find what he was looking for. The last thing Damion wanted to do was go to the shop owned by the Thorn family.

If Damion had not filtered the list, and just scrolled through all the stores, he likely would have found a shop he would be interested in visiting: Teft Artifacts and Adventurer Supplies. As it was though, he never saw the store name on his list as he searched.

"The Sorin, Moretti, Caplan and Thorn families are the largest of the noble families. They each control a number of smaller noble families as well.”

“I knew a Justiciar in Saung named Mathis Moretti, think he is related to the Moretti family here?”

“Probably. The Moretti’s tend to push their less talented mages and knights into public service. Makes them seem more altruistic, but really, they are just building up their powerbase.”

“Any idea which shop I should go to?” Damion asked. He still had not figured out who owned which shop.

“The Thorn’s shop is Rosebud’s Artifacts,” Elicia said looking at the list of shops Damion had pulled up. “The Sorin family controls Clear Sky. Fire’s Hammer belongs solely to the Moretti’s and Calm Sea is the Caplan families.”

“Well, I know which to avoid. No way am I going to Rosebud’s. And Clear Sky might be awkward for you and complicate things if I go in and get a discount but still refuse to join them. That leaves the Moretti family and the Caplan family.”

“The Moretti’s focus on Fire affinity artifacts while the Caplan’s focus on Water. Being an Ice user, they would likely have armor you are more compatible with.”

“Sounds like a plan, but they are on the other side of the city,” Damion said after pulling up the location on his tablet.

“Follow me,” Elicia said leading Damion to a staircase leading down into the sidewalk.

At first Damion was wondering where they were going, but then he remembered that running under the sidewalks was a sort of train network. The stairway Elicia was taking him down must run down to their platform.

Damion’s guess proved correct, and Elicia led him into train car that could fit about ten people, though right now it was only the two of them. Damion did not see a map, or a list of stops and he was about to ask Elicia how they would know when they should get off to transfer to another line when she spoke the address for Calm Sea. The train car sudden took off along the underside of the sidewalk.

Behind them, Damion could see the rest of what he thought was the train. It turned out each compartment could move on its own. As Damion looked around, he noticed Elicia was holding onto a handle, similar to the ones in Manager Halsey’s ground car and he realized the train needed magic to run so he grabbed hold of another handle.

“You’ve never ridden on the public tram system, have you?” Elicia asked as she watched Damion as he looked at everything he could.

“Nope. My first time in a White Zone was when Teft brought me to the school. Seeing the huge buildings and all the air cars was amazing. When we did the labyrinth run last week, we took the ground car straight there. This is only my third time in the city.”

“Each tram can take you wherever the sidewalks run in the city. You shouldn’t have to ever walk more than a few blocks to find a station.”

“What happens if there are no trams at a station? How long do you have to wait for one to show up?”

“The city has a system in place where the trams will get redistributed if one station starts running low on trams.”

“How do the sidewalks support the trams without structural support? Especially when they cross streets from one side to another?”

“Why ask me? I’m not an artificer,” Elicia told him.

“Oh, right. Sorry, my dad was an architect. He liked designing things, but he wasn’t a mage, so I don’t really get magic construction.”

“All the trams and all the sidewalks are artifacts. I don’t know what kind of enchantments they have, but I do know they don’t fall because of the enchantments makes them weightless. So they don’t need a lot of supports to hold them up.”

“Weightless, floating or anti-gravity?” Damion asked quickly as he eyed the underside of the sidewalk their tram was traveling under.

“What’s the difference?”

“Weightless, would mean the enchantments makes them weigh nothing. So, anyone could pick them up and move them around. Floating means they are enchanted to fly, but only stay in one place. They probably didn’t enchant them that way, it would likely cost too much mana,” Damion trailed off as he considered the possibilities of these trams and sidewalks on Earth.

“And anti-gravity?” Elicia asked, snapping Damion back to reality.

“Oh, well anti-gravity would mean they are enchanted to either ignore or reverse the effects of gravity. So, instead of constantly being pulled towards the ground, they can float.”

“How is that different than a floating or flying enchantment?”

“Flying enchantments cause motion. They force you to move through the air. Anti-gravity enchantments counteract the motion of the gravity pulling you down.”

