
        
            
                
            
        

    Isekai Academy 01:

Lyeh Du-Kien in The Boarding School Between Dimensions

By: Akos Esthoth




Copyright © 2022 Akos Esthoth
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher, addressed “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the address below.


Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Names, characters, and places are products of the author’s imagination.

Front cover image by Synne Siren. 
Book design by Akos Esthoth.

First printing edition 2022.

@Esthoth




Episode 01: The Academy

My First Day
 
After waving goodbye to my parents and grandmother.  I step through the white void in the shape of a doorway.  My house and yard vanish, replaced by a stereotypical professor’s office.  The walls are lined with shelves, all packed with books and a few specimen jars full of things I don’t recognize. 
Before I can fully take in my surroundings.  The glowing door I just passed through shuts, revealing a large bare desk is behind me.  This desk is like the one I have seen in my grandmother’s office.  It has a turquoise crystal top, likely a holo-computer display.  This is definitely a rich kids’ boarding school.
Standing, no, floating next to the desk is the highly peculiar automata that I followed here, called the Headmaster.  The Headmaster is the most advanced automata I have ever seen.  They are at least two generations ahead of what grandmother’s company is working on, and four to five generations beyond what is on sale in any local electronic store. 
The Founder, the one who started this boarding school is the one that made the Headmaster.  She is his magnum opus, designed to replace him.  Looking her over I cannot help thinking.  They must have been a mad genius, along with being super rich. 
Realistically, I don’t have a good perspective on judging these kinds of things.  I thought grandma was rich when she became a CEO and owner of her own internationally traded company.  That was a few years ago when her father, who I didn’t know was still alive, died suddenly.  Guess that's just the limit of what normies can see.  Having only lived on this side of the world for a year, I don’t know what is normal yet. 
The Headmaster is designed to look like an old school angel, kind of terrifying honestly when you first meet them.  They have twelve wings framing its face, neck, and upper part of their chest.  The wings completely obscure its moving parts.  It floats a few centimeters off the ground and appears to have a slightly feminine figure, but is hard to tell. 
The Headmaster is programmed to accept the use of feminine and neutral pronouns when addressing them.  Considering the amount of love that obviously went into their design.  I cannot help but wonder if the Founder modeled the Headmaster after a loved one.  Maybe their wife, daughter, sister, or a lost loved one.
This thought also makes me wonder if the Founder is dead.  The Headmaster has only five arms and one charred stump peeking out from between its wings.  You would think she would have been repaired by now, if she was constantly being looked after.  Even if not constantly, she should have been repaired since the last time I saw her.
That’s right, this isn’t my first time meeting the Headmaster.  I first met her after a minor accident on my eleventh birthday, about a week ago.  Grandmother had given me a new personal protection device.  A sort of emergency escape button.  It was supposed to send me to her personal safe room if I pressed the button.  Unfortunately, as soon as I put on the watch-like device, I was teleported to the same office I am now standing in, the Headmaster’s personal office.
After the initial shock, I began talking to the Headmaster.  It didn’t take me long to figure out she was an automaton, and not an AR skin.  I also quickly came to understand that she has one of the most advanced AIs I've ever encountered.  Possibly tied with Mímir, the one that helps run grandma's company, the work of grandma’s mysterious father. 
The Headmaster’s face gives off a slightly unsettlingly inhuman vibe.  It’s almost purposefully very close to the uncanny valley.  I wonder if her creator, the Founder, was connected to grandmother’s company or maybe even old friends with her late father.
Needless to say, I became completely enamored with The Academy, the boarding school the Headmaster runs.  I was so excited I insisted on a tour before returning home.  The Headmaster was kind enough to show me some facilities before teleporting us back to my home.  Once there, I talked to grandma about the Academy, while the Headmaster talked to my parents about my enrollment.
It felt like fate.  We had been wondering where I was going to go to school, now that both my older brother and sister were starting graduate school out of state.  It’s a little sad that I have to live away from home.  Mom and Dad are essential workers and have great pride in their work and family.  Dad is a nurse while Mom is part of the army.  Neither one ever goes into detail about their work with me because of the sensitive nature and all that.
Mom is still angry that I cannot go back to normal school, but after what happened back during my last year of elementary school.  She had no choice but to accept grandma’s financial aid.  Thankfully, I was pleasantly surprised that my parents accepted grandmother paying my tuition.  So only a week later, after saying my goodbyes and seeing off my older siblings.  I am back and ready to experience a completely different kind of school life than anything I have ever seen before.
Without waiting for me to adjust to the relocation sickness, the Headmaster floats out of the room.  She is saying something to me about my future, here at the Academy and after.  Her voice is stoic and grand while still being elegant and obviously female.  She always sounds like she is singing.  Designers tend to copy the voice of their loved ones, so maybe this is the voice of the Founder’s partner or even daughter.
With my mind running at its own wild pace.  I tend not to follow what others are talking about if I am not completely focused on them.  Hence, I missed everything the Headmaster was saying.  I am simply too excited to focus.  This past week I spent reading everything I could find about living in a boarding school.  From famous people’s autobiographies to popular fiction, mostly things my brother had downloaded. 
Anything could happen here.  I can create connections that will last a lifetime.  My class could take part in experiments that could alter the course of scientific expansion.  Finding my first love is even possible.  My big brother and sister warned me about that, not that I care about love. 
What I am hoping will happen is that my classmates and I stumble upon some great secret hidden under the school.  Something that leads to a magical world.  Or we could accidentally, or purposefully, unleash a multiverse devouring eldritch monstrosity.  Oh, or I might see a real tree.
With these thoughts overwhelming my mind, I almost missed when the Headmaster turned a corner.  Hurriedly following her, not wanting to be left behind or to miss anything, I raced to catch up.  Luckily, I am not weighed down by all my stuff.  Aside from the clothes on my back, all I have with me is my favorite pink axolotl hoodie, and the phone grandma gave me for my tenth birthday.  They teleported everything else to my room before me.
First up on the tour was my dorm room.  The building was simple, far too simple for rich kids.  Maybe this is because it is for first years.  Sensing my confusion, the Headmaster stops and turns to me.  She wasn’t even scanning my face.  How did she know I was confused?  Maybe all the cameras, yeah that has to be it.
“Lyeh, you will have the freedom to customize your room however you wish.  All you have to do is ask the System to help.”  Neat, but I bet that costs money.
After the dorms, we headed to the cafeteria and various other facilities.  It's a little strange that I haven't seen any students yet.  The Academy supposedly has thousands of students, since it has classes for ten years of education.  Grandma said that she would do whatever she could to ensure I would graduate within those ten years. 
Not entirely sure why she looked so sad when she told me that.  If we are allowed to, I think I could finish in eight, maybe six years.  Just like my brother and sister did with their schooling.  Attending classes here may be fun, but I bet they only have classes for ten years for those with learning disabilities. 
Oh, they have an indoor garden, each plant is labeled and cataloged like a laboratory greenhouse.  Maybe the upper grades prepare you for postgraduate learning.  OMG, they have a pool.  Never have I seen so much clean water outside of a desalination plant.  The Academy is everything I expected from a school with my grandmother’s seal of approval.  The rumored rich peoples’ oases are true after all.
My first thought was to post about this online, but I knew that would only get me in trouble.  Following the Headmaster we ended up in an old school library.  The gold and platinum dragon-dog statues by the entrance were cool, but physical books are boring.  I mean analog, really?
These IRL books smell like old people and death.  Just give me the link to the school’s digital library and I will scan through it later.  I bet I have already read everything I am allowed to read, anyway.  Freak'in archaic age restrictions on books.  Big sister let me read her history textbooks while she was studying, and my big brother let me read some of his foreign light novels.  There wasn’t much in either of those I didn’t understand.  I am sure I am mature enough to not have restrictions on what I read.
Unfortunately, because the Academy’s library was so big, my attention wavered and I pulled out my phone.  That was when I realized the true horror of my current situation.  It was all a trap.  Everyone fooled me.  They used the fact that I am easily distracted against me, and now I find myself in my own personal hell.
No bars! Dropping to my knees, I raise my arms to the sky, wanting to curse all the adults in my life.  How could they?  How could they doom me to his cruel hellscape?  Grandma did this on purpose, didn’t she?  Just to spite me.  Just because I ruined a few of her long-term experiments when I was visiting a few months ago.  Or was it because I didn't want to join her lab as a junior researcher, not that she would have let me help, anyway. 
Particle accelerators aren’t for kids, she says.  I only wanted to make some micro black holes.  They would have been a great show and tell.  The magnetic rig I built should have been able to stabilize them, theoretically.  There was only a slight chance the Earth would have been devoured. 
How could I have been so naïve?  I never would have thought she would pick such an efficient prison and punishment for me.  Me, her most adorable and lovable grandchild.
“Lyeh, what is wrong?  Why have you fallen to the floor?”  An angelic voice grabs my attention.  Almost enthralled by that beautiful voice, I turn to the source. 
The spell broke immediately when looking at the speaker.  Maybe that inhuman look for the Headmaster is done on purpose.  If not for the unchanging, mask-like face, regardless of the melodious voice, I might have wanted her to hug me and tell me everything is fine.
Unable to respond vocally, I hold up my phone, making the screen clear to her optical scanners.  With graceful movements befitting her angelic form, the Headmaster plucks my phone from my hand.  She looks it over while I try my hardest to hold back the tears of my unfathomable sadness.
“Interesting.  You use various frequencies of light to encode and transmit information.  This methodology for the cataloging and transferring of data is far more effective than what others use.  Here, your communication device should function once again.”  After wirelessly fiddling with it, in a way that made me question its built-in security measures.  The Headmaster hands me back my phone. 
Displayed upon it is an unfamiliar blue screen.  Is this the fabled blue screen of death from those historical comedies?  There is a large zero in the center surrounded by blue.  Oh wait, there are some buttons on top and bottom. I just couldn’t see them from the wrong angle. 
Maybe the Academy uses a similar root OS to my grandma’s system.  I wonder if the Headmaster knows Mimir.  Oh, maybe they are sister AI.  Maybe the Founder is connected to my mysterious great-grandfather.  Questions for later, I have bars now!  Seven of them, wait, wasn’t my max five before?  Oh well, that doesn’t matter.
“We have taken the initiative to add a relay for the Academy's System to your information terminal.  With it, you will be able to access all of your privileges, and track your acquisition of the System’s points.”  My gamer senses are tingling.  That sounded way too important to let slip by.
“What do you mean, privileges and points?  Could I lose access to the internet?  Do I have a limited amount of data?  Does it track time or data used?  How much does it cost per-gigabyte?”  In a panic, I immediately push the privileges icon and scan the menu.
System Authority, Gate Access, Game Extensions, Clearance.  There are only four options, and two of them don't make any sense, while a third is a mere speculation.  The only one whose function is obvious is Gate Access.  While the short distance instantaneous movement Grandma's company developed is called teleportation.  Gate Ports are the stable stationary portal between locations. 
That means going home to visit is easy.  I don't want to go home immediately, but I can imagine wanting to spend a weekend back home.  Game Extensions probably means we get some amount of leisure time, but we have to buy more.  I have no clue what the other two could mean.  Someone should explain them soon enough.  Or was that part of the lecture I was ignoring?
“You need not worry about the loss of connection.  Though not everyone has them, possession of relics is considered a right at the Academy.  Think of it as part of the civilization bonus.  As such, we have set your device to charge anywhere in the Academy.  However, now it is time for your first homeroom.  We hope you utilize your time here efficiently and graduate with honors.  May you continue to provide us with unique data.”  Without warning, a gate opened behind the headmaster and they faded away. 
No wait, I still have lots of questions.  What did I miss?  Will my homeroom teacher answer my questions?  Where is my homeroom?  Is it this door she left me at?  Do I need a syllabus?  Seeing as it’s the only thing to do, I open the door they left me at and walk through.
**Ding!**  That sounds like a notification from my phone.
Before I can even take in my surroundings, my phone sends out an alert.  The blue screen for the school's app is open, and instead of the huge zero dominating the middle of the screen, it is replaced with a one followed by two zeros. 
The small text box at the top of the screen says, “Attended Homeroom +100.”  I don't know what anything costs, but I don’t imagine attending homeroom is enough to get anything meaningful.  Then again, I don’t know what is meaningful for rich kids.
Finally turning my attention to my class, I get a good look at my classmates.  Yep, this is definitely different from my old school.  The room is fitted with 30 desks, but just over half of them are taken.  Each row of desks descends to the teacher’s desk on the lowest rung.  Isn’t this like those lecture halls of colleges in old movies?
The other students are sitting scattered around the room.  They are not filling up the first rows, like they should be.  In the very back is the first and biggest oddity.  A tall boy with a childish face stands out even being in the back of the class.  He is at least two meters tall, over a meter wide, and half covered in short, grey hair.  If not for his almost baby face, I might think he was a troll.
Unfortunately, I don't have time to focus on the muscles that appear to be bursting out of his own skin.  No, the next oddity that captures my attention is the four different students with horns.  Not to mention that half of them have bright red skin, or mostly red?  I can't stop to ponder this because sleeping in the front row is a beautiful little girl with vines instead of hair wearing nothing but leaves.  She is being watered by a tiny butler that looks to be made of moss. 
Then, as though mocking that one’s apparent lack of clothes, is another girl right behind her wearing nothing at all.  This girl’s lower half is that of a serpent and only her long, flowing hair covers her upper body.  Do normal laws not apply here or is this some kind of loophole I am unaware of?
I'm trying to ignore the four animals sitting at desks like they are students, but it's not working.  Unable to process what is happening, I walk towards the front of the room.  Towards the only normal-looking people.  Believing I've found a sanctuary in the middle of the room, a desk with a fairly ordinary girl sitting next to it.  Having found some kind of normalcy to cling to, I stopped to take my seat. 
My moment of clarity only lasted a second.  The girl next to me moves and her tail unfurls from beneath her skirt.  It's after this I notice there are cat ears on top of her head, they are twitching as she yawns.  Left with no other choice, I rushed to the front row.  There I hastily sat in the only empty space, between a nerdy-looking boy and a girl in a rather eccentric white dress.  If that's all that's wrong with them, then they are perfect, perfectly normal.
Looking at my phone, we still have a few minutes until homeroom starts.  Cautiously looking around the room, a few other students appear nervous.  In fact, only the ordinary-looking students next to me seem calm.  Ah wait, the two horned-girls by the window are eating some kind of meat.  Did I stumble into some kind of amusement park?
Arg, I can't take this.  I need to know what's going on.  My options are a nerdy boy, or an eccentric girl…  It has to be the girl, right?  Right.  I lean over towards her and ask.
“This is a normal boarding school, right?”  The girl looks at me with obvious confusion, before changing to an excited face.  Her smile is angelic, that is the face of a veritable angel.  She is super cute.
“Yes, this is a boarding school.  I don't know what you mean by normal, though.  This is the only foreign school my father would allow me to attend.”  Thank goodness she's normal. 
So she's a foreigner, maybe the child of royalty?  Wait, do I even know where in the world the Academy is located?  Surely grandma knows something like that, I only ever got here by teleporting.  Still, I want to address the obvious oddities, but what would be a tactful way?  I don’t want to be rude; I am the new kid here.
“Umm, are students allowed to use CG to adjust their appearances at this school?  AR avatars are expensive and take a lot of power to run without large holo-projectors, right?”  I've heard that some people use CG to slightly change their appearance, but I thought that was only allowed in colleges or at amusement parks.
Some people don't like how they look or want to hide their real face, especially rich people.  Oh, that is what is going on?  None of my old schools allowed AR interference, but I heard about more schools getting integrated technology to assist in teaching.  This school is obviously on the cutting edge of technological implementation.  It would make sense for them to have such a system operational years before public schools have them. 
The girl smiles at me and then looks around the room.  Her black eyes appear to shine for a moment.  Her eyes are so pretty, they look like the night sky.  I think I can stare into them for hours.  I wonder if this is the real her or an avatar?  Damn, I bet I am the only one in the entire school who doesn’t have an avatar.
“Anything that isn't directly against the rules is allowed within the Academy.  It would seem a few of our classmates are disguising themselves.  You are correct, some of them have hidden forms.”  Her every movement exudes a royal elegance.
I'm glad while this school is weird, it isn't as weird as I feared.  Though those are some interesting AR modifications.  I wonder if I can buy them with points?  As I ponder the ramifications of what I just learned, a beautiful woman in military-ish uniform walks through the front wall.  Her blonde hair reaches her waist but doesn't obscure her pointed ears.  Emerald green eyes sweep the classroom before settling on me.  She is almost as pretty as my mom.
“Good morning class.  Today is certainly a rare day.  Not only has everyone decided to attend, but we even have a new student.  Lyeh, please stand and introduce yourself.”  Of course, transferring in during the school year means I'm the only new student.
That means I'm the only one that does introductions.  I should have prepared for this.  Hesitating only a little, I stand up and turn towards the rest of the class.  Ugh, why would anyone choose a rat as their avatar?  No focus, you only get one chance to make a good first impression.  Big smile, and tilt your head ever so slightly, just like big brother taught me, maximum moe.
“Hello everyone, I am Lyeh Du-Kien.  I'm from the second reclamation zone, the west coast of North America.  My hobbies include exploring and reading fantasy novels.  Hopefully, I can get along with everyone here for the next few years.  Though I don’t plan to need the full ten years to graduate.”  Crap, what did I just say?
I tried to introduce myself as elegantly as possible.  Physically, I only stumbled a little when I sat down, but what I said must have sounded super arrogant.  I can hear the other students murmuring about me between themselves.  Talk about a bad first impression. 
**Clap**  With a loud clap, the teacher regains control of the class.  “With that settled, since we have full attendance.  We will go over a few fundamentals about this school.  For some of you, this is only the third class you have attended.”  The teacher’s eyes moved too fast for me to see, but she obviously gave a slight glare to some of the other students.
Why would anyone not attend class?  Why would they be allowed…  Oh right, the spoiled rich kid troupe.  If they are here, I doubt they could easily go home without getting in some kind of trouble.  Maybe they just play games in their room or use the school’s facilities.  Then again, I didn’t see anyone walking the halls earlier.  Maybe they were all in class, or they were avoiding the Headmaster?
“Attention everyone, all of you know you can earn System points by attending classes, or turning in items.  Even so, some of you still haven't registered for any class besides homeroom.  This is a reminder.  You must register for classes using the points you've acquired.  Don't waste them on snacks.”  This time she deliberately glared at the two girls, with horns, talking to each other on the far side of the room.
“Explaining the entire system to you would be tedious.  We do not have enough time in the homeroom to get past the first catalog.  As such, it is recommended that you peruse your menu at your convenience.  The System responds to student and faculty voices.  Regardless of your background, it should be relatively user friendly.”  The teacher’s eyes darted between a bunch of the kids this time.
Who would have problems using a computer, especially one that has voice recognition?  It's not like those systems from decades ago which would be constantly mishearing you.  They are not asking us to code for it.  Its voice activated.  Wait, is this another troupe?  Maybe there are some sheltered princess types?  Wait, a minute?  Aren’t those types normally watched over by AI maids???
“If you ever have questions, you can contact teachers of any specialty via the System.  Personal tutoring sessions can be set up at yours and their convenience.  With that out of the way, let's begin today's lesson.  As we have discussed previously, even if they seem disconnected, the foundation of everything is mathematics, physics, and chemistry.”  That last comment, she glanced in my direction, or was it the princess type or nerdy type next to me.
“Today we will discuss a branch of chemistry called thermodynamics.  To better understand the more complex topics later.  It's best to understand that energy wants to move from places of high energy to places of low energy.  I'll construct a system and you will predict and experiment with the flow of energy within the closed system.”  Ugh, I already covered this stuff in grandma's summer course.
The princessy girl next to me is drawing a strange animal.  I guess I could just ignore this lesson.  This is just a homeroom.  The lessons are not in depth.  The teacher is supposed to use this time to monitor and assess their students.
Looking around the room.  Almost none of the students are taking notes, or even paying attention at all.  Only the nerdy boy next to me and the blood red demon-ish boy next to him are diligently paying attention.  Is this class considered gifted or remedial?  I wonder how many other first-year classes there are besides our own?
Having already lost interest in this class, I pull out my phone to check what other classes I should register for.  The System app opens immediately, displaying one hundred-ten, and a brief note at the top saying ‘Self-introduction +10.’  So every little thing from participating in the class to who knows what gets me points.  Maybe this won’t be a pay to win System. 
This gives me a warm feeling of accomplishment.  Seeing immediate results for my actions, even if it was simple.  Integrating gaming tactics into a school’s curriculum sounds great, but also super complicated.  I bet it's only possible with an away school like this.  Alright, let's register for a class and start racking up points.  I am sure grandma is spending a ton to send me here.  Got to live it up and get her money's worth.
Homeroom was more interesting than I first expected.  Despite it being a topic I already covered, the teacher made it far more interesting.  She manipulated a holographic projection while the two interested students asked questions. 
When they got stuck on the fallacy of perpetual motion, I explained the four laws of thermodynamics.  Getting plenty of points.  After dismissing the class, the teacher walked back into the wall.  The color of the wall must hide the gate she is using, or the wall is a hologram hiding the door to her office.
With class over, most of the students stayed where they were.  Only the nerdy boy and I stood up to leave the room.  The red boy who was paying attention was busy looking over his notes.  It looks like he is having trouble with something.  As for the other students, they either understood everything or didn't care.  Though at least one of them appears to have been asleep the whole time.  Oh well, not my problem.
Once I stepped out of the room, a pixie ambushed me.  A fairly like little girl in a frilly skirt and fluttering wings appeared in front of me.  She is about the size of my head, with rainbow hair, golden eyes, and a white dress that shimmered in every color.  She hung in the air at eye level with four translucent wings humming behind her, seemingly keeping her aloft. 
Back in class, I saw this thing hanging around the giant in the back of the room.  It was moving around so fast I thought there was more than one.  I thought it was somebody’s toy or possibly an experiment.  But, is this someone's avatar?  Are they a drone or something?  Either way, this design is super cute.
“Human, you may address me as Felt.  Take it as an honor.  Giving my full name to one of lower stature would be unbecoming.  And it’s hard to pronounce with my current form.  Shocked are you, he he he.  A wonder I am truly.”  This is the arrogant child trope, or is it the young master troupe?
Either way, she talks far more arrogantly than you would think possible.  Especially for one so small, brother would call her a himedere.  The pixie thrusts out her nonexistent chest as she looks down on me.  Looks like I might have triggered an event of some kind.  Considering her character… 
I should just ignore her if I want to continue this route.  Anything else would end up with me as her lackey or a game over.  I want to make friends with the students here, but this one is acting all high and mighty while they are not even present.  Ignoring her, I headed to my next class.
“Hey!  Don't ignore me!”  Hearing her cry makes me walk faster to get away from her.  Guess her ego was fragile.
“I'm sorry, wait up! I'm Felt, please allow me to question you for a moment!”  With tears bigger than her eyes, the tiny creature flies in front of me, blocking my path.  Even if it's an avatar seeing such a cute creature cry does damage to me.
“Ok Felt, what do you want from me?”  She brightens up immediately.  Crocodile tears?  You won’t trick me next time.  Oh who am I kidding?  I want her stuffed and waiting in my bed, ready for cuddling.
“Just a small thing.  Completely inconsequential.  Could you tell me, what is the most delicious sweet you have on your menu?”  Not fully understanding, I open my app and click the food icon that just appeared, its manga meat.
Inside this menu is another list.  I click snacks, then sweets.  Scrolling through the options that seem limitless, I spy one of my favorites.  My old neighbor would make these on holidays.  The menu even says ‘Auntie's Jalebi.’  Costing my last ten points, I purchase the snack.  A white void appears above my hands, and the Jalebi falls out of it wrapped in a napkin.  It's still hot.  How could they make it this fast?  After taking a bite, I offer the rest to the floating girl.
“This is called a Jalebi.  It's one of my favorite snacks.”  I didn’t realize until I did it that this wasn’t what she asked for.  Now I feel foolish for offering food to an avatar that is likely a drone. 
But to my surprise, she grabs the snack and flies off with it.  And without a word of thanks.  She must have been a drone with a speaker and a manipulator.  All covered in AR to be less threatening.
Hmm, I guess it could have been someone playing the part, hiding behind AR, too.  But that sounds hard.  I think she was flying around too oddly and fast to be a real person.  This school is amazing.
My next class is advanced mathematics.  I had to take a quick test on my phone during homeroom to skip normal mathematics, but it wasn't a problem.  Stepping into the room, it's very different from homeroom.  The room itself is much smaller, with only nine desks.  Only one is occupied, the back middle desk.  The nerdy boy is shuffling up some paper and measuring devices.  After thinking I should talk to him since we share multiple classes, a voice startles me.
“Take your seats.  Solve the following equation for fifty points.”  On top of every desk, there is a hologram of a series of triangles with various measurements filled in and others blank.
Quickly, I take the nearest seat and solve the question.  Afterward, instantly there was an announcement saying I got fifty points.  Once again the voice spoke, saying to solve a question for points.  After three questions, I couldn't solve the fourth one. 
Intuitively, I clicked on the part I couldn't understand.  The same mechanical voice explained in simple terms how to solve the question.  This continued, and I solved five more questions before the class ended.  Afterwards I felt exhausted.  The questions got harder and harder as I solved them.  I'm not sure I even understood how I solved them.  The last two questions felt weird.  I was confused, but my hand moved on its own to answer them.
“All the math classes are taught by the System.  It's a brutal teacher, but it's easy to get lots of points.  Also, this information is useful in all other classes.”  The nerdy boy from class is looking down at me with an odd smile.
I smile back, he blushes and runs away.  After a brief rest, I made the trudge to the cafeteria.  Comparing the menu on the vending machine and my phone.  The lists are the same, but the Cafeteria has cheaper prices.  Maybe to encourage students to mingle in the cafeteria?
I use half the points I got from my math class to get a steak dinner.  It was far more than I could finish.  It was also the most delicious meal I ever had.  I wonder if this is what farm grown meat tastes like.  All we could ever afford was lab incubated chicken.
Having chosen an afternoon class, I finish what I can and dispose of the rest.  Feeling stuffed, I made my way to my physics class.  It's in another small room with nine desks.  At first, I feared I would get lost, but my phone pointed the way. 
In this class, the red boy from the front and the nerdy boy are sitting with materials out.  I take my seat and open my notes app.  Walking through the front door, our teacher takes his spot at the front of the class.  His skin is dark blue and his hair is silver.  I've already grown numb to people's bizarre appearances.
The cafeteria shattered what little sense of normalcy I had left.  Some upperclassmen had crazy weird avatars.  A few of them also appeared to be blocked out, as if they were censored.  I wonder if they were age rated avatars?  Or maybe they simply wanted to look all weird and discombobulated?
“Today we will discuss macro weather systems, and how using minor changes you can exert significant influence.”  The teacher's melodious voice slowly puts me to sleep.
When I wake up, I see that I only have fifty points for attending that class.  It cost me a hundred points to register, but I have two classes every week for four weeks.  Theoretically, I can easily recoup the cost.  I probably would have been fine if I didn't fall asleep.
Back in my room, I go over what they provided.  Basic hygiene materials as well as three copies of the plain light blue uniform, not mandatory, and a pillow and blanket.  Using the System, I can order better versions of everything from the menu, at the cost of points.  I can request a replacement of the same quality every four weeks.  Unless they are damaged, then they will be replaced immediately.
Checking the bathroom, there is a small shower and the basic amenities.  Oh, I can modify the bathroom with points.  I wonder? 
Using ten points, I request a bath.  The walls of the bathroom increase slightly and the shower changes into a tiny bath, enough for one person.  This is great.
Looking at the menu again, there are more upgrades costing between fifty and fifty-thousand points.  I ordered a bath kit, and it appears on the counter on top of a small grey square.  What kind of generator do they have to use their gate so freely?  I wonder if we are located inside of one of the Solar Towers?  Oh, we could be in the ionosphere for all I know.
It seems like the cost of things encourages you to attend classes, but so far nothing costs too much.  Admittedly, I have not checked the entire list or even half of it yet.  It has me wondering what the fifty-thousand point upgrade looks like?  I could easily see spending all of your points on food or improving your room.  That must have been what the homeroom teacher was talking about.  This school must be for gifted yet unenthusiastic students. 
I-Is that what they think of me?  Dad does whatever grandma says, but Mom went along with it after talking with the Headmaster.  All of them must think I am unmotivated. 
Wait, maybe I was sent here to challenge myself.  Yeah, there were a few others in my classes.  I was not alone, but they could have been outliers.  No, no, this was only my first day.  I can figure out everything if only given enough time.  Maybe this will not be a prison.  I can even call home if I want. 
I reach for my phone.  It has been in a plastic bag since I was in the bath.  How long have I been here?  Closing the school app, I bring up my contacts; Mom, Dad, Grandma, big bro, and big sis are all listed like normal.  My old friends' numbers are still unselectable. 
Grandma must think it’s not safe to contact them, even here.  She wants me to study, or make new friends.  I am not a baby, no; I am eleven years old.  I don’t have to call them the first night.  After all, I saw everyone this morning.
Finishing my bath, I looked at my room.  It looks far more Spartan than I would like.  Once I get a nice stash of points, I will upgrade and personalize everything.  Falling onto my bed, I spread out, thinking about my current schedule. I don't want another hard class.  Math was already brutal.  I'll sign up for swimming and gardening when I get my points from homeroom. 
Afterward, I can find an English class to fill out my schedule.  Would it be under specialized classes?  Only ten points left.  Guess that is breakfast.  Not wanting to explore further today. I put down my phone and go to sleep.  The Headmaster said my phone would charge wirelessly, so no need to worry about it.  Night, night.




Day 02
 
The next day, I woke up in complete darkness.  For a second I freaked out, thinking it was some nightmare.  In my panic, I ended up bumping my phone.  The glow of my home screen revealed to me what happened. 
Seems like I somehow ended up rolling off and then under my bed.  Hmm, maybe big sister was right about me being wild in my sleep?  She stopped letting me sleep with her when I turned eight.  I always thought she was just being mean.  Alright then, the next thing to upgrade is definitely my bed.
Because of my night movements, I am rolled up inside my blanket.  Technically, I am trapped, but I know how to get out of this.  Kicking off the wall, I unrolled from the blanket and into the slightly illuminated room.  This is way easier than when big brother ties up the blanket with a belt.  During summer break, he would sometimes use me as a pillow until I learned how to wiggle out.
My dorm room has a hint of sunlight coming through the window, but the glow from my phone is more profound.  Hmm, I still have hours before homeroom.  Lighting up on my phone are messages mom and dad sent last night.  Nothing from my older siblings or grandma?
I don’t remember doing it, but notifications for calls and texts seem to be off.  Well, best not to worry about them.  Taking a quick pic I told everyone I was fine.  I sent the reply to mom, dad, and also took the opportunity to tell grandma I was ok.  Grandma responded instantly, telling me to study hard.  We must be in a similar time zone.  There is a Solar Tower near her office building.
Since I have plenty of time, I took a shower to fully wake myself.  Afterwards I changed into my uniform, not that it's mandatory, several kids were not wearing theirs yesterday.  Rich kid uniforms are not like what we had in public school.  They look simple enough, but you can easily feel the difference.  Also, they look more like uniforms for researchers than students, with the long lab-like coats.
Once I was ready, I left my room heading to the cafeteria for breakfast.  As soon as I opened my door, I was met with an odd sight.  Sleeping in front of my door is that cat girl from class. 
Instantly, I am hit with a near uncontrollable urge to pet her.  Apparently sensing this, she stirs before I can give in to the urge.  She rolls over and stretches, then turns to me with a smile.
“Good morning, your Lyeh right?”  I call her a catgirl, but she only has a cat-like tail along with cat ears covered in purple fur, similar in color to her hair. 
At first glance, she appears to be cosplaying.  Though as soon as she moves, everything about her appears to be cat-like.  She stretches exactly like the cats in those videos.   Exactly like a cat, she purrs and paws at herself.  Is this some kind of bit?  Or is this a persona, like an idol or a streamer?
“Good morning.  I am Lyeh Du-Kien.  Would you mind telling me your name, miss?”  Trying to smile, I reply to her, trying not to let her know how awkward I feel in this situation.
“Oh, you don’t know who I am?  That is interesting in and of itself.  You almost sat next to me, but then chose that strange entity to sit next to.  I can see why some would choose that over me, but most would be too scared.  You, on the other hand, are very odd.  Since you almost sat next to me, I have kept my eye on you, cutie.”  Me cute?
“You sat next to those things without fear.  The fairy took candy from you.  After you first ignored her and she started crying.  She and the giant love sweets.  They are also an odd pair, not as odd as you, but still.  Because of all that, the dark ones are overly wary of you.  Though that may be because of some skill they and you share.”  Skills, does she mean because I was paying attention in class?
“However, most peculiarly is that the engineer becomes flustered when looking at you.  He was bothered more so by what he saw from you than what he saw in that entity.  The entity you so casually sat next to, and even conversed with.”  Entity, the princess looking girl? 
“Lyeh, every instinct I have is telling me, being close to you will bring me fun like I have never had before.  Following these instincts led me to falling asleep in front of your door.  Mere steps away from my own comfortable warm bed.”  Standing up next to me, she does a cute little curtsy, slightly lifting the ends of her skirt.  Before nodding to the door next to mine.
“So we are neighbors.  Hopefully, we can get along for however long we are both attending the Academy.”  Being as polite as possible, I try to mimic her curtsy.
“Yes, for however long we both remain at this facility.  I too hope to get along.  My name is Chea.  The two of us will definitely become the best of friends.  I am sure of it.”  She looks at me like she wants to continue but...
**Grrr**  The sound of my stomach growling interrupts her.  Chea’s eyes opened wide as I embarrassed myself.  She responded with a smile.  Hmm, maybe she is hungry too?
“Oh, um Chea, I was just on my way to the cafeteria.  W-would you like to go with me?”  Being friends with her sounds great, but I don’t know how I am going to get along with rich kids.
Chea’s avatar is cute, super cute.  Either she is some kind of genius and made this herself, like most people like to do.  Her family has the money to have a high-quality avatar designed for her by some 3D artist, the most likely answer.  Or the last option, she is actually this cute.  If that is the case, she could have made the cat stuff herself with any good 3D rendering program. 
Looking Chea over, I still have the urge to pet her.  Even if I want to, I am able to contain myself.  I am not a child.  Unlike my big sister.  Knowing her, she would have scooped up Chea the instant she saw her.  I can easily picture my sister hugging and petting Chea.  The same as she did with my old friends.  That was why my big brother had to pick me up from primary school.
“Alright, I need to eat before class, too.  No more lazing around for me.  At least not nearly as much.  Oh, System!  Register me for all the same classes as Lyeh, please.”  Chea tilts her head upward to talk to the System, looking super cute.
In a second, we hear a soft ding echoing in the hallway.  This was likely confirmation of Chea’s request, since she used a voice command instead of a terminal.  Before I can say anything, Chea takes my hand, and we walk to the cafeteria together hand in hand. 
I am not sure if Chea is being forward, or if this is common and acceptable for her culture.  Holding hands is seen very differently depending on what part of the world you are in.  This is nothing for me.  However, I can easily imagine the stupid face my big brother would make if he saw me right now.  Holding hands isn’t weird, you big dork!
Inside the dorms, the lights are dimmed to be easy on our eyes.  As we leave the dorm, the lights near the exit slowly become brighter, as if to prepare us for the light outside.  I did not notice this function in the dorms yesterday.  The System’s AI must have control of everything.  Though this could only be a function for early in the morning.
On the way to the cafeteria, the two of us gather a few glances from other students.  Seeing all the different avatars is still a bit weird for me.  Most of them are humanoid, but I am not sure if this feels like fantasy or sci-fi.  I don’t particularly recognize any of the avatars.  There are generic fantasy races and obvious aliens, but nothing from a popular franchise.  Every avatar is unique.
While walking through the courtyard between the dorms and the cafeteria.  We passed a beautiful young woman in a flowing white dress with long, flowing red hair.  She kind of reminds me of what elves are supposed to look like.  Only she is far too skinny.  She doesn’t look like any of the elves from my brother’s collection of figures or his books.
Following behind this beautiful upperclassmen are almost a dozen other students, all of whom look very similar, mostly human.  The air around her is like the girl that sits next to me.  They have the air of royalty, but her hair is fiery red, making her look kind of wild.  She looks more like a model than royalty, more adult than elegant. 
Immediately behind her, half hidden by her entourage, are two other beautiful young women.  If I was not focusing on them, I might have missed them.  These women are dressed as maids.  They are keeping the others a set distance away from the princess model. 
As if noticing my gaze, the princess model glanced at me for a second.  Immediately after that, her two maids locked onto me.  Their gaze was intense, almost like they were threatening me.  Thankfully, it only lasted a second.  One turned away almost immediately, while the other smiled at me before returning her attention to the one they were following.  This really is like a different world.
Upon entering the cafeteria, we see a large group of upperclassmen surrounding a cute-looking couple in the back.  The couple is a blue-skinned young man with pointy ears, and a young woman with long purple hair.  This woman is only the fourth person I have seen that looks normal, unmodified, since getting here. 
Seeing these custom avatars makes me want to design one for myself.  If I ask grandma she may give me a copy of a program that can make one.  But, I think it may be weird to get one mid-session.  Maybe for next school year I can design one.  I can take this year to figure out what I want it to be.  I could even ask my big brother for help.  This is exactly the kind of thing he would help me with.  Actually, he and big sis might have a bunch of personal avatars, since they are starting grad-school.
Still holding my hand, Chea leads me to a table off to the side.  I was planning on using the physical menu since its prices were cheaper, but before I could even voice my opinion, three large upperclassmen approached us.  All three of them look like anthropomorphic versions of large cats; a lion, a tiger, and a sphinx.  That’s not how that joke goes, is it?
Wait a second!  The first two are a manticore and a nue. I did not notice how complicated their avatars were.  I was distracted by how much bigger than us they are.  So all three of them are mythical cat monsters.  Do they have some connection to Chea?  Is it because they are all feline?  They all have food.  Are they going to eat with us?
“Goddess, please take this offering.”  “I offer a large fish.”  “This one offers the divine child smoked bird.”  All three of these guys place the dishes they were holding down before us, but it's all meat.
“The two of us take your offerings with thanks.  However, next time do consult each other so that my diet doesn’t become stagnant.  I will continue to bless all of you and your lines.  You three may tell the others, grains, and greens should be mixed into my diet from now on.”  Chea winks at them and blows them a kiss, like an idol. 
You can practically see the hearts in their eyes.  Big brother wanted me to do something like that once, but big sis ended up beating him up for that comment.  I never knew how much blood was inside a person until that day, about five liters.  I wonder how famous is Chea?  Did I hit some kind of jackpot here?
“Those three are the leaders of my fan club.  They also keep away anyone that might be too reverent.  Although I think the System does that automatically.  Lyeh, I can never finish my daily offerings.  I would love it if you would assist me from now on.”  Chea’s smile is so cute I could never say no to her.
“I would love to share a meal with you, Chea.”  The two of us didn’t even eat half of what was given to us.
Just when I was wondering what we should do with the leftovers.  The pixie and the giant came by.  Chea gave the rest to them, as if it was what she always does.  Felt took a tiny bite of everything before the giant scooped up everything.  As my way of saying thanks.  I used my last points to buy more sweets.  Then I gave one to Chea and the other to a teary-eyed Felt.
“Lyeh, I knew getting close to you would be fun!”  The smile on Chea’s face made it seem like she never had sweets before.  Oh, maybe she has a super strict idol diet.  No sweets!
The giant kid is named Cal.  Felt said he doesn’t talk much, communicating in nods mostly.  I guess he is shy.  Shy but hungry, he devoured the remaining food in a single huge bite.  His actual body must not be that different from his avatar.  Afterward, he gave a slight bow to Chea and me. 
I think he was thanking me for the sweets.  Felt took a tiny bite of it before giving the rest to him, just like she did with the meat.  It looks like the two of them share everything, like a couple.  This makes me think she is not a drone.  Either that or he is really fond of role-playing, and they are the same person.  I am sure I will figure it out, eventually.
With breakfast done, all of us went to the homeroom together.  Once there, I saw that everyone from yesterday was here again.  Chea went past her seat but stopped at the seat in front of her old one.  I thought she was going to sit behind me, considering what she was saying earlier. 
It was weird.  Chea just looked at the chair behind me for a bit, like she was wondering if she could sit there?  Almost like something was in the way.  Either way, she sat in the seat behind that one. 
The boy and girl, who sat beside me, exchanged wordless greetings with me and Chea.  The two of them also greeted Cal and Felt, but they only nodded in response.  Cal and Felt then rushed to their seats, almost like they were scared of something. 
Oh, those two girls on the other side of the room are eating again.  You would think they would just eat enough before class.  Maybe they want to be a distraction?
“Great, everyone is once again in attendance.”  Our teacher enters the classroom the same as before, through the wall. 
“Today’s lesson was recommended by the System.  It seems that many of you don’t understand the skill system.  You should have been told this beforehand.  Any skills you acquire through the System are not guaranteed to work outside of the Academy.  There are many reasons for this, as such, you can check whether they will function properly in your home by asking the System directly.”  Skill System?
“Oh yesss, Teacher.  SSSome of the skillsss, I acquired don’t work at all.  I don’t quite understand what requirementsss mean?  I was able to obtain a skill.  Does that not mean I have the requirementsss?”  The half-snake girl, sitting at the far end of the room, rises and begins talking.  Guess we don’t need to raise our hands.
“Shu, you have a unique skill which removes requirements for most skills.  However, because of this, those skills are so weak you might as well not have them.  You will have to train them on your own, or spend points to strengthen them via the System.  If you have any deeper questions on skills.  Ask the System on your own time, or take a class on skills.  My class is limited in what I may go over with everyone.”  With that, the snake girl sits back down dejected.
Intrigued by this new information, I pull out my phone and search for skills.  Once I find the drop-down menu, my eyes open wide.  T-this must be the game that was mentioned earlier.  At the top of the list of skills is ‘Elementary Magic’, costing one thousand points. 
Following this is a list of various divine blessings, just like a video game.  There are also elementary versions of martial arts and non-magic power systems.  According to this list, you can unlock psychic powers, spirit powers, and ki.  This must be why so many people have funny looking avatars.  Thank you grandma, this is going to be so much fun.
“Teacher, are points the only metric to gain skills?”  Standing up, the same as Shu, I asked my question.  I don’t really care that I am drawing the attention of the entire class.  This may be the most important thing I learn for my next X amount of years here.
“No, every student has a personal metric that I cannot elaborate on, as that is private information.  The points that the System uses are a measure of balance.  At the Academy, you are meant to grow beyond your own metric.  The System was designed to help everyone do just that.”  These words draw all the student’s attention, as if they are hearing this for the first time like myself.
“Skills you acquire via the system are easier to acquire based on your personal metric.  They will not cost the same amount of points for everyone.  Because of this, you are not limited by your own metric.  Everyone can grow beyond their normal limitations.”  The Academy must be an interactive learning environment?
I should have guessed this earlier.  That is why there are so many game elements integrated within the System.  Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier grandma?  I would have combed through the entire app if I knew it was part of a game.  No, I bet they told me, and I was not paying attention like normal.  I need to fix that little quirk of mine.
“By the look of it, many of you are just now realizing this.  As this falls under my curriculum, I will inform everyone here.  This class is full of outliers.  The most unique class I have ever had the privilege of watching over.”  Oh, that statement immediately went to a few people’s heads.
**Ding**  “What do we have here?  Well now, because the system determined it to be beneficial.  I will hand out everyone's personal chart.  You can access this easily via the System, but as many of you are from type 0 civilizations.  The concept of the System is difficult to understand and comprehend.”  Do we have character sheets? 
Character sheets with stats and skills, right?  Does the system craft one for us randomly, or does it use our biometrics and personality results?  This is like one of those VRMMOs I have read about, isn’t it?  No, this is an Augmented Reality Holographic game.  These are not supposed to be implementable for another decade.
While my mind is racing, the teacher hands me a piece of paper.  Instead of pouring over it immediately.  I fold it up and place it in my pocket so no one can see it.  I will go over it later in private.  This game is completely new, revolutionary even.  I don’t know how this game works, and I don’t want to give away any valuable information. 
Tonight I will go over my character sheet and go through everything I can within the System’s app.  Ah, now what do I do with my points?  I wanted to fix up my room, but now I have to worry about the game.  Oh my, that is how they get you. 
The Academy is a giant trap.  It's genius, this idea born from the sick and twisted mind of someone that wants kids to enjoy learning.  How devious was the mind that came up with this game, surely they were an evil genius? 
Ok, enough of that nonsense.  I need to focus and study to get more points.  Points to get more skills, and to improve my room.  This school feels like it was designed specifically with me in mind.  It’s a little too perfect.  I am almost positive grandma is connected to it.
“Attention everyone, all of you should notice a skill called ‘Outsider.’  This natural skill is what is required to enroll in the Academy.  Like all skills, there is a letter representing its rank next to the name.  You may discuss your personal information with anyone you like.  It is your information after all.”  I was right that information about ourselves is valuable.  Everyone has to be careful what and who we reveal anything to.
“As a member of the faculty.  I know everything that is written on those papers I just handed out.  Everything printed there is observable to anyone with a rank ‘A’ detection skill.  That is, unless protection skills are turned on.”  Detection skills, let's look that up.  They all start at ten thousand points.
“To graduate from the Academy successfully, you need to raise your ‘Outsider’ rank to B minimum.  If you are wondering, to do that via points alone would require nine hundred trillion points for the average student.  No student has ever graduated using points alone, and you are not supposed to.”  Of course, then what would be the point of an entire school devoted to this goal.
“Normally, you grow over your years attending classes.  Learning and growing together with your classmates.  During that same timeframe, you gather as many points as possible for your graduation project.  For example, I graduated putting one hundred billion points into my final project.”  Wait, she is a graduate? 
How old is the Academy?  I was under the impression that this was a relatively new school.  But then how old is the Headmaster?  Automata as advanced as her shouldn’t be older than five years at the most, right?  Questions for later.
“You do not need to use me as a model, however.  I graduated with an ‘Outsider’ rank of A.  Less than ten percent have ever graduated with that rank.  On this subject, you may ask the System any additional questions.  And I will remind you, as your homeroom teacher, I provide reduced tutoring.”  That’s right, all meetings with teachers require more points.  Does this mean we lucked out with our teacher?
“Seeing as how today’s lesson is a little special.  I will answer most questions about skills in general, but no in-depth lectures on any skill or the System itself.  That is a class in and of itself, and a high level one at that.”  Questions? 
What to ask?  I don’t want to give away too much.  Looking around, everyone appears to be thinking the same.  All of us must be wary of meta gaming.  Oh well, I don’t think she can answer any of my questions for free anyway.
“Is it possible to have some kind of benchmark?  A standard of sorts.  Maybe say, your sheet or that angel’s?”  The kid that looks like a demon, with many tiny horns, stands up to speak. 
He is clearly role-playing a villain.  Similar to the red boy in the front row, he has red skin, but he has lots of black tattoos.  Also, he has too many horns; they look like a crown.  I guess he is a demon and the other kid is a devil?  I wonder if our avatars affect our skills?
“Mine and the Headmaster?  That seems reasonable, but again, this is only what is observable with an ‘A’ rank detection skill.”  Our teacher waves her hand and two images appear in the air above her desk.
“Five-hundred?  I-Is that weighted?  And what about you?  Nothing is under two-hundred.”  The same demon kid is furious. 
All of us students must have far lower stats.  Which makes sense to me.  As teachers, they should be like bosses.  Oh, maybe they are like mid or level bosses.  That could be a cool way to finish a class, having to fight our teacher.  Yeah, and their boss gimmick would be tied to the class they teach.
“Both of us are Type II Divine Beings.  None of you can hope to compare to us as you currently are.  This is your first year.  What good would the Academy be if first years could compare to graduates.”  Ah, I want to look at my sheet. 
No, remember, big brother said information is key to victory, in all scenarios.  This is only my second day.  I want to become friends with some kids, but I don’t know how this game works.  I would hate to mess something up this early.
“Wait, wait, wait!  You're not an elf?  B-but you're so, so beautiful.”  Felt left her seat on top of Cal’s head, and flew to the front of the class, sprinkling fairy dust everywhere.
“Oh right, I have not told this class.  As you can see from my sheet, I am not an elf.  This form is meant to be calming and non-threatening to new students.  As elves are one of the most peaceful races known to the Academy.  They may be threatening to some, but for the most part, they are non-violent, even if they are rather rude.  This is my true form.”  The Teacher steps away from her desk so everyone can see her whole body.
Once she is clearly visible to all.  Every color and pigment on her body fades, clothes and all.  The shape of her silhouette also slowly deforms.  Silently, her mass flows like fluid.  Her body looks to be melting before our eyes.  This new silvery liquid coalesces into a blob in front of her desk.
“As you can all clearly see, I am a slime.”  The teacher looks like a giant blob of mercury shining with all the colors of the rainbow.
This is only momentary, as she returns to her beautiful elf form seconds later.  The blob of mercury expands into a feminine figure, and detail slowly appears to be carved into it.  Watching her clothes from out of her own body has me wondering what is the point of this kind of avatar?
**Tick**  Some odd sound draws my attention to the rest of the class.  Quickly scanning the room tells me that some kids have a tint of fear in them.  Maybe this is one of those games where slimes are strong. 
**Tick**  Another soundless tick reminds me of my brother’s words, “If you don’t have time to memorize it, don’t forget to take a pic.  Never forget knowledge is power.”
Remembering this, I quickly take a pic of both the teacher and the Headmaster’s sheet.  Something I don’t see anyone else do, though I see some of them writing stuff down.  When I am alone, I can compare and contrast theirs with my own. 
**Click Click**  The slight noise my phone makes to take the pic again draws everyone's attention to me.  The nerdy boy next to me gets particularly excited.  His face practically glows. 
I have not caught his name yet, but just from looking at him.  I am sure he is the kind of person to recognize the newest model of phone right away.  He probably noticed that this is a next generation model, only shown off in conventions so far.  Damn it, grandma asked me to be careful who I let see this.
Interrupting my thoughts, I feel an immense pressure focused on my back.  Confused and a little scared, I naturally slowly put my phone back into my pocket.  Thinking about it, I have not seen anyone else with a phone. 
Oh no, what if I am the only one allowed to have a phone?  Did grandma make some kind of exception for me?  Maybe some kind of donation or something?  If she knew the Founder, something like that wouldn’t be out of the question.
“Teacher, I have another question, but it is not about skills.  I want to know why those two seem to have special privileges?”  Damn, hit the nail on the head.  The demon kid is angry. 
“As first in line for the throne, I should be allowed to bring servants here to serve me.  Not to mention weapons or relics like those two.”  Relics, servants, that guy is royalty?  Wait, someone here has servants, like those maids I saw this morning?
“There is no rule prohibiting you from bringing your own servants.  However, you have to bring them, same as any relics or weapons.”  Is this part of the game culture? 
Maybe I have my phone instead of some custom avatar.  If that is the case, I am fine with that trade.  I would die without my phone.  Well, more like without internet access.
“You are lying!  The relic I had with me was destroyed when I came here.  How is it that hers is still functioning?”  So his phone broke? 
Could it have been grandma’s EMP shield that saved mine?  That integrated shielding, mainly for anti-spyware, is the main hallmark of this next generation of phones.  It’s like having a quantum encrypted VPN and advanced EMP shielding built in.  Wait, no, isn’t that exactly what it is?  Holding my phone close, I sent a soundless thank my grandma.
“You considered that totem a relic?  Nothing from a type 0 civilization can survive transportation to the Academy.  In fact, most relics from type I civilizations cannot handle the Academy’s System integration.  Honesty, I cannot wait to analyze the data files on that device of hers myself.”  The teacher glances at me.  She must know it's a next gen model too.
Analyze my data?  Are they reading my search history?  No, that makes sense.  It's the same as a parental lock, and we are minors after all.  I bet the school app reads all of my available data, just like any normal app.  The teacher might get a report similar to my mom from the parental monitoring app. 
Oh, I have an excuse to be on my phone longer.  Now mom cannot get mad at me for using it too much.  I need to use it for school, so there are no time limits anymore, yes.
“Are you telling me her relic is beyond anything in my treasury, tsk?  What about the other one, you implied she brought her entourage herself, correct?  Is there truly that large of a disparity between us when we are in the same class?”  Ugh, everyone is looking at me.  The teacher is looking kind of angry too, at least she is not angry with me.
“Everyone here should know that no one is born equal.  The fact that you are here is proof enough.  As you continue your studies, you will notice the larger gap between the other students and yourself.  If all of you would like.  I have permission to post all of your current rankings, based on the System's initial analysis.”  Class rankings already? 
Mimir could do it just by looking at our past records.  Could the Academy’s System extrapolate everything they need to rank us as easily?
“This is an estimation of where all of you rank compared to each other.  Is that something everyone would like to see?  No personal information will be shared, everyone here will be ranked, the relative distance between ranks will not be shown either.”  Like a leader board, or is this similar to test scores?  I wouldn’t mind that.  It's just a starting point.
“No one seems to be against it.  Here you go.”  A list of twenty names and ranks appears glowing in the air above us.
 