“Well, I’m glad to see you have been paying attention in Professor Heinrick’s class. But I still can’t tell you which it is. Or even if it is any of them. You can probably ask the Professor though. I’m sure he will appreciate you trying to solve the puzzle. This is our stop.”
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                The tram came to a halt at a station, letting Damion and Elicia step out and walk up the stairway to the sidewalk. After a quick look in either direction along the sidewalk, Elicia motioned the direction they needed to go.

The pair walked past a few store fronts before stopping in front of Calm Sea. The windows of the store had been enchanted to make it seem you were looking out at over the ocean from the shoreline with gentle waves rolling onto the beach. As Damion watched the waves roll in he could not help but think of his time in the labyrinth. The floor in the labyrinth that had an ocean seemed so real, but here looking at the enchanted window Damion realized that most likely neither fake representation captured the true vastness of the ocean.

“Why does the ocean fascinate you?” Elicia asked Damion as he continued to stare at the enchanted windows.

“When you look across, doesn’t it leave you with the desire to find out what is on the other side?”

“Not really.”

“What do you feel then?”

“Fear,” Elicia answered. When Damion gave her a questioning look she elaborated. “There are supposedly a number of dungeons that have opened at the bottom of the ocean. Because of that, the oceans are the source of numerous beast waves. Luckly, most water beasts can’t survive on land, but that does not help the people who try to make their living by the water.”

“I see your point,” Damion said feeling a little disappointed in Elicia’s lack of vision.

Damion’s desire to explore was only driven stronger by the existence of an ocean that no one had explored. Or more precisely, returned from exploring. Elicia was correct that the oceans were treacherous, only fishermen braved the waves and even then, never more than a few hundred meters from the shore. There were no merchant ships traveling between ports, even the rivers of Nerotath were dangerous since Ferocious Beasts and Demonic Beasts often traveled up rivers from the ocean.

These dangers made the waters of the world the most dangerous and least explored places. Which made Damion want to explore them first.

Having daydreamed enough, Damion entered Calm Sea and began looking around at the displays of artifacts. Few artifacts were below C Rank and those few that were below C Rank appeared to be artifacts for specialized functions, like smokeless firepits for campfires.

Damion gravitated towards the armor section and began looking for a set of armor that suited his fighting style. Since he only had Ice Shard and Ice Sword as spells he could attack with from range, Damion felt it was best to stay with a set of armor like he had been wearing for years.

After the Magic System unlocked and Damion gained Ice Shard, his fighting style had changed a bit. However, now he had Ice Sword, and he felt like his style should be more of a hybrid style. Close fighting but having the ability to do ranged strikes as well.

When Damion stopped in front of a mannequin wearing a B Rank white leather cuirass a female store clerk with long black hair appeared seemingly from nowhere to offer her assistance.

“This is quite a nice set of armor. Made from the leather of a Snow Bull of the southern plains. It excels at protecting the wearer from the cold and has a strong resistance to Fire affinity attacks as well. My name is Afifa, would you like to see the rest of the set?”

“I’m not sure I can afford an entire set of B Rank armor. And while my Ice affinity seems to draw me to this armor, the white coloring stands out far too much.”

“It is a bold armor choice, but memorable. Think of how everyone will remember your white armor as you move through the wilds. And when they see you fight, they will always remember the armor.”

“I’m fairly memorable myself,” Damion said as he resisted the urge to point at his light blue hair. “What C Rank armors do you have for a mage that fights at close range?”

“We have quite the selection of armor for spellswords. Most mages prefer just a chest piece or an enchanted robe to throw over their whole body. Since spellswords like to fight close, most knight armor is acceptable for them. Do you have a color preference?”

Damion ignored the clerk’s thinly veiled mockery and carefully considered what kind of armor he was looking for. Having used the fire attack glyph on his sword for many years and seen its effect on people, Damion felt having protection against fire was one of his main priorities. However, since he had Ice Shield and now Ice Wall, he felt it might not be as necessary.

“What do you have in the way of C Rank armor that will offer protection against direct blows from Demonic Beasts?”

“We have a wide array of armors crafted from magic metals such as Aurichalcum, Mithril and Adamantine. Would you prefer something solid, plated, studded or woven?”

Thinking back to what Ethan had once told him, the more armor you wore the more it would slow you down. Damion had never worn metal armor, it had always been leather and fairly flexible. It did not offer the most protection, but with his ample mana capacity and regeneration, keeping the wards on the armor fully charged had never been an issue.

“I would prefer leather reinforced with either Blue Steel or Adamantine,” Damion told the clerk. “I like being as flexible as possible and want to avoid adding too much weight.”

“In that case, let me suggest a cuirass made from layered Deinosuchus leather,” Afifa said as she led Damion to another mannequin which was wearing a dark red leather cuirass. “There are two layers of Deinosuchus leather, the outer possesses protection glyphs while the inner has comfort glyphs, so the armor always fits just right. Between the layers is a mesh of Mithril. More costly than Adamantine or Blue Steel, but since the Mithril can be refined into thin threads without losing strength, it provides greater protection for much less weight.”

“Are the other pieces in the set made in the same manner?” Damion asked as he examined the chest piece carefully.

“Yes. Each piece features the same construction and has the same enchantments.”

“How many pieces in the set?”

“This set comes with the cuirass, boots, vambraces, and greaves. If you would like pauldrons or any additional pieces we can create them, but they would come at an additional fee.”

“How much for the four pieces?”

“12 platinum coins.”

Damion wanted to cry when he heard the cost. He could afford it, but it would eat up most of his savings. He thought briefly about asking to look at another set. Then he considered haggling, but despite the noble families having a near monopoly on the best artifacts, it was a reasonable price. In the end Damion pulled his payment card out of one of the spatial stretching pouches on his belt.

“How long will it take to resize them to fit me?” Damion asked as he tapped his payment card on the clerk’s tablet to complete his purchase.

“Just channel mana into the inner glyphs and the pieces will resize themselves. Is there anything else I can help you with today? Armor for your attendant perhaps?”

“No. I think this is all I need today,” as Damion spoke the clerk began taking the pieces of the armor and helping Damion load them into his bag.

            

    
        Chapter 170 – Green Thorn Guild

    
    
    
    
                “I’m quite jealous of your new armor,” Elicia said to Damion, once they were back on the tram headed to pick up her armor from Quality Surplus Artifacts.

“Why is that? My old armor is good quality, only D Rank, but it should still work well for you.”

“Because it has the comfort glyphs in it that will adjust the armor on the fly. You’ll never feel it pinching or rubbing in awkward places.”

“I’m sure if you save up your money from missions and doing Breaches, by the time you reach C Rank, you will be able to afford some quality armor as well.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Elicia told him. “You had it easy in your first few years. It is not easy to get into dungeon groups when you are not part of a guild. And when you are, the guild takes most of what you earn. Plus, you always went in with a Spatial mage, meaning you could take pretty much everything out of the dungeon with you.”

“I did have to do a little of the work, you know,” Damion joked.

“Not saying you didn’t. Just that you got paid a lot more than I will. And I heard you discovered a Breach. The reward for that was probably enough to pay for your new armor twice over.”

“It was only a D Rank dungeon.”

“My point is, I won’t have it as easy as you did. And after you leave Silver Spire, you probably won’t have as easy a time either.”

“You think the noble families will make it difficult for me?”

“Maybe, but you can easily move out of their reach. The noble families don’t pay any attention to Yellow Zones, and most Green Zones are beneath the notice of the larger families. Where you will run into problems is guilds. The guilds won’t want you taking missions they could do from the Association, and they certainly won’t want to let you in their dungeons.”

“I’ll just have to cross that bridge when I get to it,” Damion answered.

Before returning to Quality Surplus Artifacts, Damion had Elicia take him to an adventurer supply store to replace the rations he had lost fighting the C Rank Fire Scorpion. He had not bothered replacing the spatial stretching pouch that was destroyed in the fight. With the Magic System Inventory, Damion felt he did not need as many of the bags anymore. Just enough to keep people from questioning if he pulled something from his Inventory.

The two stepped out of the tram and headed to Quality Surplus Artifacts. When they reached the store, they found it in a bit more disarray than when they had left earlier. Most of the artifacts that had been displayed were knocked off their displays tables and were strewn about the floor.

Damion looked around briefly before he saw three large men at the back of the shop, with a terrified Amos Flannery cowering in a corner. In the hand of one of the men was the chest piece of Damion’s old armor.

“Didn’t we tell you to stop crafting high-quality work and no sets?” the man holding the chest piece said as he threw it at Flannery’s feet.

“Please. I’m telling you. I only repaired that piece.”

“If you don’t work for us, you don’t work on anything,” another of the men said.

“It was just a repair. Please, you have to believe me,” Flannery pleaded

“Hate to interrupt, but I’m here to pick up my order,” Damion said loudly to get the attention of all four men.