		Mari1






	5. Lyeh2

	9. Bau18

	13. Felt27

	17. Cath9


		Via7






	6. Sign3

	10. Cal27

	14. Jon16

	18. Grawb5


		Vana8






	7. Shu12

	11. Chea14

	15. Pass17

	19. Pai6


		Ra4






	8. Rae24

	12. Mao29

	16. Rou30

	20. Nora15




“Everyone ranked in the top ten is very likely to graduate.  For the rest of you, the System puts your chances of graduating at fifty percent or less.  The System takes into consideration everything you have done inside the Academy so far, as well as what your home is like and other hidden information.”  Only fifty percent chance for the latter half of the class?  Does this mean they expect a low graduation rate?
“You should know, simply showing you this will greatly change the data.  Everyone knowing of this list will change the variables.  You must know that the list is already different and will continue to evolve as you grow and mature.  To that effect we only show rankings at the beginning of and end of each year, if the class agrees.  That is, unless there are extenuating circumstances.”  This is another motivational tool, some kind of psychological trap.
That demon kid looks ready to pop with rage.  The nerdy boy next to me is looking at me weirdly again.  Wait, no, he is looking around me?  Is he checking out the girl next to me, or is he looking behind me?  Oh, he got spooked by me looking at him.  He turned red and hid his head in his arms.  Guess he didn’t realize he was staring.  He’s a weirdo, isn’t he?
Looking at the list, there are twenty names, but only eighteen students are in this room.  The teacher said everyone was here, didn’t she?  That means those two little animals are students, and there are two others I cannot see.  Either they are hiding, invisible, or they are super tiny, like bugs or something.  He he he, maybe they are ghosts, or ninjas.
“Who is Mari?!”  That demon kid is way too angry. 
Weird looking fire seems to spew from him.  This burst effect scared Felt, who was still flying around the front of the room.  She flew back to Call and is now crying on his shoulder.  They are a weird pair.  In any case I am sure I know who that is, the other numbers next to our names are our seat numbers.
“Mari is the name my mother gave me, but I would prefer it if all of you call me Mai.  While not equal, all of us are students here.  I want to be friends with all of you.”  The princess looking girl next to me stands up elegantly, turning to the class and introduces herself. 
The demon kid freezes and pulls back, almost frightened of her.  If he is royalty, maybe Mari is a real princess too?  They may know each other, or they have some kind of history.  More likely, their nations have history.  Either way, everyone in the class is on edge around her, for some reason.
“He should have known that.  Everyone else realized it instantly, and if she is number one.  Those two behind her have to be two and three.  I knew it.  I wasn’t the only one who could see them.”  Nerdy kid is mumbling to himself. 
What does he mean, see them?  Oh, I bet he has one of those detection skills the teacher talked about.  How did he get so many points?  I will have to ask him in the next class.  But first I have a question.
“Teacher, by civilization type, are you using the Kardashev scale?  Or perhaps are you using the antiquated first, second, and third world metric?”  The Academy is obviously a multinational school, but I have no idea why they would use these kinds of scales.  It would make more sense to use an educational scale.
“The?  Hmm, the Kardashev scale may be the closest metric you know of.  It would not be wrong to use that scale as a reference.  Perhaps that should be our next lesson.  We can cover that and theoretical entity types once I get permission from the System.  Homeroom is almost done for the day.”  She paused for a while there.  Was she trying to remember what The Kardashev scale is?  If it’s close, I guess we are measuring national power, not education, or maybe they are using world influence as their metric?
“If there are no more questions?  Everyone may use the rest of the class to go over their sheets and sign-up for more classes.  My wish is for all of you to graduate and continue to provide new research data for the Academy, as our most cherished test subjects.”  At the time, I was too preoccupied to notice those last words from the teacher.
My mind was busy scanning all the skills I can purchase on my phone.  My thoughts were preoccupied with determining if I need more classes.  All of my gamer tendencies had kicked in.  I was dead set on min-maxing myself for this new ‘game.’
**Ding**  The moment the bell rings, I get up to quickly leave the room.  Once outside, I run, trying to get to my room to plan.  Before I even make it down the corridor, Felt appears in front of me, forcing me to stop so that I don’t squish her.  She moves way too fast and agile for a commercial drone.  This has to be a custom-built, or military grade.  But the avatar that is Felt, while cute, has a really smug smile on her face.
“Brave hero, in order to confront the forces of darkness here and at home.  I, the Fairy Queen, shall allow you to participate in my court.”  Of course, the other students have already formed factions.  It's a school, after all. 
I keep forgetting that I'm behind here.  But I don't want to commit to anything until I've had time to study how this game works.  I'll just divert her question for now.
“Why should I join your faction?”  Trying to be as polite as possible, I respond to her.
“Umm, why?  Umm, because it's the best faction?”  Did she really not think this through?  What if she's the only one in her faction?  I cannot join up with her if she is as dumb as she acts.
“I think joining with the red guy who sits in front would be a lot better.  He was ranked just above me after all.  His name was Ra, wasn’t it?”  Let’s see how much information I can get from Felt.
“Oh no?  That won't work at all.  The demons are already wary of you because you are a hero.  Have you not noticed the way they look at you?”  What?  I'm a hero?  And everyone knows? 
Am I too far behind?  Does everyone already have a detection skill?  Such a skill would be instrumental for any kind of strategy.  I feel like I'm falling further behind.  How are they getting points?  There have to be ways to get lots of points or have a steady stream of them daily.  I have to check the app in more detail.  Hopefully, it's not a pay to win system.  But before all of that, let’s see what Felt knows.
“What do you mean I'm a hero?”  Got to play it safe, get Felt to tell me everything.
“Is that what this alluring scent emanating from Lyeh indicates?”  Chea appears behind me, almost scaring me out of my skin, sniffing at my neck.  How does she disappear and reappear from nowhere like that?  It must be a skill.
Wait, Chea can smell traits?  Is that why everyone has custom avatars?  Why didn’t I get some kind of manual?  Oh, maybe it's in the app.  Why didn’t I go through it first thing?  Maybe I am as absent minded as everyone says?
“I can't speak for what you smell, you bakeneko.  However, whether or not they know you're a hero.  Those demon-kin on the far side of the room are wary of you.”  Everyone on that side of the room is demon-kin?
Hmm, that has to be it.  Their custom avatars give them some kind of insight into other’s skills.  It’s not the same as a detection skill, it’s more specialized.  It must be something like racial instincts, or intrinsic skills.  Maybe this is like DnD and humans get some kind of generic buff.  Something I have already, like being a hero?
“Who are you calling, bakeneko!  I’ll have you know I am a goddess.  I am not some simple trickster, like you.”  Oh?  Chea is mad. 
Chea had the air of an easy going bubbly type.  Seeing her getting mad is a little odd, but also cute.  Her hair is standing on end, just like a cat.  I can practically hear her hissing in anger at Felt; so cute.
“How do you explain that long-tail, then?  Obviously, you use it to tempt and bewitch others.  You can't fool my eyes.  You and that snake are the same.  You're both temptresses, with that naughty aura around you.  You may not be evil but you’re definitely not good.  Your aura has a cursed feel to it.”  Felt is also strangely angry.
Before now I have only seen Felt happy or crying.  She also seemed to have some relationship with Chea based on our interaction this morning.  Does this mean they are good friends?  But what she just said, Felt can see auras.  That must be some kind of detection skill, but one with limitations.
“Y-you dare compare me to that cold-blooded worm!  I may enjoy the sun, but I wouldn't settle for just anyone's body warmth!”  This argument has taken a strange turn. 
Yep, they must be good friends to have this kind of argument with each other.  This kind of reminds me of the arguments my brother and sister would get into, but less violent.  You have to be as close as family to fight like this.
Oh, this is my chance to escape.  With the two of them arguing, and Cal stuck in the middle.  I am free of their attention.  Since I don’t have any classes today, the ones I am signed up for are only twice a week.  I am free to head back to my room and start studying the game rules.
Hiding under my blanket under my bed, a tendency I retain from playing hide and seek with my siblings.  I inspect my character sheet and the skill shop on my phone.  The first skill is ‘Hero.’  However, there is a demonic skill, right after the hero skill.  ‘Lilith,’ wasn’t that the first demon according to some mythologies?
Either way, the hero skill is a higher rank.  I have ‘Hero A,’ ‘Lilith C,’ ‘Outsider F,’ ‘Corrupted EX,’ ‘Sacred Lineage S,’ and ‘Type 1 Civilization S.’  There are a lot of strange skills listed here, and all of them comprise many lesser abilities.  It’s going to take me a while to do a deep dive into these.  The drop down list of abilities for just my hero skill disappears off of my screen, and I suspect that some of those abilities also have lists of sub-abilities.
After searching for half an hour, I couldn't find custom avatars in the shop.  So, I asked the System; it said that with a higher authority I could alter my race.  That's kind of disappointing.  There is little value in raising your authority besides such alterations.  At least from what I can see, but thinking about it, I simply might not be allowed to see the other benefits.
Custom avatars seem to have innate bonuses.  Something you need to already have made for yourself, because they take a lot of points to make with the System.  I am going to have to give up on making one for a while.  Thankfully, it doesn’t look like I will be that far behind everyone else because of these skills.  Oh, maybe I got some kind of late bonus, or it's because I don’t have an avatar.  More questions for later.
Unsure of my path forward, and a little board of scrolling through endless drop down menus.  I headed to the cafeteria to grab a bite to eat.  Before I left, I also signed up for another class, swimming.  Mom would get mad if I didn’t take some kind of physical education class.  Also, ever since I saw that pool, I have wanted to jump into it.  Living next to the ocean for three years, never being allowed to go into it, was a weird kind of mental torture.
Upon opening my door, I'm greeted by a strangely familiar sight.  A purple cat girl is lying on the floor outside my door.  Before I could react, she leapt to her feet and glared at me something fierce.  There were sparkling tears falling from her eyes.  Beautiful tears which made her look even cuter.
“How!  How could you leave me like that!?  Then you lock yourself away, making me miss my afternoon snack.  Come on, I won't miss another meal, and I am not letting you out of my sight.”  Grabbing my hand, Chea drags me all the way to the same seat in the cafeteria we used this morning.
Waiting at the table was an anthropomorphized Masticore, more monster cat people, Chea’s fanbase.  This one’s body is shining silver, almost chrome.  Next to them is a black cat girl with a split tail.  The black cat’s avatar is very similar to Chea’s in design, aside from her age.  Chea is around my age, and this girl is obviously a teenager.  Alongside those two is what could only be described as a giant tabby cat standing on two legs. 
Forced to sit down with her, Chea waves her hands over the three of them.  Golden sparks form around their heads and appear to disappear into them.  Chea then takes a seat, looking far more regal than I had ever seen her before.  The three cat people then bow and shout in unison.
“Goddess, we three thank you for your boundless generosity.  System, generate our offerings for the young goddess.”  Goddess, again, I wonder if Chea is royalty, not an idol?  Just like that demon boy and the princess.
In response to their words, plates of food appear one after the other.  This meal is far more balanced than breakfast.  Without even confirming that we are sharing.  I grab a piece of toast, and what I assume is an apple.  I was so hungry; I didn’t initially notice the weird gazes I was getting from the three in front of us.
Felt flew over to us while we were eating.  After hissing at Chea for a couple of minutes, she flew off.  I had asked her where Cal was.  Felt said that he is too slow.  He had to head to his next class immediately or he wouldn’t make it in time. 
Chea fell asleep immediately upon finishing her food.  It's calming to watch her sleep, but we have swim class soon.  I give her a little shake and she stretches out while yawning.  This reaction of hers looks so natural.  Just how long has she been playing the part of a cat person?
“It's not time for snacks.  Why are you waking me?”  How can she just fall asleep anywhere like that?  It’s almost like she is an actual cat.
“We have class, we need to get changed.”  She looks completely out of it.  Does she normally sleep until dinner?
“Changed?  Class?  I don’t have any classes.”  What, people can actually forget what they did in the morning?  Just like in those shows and books my brother likes.
“Yes you do, Chea.  This morning, you asked the System to sign you up for all the same classes as me.  I may have just added this one, but I am sure the System followed your earlier request.”  How can you call yourself a student if you only attend homeroom?
“Oh right, I did do that, didn’t I?  Yes, well, I suppose this should be fun.  My instincts never lie.  Ok, let’s see what class you choose for us.”  I wonder how Chea’s cat act will handle the pool?
Chea was completely baffled by the swimsuits we were provided.  The suits seemed like fairly standard one-piece suits.  Designed to decrease water resistance and retain body heat for as long as possible.  I can almost hear the odd comment from my brother regarding these suits.
Once class started, it became obvious why Chea wasn’t used to the swimsuit.  She couldn't swim.  The look on her face when she saw the size of the pool is the same as I must have had.  This much clean water is hard to find anywhere in the world.  Chea spent the entire class on the side of the pool, glaring at the water.  The look on her face made it seem as though the water’s existence somehow offended her, exactly like what you would expect from a cat.
Besides the two of us, there were a few upperclassmen, as well as Felt and Cal, in this class.  Cal’s method of swimming was peculiar.  He laid face down in the pool, and kind of just floated.  He could hold his breath for a really long time. 
The class was more unstructured than I would have hoped.  Even so, I got lots of points for just going through a normal training regimen.  After class, Chea dragged me back to the cafeteria.  Waiting for us was the Egyptian god Anubis.  That is how he looked, anyway. 
Dark black skin, bare-chested with gold raiment and a bizarre staff.  Chea exchanged pleasantries beyond her usual thanks with this one.  Anubis left behind some jerky that did not require the use of the System.  This is the first time I've seen someone that looked exactly like something from a myth.  Maybe other people are not copying myths exactly, or I’m just not aware of the reference.  Maybe some of the avatars are from some cult classics like old movies and books. 
Instead of eating in the cafeteria, Chea dragged me to her room.  The inside of her room was nearly twice the size of my own, and it was filled with luxury items.  Exactly like what you would expect for a rich kid.  There were three separate beds, two of which she called her normal beds, and a smaller circular one she called her napping bed.  When I laid in one, it was incomprehensibly soft, yet somehow also firm.
It was a lot of fun having a relaxing time talking to Chea.  She told me everything in her room was a gift from an upperclassman.  This kind of confirms my suspicion that she is famous.  During the evening, I tried to subtly figure out who she was, but I’m not that into idols, so the clues she let slip didn’t connect. 
Chea told me she has been here for three months, as have most of the rest of our class.  Which explains why I’m so far behind.  So they started the year in mid-summer. 
After being forced to promise to wake her in the morning.  I went to my room.  Chea said that classes are a steady source of points, but the best way to get them, according to upperclassmen, is to turn in things. 
Chea was a little vague about what we were supposed to turn in.  I assume she means reports like research papers or projects.  Theoretically, I could write about anything, but to start, I will go with something that interests me.  The problem of relocation sickness in the population's majority, and how it relates to the inability to ship cargo vast distances using teleportation. 
This is what I wrote my exit thesis for elementary school on, but I learned a ton more about it spending summer in grandma’s lab.  That subject should make for a good introductory submission for this not so ordinary school.  Maybe this time I can get proper feedback from the teacher instead of simply a grade.