“Ah, my esteemed customer,” Flannery said scooping up Damion’s old armor off the floor and scrambling over to him. “The repair and adjustments you requested are finished. Please take a look.”

Flannery was obviously quite relieved to see Damion show up to take ownership of his property. What confused him the most in this situation was that these three men were D Rank, but Flannery was a B Rank mage. Damion had a hard time understanding why the store owner was letting himself get pushed around by people so much weaker than him.

“Listen kid, this has nothing to do with you. Take your armor and leave.”

“I would,” Damion said as he inspected his repaired chest piece. The work was excellent. If it were not for that the armor had been resized for Elicia, he would think it was exactly as it had been the day he bought it from Leland. “But you see, I’m quite happy with this mage’s work. And I’m thinking of investing in his store.”

Elicia’s eyes bulged when Damion said that. Never had he ever mentioned or alluded to investing in a shop. She knew full well what was going on here. These knights were sent by a guild that had been tasked by one of the noble families with making sure Flannery did not craft anything or repair anything he was not supposed to. Damion’s armor should not fall into that category since it was D Rank, but Flannery must have been working on something else that caught their attention.

“You want to invest in this junk shop?” The idea of investing in Flannery’s shop seemed to confuse the men greatly.

“I find Mage Flannery’s work to be quite exceptional. So, yes, I would.”

“I’m Haden Bell of the Green Thorn Guild,” the leader said to Damion evidently expecting Damion to know who he was or at least who his guild was.

“And I should care why?”

“Look kid, I can see you are an elite student at Silver Spire since you have your little attendant running around behind you. But don’t think your position as an elite student there can protect you from the Thorns.”

“Ah, so your guild is aligned with the Thorn family. My mistake.”

“Good to see you know your…”

Before the man could finish his sentence, Damion punched the man in the face. Knight Bell slammed into the wall at the back of the store and slumped to the floor. The other two men looked at him in stunned silence. Since their leader had just been knocked out by a single punch, they knew they did not stand a chance against Damion.

“Listen kid, I don’t know what family you are from, but your elders won’t like you messing with the balance.”

“My name is Damion Wells and I’m not from any family. However, I really don’t like bullies.”

The two remaining men looked at each other, but did not know what to do. Despite Damion’s name having been widely publicized, that was months ago. With him being at Silver Spire for schooling, it was out of sight out of mind for most of the world. His actions were watched by the higher ups with hopes of recruiting him, but the average noble family member or guild would not remember Damion’s name unless they had some invested interest in him.

“Grab Haden,” said one of the men to his companion. Then, as they were dragging Haden out the door of the store, he turned back to Damion. “You really don’t know what you’ve done.”

After the Green Thorn Guild members were out of the store, Elicia and Flannery both turned to Damion for an explanation.

“Did you pick a fight with them because they are from the Thorn family?” Elicia asked Damion when he remained silent.

“Well, I would have picked a fight with them just because they were blatantly intimidating a shopkeeper. They shouldn’t be allowed to do that.”

“Mage Wells, I really do appreciate you standing up for me, but you must realize the trouble you have caused,” Flannery said in a panic.

“I meant it when I said your work is good. I don’t actually have a lot of money to be able to invest. But I can give you a couple contacts for some friends of mine who might be willing.”

“Truly?” Flannery perked up. “Would they be willing to help me relocate? You see this dreadful White Zone atmosphere stifles my creative processes.”

“I’m sure something can be worked out. But first, why didn’t you wipe the floor with those three yourself? You are a B Rank mage. There is no reason for you to be intimidated by three D Ranks.”

“I let them have their moment and then they run along and celebrate how they intimidated me. Besides, if I, as you say, ‘wipe the floor’ with them, they will just send someone more powerful.”

“Fair enough,” Damion said as he took out his communication tablet. “This is the contact information for Demetri Leland and Ethan Hoyt. Leland has his own shop in Saung, and Ethan’s family has a shipping business. They should be able to facilitate a move or offer you a bit of backing should you want to stay.”

            

    
        Chapter 171 – New And Old Friends

    
    
    
    
                Amos Flannery continued to profusely thank Damion as he left Quality Surplus Artifacts with Elicia. Once outside the store, Damion looked around to make sure the three troublemakers were long gone before turning to Elicia.

“I think I’m going to fly back to the academy. Would you like to fly with me?”

Elicia watched silently as Damion summoned his Ice Sword in its flying configuration and then step onto it. He turned and offered his hand to Elicia to help her up, but she did not move.