Day 03
 
My hand cramping, vision blurring, my thoughts slow to a crawl. In this instant I am reminded why my family used to check in on me, when I started school, to make sure I went to sleep on time.  Whether it was some kind of project or a book, I ‘borrowed’ from my brother’s collection.  Since I first learned how to read, I have had this habit of not sleeping.  Maybe living away from home will be a problem? 
No way!  I am not a baby.  I don’t need someone to make sure I go to sleep and eat my meals…  Thinking this; I look down at the papers I requested from the System, now full of text from me working all night.  This is fine...
It took all night, but I finished my first research paper for my new school.  I probably shouldn’t have stayed up so late to finish it, but once I have an idea in my head, I cannot hold myself back.  Big sis would constantly tell me this quirk of mine will only lean to trouble as I get older.
It’s not like I wrote a new research paper from nothing though.  The bulk of the writing was done by my past self, as I mostly copied my old paper.  This is the excuse I told myself as I pushed through the night. 
After the first edit, I ended up adding lots of theories as an ending index.  While I was doing this new possibilities opened up during my research.  It was past midnight before I knew it, but that was when I got the idea of arguing against the use of gates to force genetic mutations in food crops.  Not sure if I got preachy or simply too analytical near the end. 
Thankfully, paper and other basic supplies are free.  It's been forever since I used paper to write a research paper.  I couldn’t use my phone, because it has an app to stop me from working into the night.  That was how mom curtailed my late night habit.  Can’t work if my phone shuts down X amount of hours after lights out.
Looking longingly towards my bed, I want to reach out to it like a good friend.  Before I can get into bed, my phone vibrates.  It's a text from grandma.  She's reminding me to rest and eat breakfast.  I'm a little unsettled at how on point her text was.  Is she monitoring my vitals?  Maybe this text was a warning not to pull all nighters too often?
After reading grandma’s text, I noticed the familiar message telling me that my week's log was sent to my parents.  If it is monitoring my vitals, they will know soon enough.  Maybe I should have waited for the weekend to write the report?  But I need points to mess with the skill system.  Exactly, there was no way around it, I had to do this immediately.
Arg, I don't want to go to class.  I am so tired, but it's my first week.  Not to mention I've already made some promises with potential friends.  After a quick shower, to wake myself up, I head out to get Chea.  It only took a few knocks before I heard her rushing to get ready.
The two of us walk hand in hand to the cafeteria again.  I can totally get used to this kind of routine.  Chea’s cat act is so cute.  Today's breakfast was presented by the same trio as yesterday.
“Hey hey, hey!  Have you decided to join my court?”  Hearing that already familiar, high-pitched voice, I turn to greet her and meet a wall. 
It’s shocking.  Despite being so large, Cal can really sneak up on you.  Silently he takes the seat in front of us, with Felt sitting on his shoulder?  Cal then whispers something to Felt, and she asks the System for their own food.  A giant omelet appears along with a tall mug of warm milk.  Both have a sweet scent, the two of them really are childish.
Still, it makes me wonder?  Do they have enough points that saving the tiny bit from using the vending machine is inconsequential?  I bet the school uses this data as some kind of social experiment, like the cost of convenience.  Thinking about it logically, that is likely not the only experiment they are using us for.  Talk about big data.
“Lyeh, if you act now. I'll allow you the position of Knight Captain.  While mostly ceremonial, I do have thirty knights back home.  All who have pledged their service to me.  You would be their boss if you ever came to visit.  Sounds like a great deal, doesn't it?”  It’s hard to tell how serious Felt is with all of this. 
Personally, I do like the sound of being the Knight Captain.  Felt called herself a queen.  Maybe she is, or maybe she isn’t. Either way, I am leaning towards joining Felt’s group.  She is the only one to approach me about joining anything, and she seems like the kind of person I can easily get along with.  Before anything, I need information on the other factions before I decide anything.
“Felt, I wouldn't mind joining your faction. Only I have to know if it's worth it for me.  Considering how far behind everyone else I am.  I have to be extra careful with how I move forward.  May I ask how many people you have in your court?  If you have any information on the other factions, that could also help me decide.”  Let's see how much information she actually has.
“Other factions?  Hmm, you could say there are two other factions besides mine in our class.  The demons and the neutrals.  The four demons have some kind of nonaggression pact they made near the start of the term.  But most people are neutral and have joined no one yet.”  There are really only three groups? 
Is this game better played solo?  No, all the upperclassmen I have seen have been moving in groups.  There must be a lack of leadership in the first-year class.  That or everyone is still acting overly cautious.  Maybe I am not that far behind everyone else?
“So who is in your faction, Felt?”  Felt shines, then flies around in a circle before stopping and smiling at me.
Somehow she looks even smugger than before.  After that, Felt waved, calling over some students.  The nerdy looking boy and the quiet girl.  The girl I can now see has butterfly-like wings, making her a type of fairy or fae.  She is normal size though, not pixie size like Felt.
“My court is now as large as the demons.  With your addition, we will have them beat. Lyeh, I am sure we could accomplish any feat together.”  How can anyone exude such unreasonable confidence? 
According to the rankings the teacher gave us yesterday.  The five of us would barely be equal to the four of them.  That's mostly thanks to me and Sign.
“Pixie, I never said I'd join.  You said you wanted to talk before class.  That's the only reason I'm here.  But I would like to say hello to Lyeh.  Having taken the time to gather myself, I would like to formally introduce myself.  You may refer to me as Sign.  My late mother left behind that name for me.”  The nerdy boy calmly refutes Felt’s claims while introducing himself, also dropping a bit of his back-story.
Well well well.  Felt is counting her chickens before they hatched.  Still, this is a good start.  If I count Chea, part of our theoretical group.  We become the strongest faction, if just barely.
“Oh um, I am Nora.  Unlike Sign, I have devoted myself to the Fairy Queen.  As soon as I arrived here, I knew she was my queen.”  So the quiet girl must be part of the same fairy race as Felt, maybe like a demi-fae.
“Ok, the six of us together are the strongest group.  Even so, we should consider adding more of our classmates.  Who else can we add?”  Even if I am not behind, that is no reason to move slowly.
Sign lets out a deep sigh.  Looks like he is the type to accept being pushed around, at least a bit.  Felt and the quiet girl look happy, interpreting my response as joining them.  Cal’s eyes seem to light up a bit, but otherwise he doesn’t make any response.  I don't think Chea noticed me adding her to our little group.  She said she was following me from now on, so she would probably cry if we excluded her.
“Ehh… There's not really anyone worth getting left.  Shu and Jon fall on the evil spectrum, if only a little.  While the others are…”  Her words trail off as she looks at Nora with obvious disappointment. 
A small elite group is better than a large group filled with dead weight.  That must be what Felt is thinking.  Still, I think we are too small.  Also, I don’t think anyone in our class can truly be dead weight.  Considering the school, everyone here has to have some kind of talent or skill that would be beneficial.  Then there's an obvious choice Felt didn’t even bother mentioning.
“What about Mari?  If not her, what about those two?  You know, Via or Vana?”  I ask Felt about asking the princess, or the two students I haven't seen to join us.
“No no no!  We can't trouble the princess with our little games.”  Felt flutters around, panic filling her voice.
Felt panics, while the color drains from Nora's face.  The simple mention of the princess causes Chea to focus on the conversation.  Sign and Cal both shiver like what I said terrified the two of them.
“Mari said so herself.  We aren't all equal.  It's best to keep to ourselves rather than getting involved with the unknowable, Lyeh.”  Sign speaks up like he knows the most about Mari.
“Who is it you don’t wish to involve yourselves with?”  Appearing with perfect timing, Mari’s voice comes from behind Sign. 
Everyone else rushes behind me and immediately bows to her.  Even Cal moved with uncanny swiftness.  Everyone is hiding behind me for some reason.  A quick glance tells me they are scared of Mari, not that I can figure out why. 
Since we know she is a real princess, maybe she is from some powerful nation.  Possibly one of the new Earth Sphere Nations, founded on the Lunar Ring.  Those nations are super rich and have a lot of political power.  This is thanks to their connections to most of the largest international companies.  All because of their lunar and asteroid mining rights.
“W-we were merely discussing plans for our collective free time between terms.  If it pleases one such as yourself.  You are welcome to join us at your leisure, Princess Mari.  Or if you like we can arrange our plans to accommodate you.”  Was that really Felt talking?
What is with this strange new Felt?  If she was like that all the time, I might have joined immediately.  Though she is less cute while acting all super serious.  Not that I like her arrogant and bossy attitude, but it fits her.  Also, that arrogant attitude made it all the cuter whenever her facade broke and she started crying like a baby.
“That won't be necessary.  I simply heard my name and took an interest in who had said it.  During the free time between terms, I must return home.  Unfortunately, I can't join your games.  It would be terrible if I lingered too long and my father had to come and pick me up again.  The Headmaster might lose her head this time.  Well, goodbye everyone.  Hopefully, one day I may count all of you as my friends.”  Mari sounds a little sad, but turns and leaves us.
**Phew**  Everyone let out a huge sigh.  I took in a deep breath, unaware I had not since Mari appeared.  Her presence was far more intimidating than when we were in class.  She seemed almost friendly in class, but the air around her now felt oppressive.
Our entire group is at a loss.  I don't think anyone remembers what we were talking about.  Everyone but Sign is looking at the ground, trying to catch their breath.  His eyes keep darting between the princess walking away from us, and two other things.  I turned to follow his eyes, but saw nothing.
To clear the air and push us in the right direction.  I decided to tell everyone the first step of my plan.  However, as soon as I moved to open my mouth, Sign's eyes switched their focus to me.  He was staring at me like he was trying to tell me something. 
It was as if Sign was telling me not to say anything just yet.  It was at this moment I noticed he had different colored eyes.  Sign’s left eye was black, but his right eye was silver.  His silver eye had an almost metallic sheen to it.  As I was about to ask if it was a prosthetic, he relaxed and looked downward.  Guess it’s safe to continue.
“Ok everyone, the first thing our faction needs is a detection skill.  Preferably one better than basic detection rank A.  With that, we can see more than what was provided.  Without a detection skill, we're just fumbling around in the dark.  Does anyone have one, or have enough points to get the basic detection skill the teacher mentioned?  Also, does anyone know how to strengthen their skills?”  Detection or appraisal are paramount whenever they are available.
Felt mutters into Cal's ear with Nora trying to lean in to hear them.  Chea rubs up against me, just like a cat.  Sign looks to think about something, then opens his mouth.
“I have a detection skill.”  Sign raises his hand and points to his silver eye.
Felt’s hurried mumbling stops and everyone looks at Sign.  He shrinks back a bit from our combined attention.  I want to ask if that silver eye is a prosthetic, but I think that might be rude.
Looking at Sign with a greater focus, I noticed something else I hadn't before.  He is wearing a long and loose fitting white robe with a golden rope belt.  The robe looks like what people in the middle east wear.  This isn’t weird or anything like that, but what draws my attention are his hands. 
Running along the back of his hands are thin strands of silver, almost like veins.  The silver strands appear to run along his entire hand and up under his sleeve, forming a complex web-like matrix far more complicated and intricate than a normal vascular system.  Similar veins also appear to be on his neck.  They don’t cover his face; they are mostly behind his head and interwoven with his blond hair.  The metallic veins along the back of his neck appear to be the thickest.
“Ah, Lyeh, I have a detection skill!  One that is better than the school's default.”  Sign raises his voice, looking embarrassed. 
Sign’s shout broke our collective stare.  This is perfect.  I can form an actual plan.  Grabbing Sign’s hand, I try to drag him off.
“Let's go.  We need to strategize.  I want to explore the skill tree in more depth.”  Taking his hand, I notice I cannot feel the metal veins I saw earlier. 
“Wait!  W-we still have class.”  Sign once again raises his voice in protest, but it cracks a little.
Pulling on my arm, Sign stops me from dragging him away.  He is kind of strong for a little kid.  Oh, I forgot we have class, got to focus.  Okay, I won't take any classes today and after homeroom, we'll delve into the system.
“Okay everyone, let's continue this after class.”  Everyone responded to me with a nod, and we went to class together.
In our homeroom, I noticed a few of the students were absent today.  When we left the cafeteria, Felt said Cal was already too late, so they would skip today.  Pai and Grawb are also absent.  Guess the teacher wasn't kidding when she said full attendance was unusual. 
The teacher enters using the same theatrics she has before.  Before she can even say anything, a short kid wearing green jumps up with his arms waving.  He has dark red hair and is wearing a lot of green and gold.  He reminds me of something, but I cannot quite place my finger on what he looks like.
“Ms. Awe, my relic ceased functioning last night.”  The kid is holding up a phone that looks very similar to my own.  Oh, right, the teacher’s name is Awe, a bit weird but kind of cool.
Ok, so such items are called relics for the purpose of the game.  Does no one here have EMP shielding for rapid travel?  Guess not.  Oh, that demon kid in the back looks absolutely pissed.  He either enjoys role-playing or is just a brat.  I bet he is a typical spoiled rich kid.
“Jon, you've been told this multiple times.  What you create with your skill is limited, and not a proper relic.  I have my own limitations on what I can discuss with all of you.  Remember everyone, any problems with self-made items are your own problems.  Now everyone, please sit down.”  So the little kid is Jon.  He is obviously disgruntled when he sits down. 
Jon didn't rank very high, from what I remember.  But he has a skill that can create a phone.  I couldn't handle all the delicate work of assembling a phone, let alone recreating the entire OS.  Not unless I had Mimir helping me, but using that has to be cheating.  I am once again reminded that there are authentic geniuses out in the wider world.
“Now then, yesterday we mentioned civilization levels.  The system has given me permission for the lesson, so that is what we will go over today.  But first, I have an announcement.”  An important announcement...
For some reason, that triggered my memory.  I almost forgot the reason I'm so tired.  The paper I wrote last night instead of sleeping.  Overcome with this thought, I jumped out of my chair without thinking.
“Ms. Awe, I would like to submit a paper for review.”  Interrupting her, I hold out my paper.  She looks shocked, but it’s a good kind of shock.  I'm certain no one else bothered to turn in such a piece in their first week.
“That is very impressive, but there is no need to turn it in, to me specifically.  The System is the one who will assess its value and distribute points.  System, collect items.”  The stack of papers in my hands is suddenly surrounded by light particles and disappears.
It's an unpleasant but familiar feeling.  The sensation when something you are holding onto teleports away.  I wonder how they grade here?  I followed the standard research guidelines that grandma uses.  That should be the same for most higher-level learning, but they might have a special format.  Being an international school.
**Ding**  My phone makes a loud noise.  All the students turn towards me while Ms. Awe politely smiles.  I need to set my phone to silent notifications.
“As I said before, I have an announcement.  The system has determined that your class is officially stable.  The actual definition is vague, but it means that we won't be adding others to your class anymore.  As such, everyone will receive new term starting points.  This will be based on your contribution to reaching class stability, and your value as a research subject.”  Research subject, what does that?
**Ding** My phone once again announces to the class that I got points.  I want to crawl into a corner where no one can see me.  Pulling out my phone, intending to silence it, only to find out.
“WHAT!?!”  I unintentionally shout as soon as I see the string of numbers lit up on my phone. 
One-hundred-seventy-two-thousand-four-hundred-eighty-two points.  That is the number clearly visible on the notification from the school app on my home screen.  Everyone else is still looking at me, but Sign's mouth is hanging open in shock.  His detection skill is higher than the school’s default.  Can he see my points?  I guess it is a lot if he is that shocked.
“Ok class, please focus, or we won't cover everything we have to do today.”  Ms. Awe draws everyone’s but Sign’s attention back to her.
Sign looks like he wants to say something.  Even so, he slowly turns back towards the front of the class.  There are a bunch of questions I want to ask him, too.  Like why did I get so many points for a twenty-page research paper?
Not wanting to keep drawing attention to myself.  I set my phone to silent and put it away.  We can go over this with everyone after class.  Almost two-hundred-thousand points is a lot, but it's nowhere near what we are going to need to graduate.
“If all distractions and questions are over, let's dive right into the lesson.  Today we are going to discuss civilization levels, as the Academy measures them.  This will be an introductory class.  I will not be diving deeper into corner cases, ranks within levels, nor will I be explaining saturation of Chaos.  The class on Chaos has a third-year requirement.”  Chaos?  Is this part of the game?
“All civilizations fall within a range from zero to six, similar to the scale of entities.  These levels are based on how much ‘control’ the civilization can exert over its surroundings.  When comparing similar civilizations, you can go into greater detail with Type 0.1 to Type 0.9.  These point differences can be huge to civilizations within the same Type level, but for those of a higher level.  Those fractions of a point difference are near meaningless.”  So this is similar to the Kardashev scale, the alien scale.
“Type 0s are at the whims of nature.  Some higher points, say a Type 0.7, might be able to build structures or use science to predict nature and protect against it.  However, that is the limit of what they can do.  They must seek habitable lands and then cultivate them.  Terraforming and forcing the land to become what they want is impossible.”  Earth was like that only decades ago, and we are still dealing with the damage those generations caused.
“Type 1s can shape their world such that essentially any location is habitable or useful, given enough time. This doesn't mean that they live everywhere or even that life is easy and comfortable anywhere.  The civilization simply has the power to conquer every biome a world could have.  These civilizations possess the technology to leave their home sphere or even terraform other worlds, again given enough time.”  If I remember correctly, Earth has been estimated to be a Type 1.2 by the turn of the century.
“Type 2s are where we get more complicated.  Any group that has successfully escaped their home planet qualifies as Type 2.  This means their race does not require any world to function as their nucleus.  Yet, not all civilizations that leave their planet are Type 2s.”  Like in the old space race, just because you could send something to space didn’t make you a Superpower.
“This level is more properly referring to a civilization that has exerted an influence over their entire solar system, or multiple planets.  Colonizing multiple planets, mining asteroids, and constructing a harvesting superstructure for their star are the base.  Type 2s have cleared the first hurdle of limited resources.  By gaining access to the nearly unlimited energy of their home star, and the vast resources of multiple planets.”  A true post scarcity society.
“However, this is merely one of the first great bottlenecks for greater civilizations.  Unrestrained by resources, they must now overcome a technological barrier.  Type 3 refers to groups who have conquered the ‘void’, making true interstellar travel possible.  A proper Type 3 civilization either has already or is on their way to colonizing their entire galaxy, as they have their own solar system.”  So FTL technology is the base requirement for Type 3s.
By this metric, doesn’t that leave open weird civilizations that could leapfrog ahead of this scale?  In sci-fi, countless civilizations discover FTL before they reach the post scarcity level.  Is this hole meant to be obvious?  Is that what will be explained in the proper class for this lesson?
“I'm sure all of you can follow what is next.  Having conquered the insignificant distance between stars, the next goal is the ‘Great Void.’  The vast empty space between galaxies.  Type 4 civilizations have complete control over their home universe.  There are no known Type 4 civilizations.”  I mean, of course not.
“Ms. Awe, what about the three great factions?”  Princess Mari speaks up, to the dismay of Ms. Awe.  Are even the teacher’s scared of Mari?  How rich is the nation she is from?
“We don't discuss the three factions with new students.  Usually, only those further along in their studies need to be concerned with them.  But since you brought them up, not talking about them will cause more problems.  The three great factions are Type 5 civilizations, technically, multiversal civilizations.”  Wait what?
“The reason we say there are no known Type 4s, while acknowledging Type 5s, is because of the criteria of having control over their entire universe.  The three great factions have no interest in controlling a whole universe.  Because of that and other classification details, they don't qualify as Type 4s.  If a civilization follows the proper path, they will progress through the Types in order.”  So this will be explained in other classes.
Is this part of the game?  Is the Academy running multiple universal level simulations?  That must be some kind of thought experiment, like Roko’s Basilisk.  Not something normal kids would understand.  Then this means the Academy is also a giant research facility.  Is that why she called us research subjects?  Is the game part of this huge experiment?
“Ms. Awe, then what about the Federation?”  One of the demon girls jumps out of her seat with her question.  She has a similar complexion to me and her horns are twisted, unlike the other demon girl, who points straight up.
“The Federation is technically a Type 5 civilization.  Even so, it controls so little territory, not even a percentage of their home system.  It is considered a fledgling civilization, pseudo Type 5.”  Arg, I guess I am far behind everyone.  I don’t know any of the game’s lore.
“Now, if there are no more interruptions, I will continue.  A simple path to graduation is to join one of the three great factions, but it is ill-advised.  The details of this warning are limited to third years.  Now, the final metric is purely theoretical.  Type 6s are not something that can exist as we can understand.”  A deafening silence falls upon the class.  Everyone has turned their attention to Ms. Awe.
“A Type 6s civilization would exist outside of all known reality, everywhere and nowhere at the same time.  A denizen of such a civilization would be beyond Gods.  They would be outer gods, things beyond.  Their mere presence would exert an influence over reality, warping physics and matter as we know them.”  Are Type 6s like the end goal of the experiment, something like a quantum singularity?
Whatever, that doesn’t help me.  What I want to know is how does joining a great faction help you graduate, and why is it ill-advised?  If the information is limited to our third year, that would place us at the lowest coming of age around the world.  It's when one needs to start seriously thinking about their future.
Then is it like saying you joined a big company making graduating irrelevant?  Then you can only work for that company?  Almost like signing your future away. 
The immersion they are doing for the game is interesting, but I would prefer it if they were straightforward.  Separating the game from what we're learning.  Hopefully, there is a novel about all this lore somewhere.  I would like to read it over this weekend.  Maybe it will give me better insight into the game.
“These civilization levels are important to all of you on a personal level.  You should all have a civilization rank as part of your sheet.  Individuals born into a higher level of civilization will have higher potential due to various factors.  This difference is expanded exponentially as you are raised at a specific level associated with your civilization’s strengths.”  Kind of like a home field advantage. 
This theory should be understandable to other kids my age.  The infant mortality rate in underdeveloped nations is infinitely higher than at home.  Adults living in some third world nation can't even match a child's education.  This is how cruel the world can be. 
Some random ten-year-old from the beginning of the twenty-first century would be drastically different from me living at the end of the twenty-first century.  Not to mention kids from several centuries ago or even a millennia ago. 
Heck, the world my kids will grow up in could be drastically different from my own, at the pace technology is advancing.  Mom and Dad always go on about how much has changed since they had my big sister, their first kid, and me.  A lot can change in seven years.
“Class, I also promised to talk about theoretical existences.  For simplicity, we refer to such beings as ‘Type X Deity’, referencing the civilization type.  This refers to a being at the same level as an entire civilization.  Capable of fully wielding the power expected of that level of civilization.”  Type X Deities, like gods?
Wait if I think about it.  These are likely regarding players.  In civi-games we are kind of acting like gods.  Is this another aspect of the game?  Oh, I bet students are given control of some simulations, likely as part of another class.  I wonder if that is also limited to third years?  I will have to look that up later.
“Under this scale, in theory, denizens of Type X civilizations are equivalent to a Type X-2 Deity.  Imagine a denizen of a Type 3 civilization.  They should reasonably have access to the technology and other resources to terraform a planet with the aid of their civilization.  Which would be the extent of a Type 1 Deity's ability, creating a world.”  So gods are just normies from a higher civilization?  I think I read something like that before.
“Unfortunately, we don't have time to go over Deities in greater detail today.  That knowledge is not especially needed in your current state.  Simply knowing the correlation to civilizations should suffice.  As such, class is dismissed.”  Wait what, I want to hear more!
If they are integrating this system into the game, it should be more rigged.  I don’t like the vagueness, but I guess we need to take the proper class to learn the details.  Maybe limiting some of these things to third year is to make sure we don’t become too obsessed with the game.  I bet there is another level limiting our information that we don’t even know about yet, likely something told to us in our fifth year.
As I leave class, I grab the back of Sign’s robe and drag him from the room.  I want to form our group and delve into the System ASAP.  While dragging him, Sign is trying to say something.  He's probably embarrassed about being pulled by a girl.  Most boys were like that in elementary school. 
Chea appears next to me, walking alongside me with a mischievous look on her face.  She glances at Sign, then back to me.  I think she is getting the wrong idea here.
“That boy looks quite distraught, but since the Guardian hasn't activated.  He isn't against being dragged around by you.  If anything, he might like it.”  Guardian?
“What, Guardian?  I don't think I've heard that term yet.  Chea, what is the Guardian?”  I asked Chea.  She looked at me, surprised, and I think Sign also made a weird sound in response.
“You know, the Guardian.  The thing that stops us from hurting each other.  It's the only thing that keeps the peace in this crazy place.  Something crazy powerful that is connected to the System.  It forces everyone, even those evil-looking ones, to play nice.”  Chea says smiling, she’s really cute, but what she said is a bit unsettling.  Is this the gap moe my big brother has occasionally mentioned?
Wow, my mind is really wandering today.  Guess it’s because I am so tired, remember sleep is good.  Alright focus, of course, there is a system that stops violence and harassment.  And I've essentially kidnapped Sign.  Ok, first let’s let him go. 
“Ouch.”  Ok done.  Second, apologize and find out what he was trying to tell me this whole time.
“Umm, sorry about that.  I wasn’t thinking my actions through properly.  What were you trying to say?”  I apologize to Sign and show him a friendly smile, unlike Chea’s mischievous one.
“Lyeh, I have another class to attend.  I want to discuss the system, your paper, and a hundred other things with you.  However, my schedule is full with two classes, and study time each day.  I can cancel my reserved room in the library, or we can use the reserved room to discuss our alliance.  Either way, I'm tied up until this evening.”  Sign says while standing up and dusting himself off.
“Oh, that deflates my plans.  We can meet in the library later.  I'll see you then.”  Suddenly, I'm exhausted.
After letting Sign go, I head back to my room, with Chea following right behind me.  Trudging along, I make it to my room, but I'm stopped from going in.  Chea is holding my hand, keeping me from entering my room.
“No, you don't!  You're not locking me out again.”  Chea almost looks like she is going to cry. 
Seeing Chea all teary-eyed, I wonder if she is acting?  Yesterday she waited outside my door for me, so maybe not?  Guess I can let her in.  I have had friends over before, and without my brother or sister here, things shouldn’t get weird.
“Do you want to come in?  I'm going to see about registering our group and then I will take a nap.”  As soon as I said nap, Chea’s ears and tail perked up.
“A nap!  Perfect, hurry with that other thing.  Then let's go to my room for a nap.”  Her tail is swinging side to side.  I thought only dogs wagged their tails when they were happy.