“No thanks, I’ll take the ground car back.”

“I can secure your feet to the Ice Sword like I do mine. You won’t fall,” Damion told her, but the look in her eyes told him she was not interested in flying. “Its fine if you don’t want to join me. I’ll see you back at the school.”

Before Elicia could say goodbye to Damion he was gone. Flying off around the corner and up into the sky. Since her job was to look after Damion, Elicia headed to ground car stop to catch the next ground car heading to the academy.

On the way back to Silver Spire, Damion decided to test his flying skills. When he tried flying as fast as he could control his Ice Sword, he quickly realized a problem with flying, the wind. He was forced to slow down because the speed he was traveling at made it hard for him to keep his eyes open. He contemplated taking his hood and mask out of his pack. Since the mask was made to be used in deserts, it protected his eyes and would make flying much easier.

In the end, however, Damion simply flew a bit slower and pressed on towards the school. He would make better preparations the next time wanted to try a highspeed flight. Once he cleared the boundaries of Argentum and entered the school grounds he stopped and took a look back at the city. The tall colorful towers of the cityscape were quite impressive. He had read that the population of Argentum was in the tens of millions. Looking at the towering buildings, he believed it and he felt the city probably held a significant portion of the population of Nerotath.

After admiring the view, Damion started again towards Silver Spire Magic Academy. When he reached about the halfway point on his way to the academy grounds, he noticed an object in the sky coming towards him.

At first Damion thought it might be an air car, or someone that had a flying artifact, but as the object approached, he saw that it was a large bird. Pausing his flight, Damion hovered in place while he waited to see what the bird would do.

As the bird grew closer Damion considered the possibility of the bird being a Ferocious Beast or a Demonic Beast and thought he might want to head to the ground, but in the end, he decided to wait. In a few more seconds, the bird would be within range of True Sight, and he would be able to tell the strength of the bird and still have time to escape if needed.

When the bird entered his skill range, he could see it was at Rank C. With the bird flying right at him, Damion thought the bird figured he was an easy meal and readied himself to cast Ice Shard. However, as the bird got closer, he felt it looked familiar. The snow-white colored feathers with golden beak and talons along with ice blue eyes let Damion identify the bird as a Snow Hawk, since he had seen one of the rare Ferocious Beasts before.

The Snow Hawk circled around Damion in the air, letting out a few short shrill cries. As he considered the Ferocious Beasts behavior he could not help but wonder.

“Phil?” Damion questioned the Ferocious Beast.

The Snow Hawk let out a loud shriek. Damion knew the bird was answering him. It was hard to believe, especially considering the distance between Bufort and Argentum, but he was convinced this was the same Snow Hawk he had encountered several times at Galen’s farm.

“Did you come looking for me?” Damion could not help but ask, though he was not sure if he really thought the Snow Hawk would answer.

Phil let out another loud shriek and Damion started thinking that the Snow Hawk was smarter than he gave it credit. Perhaps all Ferocious Beasts were.

Damion was about to try and continue his journey to his dormitory when he noticed another person quickly moving towards him. After a few seconds, he could see it was Professor Moretti standing on an air board flying towards him.

“Mage Wells are you alright?” Professor Moretti called out.

“I’m fine, this is Phil,” Damion said as he realized why Professor Moretti was here.

The Snow Hawk let out another affirmative shriek when it heard its name.

A C Rank Ferocious Beast in the air above the school could pose a danger to the students. If it wanted, it could swoop down and injure or even kill a student before most people in the academy would even realize what happened. Most likely, the school had some sort of warning or detection system to spot Ferocious and Demonic Beasts that made their way into the school grounds. This was probably how Professor Moretti knew to come out.

“You named a Snow Hawk?” Professor Moretti questioned.

“No. A farmer living near Bufort did. Phil lived in the Benault Forest and ate the Fire Scorpions plaguing Mr. Galen’s farm.”

“And you are sure this is the same Snow Hawk?” the Professor questioned.

“Pretty sure, but it isn’t like Phil has a name tag or anything,” Damion said as Phil once again cried out at the sound of its name.

“It would seem the Ferocious Beast has formed a bond of sorts with you. Perhaps because you both have a similar affinity.” Professor Moretti said scratching his chin. “I’ll let the rest of the professors know that Phil is not hostile towards people. Though I’m not sure how the Headmaster is going to react.”

“What do you mean?”