Yep, I was right.  Under miscellaneous, there are various group settings.  Guild, Religion, Company, Party, Government, Family, and Other with custom options.  Out of all of them, Other has the highest cost comparatively.  Likely because of all the custom settings.
Each group is separated by size, function, and cost.  The System even handles marriage certificates, neat.  I wonder if those are real, or just part of the game, maybe both.  Some of the later years are old enough to marry without parental consent.  Maybe the System also helps with political asylum.
With only the six of us, we are the right size for a party.  Only, I want to add more people later.  Ok, let's register as a Guild.  Then we can be like a fantasy world adventurer's guild. 
What?!  It costs twice as much as the Luxury Bathroom expansion.  Urg, to make a party, it only costs a thousand points, but we would be capped at six members.  Everyone, you better be grateful to me. This is more than half of the points I got today.
Hmm, a guild name…  I don't like the rigid line Felt drew between good and evil.  Real life, the world, and likely this game are not so cut and dry.  So, how about Chaos?  It might mean something else in-game, but I like it.
**Guild Registered, alerting the relevant parties.**  Oh, was that the System’s voice?  So the System can talk to you.
“Lyeh, you want me to join your guild?”  Chea responds with a cute and curious smile.  Being a cat is cheating.  Everything she does has a cuteness bonus and makes me want to pet her. 
Guess that's what it meant by alerting relevant parties.  You can't just register people, it confirms with them.  I wonder if people can request to join, or do I have to invite them? 
**Sign has accepted your invitation.**  Good, it tells me as soon as they accept.  He accepted so fast.  I wonder if he expected this, or was he startled and accepted by accident?
“Chea, we discussed it this morning.  We're going to work together to make earning points easier, and fun for everyone.  Isn’t this exactly what you wanted?”  I answer her and check if she has been paying attention.
“Hmm, if you accept my request I'll accept yours.”  Again with that mischievous smile of hers.
**Felt, Cal, and Nora have accepted your invitation.**  No reservations from anyone, great.
**Chea has petitioned to room with you.  Accept Yes/No**  Right when I heard the confirmation of Felt's group.  My phone lit up with Chea's petition.  She wants to room together?
The System says we get +100 points daily for rooming together.  Either of us can cancel it by speaking to the Headmaster.  That sounds fun.  And I feel if I don't, she'll be outside my door waiting for me every day. 
After clicking yes, the wall between our rooms lights up and disappears.  Are the walls light constructs?  That would make room expansions easier, but they are so easy to tamper with.  Are they not concerned with privacy?
Well, if the System is monitoring us all the time, it should be able to detect any tampering anyone might try.  Maybe it's not a problem.  Seeing cutting edge technology seamlessly integrated at this level is crazy impressive.  Grandma's company can't achieve anything like this yet. 
By the time they integrated the newest tech, it would be outclassed by something new.  It makes visiting her office weird.  Grandma still has stuff from hundreds of years ago on display alongside her new automata.
“Good.  Now I can cancel everyone's permission to enter my room.  Waking up to those creepy faces makes napping less fun.”  Ah, she has her fan club wake her up.  Guess I'll be waking her up from now on. 
A hundred points and all I have to do is wake her up?  Sounds sweet.  Chea may even let me pet her.  I have always wanted a pet cat.
**Chea has accepted your invitation.**
**Minimum requirement met, Skill ‘Leader D’ acquired.**
**Skill ‘Leader D’ merged with Skill ‘Hero A’, Skill ‘Hero A’ evolved into Skill ‘Hero A.’**
What was all that?  Requirements, Merging, and Evolution?  B-but, nothing happened?  Was that some kind of glitch in the System?
“You've finished what you were doing, right?  It sounds like you have lots of fun things planned for the future.  But right now, you promised me a nap.”  Chea’s voice is far too cheerful.
Playing the role of a cat perfectly. Chea pulled her small circular nap bed closer to my own.  Once it was between my bed and her normal one, she curled up in it and went straight to sleep.  She must have been acting like this for far longer than she has been here.  Quite tired myself, I laid down on my bed and quickly fell asleep.
***
“B-but goddess! The door to your room vanished, and you didn't answer anyone’s messages.”  An unfamiliar voice wakes me.
Someone is pleading for mercy.  Is my brother watching something?  My eyes are still heavy, and my mind is foggy.  How long was I out?
“I don't care!  That was an extreme invasion of privacy.  The next time you do something like that, I'm cutting you off entirely!”  Chea is yelling, right I am not at home.
It's the three upperclassmen that give Chea breakfast.  So her door disappeared because we were rooming together.  What did they do in their desperation?  Ah, part of the wall is gone.  Wait, they can do that?  Then the Guardian doesn’t stop damage to one's room.  Does it only stop physical harm to a person?
“Please forgive us!”  All three of them are lying on their backs with their hands and feet in the air.  It’s disgusting. 
Chea waves her hand and golden sparks float down on them.  It's far fewer than normal, but she did what they wanted. 
“Now leave me, and I expect compensation gifts from all of you.  Gifts far exceeding your transgression, if you wish to receive my full favor ever again.”  Chea is understandably angry.
The three of them get up and bow to her.  One of them glared at me something fierce, only to be slapped by Chea’s tail.  After that, they ran out of the room, through the broken wall.  As soon as they left, the wall mended itself.
Fans can be scary.  I hope I don’t have to deal with people like that while I am here.  Still upset, Chea heads towards me while holding a very present looking box.
“Those fools dared peep on a girl sleeping in her room.  Back home, I would skin them alive for such a transgression.  Hang them up and let the wind burn them for a few days before giving it back to them.  But I can't do that here, now can I?”  That sounds painful, and wouldn’t you die from having your skin taken?
“At least they brought today’s noon offering.  Umm, System, I need a table...hmmm...that one looks cute.  Give me two matching chairs as well.”  After muttering and looking up for a bit, Chea made some kind of choice, then a blue and gold table set materialized between us.
Chea placed the present like box on the table and took off its lid.  Completely empty, its four walls fell down.  After a moment, various plates of food materialized.  Even if I'm used to my family using teleportation for everything, it's strange to see everyone use it so casually.
After thoroughly enjoying our lunch. I sent a message to Felt to meet in the library in the evening.  We are meeting after the noon classes to talk with Sign.  I reminded Felt to bring the other two along with her. 
Chea agreed to come along after another quick nap.  She sure loves napping.  Since there is still time until our meeting.  I decided to explore the campus a bit. 
Walking around the campus, this school continues to impress me.  Having found a tree, I stayed there and looked up at the sun, only to realize that it was artificial.  I had a feeling that the sky was not real. 
Meaning the campus is definitely inside one of the Solar Towers.  I always laughed with my friends when someone brought up those conspiracy theories.  Stories about the rich and powerful having secret bunkers in the arctic or underwater.  Then again, I guess the Solar Towers are not really secret.  No matter where you are in the world you can always see at least three of those massive spires reaching out into space.
Grandma's underwater research facility is a joint project with the U.S. government.  We all live alongside each other in this world, and yet we are completely separate from each other.  The rest of the world does not know about this place. Then again, that is exactly what the Lunar Ring is like, though that is not on this world, is it?
Staring at the fake sun doesn't even hurt my eyes.  Lost in thought, I didn't notice a few upperclassmen approaching.  Pale skin, silver hair, and ruby eyes; she is pretty but not overly so.  It's possible that she doesn't have an augmented avatar.  But, I don't think such pale skin can be achieved naturally, not using any healthy method, anyway. 
The young woman has on somewhat revealing clothing, a cross wrap crop top and shorts.  Her pale skin is immaculate but it makes me think she is a bit thin and sickly.  Alongside her are two young men in heavy black robes obscuring everything but their faces.  Their eyes glow red beneath their hoods. 
I think they are high schoolers, or maybe third years.  My brother went through a phase like this when he entered high school.  Is this something everyone does when they get into high school?
“So this is the most promising larva?”  The young woman sounds less confident than she looks.
She looks at me, judgingly.  She kind of reminds me of my brother's girlfriend.  Pretty, but not entirely sure of themselves.  The confident look she has on seems fake too.  She must roleplay the role of a confident leader.  I am sure she would look cuter if she had more confidence.
“Yes, mistress, she is the first to take a proactive approach to consolidate power among the first years.  Despite forming today; her guild is ranked first among all the larvae.”  The guy to her right sounds submissive, gross.
Thanks to their words, I made a realization that shouldn’t have been such a surprise.  If there are guilds and other organizations, there should be rankings.  Those rankings also appear to the public.  And if there are rankings, people will monitor them. 
Anyone showing up suddenly at anything but the bottom would draw attention.  Though more importantly, I thought we were the only first-year class.  It makes sense that we aren't, but where are they?  There were no other class rooms near ours, were there?
“That's good.  I hate visiting the other zones.  You, child.  Swear fealty to my family, and I'll lend my assistance.”  She sounds like Felt, but her voice lacks Felt’s natural confidence.
The young woman’s red eyes shimmer with a myriad of colors that are somehow all still red.  Is she trying to intimidate me?  She is skinny and doesn’t have an intimidating aura.  I can feel something like pressure from her, but she isn't even half as imposing as Mari.  She feels similar to those demon girls at the far end of the class.
“No thanks.  If you're picking on newcomers, then you can't be very strong or useful.  Though I'll remember to be wary of you from now on.”  I dismiss them the way big brother showed me, using words laced with insults and fake compliments.
Even if they are bigger than me.  They shouldn’t be able to do anything to me with that security system in place.  The Guardian protects students from each other, after all.  That knowledge makes this girl’s threats sound kind of dumb.
“What?  How can a larva resist me?  Hal, scan her!”  Dammit, I wanted to develop countermeasures to detection skills before we confronted other groups.
“Interference Nullity EX!  My scan skill is too low level.  I am sorry, I cannot see past this skill of hers.”  The guy sounds kind of panicked.  Guess they are weak.
So I already have an anti-detection skill.  That's great.  EX is normally a special value, meaning it can't be raised, but it's usually strong.  That could be good or bad.  I don’t remember seeing this skill, so it has to be part of another of my skills.
“What?  You raised it to B already, right?  Larva shouldn't have high-rank resistance, unless they are natural.”  I think she means inherent.
“Mistress, I suggest we retreat.  Nullity skills are fourth tier, she isn't normal.  Remember the rumors that there was a monster hidden among the Larva?”  The guys are freaking out.
So there's a monster in our class?  That shouldn't be me. I'm too new for rumors to be spreading about me, and don’t we have several monsters in class?
“We'll remember you.  Being so presumptuous as to call yourself Chaos.  You'll learn your place soon enough.”  They fled like cartoon villains. 
“Bye.”  I wave to them as they run off like scared chickens.  They left me with a lot of questions.
Wandering around campus, everything looks exactly like what you would expect for a rich kid’s school.  Everything looks either fancy and old, or it is obviously brand new.  Most of the tech is hidden masterfully into the architecture. 
Looking around, I cannot see any obvious security cameras, ones that should be needed for a security system such as the Guardian.  Hidden microphones are easy enough to place anywhere, but I have found nothing that could be a lens.  They could be physically mapping using only sound.  That might be how they bypass privacy laws. 
Either way, I never expected much privacy, anyway.  This place has to teach, protect the students, while also keeping their rich parents happy.  Using automata cuts back on employees and the System also keeps information on lock down.  They obviously don’t want private information on students or their parents leaking.
This all must be to make parents feel comfortable having their kids attending without their normal personal attendants.  Honestly, I would not be surprised if my parents and grandma could check in on me remotely any time they wanted.
After finding the library, the oddities only continue.  I expected that grand room I saw earlier, several stories tall, with books lining the walls.  Instead, it's a fairly small room filled with books connected to a hallway of personal rooms for studying.  Guess this building has more function than form.  You can probably access anything you want in your room, anyway.  The library is likely just a backup access point.
The automata working the front desk looks like a smaller, less fancy version of the Headmaster.  She told me that if I wanted to go to the main library; I needed the Headmaster’s permission.  Only special exceptions and fifth years are allowed free access to the main library.  This made me wonder why the Headmaster bothered showing me it in the first place.  Maybe to impress on me how much money the school has?
Whatever the case, all the books here are AR.  You can hold them, but if you try to take them out of the library, they disappear.  The books displayed on each shelf change every couple of minutes.  You cannot really search for a random book like this, but you can just ask the System for any book and it will provide it for you. 
Walking through the shelves, I got lost in the sea of constantly changing titles.  Sign is the one that broke the spell and led me to the room he reserved for studying.  Everyone was already there.  Considering how nervous he looks, I bet he was standing there deciding what to do for some time.
“Alright everyone, I have a lot to discuss.  I want to start by going over what Sign can see that the System default can't.”  I want to get this rolling so I can devise a plan for acting over the weekend.
“That's fine, Lyeh, but first I want to ask.  Why did you name the guild Chaos?”  Felt asks, sounding confused.
Everyone looks at me with similar levels of confusion.  Did they not know what the Guild was called when they joined?  The System probably asked if they wanted to join my Guild, not if they wanted to join Chaos.
“Well, I have a hero skill and a demon skill.  Also, I don't believe morality is black and white.”  I say rather proudly, and with a confident smile.
“You're a demon!?!  B-but you don't smell like a demon.  There is not a trace of evil in your aura.  Are you sure you're not just dumb?”  Felt immediately rushes me fluttering around, inspecting me.
“Lyeh has Hero A and Lilith C.  Lilith is an odd demon skill not dyed by any sin.  She also has some other troubling looking skills, but they seem to be not active or are benign.”  Sign says with confidence, telling all of us he definitely sees everything the school showed us and then some.
“That's fine.  I don't understand the way skills actually work.  My instinct tells me you're a good person.  That's all that matters to me.”  Felt proudly proclaims as she flys around me before heading back to her seat on Cal.
Felt has to be a drone, a fairly advanced one.  The person controlling her is probably stuck in bed.  We should go meet her real body at some point.
“With that out of the way.  Sign, what can you see about us that the System’s base scan couldn’t?”  Thanks to those weak upperclassmen I know lower-ranked detection can’t see anything about me, so what about higher rank?
“Based on my chart.  I can’t see much more, mostly greater detail.  It seems like I can see an explanation of every skill, or most skills.  Sometimes I can even see a progression tree for the skill.”  So Sign’s skill is like having a strategy guide?
“However, for some people, like Lyeh, I see a lot more.  If your sheet is like mine, it only has a few skills listed, about 4, but I actually have 6 skills.  For Lyeh, all of her skills comprise a bunch of other skills.  I can see over thirty unique skills hidden within her visible skills, and all of them are strong.”  Thirty powerful skills? 
From what I saw, I actually have way more than that.  The ‘Sacred Lineage’ skill looked like it was only a list of names, but maybe there was something else after that long list of ancestors.  Guess the others are weak skills, or Sign cannot see them?  Now I feel like I’m cheating.
“Um, I think the System’s base scan only shows your most powerful skills.  My scan revealed only three skills, but I know I have eight.  All the ones not shown are minuscule in use or low in rank.”  OMG, Cal has a deep baritone voice ill-fitting his childish face.  Is he older than us?
What he said is interesting.  My demon skill is rank C the lowest of all my unique skills, but even it has other skills under it.  It must be a higher tier skill.  Those upperclassmen called my nullity skill fourth tier.  Skills have tiers and ranks.  This is something I should probably share with everyone.
“Sign, I heard from an upperclassman, on the way here, skills have tiers.  I don’t know what that means, but I was told I had a fourth tier skill.  Based on their reactions, that is too high for a first year.”  I say this, but they were weak.
Sign does that typical thinking pose.  He even touches his chin, like an old man.  After a moment, he turns back to us and starts talking.
“So they’re called tiers?  My skill classifies all skills as either elementary, novice, advanced, professional, master, or ruler.  Several skills directly say what level they are, but a few don’t follow the same formula.  Still, others can’t go beyond advanced at all.  The tiers appear to correlate to the skill’s complexity, while rank is their power.”  Sounds like Sign has been doing his own research, no doubt thanks to his detection ability.
“That reminds me, something strange happened when I registered our guild.  I got a notification about getting a skill called Leader.  That skill was then eaten by my Hero skill, but nothing happened to it after that.”  I direct my question to Sign.
“That sounds weird.  System, can you explain why that happened?”  Sign immediately looks up and asks the system to explain.  I didn’t even consider asking the System.  I need to realign my assumptions.
**Upon completing specific requirements, certain blessings/skills can be obtained.  Lesser blessings/skills will be consumed by greater blessings/skills of the same line or by composite blessings/skills that contain that line.  The acquired experience will transfer over to the higher tier blessing/skill**
“System, can you tell us what the requirements are for various skills?”  Again Sign thinks up something I wouldn’t have thought to ask the System.  I would assume that such information isn’t given out, or you have to discover it yourself.
**Authority Rank ‘Faculty C’ required to view the requirement list.**
“Can we purchase a past student’s walkthrough or guides?”  I ask this, assuming such guides would not be available online.
When I ask this, everyone looks at me weirdly.  Isn’t this normally how you do research for games, by looking up how others beat it? 
“Buying or looking up guides is common sense, isn’t it?”  I ask, but no one says anything in response.
**User-generated guides are available for purchase.  Instructions are thoroughly vetted, but no guarantees are made.**  My phone lights up with hundreds of guides making various promises.  The cheapest guide is seven-hundred-thousand points, it’s titled “Basic Leveling Guild - How to reach rank S.”  Let’s ignore guides for now.
“What’s a walkthrough?”  Chea sounds excited about my question and the answer given by the system.
“A walkthrough is a guide made by someone who has already done something.  So it would be a guide made by an upperclassman, or a teacher about how they graduated.  You could learn from their mistakes and their successes.  They’re prohibitively expensive though, so let’s ignore them for now.  Since guides are a bust, does anyone have an idea on how to level skills?’  Chea looks confused by my answer, but doesn’t push the question.
“I’ve looked into that.  Unfortunately, the answer is not universal.  Some skills are leveled by using them repeatedly.  Others have strange requirements which need to be fulfilled.  The only similarity is that you can use points to level up any ability.  However, the cost is different depending on the skill and the person.”  Sign tells everyone.
Sign seems like the type to scour the internet for guides before ever starting a game.  Especially one that might determine our future.  Still, once again, I am perplexed by the level of individual attention the game gives to every little detail.  What data does it use to set these point metrics for each individual person?
“For the time being, I want to focus on gathering points and information.  We need to learn more about the System before committing to any build.  Even so, let’s do something fun as a group.  Let’s go on a hunt.  Turning things in has the highest return on time for gathering points.”  I try to speak enthusiastically.
Instantly, Chea looks disinterested.  Sign looks worried but Felt and Cal seem pumped.  Also Nora is, well, Nora is here.  She is the silent and shy type, but gets points for sticking with us.
“What are we hunting?  I don’t think it's right to chase down harmless creatures, but purging violent monsters is one of many duties of the strong who govern the weak.”  Felt is more gung-ho for this than I expected.
So Felt is role-playing as a strong character protecting the weak?  That would sound more convincing coming from Cal.  Cal looks tough, but I could also see him as the big teddy bear type.   Either way, his character doesn’t seem like a leader, more like a guardian or tank.
“We’re going to use the System’s recommendation to decide our hunt.  It's all part of having a guild.  But before that, I want to know what skills we have so I can make a battle plan.”  Turning to everyone, I ask what they specialize in.
This would be easier if I had a detection skill.  But I don’t want to waste points when our guild already has a high level one.  I am going to have to get everything I can right now or I will be bugging Sign forever.
“Um, I am strong and tough.  I am confident I can wrestle most mythical beasts to the ground.”  As expected of Cal, he's a power type and kind of tanky.
“Hmm…  I have spirit magic, so I can do almost anything.  Oh oh oh!  I can do this!”  Felt yells as she flutters above all of us, silver dust falling from her wings. 
**Skill ‘Blessing of the Fairy Queen B’ acquired** 
**Skill ‘Blessing of the Fairy Queen B’ merged with Skill ‘Hero A’, Skill ‘Hero A’ evolved into Skill ‘Hero A.’**
“Hey, I can do that too.  Don’t get so full of yourself, pixie!”  Chea jumps on top of her chair and waves her hand, causing gold sparks to rain down on us. 
**Acquired Blessed Line**  No merging?  Is that good or bad?
“So Felt’s blessing gives various resistances and positive modifiers.  While Chea’s gives a temporary boost to luck.  Though it seems most of us had a greater skill that consumed Felt’s blessing.”  Sign explained what just happened.  Which helped a ton.  Things are moving too fast for me to follow.
Maybe I’ll get a detection skill after all.  I will have to stash away a ton of points, so I can get one as good or better than Sign’s skill.  Aww, Felt looks really upset that most of us had better skills already.  Uh oh, Chea looks angry.
“Are you saying her blessing is better than mine?!  System!  Level up skill ‘Minor Blessing,’ I don’t care how many points it takes.”  Chea yells, then waves her hands and more gold sparks fall, but only on me this time. 
**Skill ‘Favored by Fortune A’ Acquired** 
**Skill ‘Favored by Fortune A’ merged with Skill ‘Hero A’, Skill ‘Hero A’ evolved into Skill ‘Hero A+’**  After that Chea collapsed on the table.
“There, let’s see the pixie beat that.”  Chea murmurs as she falls asleep.
Chea looks exhausted, which is weird.  She sleeps a lot, but she never seemed tired before.  Giving a glare to Sign, I try to tell him to not say anything about Chea’s blessing merging with my other skill.
“Uhh, yah that was impressive, Chea.  The blessing was rank A.  I think we should wrap up soon, but before that happens I want to discuss a few things.”  Sign says, seeming to understand my glare.
Sign looks back at me with a serious expression.  Looking at Chea, we should probably end it here, but he has something he really wants to say.
“Everyone, I think we should try to get Rae to join our group.  She was the girl who spoke up today, asking the teacher about the Federation.”  Rae, the twisted horned demon girl?
“That demon!?!  Never!  I will never associate with a demon or similar evil creatures.”  That got Felt quite riled up. 
This is something I can understand, but I don’t agree with.  Evil is never so clear cut.  Also, if Sign is advocating for her, he must have a good reason.
“Sign, according to Felt.  The two demon girls are already working together.  How do you expect to get Rae on our side?  Also, there are genuine concerns about having a demon join us.  Even so, it is not something I am against.”  After my last sentence, Felt turns to look at me, but she says nothing.
“First, she isn’t a demon.  Rae is a dragon.  Second, I think she is the strongest person from our class that we could reasonably recruit.  Before you ask anything.  Let me explain.  Shu ranked higher than her, yes.  But that is because Shu is desperately trying to level up.  Rae, on the other hand, isn’t interested in class at all.”  Not interested.  Maybe she doesn’t plan to do anything with her life.
“Rae is one of only a few kids, not worried at all about being here.  To me, it seems like she is playing.  Also, everyone ranked higher than Lyeh had parts of their sheet blatantly obscured.  They are the first I’ve ever encountered that are obscured in such a way.  None of the upperclassmen I’ve seen so far can block my Eye, but I would not be surprised to find some that can.”  His Eye?
“Oh, she’s a dragon?  That has its own set of problems.  Dragons can have any alignment, but they tend towards neutral and evil.  I must have detected that.  If she is not wholly evil, there is room to negotiate.”  Felt says, acting all high and mighty again.  I’m more interested in what he said at the end.
“Sign, first, what do you mean by your ‘Eye,’ and what do you mean, obscured?  An upperclassman scanned me earlier.  He said he was blocked by my Interference Nullity.  Is it different with your Eye?”  Sign looks toward me and his silver right eye seems to shine even through his obvious embarrassment.
“My detection skill is called, ‘Discerning Eye of the Machine God.’  It allows me to see everyone's blessings, skills, points, and stats just like the system scan.  It also shows me their race, affiliation, alignment, origin, and some other things.  When I look at Ra, Vana, Via, or the princess, one or more of these items is blacked out.”  So he sees that something is hidden from him.
“Also, when I look at Princess Mari, my heart beats faster, my face becomes flushed, my head hurts, and my chest tightens.  Because of this, I don’t think we should involve ourselves with any of those four.”  Those symptoms sound familiar for some reason?
Sign warning us only makes me want to interact with them even more.  Mysteries like this are why I need my own detection skill, but I don’t think it will be as good as Sign’s.  His skill has a long name and sounds custom made for him.  Without using a ton of points, I won’t be able to compete with it.
“Ok Sign, I understand your concern.  I don't want to undermine the information your Eye has given us, but can you tell us who Via and Vana are?  According to the rankings, those two are students that sit behind me and Princess Mari, but no one was there during class.” 
Sign turns away blushing, for some reason.  Everyone turns to him for an answer.  He may be the only one who knows about them.
“Oh oh oh!  I can answer that.  The two maids who serve the princess aren’t normal students.  Despite one of them being Fae, they refuse to swear allegiance to me.  Though, being the magnanimous leader I am, I forgave them.  I even offered to give them my blessing, but they refused. Citing the fact that they already serve a master and couldn’t have contradicting loyalties.  Such devoted followers they are.”  Felt says while flying around my head.
“That is fine, but I want to know why I can’t see them.  Are they really tiny?  Or constantly invisible?”  I ask Felt.
“Each of them has a skill called Presence Concealment S.  This skill makes it difficult for people to perceive them and remember them.  If I focus, I can see through this skill.  Which is why I can see some of their skills.  Unfortunately, I cannot focus on them for long, f-for personal reasons.  As such, I could not determine if they have the Outsider skill.”  So Sign gets embarrassed looking at pretty girls for too long.
“They're definitely strange.  Let's ignore them for now, as you suggested.  After our hunt, we’ll discuss how to recruit other members.  I want to find out more about the System before we make any big moves.  Let’s end here for today.  We’ll meet up in the cafeteria at breakfast and discuss our hunt.”  Everyone agrees and we leave the library.
Back in our room, after throwing Chea onto one of her beds.  I get to work fixing up my room.  Chea was surprisingly light.  I had no difficulty carrying her the whole way back. 
For my room, first Seven-thousand points for a luxurious queen sized bed.  One with a huge hugging pillow and comforter.  Then two-thousand points for a simple computer terminal and printer, so I can type future reports.  I could get the high end gaming computer for five-thousand points, but I don’t think I’ll want to play computer games.  Not if I can indulge myself in the school’s game.
Finally, what I have been waiting for since yesterday.  One thousand points for Elementary Magic. 
**Skill ‘Elementary Magic A’ acquired** 
**Skill ‘Elementary Magic A’ merged with Skill ‘Elemental Attunement EX’ and Skill ‘Magic Control D’, Skill ‘Master Elementalist EX’ Acquired.** 
What?  What just happened?  Elementary Magic is still a purchasable option, but it only costs 10 points.  Wait, I know what to do in this situation.
“System, what just happened?” 
**Lesser blessings/skills are consumed by greater blessings/skills of the same line or by composite blessings/skills that contain that line.  The acquired experience will transfer over to the higher tier blessing/skill.  Occasionally, this will result in a brand new blessing/skill.**  I don’t think that explanation helped at all.  Let’s see what happens if I acquire the skill again.
**Skill ‘Elementary Magic A’ acquired** 
**Skill ‘Elementary Magic A’ merged with Skill ‘Master Elementalist EX’** 
What?  No, whatever evolved into the same thing?  That’s why it's only 10 points.  It can’t raise my level, it's a worthless purchase.  I’ll save the rest of my points for an emergency during our hunt. 
**Thump thump**  Suddenly I am hit with a wave of exhaustion.  My head is starting to hurt.  Is my heart beating faster?  Why does my chest hurt?  My body is burning up.  Everything feels like it's on fire.
Next thing I know I fell face first into my new bed and passed out.