“Headmaster Sorin has a strict policy of no Ferocious Beasts being allowed on the grounds. It stems from a case a few years ago of a young mage from a noble family who brought a pet Ferocious Beast to the academy.”

“What happened?” Damion asked curious. He had never heard of anyone keeping Ferocious Beasts as pets before.

“Accounts differ, but something caused the Ferocious Beast, a Rock Mouse, to attack a student. Some people claimed the Rock Mouse was defending its owner. Others claimed the Rock Mouse went berserk. Either way, the Headmaster disallowed all Ferocious Beasts.”

“I can probably find him a place to stay nearby. I’m not sure if he came here just to find me or was just wandering and happened upon me.”

“A Ferocious Beast normally doesn’t venture far from its hunting grounds. Either something forced it to leave, or it decided to leave with a purpose.”

“What if its hunting ground dried up?” Damion asked.

“What do you mean by, dried up?”

“I killed off a large portion of the Fire Scorpions, including a giant one that appeared to have been the one laying all the eggs. If Phil finished off the rest or more adventurers came and cleared the rest out, then Phil’s main food source would have dried up.”

“I suppose the Snow Hawk could have been searching for a new hunting ground and stumbled across you. In any event, I’ll let the faculty know that the Snow Hawk they might see around is proven friendly to humans. Just try to find it a place far enough from the grounds that it doesn’t cause any of the students to want to try and attack it.”

“That would probably be a good idea,” Damion agreed.

As far as Damion knew, Phil had never attacked people, but like any wild animal, if you attacked it, defending itself would be a normal reaction.

Damion flew for a few minutes over the perimeter wall of the academy grounds before coming to a small stream running through a meadow. The place looked quite nice, and he figured where there was water, there was sure to be wildlife. After landing, Damion thought this would make a good home for Phil.

“Phil, stay here in the meadow. See if you can find food around here. Don’t go up to the school. I’ll come visit you when I have time.” Damion told the bird that landed on the ground next to him. ‘Great, I’m already talking to it like it knows what I’m saying.’

Despite his doubts, Phil let out a small cry and flew over to a tree near the edge of the meadow. Seeing that Phil was settled, Damion climbed onto his Ice Sword and flew back to the school.

For the next few weeks, Damion would travel to the meadow every weekend to visit Phil. He had tried to visit the Ferocious Beast during the week, but he was not allowed out of the school grounds during the week. Despite being able to fly, Damion was intercepted by a teacher the few times he attempted to sneak out. The Snow Hawk seemed genuinely pleased to see him each time he visited. After the first visit, Elicia started to relax around the Phil, though she was still rather nervous, it looked like she would also become friends with the Ferocious Beast.

            

    
        Chapter 172 – Back To The Labyrinth

    
    
    
    
                Midterm break finally arrived and Damion felt his preparations for his next excursion into the labyrinth were complete. Despite Mage Teft and his other teachers wanting him to form another team, Damion had less than stellar luck doing so.

All the students at the school were too much weaker than he was, and were unable to keep up with him, and Damion wondered if he would have the same trouble with the adventurers who accepted his mission from the Association. Elicia had elected to remain behind, and Damion did not specifically contact Arica, so it was no surprise to him that she was not on the list of applicants he reviewed for his team.

Of all the people that Damion reviewed for his team, he only knew one name, Joseph Blythe. The D Rank Light mage he had been in the desert dungeon a few months back with. The other members of Damion’s team ended up being a C Rank knight, Peter Macmillan. Two C Rank mages, Dustin Grier a Wind mage and Kevin Sooter a Fire mage. With the last member of the team being the only Spatial affinity mage to apply George Kripke at E Rank.

After arriving at the labyrinth entrance in Argentum and everyone had gone through a round of introductions, Damion led the team into the shimmering portal of the labyrinth’s entrance. Since all their combat members were at C Rank, none of the team wanted to bother with the low Rank floors and they quickly speed through the floors, pausing only so Mage Blythe and Mage Kripke could catch their breath.

The journey to the tenth floor had only minimal interruptions from the few D Rank beasts the group encountered on floors eight and nine. Once they arrived on the tenth floor Damion was surprised to find most of the Ash Eagles had already been killed, including the floor guardian. His group did not see another team in the area, which meant the other party had likely moved on to the eleventh floor.

“Should we move on to the eleventh floor?” Knight Macmillan asked as he fiddled with his longsword while looking to Damion for confirmation.