Day 04
 
As soon as I closed my eyes, I heard a voice.  The pain and heat that consumed me disappeared.  All the fatigue that overwhelmed me left my mind instantly.  For a moment I thought I died.
“So, one of my line has finally learned the forbidden arts.  I wonder how many millennia it has been, and what has happened to my true self?  Did I finally get bored of life and die, or is this a crisis I could not handle alone?  I wonder?  Either way, we have much to cover.  So, get up!”  Whoever was speaking kicked my bed, shaking me awake. 
Forced awake, I found myself sitting at a normal school desk.  Instinctively I reached for my notebook to take notes.  Only to realize, I'm not in class.  I'm sitting at a school desk, but I am not in class.  This is none of my old classrooms.  What kind of dream is this? 
I'm in an empty white void.  It looks endless but feels cramped, and yet, somehow this place feels familiar.  In this empty void with me is this dandy looking old man.  He also seems familiar, but I cannot recall where I remember him from.  Maybe he’s a movie star or someone else famous, my big sis follows online.
“Focus child!  We have a lot to cover and not much time.  I don't know if you discovered my origin project, or if I told you about it.  Either way, we don’t have time, so let's skip it.  Since you discovered magic, let's discuss the distinct forms of mana you can draw upon.  There is internal and external power you can draw on to weave your spells.  The internal power was refined by your own soul, the external power is prana raw mana from the Earth or the Sun.  Both are commonly referred to as mana.”  This old guy sure talks fast.
While I am no longer tired.  My mind is still a little fuzzy.  The only response I can muster is to stare at the old man in front of me.  Yep, he definitely looks familiar.
This old guy is a bronze skinned silver haired grandpa.  He is in unreasonably good shape for his age.  This guy is wearing a golden skirt and raiment, like royalty depicted in movies about ancient earth.  Why am I dreaming about a buff grandpa?  Was it something I ate?
This old guy looks like he should be on one of those posters big sis has.  Those old action movie star’s last hurrahs.  They were her favorite type of movies.  Movies where an aging action star would go out in a blaze of glory saving their grandkid, the world, or a far too young for them love interest.  Did I stay up late watching one with her again?  If so, why am I in some kind of tutor-like setting? 
**Bam**  The old man strikes my desk with a black stick he didn't have a moment ago.  Is this what it was like for students before the information age?  Is he really going to hit me with that stick?  It looks heavy, that is going to hurt.
“Focus, child!  I've said our time is limited.”  If this is a dream, I should be able to control it. 
I've had lucid dreams before. They are fun.  You can fly through the sky or explore the depths of the ocean. 
Ok, let’s get rid of this old guy.  I am not like my big sis.  Give me a metal unicorn that shoots lasers. 
**Bam**  Ow!  I shut my eyes as tears form while I cradle my head.  It's fine, you can't get hurt in dreams; you wake up before that.  Just focus on fixing this. 
**Bam**  Ow!  That's my writing hand dammit.  I stare at this evil grandpa with all of my hate.  Dreams are not supposed to hurt like this.  Is this some kind of VR simulation?
“Good, you're finally focusing.  By processing raw mana inside your body, you can refine it into elements.  Though if my project worked, that refining should be done automatically for you.  Then, by configuring these elements according to specific patterns, you can generate an effect.  Again, most of this should be automatic.  You're only about a step or half-step away from completion after all.”  Why does he look so smug?  Scanning me like some kind of pervert.
He waves his hands and a bunch of holograms appear in the air surrounding us.  This is the same way my new teacher teaches.  The holograms are simple patterns that grow increasingly complex as you add rings or layers to them.  I am becoming more and more impressed with my subconscious.  There is no way I could do something like this consciously.
“If everything has gone correctly, and I planned it out so it should have.  You should be able to grasp these patterns inherently.  If not, then you will have to stumble in the dark, grasping at straws.  It all depends on how close you are to the end.  Even five generations away from the end should be able to innately grasp this.”  Didn’t he say I was close to the end earlier?  But at the end of what?
The evil grandpa continues his long-winded explanation without taking a single break for me to find paper to take notes.  This feels like an AI home tutor more and more.  The old man is running through lessons as if he did not go over similar things earlier.  Just like an AI tutor, each lesson is compartmentalized and contains redundant information.  The redundant information is supposed to make it easier to connect the lessons.
Many things this old guy says are lost on me.  Which I find infuriating.  Handling grandma’s lectures was easy, but this crazy old man is on a whole other level.  Talking about the saturation of madness and mana purity.  Then you have to take outside circumstances into consideration, but only sometimes.  It’s like he is combining chemistry and subatomic physics.
After which he jumps to seemingly unrelated subjects.  I understand enough of the newest one to realize that he is talking about high concept spatial geometry, hyper gravity, and the warping of space-time as if it was a super fluid.  A crude theory of time travel.  Again he swings that black stick at my face, but stops just before it hits me. 
My eyes lock on to the stick for a second.  It’s impossibly black and has an ominous feel to it.  After that moment I turned my stare to the old man.  I glare daggers at him filled with anger unlike anything I have ever felt before.  This annoying old guy is as smart as or smarter than my beloved grandma.  A fact I begrudgingly accept.
The stuff he is talking about are things I never dreamed of.  This is exactly like when I had my first lecture with grandma.  What kind of dream is this?  Am I like my sister after all?  That might be better than being like my brother, but I still don’t like it.  I always wished I would have my father’s tastes.
“Good I like your eyes, little girl.  Once you master the basic elements, mana will no longer suffice for your power.  You will need to reach into a higher plane and draw on telesma, divine mana.”  The old man has a wicked grin as he says this.
With another wave of his hand.  A hole opens within the void.  From this hole golden light shines through.  Leaking from it, almost like honey, the golden light flows outward.  It’s warm and familiar, like the sun on those few clear days we can see it.
“This construct of myself was made via telesma.  As an apology for everything I've done to you and the generations before you.  I will give you these remnants.”  Wait, what did he do to me and my family?
Unable to say anything in this space, I can’t reach out to him.  With a warm smile, one that a grandpa should show his grandchildren.  The old man dissolved into the same golden light and poured over me.
**Necessary experience acquired, Skill ‘Divine Core B’ evolved into Skill ‘Divine Core A’.** 
That was the System, wasn’t it?  This dream is too crazy.  My vision blurs as my mind loses focus.  In no time, I drift back to sleep.
***
Waking up in my bed, I still feel tired.  That odd dream is still fresh in my mind.  Well, most of it, it fades away when he is about to hit my face.  My bed is drenched in sweat.  After jumping into the shower, I quickly perform my morning routine before waking up my new roommate.  I wonder if this is what having a little sister would be like?
Gently shaking her, Chea stretches out on her bed, just like a cat.  How committed is she to this role?  I watch her rub the sleep from her eyes, only to notice my hand running through her hair.  I quickly pull back, but her head follows and falls into my lap.
“Mm mm, keep going.”  She is so cute, just like a kitten.  I'm not sure if she is still asleep, but I will not miss this chance.
Gleefully, I reach for a brush to work on her hair.  This is so soothing.  Brushing Chea’s hair reminds me of when my mom brushed my hair.  Back when I was little we used to sit down together while dad made breakfast.  It’s so relaxing.  Chea purrs as I slowly brush her long purple hair. 
Completely enthralled by this sensation, I can't stop myself from reaching out to her tail laying on top of the bed.  The moment I touch it, Chea lets out an adorable squeak and leaps eight feet across the room.
“How dare you touch a girl when she's vulnerable!”  With fire in her eyes, she scans the room, as if looking for the perpetrator. 
Chea’s gaze completely dismisses me as she goes on the defensive.  Did I go a step too far?  I definitely spooked her.  Either way, in such situations, I should apologize.
“I’m sorry, I couldn't help myself.  After you threw yourself at me, I kind of got pulled along in the flow of things.”  I almost forgot she is not a cat.
“What?  Why?  Oh!  That's right.  No, it's not a problem.  Well, not an enormous problem.  I thought it was one of those brutish thugs waking me up inappropriately.  Please be less adventurous with any further petting.  Lyeh, go ahead to breakfast.  Wait for me in the cafeteria, I'll be there shortly.”  Chea returns to her normal cheery self and continues brushing her hair the same as I was doing.
Umm, I wonder?  Was that reaction because it's the sensation of having an appendage you don't actually have?  I remember there was a study of VR and its application to AR.  In it, there was a critique that extra appendages tended to be overly sensitive or insensitive.  Then there are cases of them being connected to other regions of the body.  This commonly causes a sensory overload.
I'll remember this for next time.  I don't want Chea thinking I'm a weirdo.  She's just a cute kitty, and I wanted to pet her.  I hope touching her tail wasn’t too weird for her, and she lets me pet her again.
In no time, I got to our seat in the cafeteria.  Everyone else was already here.  All of them are looking at me, even weirder than normal.  Did I forget to brush my hair?
“Lyeh, what happened to you?”  Sign says this, looking the most surprised, making me think something with my skills changed.
“Yeah yeah yeah!  Your eyes, they’re a brilliant green.  They are just like that cat’s now.  Did she end up sinking her fangs into you?”  Felt yells flying in front of my face, staring straight into my eyes.
Ah, maybe?  “Ah uh, I was playing with the System last night and kind of passed out.  Chea and I kind of moved in together.  The System told me we both get extra points for bunking together.  I am guessing it is because they save energy that way.”  I am going to have to look into this later.
Sign looks at me like he wants to say something else, but his face turns red so he looks away.  There are always boys that act like him in whatever school I go to.  It's so weird, but big sis said it’s something I would understand when I am older.  What I really want to understand is why big brother was beat up before he could even say anything.  Still, I wonder how much information that Eye of Sign’s actually shows him about what he looks at?
Chea arrived a minute later.  She didn’t say anything about my eyes.  There was a moderate commotion when she received her offerings from her fans. Felt was looking ready to burst, while Sign and Nora looked uncomfortable.  Cal made no motions, but he looked like he was trying to calm Felt down with his eyes.  Those two seem far closer than anyone else here.  I bet they are childhood friends.
Same as last time, everyone ordered food straight from the system.  Not bothering to use the cheaper machines available.  I was going to say something, but almost all the students in the cafeteria have been doing the same.  So I left it alone.  Maybe it's a rich people thing.
We ate in relative silence, only occasionally commenting on what the others were eating. Sign kept glancing at me.  I think he is still wondering if he should say something about my eyes.  Everyone had very simple meals, something I was not expecting.  With breakfast done, it was time to get down to business.
“Since Felt doesn’t want to hunt small animals.  We’re going on a collection quest.  Does anyone have a recommendation out of these recommended options?”  I did a basic search in the shower.
Sliding my finger across the confirmation screen on my phone, as if throwing the screen into the air.  Just like in class, a holographic screen appears in front of each of them, reacting to my hand gesture.  Exactly what I would expect for a rich kid’s school.  I bet there are a bunch of other functions of this System.  Stuff we just haven’t figured out yet.
From what I looked up earlier.  There are over a hundred unique choices that amount to going to X location to collect Z items.  These quests have difficulty rankings assigned by the System.  I don’t really know how capable our group is, nor do I have any familiarity with the places or items we would be getting. 
This is going to be a dark play through for all of us.  Unless someone has some useful information.  I wish there was a cheaper guide.  Like look at this, get a phone from a local electronic shop, SSS rank difficulty.  None of this makes sense.  The government gives basic smart phones away as long as you fill out the right paperwork and download the right apps.
“If all you're doing is picking flowers, I’ll pass.  I’m still tired from yesterday.”  Chea leaned against me while expressing her dissatisfaction with our plans.  Guess she is fine touching me.  The smell of lavender emanates from her as she rubs against me.
From the beginning, I assumed that Chea was going to end up a ghost member.  That's fine with me.  I’m sure she’ll join in the more exciting group adventures.  This is going to be more of a tutorial mission, anyway.  Lots of people skip those.
“Oh oh oh!  Let’s collect Sunblooms on Volaria.  We have to go here!”  Felt flies off Cal and zooms above us in obvious excitement. 
Pulling up Volaria on the search bar fills my screen with info.  There are three collection quests on Volaria; Sunblooms, Goddess’s Tears, and Needle Bite Vines.  They have varying difficulty rankings; E, S and B rank correspondingly.  Volaria itself is a C ranked level.  A brief description comes up on my screen.
Volaria - This world is constantly sunny, thanks to a complicated network of highly reflective moons.  Volaria has moderate levels of prana and low levels of chaos.  There are few large carnivores, few poisonous fauna, no hostile denizens.  Psychic and dark type skills are inhibited, while elemental skills are enhanced.  High spirit density because of world clusters.  Mystic races will have enhanced vitality while hives will be muddled.
I don't understand half of these parameters.  But, it looks like each world has its own unique rules over or replacing the normal school rules.  Are these worlds generated on a hologrid, or are they total VR?  Some words are highlighted, but the link costs points to access.  Guess detailed information always costs points.
“We only get a hundred points per Sunbloom.  Can’t we pick something else?  Platinum ore is a thousand points an ounce, and it’s ranked D on Gol’dun.”  Sign asks, gazing at the floating screen.
Sign must have been doing his own research.  As expected of his nerdy appearance.  Though, I don’t see these values he mentioned anywhere.  Is that part of his detection ability as well?  Even so, the easier the better for our first mission.  We don’t want to stumble onto a final boss at the beginning of the game, or a newbie trap.
“Um, I vote to go to Volaria like my queen wishes.”  Nora quietly speaks up, with Felt flying around her. 
Felt’s throwing around her influence, but I don’t mind.  Not now anyway.  If it's ever a problem.  I’ll overrule her as the leader.  I am the one that started the guild, after all.
“Sorry Sign, the majority has spoken.  Personally, I would also prefer that our first mission be the lowest ranked, so collecting Sunblooms it is!”  Full of confidence I click the confirmation button. 
Missions cost points to accept, this one takes three-hundred points.  I assume this cost is to ensure we are not wasting our time playing around, along with the cost of using the Academy’s gate.  After the points are deducted, a new button appears on my phone.  The System is asking where I want the gate. 
There is no homeroom today, somehow it's the weekend.  I wasn’t sure at first, but when I looked at my calendar, it showed that I started in the middle of the week.  Weird, right?  Maybe it's because of the gate that my sense of time is getting all discombobulated.  Since the first time I visited the Academy, I have felt like I was losing time.
We want to have plenty of time for gathering the Sunblooms.  And once our first mission is done, we will have a better understanding of how this game is supposed to work.  So, I point my phone at the end of the table and press the button.  Instantly, a white void opens near our table and I head in.  I can hear Sign’s exasperated sigh just before I cross the threshold.  If he has any objections, he should learn to speak up sooner.
On the other side of the gate, a sprawling prairie spreads out before me.  In every direction are endless rolling fields of green grass and multicolored flowers.  In the far distant north, I can see the shadows of mountains.  Picturesque clouds dot the idyllic blue sky.  The air smells of wet grass and sunshine.  The only oddity in this scene is the white void I just stepped through. 
Is this how the Earth was generations ago?  Clean air, clear skies, and green as far as you can see.  To create such an immersive live action adventure, this hologrid has to be at least the size of a football field.  For it to be set up with perfect temperature and atmospheric control like this, that size is the minimum needed. 
Everyone slowly emerges from the gate behind me.  I wonder how the System would handle us splitting up and looking for the walls?  The ground could be separated into independent conveyors.  That could give us the experience of nearly limitless travel. 
Publicly, this kind of technology is still in the theory phase, according to the documentary I saw last year.  Several companies, grandma’s included, have invested tons of money into this technology.  Not only as the future of theme parks, but for space colonies.  However, officially no one has made it to the construction phase.  An obvious lie.
How unreal is this school?  The upper class lives in a completely different world than I am used to.  I have to thank grandma for everything she has done for me and my family.  At this exact moment, I had completely forgotten about that strange old man in my dream and his apology.
Nora and Cal both rolled around in the grass for the first ten minutes of our little adventure.  While Sign carefully examined each individual plant, likely using his eye skill.  I was worried that the gate wasn't closing, but a notice on my phone told me.  The gate was open for the next twenty hours.  There was also a note that it would stabilize us for the same amount of time, whatever that means.
“We should head south.  Sunblooms grow all over this prairie, but we should find them more concentrated closer to the great forest.  There will be more predators there, meaning there will be less small creatures.  They are the ones that eat the Sunblooms, meaning there will be far more to collect there.”  Sign says this while holding the head of a strange-looking sunflower. 
It’s shocking that he got all that information just from looking at plants.  His ‘Discerning Eye of the Machine God’ is a cheat the protagonist of a light novel would have.  I wonder if it's actually his eye that has the skill, and not him.  I remember a series my brother had where you could steal other people's eyes and gain their abilities.  People would swap out eyes like changing a light bulb.
Interrupting my weird train of thought was Felt.  She seemed to pop into existence right in front of me, laughing triumphantly.  Her act is cute, but she buzzes around like a giant fly.  I wonder if Cal becomes annoyed by her constant buzzing?
‘Yes yes yes!  It feels so good to be back.  It feels like I have been gone forever.  Everyone, just follow the pink petals and you'll find tons of Sunblooms.”  Felt happily waves her hand and lines of pink appear leading away from each of us in many directions. 
Felt, still giggling in the air uncontrollably, does a few more circles around me.  She must be thrilled about going to this level.  Wait, she said back; she has been here before?  Maybe she knows who worked on this level, or this may be a popular VR setting.  I know I would be happy visiting my favorite VR worlds.
Looking closer I can see that the pink trails Felt made are actually grass.  Their tips have been colored pink.  The pink grass looks like the other grass except it’s pink, and it sways less in the wind.  This must be a skill of Felt’s. 
With the grass guiding us.  Cal and Nora take off heading south like Sign said, following the pink path.  Watching everyone leave made me think I would feel less comfortable, but for some reason, I feel fine.  It’s strange, but I don’t think they are that far away from me.  It still feels like someone is right next to me.
I stayed behind in the empty field, because I wanted to test my skills.  This was my main reason for wanting to do a mission right away.  I can let everyone else gather flowers.  This knowledge is equal to, if not more important, than finishing our first mission.  I am sure Sign is better at gathering information anyway, with his little cheating eye.
Letting the gap between us open until I can't see them anymore.  Now that everyone is out of range, I get ready to test my new skills.  I don’t actually know how they work, but such a system should be intuitive, I read somewhere. 
Scrolling through my list, I recognized something.  A skill that martial artists used to make their bodies stronger.  In stories Ki is used for a great many different things.  Turning my focus inward, I try to feel this internal energy.  Unfortunately, I can't feel anything. 
I did some fake karate poses, but still nothing.  Shouting made me feel something move, but Sign ran over, thinking something was wrong.  I don't want to try that anymore.  Can’t let everyone know I don’t know what I am doing.
Next up, I tried inspecting the grass and the random flowers.  I was hoping to get a scanning skill, but nothing came of it.  I didn't think it would be that easy, but you don't know unless you try.  I even ate some plants but didn't get any notification.  They taste like normal grass.  After everything, I was left questioning whether this game is glitchy or too advanced.
A few hours later, I had run out of most ideas on what to try.  I only had one idea left, but like my shouting earlier.  I didn't want anyone to hear me saying that stuff.  Not once have I heard anyone else use an incantation for magic, but it’s the only thing I can think of to try next.  Making sure no one is close by, I try to remember those shows with witches and magic.
“Oh, great power that sleeps within.  That which witnessed the first sunrise and will witness the last sunset.  The eternal essence that links all life and connects us all to the root of the world.  Obey my words.  Rise from the forgotten depths at my command.  Become a raging infer...ah!  I mean a furious zephyr.  Scatter my enemies to the winds.”  These words flow naturally from some part of my mind I don’t quite understand.
As I began chanting, I felt a strange heat moving inside me.  A heat very similar to what happened to me last night before I fell asleep.  This something becomes more real as I continue my impromptu chant.  Getting to the finishing touches of my makeshift spell, I paused to change the element I imagined for safety's sake. 
Playing with fire is always bad for beginners.  With the last word spoken, lines light up along my outstretched arm.  I notice them run along my whole body, reaching my legs and stretching across my other arm.  It’s almost like I am a huge circuit board.
“Stop!”  What , who!
Before I can process the voice or the strange lines.  I'm knocked over by a gust of wind and assaulted by extreme vertigo and exhaustion.  The world spins as I lay on the ground, a dull ringing in my ears.  I feel nauseous as a strange sticky warmth floods into me. 
I've experienced this kind of nausea before.  As part of a trial on new AR products in grandma's lab.  This is sensory overload, it's like super seasickness.  Unfortunately, knowing what it is doesn't make it any less unpleasant. 
I shut my eyes tight and wait for it to pass.  This is the major problem with AR currently.  Most of the population cannot overcome the problem of sensory overload and can only use AR sparingly.
“Hey… hey…”  I can hear a voice far away. 
Ugh, my head hurts.  I think I passed out.  That was the worst sensory overload I have had in a while.  It was worse than when I watched that simulation of a star going supernova.
“Hey… are you awake yet?”  Erg, why are they shaking me?  Who is that?  I'll get them when I start feeling better.
“See I told you she's fine.  Lyeh is simply suffering from mana saturation.  Though I don’t know why.  With her mana level and the control skill she has.  She shouldn't have any problem regulating her prana intake.  I'm afraid to say it, but our leader might be an idiot.”  The way Sign so casually insults me reminds me of my brother.
Sign sure can be harsh, but I bet most people are idiots to him.  I didn't think this System would be lacking in safety for our own skills.  Though I think Ms. Awe mentioned something about the System skills not working properly outside the school.  I hadn't given it much thought at the time, but that must mean these missions.  That is why the level description said some skills were enhanced and others were weakened.  Why did I not put two and two together?
“Sign, I'm not an idiot.  I just don't always think my actions through before acting.  It’s called being enthusiastic.”  Grandma said it was an adorable trait I shared with her late father. 
That was the only time she ever mentioned her father to me.  She said it was the only trait we share, but it was an important trait.  I think?  She had the same odd look on her face as Sign does currently.  Maybe it was not a term of endearment after all.  Grandma did say she never got along with her father.
“Lyeh, I don't know how things work where you're from, but where I'm from.  That's what we call an idiot.”  Sign’s words sting with a harsh truth.
Guess Sign can be very harsh when he wants to be.  And here I thought he was the shy, nerdy type.  If he wasn’t, then what was he getting all embarrassed about before?  Could it have been something he saw with that eye of his?  Maybe it has some extra ability that makes him embarrassed.  Umm, what kind of extra ability could an eye skill have that would make a young boy turn red when looking at a girl???
“Nobody can think every action through.  A leader needs decisiveness and confidence, along with critical thinking.  No one will follow a wishy-washy leader that thinks too much and changes their mind all the time.”  I appreciate Felt trying to cheer me up, but she is describing a dictator, not a good leader.
“No, Sign is correct, mostly.  I need to think before I act more often than not.  My head is hurting, so please talk quietly.  How long was I out?”  I ask, while trying to stand, and failing.
“You were unconscious for three hours, forty-six minutes and thirty-seven seconds.  We ate lunch while waiting for you.  We are packed and ready to go at any moment.  Cal says he can carry you if you can't walk.”  Sign says to me.
Sign continues to impress me, he is not simply a trope character.  He would make a good leader, or a first officer.  Though I think that has to be after he gets over his shyness.  He might be good right now, but what if he reverts once we get back?
“How many Sunbloom did we gather?”  In response to my question, Cal and Felt look away guiltily and Sign looks resigned.  This isn't good.
“We were collecting a good amount thanks to Felt's magic, but Cal, Felt and Nora dropped their share when they rushed over to you.  Meaning we only have the fifty-seven I gathered.  Scavengers should have gathered their dropped collections by now.  There's no point going back for them.”  Sign says, looking disappointed.
The quest required a minimum of one-hundred, but we should still get a good amount of points.  But that means it's my fault we're going to fail this quest.  No, I refuse to fail our first quest.
“We should still have hours left on this quest. Try to gather the forty plus Sunblooms we need to pass.  Just leave me here.  I'll be fine in another hour or so.”  No more experimenting for me today.  I wonder if there is a training room in our dorm?
“Even if Sign says you're fine.  I still don't feel right leaving you here alone.  This area is normally safe, but nothing is guaranteed.  Tangle grass is weak, but it can pull you underground if you're sleeping or too tired to fight back.  And needle bite vines’ thorns hurt more the more mana its target has.  Nora, you stay with Lyeh.  You should be able to drive off anything that lives in these prairies.”  Felt sounds genuinely concerned.  I wish I could turn to look at her, but the effects of the overstimulation are still making me nauseated.
“I'll watch over Lady Lyeh, my queen.  Everyone, I pray for you to do your best.”  Nora sounds more ladylike than anyone here.
Wait, Lady?!?  I have to put a stop to that.  I don’t want that kind of honorific attached to my name.  Urg, but first, how to stop this migraine?
While I'm busy trying not to think.  Everyone leaves us.  Nora sits next to me and moves my head to her lap.  She then places a wet towel on my head and hums a song I have never heard before.  Looking up at her, Nora has the feeling of the girl next door type.  She is cute, but I would not think of her as a rich girl.
Realizing that I am getting a lap pillow from a cute girl.  I cannot help but envision my brother yelling at me in jealousy.  Mom and big sis have done this for me before and he always gets weird, but this might make him explode. 
Ah, I wonder if Nora has any younger siblings she has done this for?  She does look a bit more mature than myself.  Both Nora and Chea have a more mature air about them.  Chea has the happy go lucky feel to her, while Nora seems like what my brother would call an onee-san type.
**Hiss**  What?  I could have sworn I heard something.  Yeah, it definitely feels like someone is angrily glaring at me.  Nora doesn’t seem to notice, so maybe it's just my headache?
**La la la**  Ah, this is nice.  The song Nora is humming while holding my head is quite soothing.  Drifting along quietly with her melody.  I feel that strange warmth inside me.  This is like when I tried to cast a spell.  Maybe Nora could be a bard?
Ah ha!  Why didn't I realize this sooner?  Magic caused my problem, so maybe magic can fix it.  I just need to change my incantation a little.  Carefully envision the effect this time.  Image is everything, remember that.
“Oh, great power that sleeps within.  That which witnessed the first sunrise and will witness the last sunset.  The eternal essence that links all life and connects us all to the root of the world.  Obey my words.  Rise from the forgotten depths at my command.  Become a nourishing light and alleviate my ailments.”  I whisper as quietly as I can, so Nora doesn't hear my embarrassing chant. 
In response to my spell, a bright light flies up from within me and shatters above us.  The golden motes of light then rain down all around the two of us.  Wherever they land on me, a calming warmth spreads out.  Guess I did an area spell.  Nora smiles brightly as she brings a hand to her chest in amazement.
“Truly amazing, Lady Lyeh!  Despite only being elementary ranked, that spell contained elements of every aspect of healing.  If I hadn't experienced it myself, I wouldn't believe it was possible.”  Nora’s voice is filled with genuine praise.
Was my magic that impressive?  I just threw together some stuff I remember from various shows and a dream I can't seem to recall.  But seeing Nora’s smiling face makes me feel almost as good as the magic did.  I guess big brother was right, cute girls can make everything better.
“I'm still an amateur at magic and stuff, so I'll take your praise to heart.  Even if I don't understand its significance.”  I don’t want to sound too humble.  That might be insulting in a different way than sounding arrogant.
Sitting up, I take a look around us, with Nora still holding me to help me up.  We're closer to the forest than I remember.  I can't see anyone else, even though I feel like there are others around us. 
**Ting**  Another weird feeling?  I'm getting another strange yet familiar feeling, almost like a ringing in my ear.  Something in the back of my mind is yelling at me to move.  It's probably a residual effect of the AR overstimulation.
“That spell was very impressive, Lady Lyeh.  It takes years for talented mages to blend similar elements of any rank.  I guess being a hero means such things come naturally to you.”  Nora sounds depressed and turns away from me.
Felt has been picking on her somewhat, making Nora call her a queen.  I am guessing it’s because of low grades.  Considering she placed at the end of the class ranking.  Even so, she made it into this school, unless it was only because of a grant by her parents.  Nora has to be capable of graduating.
“Don't let titles rule over you.  Remember what Ms. Awe said.  People aren't born equal.  All of us in her class are proof of that, because we are all exceptional in some way.  That's how we ended up in this school in the first place.  Even if the others shine too bright, remember that you are also shining.  You just have to look from a different angle.”  Oh, I just started talking without any idea what I was saying.  I'm such an idiot, and right after I said I should think first more often.
“Lady Lyeh, you don't think my presence is a mistake?  You believe I belong in this school alongside so many great beings?”  Did it work?  That's good.  This annoying feeling telling me to move is distracting me, so I'm not sure what I said would work.
“No, I'm sure...”  I didn't get a chance to finish my sentence.  Looking at Nora’s smiling face left me feeling calm and happy until.
**Splat**  Black spikes erupt from Nora's chest, spraying me with her warm red blood.  Black vines unearth themselves from under us and wrap around Nora, thrones digging into her flesh.  Her eyes fall back in her head as her face twists in pain. 
I don’t have any time to think.  My body acts automatically, frantically ripping vines from the main body.  Thorny black vines that grow back faster than I can tear them away.  With each vine I pull her dress and skin is torn.
“What the hell!?  What the hell!?!  What the hell!?!?!”  What is going on here?
A red bulb pops out of Nora’s chest.  The bulb begins expanding from the biggest puncture wound as if drinking her blood.  Instinctually, I try to reach for it, knowing it is the core of this thing.  
But the vines are getting in my way.  The vines have torn through Nora's clothes and skin invading her body.  Black veins dig under her skin and spread throughout her body like some kind of parasite.  As I pull at them her body becomes more and more damaged.
My hands are red and raw from pulling the thorny vines off of her.  I don’t even notice that the vines are lashing at me, trying to invade my body.  Suddenly, a large black spike shot up from the ground.  It struck my side, sending an intense pain through my whole body.  It hurts more than when I broke my arm.
Glancing at the wound, I notice something.  The large thorn didn't pierce into me, but this pain.  It reminds me of a cone snail’s sting.  This thing is trying to eat me.  It’s already eating Nora.  Her skin is peeling and her blood is draining.  She was only here to help me.  She even let me use her as a pillow.  How can this be happening?
**Snap**  A blinding rage filled my heart.  My head felt like it was on fire.  The pain in my side disappeared.  My mind and visions were being colored by flames of anger.
**Condition met, Acquired skill ‘Ruler of Wrath’**
**Condition met, ‘Lilith’ activated.  Skill ‘Ruler of Wrath’ will be sacrificed.**
The red blinding me and making my mind fuzzy receded allowing me to think.  The black vines around me began to wither under my gaze.  In my near frenzy, I continue trying to free Nora from the vines.  A bit of color returned to her but it was not for long.
Unfortunately, In that brief window of distraction the vines have formed a wall between me and that blood red bulb.  The vines continue to slowly wither as I’m tearing through them faster and faster.  But I still can’t reach Nora.  The System has several alerts pop up, but they are all pushed to the back of my mind.
Soon the vines stop withering and once more start to wrap around me.  I am moving at a fevered pace, scratching my skin raw, and tearing parts of my uniform.  Even so, the vines cannot cut me.  While I am focused on freeing Nora, the vines try to dig into me the same as they did with her.  I don’t even hear her crying in pain anymore.
As I become more entangled, my movements slow, but I keep tearing them apart.  Until suddenly, without warning, I'm sent flying backwards.  The vines escape from my hands as my body goes flying through the air.  Behind me, the black vines are shredded by the force of whatever threw me.
It was all one fluid movement.  Cal sent me flying and grabbed the mass of vines, his hand appearing to have gotten even bigger from what I remember.  Within the mass, in Cal’s hand, is the red bulb.  He pulls at it, lifting Nora’s body into the air.  His other hand grabs her as he ripped the bulb from Nora's body.  The vines are torn from her, but her body is shredded.
The tangled mass of vines try to wrap around Cal’s arm.  Only for him to crush the bulb in his hand, spraying warm red blood everywhere.  With surprising dexterity, Cal bundles most of the vines together and crushes them in a bear hug.  More blood pours out of the vines.  Oh god, that's Nora's blood.
My body races to Nora’s side.  Felt is buzzing around, looking her over.  She is screaming something, but not at me.  Panicking in my head, and yet oddly calm, I assess the situation.  It’s almost like my body is functioning on autopilot, and I am just along for the ride.
There is a large hole in Nora’s chest.  I can see the ground.  Most of her skin is gone, ripped off along with the vines that were just under.  Muscles are torn to shreds and even bones have cracks in them, how far did those vines invade her?  Her heart beats once and blood along with other liquids begin pouring out of her at an alarming rate.  How is Nora still alive?
**Kyuu**  Hundreds of tiny golden lights gather around us, like Chea’s blessing.  I can see genuine panic in Felt’s eyes.  Cal has a look of resigned sadness. 
This is real!  I don’t know how, but this is all real.  This entire excursion exceeds the limits of AR by multiple generations.  This isn’t even in the realm of possibility any more.  What is going on?  What happened?  My mind has gone blank.  All I feel is icy dread as I look into Nora’s lifeless eyes.
**Thunk**  At a complete loss, I look around, not even sure what I'm looking for.  Felt continues to buzz around, only she is moving far slower. 
Felt’s mouth slowly forms the words, “Heal her you lazy bunch!” 
There are more lights than before and some of the bigger ones are moving next to Felt.  Ahh, she is talking with spirits.  Right, Felt uses spirit magic.  After this realization, a portion of my dream, from this morning, rushes to the forefront of my mind. 
Rapidly, I cycle my own energy within me.  The flow of this pulls the ambient prana into my body, mixing with my mana.  Nora’s wounds are far too severe for healing magic.  That old man was very clear about this.  Reconstructing organs and producing more blood are slow processes.  Nora will die in moments, if she is not dead already, and true resurrection is impossibly dangerous without making a contract with the Gate. 
While there are still embers of life within her, I must preserve them at all costs.  My body and mind are moving along with my desire, not my thoughts, nor my common logic.  I do not know how or what I am doing.  My only thought is that I have to save Nora, and only magic can do that. 
Hands and lips begin moving automatically, my body weaves a spell in the air with words and circles of unknown origin.  This is all done as if this was something that was always within me.  My body moves unusually, naturally.  My fingers leave trails of light along with afterimages in the air.
How could I not realize the importance of what that old man was describing?  A portion of his lecture involved the same calculations used for teleporting, but that won’t help me now.  Only a life support pod could save Nora at this point.  Flooding her body with highly oxygenated fluid to stop the bleeding and feed all of her cells.
But I would have to teleport Nora directly into an open pod to save her.  There isn’t time to go home and convince Grandma to help.  Still, there is something I can do.  I don’t know how I know this, but I am sure I can do something.  My body is almost done doing it.  With the mana processed and the elements arranged.  I speak a command to a small segment of the world before me. 
“Stop!”  My voice comes out cold and distant, as the world around me darkens.  The world won’t stop spinning, but Nora should.  The darkness around me compresses, surrounding Nora.
On my knees, I open my eyes to see the world tilting every which way.  A dull ringing fills my ears.  My entire body is insensible except for a bit of warmth on my face.  This sickness is even worse than before.  Is casting magic always like this?  First, my head was flooded with calculations and measurements that I could barely understand consciously.  Then the warmth that has been supporting me fled in an instant, forming the spell. 
“What ... you ...?  Lyeh … you …?  ... happened?”  Sign is yelling at me. 
Didn’t I tell him I had a headache?  He should be quiet.  Wait, that was last time.  Ok, I can forgive him this time.  Wait!  How’s Nora?  Fumbling about, I reach out to Sign.
“How is Nora?  What happened to her?”  Holding on to Sign, the world is still tilting, but I have a better understanding of my location on it.
“That’s what I want to know!  Cal is over there, releasing steam from over clocking.  Nora is frozen in a time bubble, and Felt is nowhere to be seen.  A-and, there is so much blood, everywhere there is so much blood.”  Sign looks terrified.  He must have just returned.
“We were attacked.  Cal saved us.  I believe I froze Nora to save her.  As for Felt?  I do not know.”  It's so hard to think when everything is tilted at an odd angle.
“W-weeeee, have to move quickly.  The gate will close in less than an hour.”  Releasing a hiss of steam from his mouth, Cal stands up and heads towards Nora.
“Someone, properly explain what’s going on.”  Sign sounds more worried than angry.  I guess I would be too.
“Nora is badly hurt.  We need to get her back to the academy.  They can help her.  They have powerful magic and tools.”  Cal reaches into the ground under Nora to pick up a block of stiff air that contains Nora.
“The Academy won’t help her.”  Sign says.
What?  What does that mean?  Sign why would you say that?  They are a school, why would they not...
“Sign, what do you mean!?  What do you mean they won’t help Nora!?”  This makes even less sense than magic being real.
“The Academy isn’t some benevolent organization.  If you want their help, they will expect something in exchange.  For them to heal Nora, it will cost close to one-hundred-thousand points.  Sixty-thousand points to grow a new heart.  Almost twenty-thousand points to encourage cellular mitosis to close the wound, and twenty-thousand points for replacement blood.  I can see the values clearly displayed over her.”  Sign says, as tears stream from his black eye, his silver one shining.
How much can he see with that 'Discerning Eye of the Machine God?'  Can he see all the damage Nora’s body has suffered?  Does that eye show him exactly how her body was ripped apart from the inside out?
“Even between all of us, we don’t have enough points to save her.  That stasis spell will only last a few more hours at best.  If we had a few days, I could get my father to make her a new heart.  B-but even that might not save her at this point.  I don’t know how different our physiology’s are from each other.  My father’s artificial hearts might not function inside of a Fae Child like Nora.”  Different physiology?  Is Sign implying that...
“Dragon blood could stabilize her.  They are universal donors.  I could get a new heart for her, but how could we convince Rea to donate blood?  Or we could try demonification.  But those options all require asking our classmates for help.  Something we do not want to do.  Demons are not reliable, especially if they know you are desperate.”  Sign goes on with more ideas that won’t work.
If our classmates are actually demons and dragons?  I-I do not know what they would want in return.  I don’t have any idea what we should do.
“The only other option I can think of...  Would be to beg an upperclassman with more points, or one that has a master level healing skills to help.  B-but, I think that is worse than asking our classmates for help.”  Sign glanced away when he said that last part.  He knows something he is not telling us. 
H-has he resolved himself to letting Nora die here?  H-how could he have already given up on her?  She was alive; she is alive, Nora is our friend.  Wasn’t she?
“I have a plan!”  Felt appears from nowhere, shouting as she flies around us.  “I’m going to open a new gate.”  Felt’s voice is completely different from before. 
Gone is her child-like curiosity and wonder.  Felt’s words hold weight.  This tone is the same as grandma when she is giving out orders.  I-is this the real her?
“What?  You don’t have a skill that makes gates.”  Sign turns to her tears still flowing from his black eye. 
He doesn’t believe she can do anything to help Nora because of his eye.  Sign is so sure of himself and that eye of his.  He is sure Nora is going to die.  Because that eye told him so, the eye told him Nora was doomed like it was a divine oracle.
“It's not a skill.  My nature allows me to traverse the veil.  I just need to take her along with me.”  The veil?  That look of resignation instantly left Sign.
“Is that possible?”  Hope!  Sign sees something that has given him hope.  Felt may be able to save Nora.
“It's not impossible.  In my last life, I took retainers all across the various worlds I watched over.  Or so I am told.”  That didn’t sound very convincing, but Felt’s voice has not reverted.
“In her state, that’s too dangerous.  But, I can help.”  Sign shakes me off and hands a strange disk over to Felt. 
“That is the pseudo-gate I created.  It is what got me to the Academy.  It may be a failed experiment, because it doesn’t actually go anywhere.  Still, though, it weakens the barrier between worlds, the veil.  With a little luck, it should allow you to take her with you easier.”  That brought him to the Academy?  But, what?
“I can provide a little luck.”  Chea’s form shimmers into existence next to me.  I’m lost. Too much is happening, but it sounds like they have a plan to save Nora.
Just as the world stopped spinning and my ears stopped ringing, reality melted away.  An incomprehensible barrage of light, sound, and texture worse than any stimulus overload assaulted me.  Fortunately, it lasted only an instant. 
The surrounding scenery was replaced by a glittering palace.  Dozens of fairies flitted about in the air, some carrying papers or items.  All of them were smaller than Felt, if only slightly.  As soon as we appeared everyone stopped, and dropped to the ground, bowing to Felt.  it’s almost as if she is a real queen.
“My Queen, I heard you were back but WHA!!!”  An obvious royal guard type fairy was the first to respond.
“Quickly, gather the healers.  Prepare a recovery chamber.  One of my vassals is severely injured.”  Felt yelled, interrupting the male fairy in shiny armor. 
Immediately, the surrounding fairies dashed off to fulfill her orders.  Fluttering lights and pixie dust filled the room.  The same as before, my mind is spinning, but my body remains calm.  I appear so calm that Chea, who must have been following me from the beginning, leans against me for comfort.
“I didn’t expect to drag all of you along with me.  Wait somewhere off to the side.  Tell anyone that asks, I brought you.  I need to oversee this quickly.”  Felt flew off.  The air of someone important was all around her.  It is like she is a completely different person.
I’m having trouble processing everything, but I think this means Nora is going to be fine.  The four of us move next to a wall to rest.  It wasn’t long before Felt came back.  She told us Nora would be fine, thanks to my spell halting her death.  It was right then, when we were granted this bit of relief, that we heard the System.
**Quest failed.  Emergency system activated.  Spatial coordinates locked.  Choose a location for an emergency gate.**
It must be late.  Time to head back, but I’m worried about what Sign said earlier.  The Academy is the link to home.  I have to go back.  I choose the wall and the familiar white void opens.  Sign, Cal and Chea walk through.
“Felt, watch over Nora.  I’ll open a gate here tomorrow around noon to get you both.”  There are so many questions I don’t even know where to start.
“Oh, I’m not going back.”  Felt still has the air and tone of a CEO, just like grandma.  I cannot help my response.
“What?!?”
“My goal has always been to get home.  And now I’m here.  I never wanted to attend that Academy.  It was occasionally fun, but I have a kingdom to run.  Countless lives to watch over, and a legacy to live up to.  You don't have to come back for Nora either.  She didn't like it there either.”  Felt looked at me, a little worried and confused.
What is the Academy?  It's not a prison, is it?  What is going on?
“Nora will be far happier being a guest in my palace.  She will be far better off here than being a student at the Academy.  I may still be young, but I am sure that place is dangerous.  Exponentially more dangerous than the forest we live in.  Keep feeding Cal snacks for me.  I will miss him.  Oh, and make sure he gets to class on time.  If you guys want to come play, I can make time when you show up.”  Without even waiting for a reply, Felt flies off. 
At a loss, I walk through the gate and find myself in our homeroom.  No one else is around.  With a heavy heart and many thoughts swirling in my mind, I walk back to my room.  Chea is already asleep.  She doesn’t look as comfortable as she normally does.  I wonder if she is having a nightmare?
Walking into the bathroom.  I lock it and take a seat on the floor.  My hand already has my phone in it.  I dial a familiar number that always picks up on the first ring. 
“Grandma, where am I?”