“Only makes sense. There’s no telling how long we’ll have to wait for the beasts here to repopulate,” Mage Sooter offered.

“True, we don’t know how long we’ll have to wait here,” Damion said, looking up to the sky he only spotted three Ash Eagles. “But if we rush ahead, we’ll either be in the same situation or have to compete with the team that cleared out this floor.”

“We could rush ahead of them. Try to beat them to twelve or thirteen. The C Rank floors go until fifteen, plenty of chances to find ourselves a patch to farm.” Mage Sooter argued.

“Hard to know how that will playout when we don’t know how far ahead of us they are. Let’s clear out these last few beasts and then rest by the passageway to the eleventh floor. Maybe we can hope they are far enough ahead that once we move on, the eleventh floor will have more for us to kill.”

“Sounds good to me,” Mage Grier said stepping forward into the burnt field to lure the Ash Eagles to attack him.

All three remaining Demonic Beasts turned from their slow loops high in the sky to dive towards Mage Grier as soon as he moved far enough from the passageway. Damion’s Ice Sword sprang to life in his right hand while he cast Ice Shard with his left at the approaching Ash Eagles.

Knight Macmillan strolled out in front of Mage Sooter, sword and shield in hand, to intercept the Ash Eagles as they swooped down to attack.

Damion’s Ice Shards managed to hit one of the Ash Eagles, causing it to fall out of the sky. The other two were cut to shreds by attacks from Mage Sooter. The Wind spells he unleased surprised Damion. Never before had he seen such powerful Wind magic in action. Elicia’s spells were easily overcome by his, just as her cousin’s spell had been during their brief duel. He was not sure what spell Mage Grier used, but it was not a spell he had seen before.

The three Ash Eagles had only been E Rank, but Damion was still impressed with how his team had performed for their first bit of combat on a C Rank floor. On his first trip to the labyrinth, Damion had struggled to fight just one C Rank Demonic Beast, but with this team he felt confident they could handle anything the C Rank floors could throw at them.

The passageway to the eleventh floor was not far from the entrance and they found it easily. As they moved through the burnt field, Damion noticed very few fires burning, he also noticed odd puddles of water in the area as if perhaps the team that came before them had a Water mage in their group.

Damion’s team rested but after an hour, Mages Grier and Sooter were both anxious to move on to the next floor. Since there was no real point to waiting on ten, Damion agreed and the group proceeded to the eleventh floor.

When Damion emerged from the passageway and saw what awaited him on the eleventh floor he was a bit in awe. He had expected an environment similar to the tenth floor. A burnt field or forest perhaps. What Damion found was a burnt forest that had been turned into an ice field. His previous guess that a Water mage was with the team ahead of them was wrong, it was an Ice mage, and one that had quite the impressive spell, to turn the whole area into land of winter.

“Can you do this?” Knight Macmillan asked Damion as he looked over the frozen wasteland.

“Don’t know the spell,” Damion answered. If he knew the magic seal he was confident in his mana capacity to be able to freeze over an area like this with it. But the closest Damion had ever seen to a spell like this was when Mage Glint had lifted the Aerico dungeon from the underground of Benault Forest.

“Shame,” Knight Macmillan muttered.

“Yeah, would be super useful on these fire floors. Put out the whole place with a single spell,” Mage Grier said with a laugh.

“Looks like this floor was cleared more recently than the last. I say we move on right away. We’ve got to get ahead of this other group or get to fifteen. Its big enough for several teams to move around without tripping over each other.” Mage Sooter chimed in.

“Why would a mage strong enough to do this hang around in the C Rank floors?” Mage Blythe asked as the group walked across the frozen ground towards the passage to the next floor.

“Probably a B Rank flexing for his weaker team on their way to fifteen,” Mage Grier offered. “If they did this on the next few floors we’ll be severely screwed over on loot. There is nothing left to kill. I say we move fast and try to get ahead of them.”

“Seems like we don’t have much of a choice. No point in taking our time when there is nothing to do,” Damion told his team. “Let’s keep moving. Maybe we can get ahead of them, or maybe they’ll clear everything to the B Rank floors and we can explore there and see what we can find.”

No one objected to Damion’s plan. They all wanted to make money and finding the floors most likely to give them the most valuable materials for their Ranks empty was frustrating. Even if they had to risk running into a B Rank Demonic Beast on sixteen, it was better than turning around and returning to the D Rank floors.

            