Side Story 01

Student Origin Ra, Devil-kin
 
Everything started when those idiots fell for that basic provocation.  Because of that, my hunting group now had to take down a fire dragon.  My estimates told me I would lose half my band in the attack, but there is plenty for me to gain. 
First and foremost I can get rid of the glory seeking idiots that have gathered around me.  If I keep them alive, it's only a matter of time till they get us all killed.  Though once I become the Raid Leader, I'll undoubtedly have more of them flocking to me.  Those kinds of fools have their own value and purpose, but they cause problems like this.
***
Those bastards!  How could they betray me! 
Lying in a pool of my own blood, at the bottom of a ravine, the only thing keeping me alive is this blinding rage.  Thinking about it, I don't even know who betrayed me.  It could have just been Ro and Ul, or it could have been the entire squad. 
How could those idiots be jealous of a kid?  They only lived this long because of all the tough decisions I made.  Regardless, there has to be someone pulling their strings.  None of them are competent enough to plan this kind of betrayal.  Just how much of it was planned and how much of this was fate?
Arrrggg!!!  I don't care, I'll kill every single one of those fools. 
With my revenge decided, what can I do?  My wounds have sealed, but I've lost too much blood.  I can't use any magic without blood.  I can't feel anything which is concerning, but the least of my problems.  First things first, I need food to restore my blood.
This ravine hasn't been explored in generations.  With no lava flow, there won't be any fire elements I can use.  Without fire elements, nothing will live here.  With no prey, there's no reason to explore.  I can only hope my clan is as stupid as I believe they are, and there's prey they have never heard of here somewhere down here.
My senses stretched as far as I was able. Nothing, I feel nothing.  If I cried out like a wounded animal, I might attract something.  Only problem is I can't get enough air to make any noticeable sound.  Unfortunately, I have healed enough that my sense of pain has returned to my whole body.
While cursing everyone I knew, I suddenly felt it.  The pull on my blood, the same as that dragon.  Something near me has consumed the Blood of the Fallen God.  Panic grips me as I search for this beast.  I can barely move my head, yet I search. 
Despite the darkness, I can see clearly.  There is nothing.  No lava golem, no spiny lizards, no black elementals, just more and more nothing.  Only the rough walls of the ravine.
**lic lic**  I hear it, an incredibly peculiar sound.  The sound of a pool of liquid being disturbed.  I can't turn my head to see it, yet I know what's here.  These damned pill bugs are the only pest that plague us.  Crawling up from cracks in the ground, they drink our blood, draining our strength.
The thought of what I must do is disgusting beyond reason, but I refuse to die here, leaving my vengeance unfulfilled.  Biting my tongue, I draw fresh blood.  Letting it drip onto the floor, I can hear the bug slither over. 
Hardening my resolve, I push myself forward.  The pain within me explodes like a volcano.  My body feels like I am inside of said volcano, but I lunge forward, biting into the bug drawn by my own blood.  The taste is more painful than my fall. 
Having eaten a basilisk's eye, as my trial.  I know the taste of acid and poisons.  Even so, this bug’s insides are much worse.  Still, through all that agony, I can feel a tiny portion of my blood restored.  And I can feel more of them being drawn by the scent of my blood and their dead companion.  Thankfully, it’s not a large swarm.  I'm going to survive. I'm going to kill them all.
This time I reached for it.  Picking up another of the foul tasting bugs I bite into it. At this moment I can't help but think.  Why doesn't the numbing poison they secrete improve their taste?  If my mouth was numb, I wouldn't have to suffer nearly as much.  Biting down on the next one, I hardly react.  I'm getting accustomed to their foul taste.
Standing up, I test my limbs.  After who knows how long and more bugs than I wish to remember.  It’s finally time.  My magic feels stronger than ever before.  I can practically hear my blood roaring through my body.  It’s time to leave.
Reaching for the wall, I'm assaulted by a moment of disorientation.  When I refocus, I'm no longer in the ravine.  I'm inside a tunnel made of glowstone.  I don't know of any building that uses this much glowstone.  Nor do I have the ability to translocate. 
Only spirits can do that.  H-have I become a spirit?  After eating so many of those bugs, I wouldn't be surprised if I had died.  Guess the numbing agent worked.  I didn’t even notice my own death.  But then, why am I still aching all over?
“A new student.” A voice reaches me.  It’s as gentle as a spirit’s touch and sweeter than anything I can imagine, disgusting.
Turning to the source of the voice, I'm assaulted by conflicting emotions.  A small part of me wishes to bow in reverence and be saved by the light before me.  Even so, a larger part of me is screaming to flee.  I must flee as far away as possible, and as fast as possible. 
This light before me is not the light of salvation for my kind.  No, this is the light of divine punishment.  The last thing most of my kind will ever see, an angel’s light.  Almost bursting from my veins, my blood demands I fight.  It tells me I can't win, but it wants my dying act to corrupt this divine being.
“Do not fret.  You are safe.  Come, let's get you measured.” Intoxicated by that calming voice, what happened next was a blur.
***
What the hell!  What is this?  This bed, it’s?  It is softer than phoenix down.  The food I ate was rich in elements without being painful to consume.  Looking around me, even the most ferocious creatures simply let me pass without a second look.  How can a paradise like this exist? Even the fabled Angel Oasis is several steps down from this dream world.
“System, water!” Repeating what that angel told me, a ball of water appears in front of me before falling to the ground.
“This isn't fair…” Huh, fair.  To think that those words would leave my lips.  Words that I had mocked and derided others for had finally escaped my lips.
How could a place like this exist?  Why was I born on the hellscape that is my world?  That angel told me I was special.  That I could gain genuine power here.  What god does she serve?
STOP!!!!
I-I almost fell for it.  Only trust others working towards their own benefit.  Think, what is it that the angel is after?  What does their god get from creating this paradise and allowing me to come here? 
What could they possibly gain from helping me?  Does it matter?  What am I willing to trade to continue to live here?  What do I want?  I want vengeance.
The angel referred to me as a research subject.  Something of its level should be able to know everything without a dissection.  Meaning its research is about my future self, not the present me.  Though its promise of freewill felt contrived to me. 
So, let's assume that’s part of the angel’s deception.  Meaning it won't interfere with my freewill, but won't stop others.  Assuming the others are in a similar position.  This is some kind of game, or test?  A test I am ill prepared for.
Regardless, I have to assume every single one of us here is competing against each other.  But to what end?  Could we be food for that angel?  Possible but unlikely.  Is it looking for an equal, or a new god to follow? 
No, if it’s the same as the legends, it’s just following orders from higher up.  I won't be able to figure out its goals without knowing about its master.  Without knowing what god constructed it.
That means my only option is to play along and gather more information.  In fact, my best bet is to win this competition.  At the minimum, I need the power to flee from that angel.  And power is the one thing it promised I could attain here.
***
Class has been enlightening.  To think other worlds have already mapped out reality to this degree.  The extent of our mastery of math was the knowledge of how to split a kill.  To measure and give a number to any world is incomprehensible.  Yet here they chart worlds movements, draw on their power, and can predict the outcome countless years into the future, like gods. 
If not for that true monster, I might have found attending class to be a pleasant experience.  Before attending class, I had assumed the worst thing I could encounter was that angel.  I could not fathom how wrong I was.  I don't even know what that is, but it’s a monster without peer.  The fact that it is playing nice is terrifying.
***
After a simple discussion with a few of my kind.  I've discovered a small goal of this place.  Those who win come back to watch over the next competition.  They are some of those that call themselves teachers.  I still can't find a true goal, but that’s not important yet. 
For now, I'm attending classes to gather knowledge and power.  Of the fools I'm competing against, while many wield great power, only one I see as actual competition.  A young male demi-angel.  From this boy I get a feeling very similar to that of those who have consumed the Blood of the Fallen God.  He may have consumed the blood of an angel.
Walking into the class, I can immediately tell today will be different.  I don't know how, but that stupid plant is always here when that elf has something important to tell us.  The same with the sniveling toad. 
They are the weakest and most unmotivated creatures here.  That or it’s all a ruse to have everyone lower their guard against them.  How else could they show up every time they absolutely need to?  I'll have to remember to monitor them whenever they do anything.
With everyone in attendance, I feel a new presence at the door.  They are unlike anything else here, which doesn’t say much, as everything here appears to be unique.  Still, this new presence is something I cannot place.  I know nothing to compare it to, unlike everyone else here.  This is unique like the monster, peerless.
It is nowhere near the angel, or even our teachers, yet it is something powerful.  Similar to the boy and that monster, my blood reacts to this new presence.  My blood fears it the same as the monster, but not equally.  They are an opposed entity.  Powerful like the monster but repulsed me like the boy.
Looking around, none of the other students have produced a reaction.  Am I the only one to notice them, or are the others simply hiding it?  Opening the door with a ding, the new presence observes the room. 
For a moment, I'm shocked.  They are an existence that completely lacks elements.  Their heart burns with mana and drips with chaos, but they are clear.  I have heard of this, something of myth and legend.  A nexus of all demi life forms, a human.
I've never seen a human before.  They used to exist in our world, but the cruelties of the world transformed them.  Some fools believe we devil-kin may have once been human.  This human’s gaze seems to measure the room.  They slowly make their way to the front, casually glancing at the cat as they continue on.  Then they boldly sit next to that monster.
As though mocking all of our caution, the human speaks openly with that monster.  Their conversation was incomprehensible, mixed with incantations.  Before anyone could properly react, the teacher walked into the room.  That damn elf flaunts their power at every opportunity.
“Hello everyone, I am Lyeh Du-Kien.  I'm from the second reclamation zone, the west coast of North America.  My hobbies include exploring and reading fantasy novels.  Hopefully, I can get along with everyone here for the next few years.  Though I don’t plan to need the full ten years to graduate.”  This human, this level of arrogance! 
They talk in a similar tone as that monster.  This girl flat out calls us all inferior for following the game's planned route.  Everything she does mocks me.  What does she know?  What is she?  Is this what humans are?
Pushing my anger to the side, I focus on the lesson.  Understanding the natural laws helps subvert them.  I hate how far that boy, Sign, is ahead of me.  In nearly every subject he has me beat.  Even the ones where we start at the same time he understands the lessons faster.  This has to be something more than simply a difference in intelligence.  This has to be something else that I am missing.
Half way through the lesson the girl speaks up.  Casually explaining a phenomenon Sign was struggling with.  I feel deflated.  Her words weren’t arrogant.  She was simply stating the facts.  She is already ahead of all of us, despite starting late. 
The moment the lesson finished, I rushed to the next one.  I don't want to stay around these reminders of my inadequacy.  She was in my second class as well.  This was enough to unsettle me.  Then she has the audacity to sleep through it.  Does she already understand macro weather systems?  Can she control the weather of her entire planet?  Such thoughts distracted me from the rest of the lesson.
The next day the plant and toad are here again.  Another important matter will be discussed.  While discussing skills, we were handed our own personal sheets.
What?  Why are parts of my sheet blacked out?  What does this mean, ‘Black Blood?’  I've seen my blood.  It’s dark, but definitely red.  My best guess would be I got ‘Corrupted’ from drinking the blood of the fallen god, and eating those bugs who also drank it.  I need to know what this means.
At the behest of the demon child the teacher displays two sheets at the front of the class.  Her and the Angel’s sheets are on entirely different levels.  Their numbers are baffling.  How can I possibly gain that much power in just ten years? 
Lost in thought, I can't hear the others making a ruckus.  Then the teacher melts, revealing their true form.  A predator slime.
As dread fills me, another projection takes the place of the sheets.  It appears to be a class list.  I hear the teacher say those in the top half are likely to succeed.  My name is fourth, just below the monster and her maids.  That means I'm at the top of the class.  I'm exactly one place ahead of that girl and two ahead of Sign.
This is vindication, proof that I'm on the right path.  My rushing like a madman isn't in vain.  Despite them both being ahead of me, I'm ranked higher.  This is the same joy I felt on my first hunt, or when the elders recognized my strategies as superior to the old ways.  I can't fall behind.  I need to keep moving forward.
My next class was understanding the System, but all queries about ‘Black Blood’ and ‘Corrupted’ were blocked because of inadequate clearance.  Left with no other respite, I cut open my hand.
My claws, which used to be able to tear into flesh with ease, could barely break my skin.  When I let go, a thick black substance oozed out of my hand.  This isn't the same as when I fell into that gorge.  What changed?  Was it the bugs?  But how?
The next day’s class was lacking.  The teacher spent the entire class explaining how we weren't equal.  That should have been obvious to everyone.  The foolishness of the demon child reminds me of when I still had my youthful arrogance.  Once I noticed that plant wasn't there I should have left.  I don't have time for these nonsense classes.
It was during my engineering class when it happened.  The teacher, a small golem, was explaining how applying pressure to specific areas can cause seemingly sturdy structures to crumble easily.  That was when Sign changed.  Suddenly he turned my blood the same way that girl does.  I don't know what kind of bond they established, but I have to be extra wary of them from now on.
Skipping my next class, I looked for that girl.  I found her being accosted by upperclassmen.  Finally, I've been wanting to see how upperclassmen work around the System and the Guardian.  I could feel that these upperclassmen could wield an incredible amount of power.  Maybe there would actually be a fight?
Yet the girl dismissed them as though they were inferior.  This isn't right.  That upperclassman used enough mana to crush a fire dragon.  How could she sit there unfazed?  Does she have mana exceeding that, or does she have a skill to protect her?  What kind of monsters are humans?
***
Following my instincts, I went to the cafeteria for breakfast the next day.  This is something I usually avoid as it's full of upperclassmen.  Monsters and things I know I should avoid.
Before I even enter, I can feel them.  So many beings here pull at my blood.  Both opposed and resonating.  At a table far from the upperclassmen, is that girl and Sign, along with a few others from class.  Included in their group is that cat that resonates with me, an agent of chaos.  However, their entire group now turns my blood.
Somehow, she took them all under her wing.  In just one day.  The day after seeing her rank, she made moves to change it.  I can't stay like this, but I have a respect for her speed.  Even so, I have to do something more.  I cannot lose, nor can I side with her. 
Just what are humans?




Side Story 02

Staff Meeting
 
Seated at a round table, a dozen or so individuals discuss mundane things.  Included among their discussion are plans for the weekend.  Which of their students shows promise and how to structure the coming tests are also discussed.  
If not for their varied races, this may very well be a typical school staff meeting.  Their various shapes and sizes make this one of the strangest gatherings imaginable.  Humanoid entities are alongside things that could never be confused as humans.  Some things present would normally not even be considered alive.
A blue elf with ears that end in three points is the most recognizable race.  The oddest creature being a floating Tesseract, shining and rotating in incomprehensible patterns and colors.  There is also a translucent man who shimmers with countless stars, conversing with a swarm of interlocking insects.  A reptilian humanoid with pentachromatic scales trades notes with a ball of sentient fire that shifts to water and then to ice, so that it can safely pick up said notes.
Everyone in attendance turns when an elven woman walks through the wall.  Though once confirming her identity, they all go back to their conversations.  The elven woman takes a seat and immediately her beautiful form dissolves.  Her melting body quickly coalesces into a large chromatic slime.
Not long after, another being appeared.  This is the one all of them have been waiting for.  The being second to none inside the Academy.  An angel floats into the room through the ground as easily as if it was air.  
Their six pairs of wings obscure their body, revealing only their five arms and porcelain mask-like face at their center.  A few beings in the back glance at the stump that was their sixth arm, but quickly avert their gaze as a wave of dread washes over them.  The angel’s sixth limb, a charred and cracked stump.  This stump destroyed the mathematically perfect symmetry that was their body.
“Let us begin our regular meeting.  Are there any anomalies to report?”  The angel speaks with an enchanting voice unbefitting their artificial appearance.
“Can’t we skip these reports?  The System picks them all up, anyway.  Let's get to the important bits.”  A monstrous humanoid is the first to speak up.  At first glance, one would think they were a rhinoceros demi-human, but their enlarged canines say otherwise.
“You ask that every meeting, and every meeting, you're told no.  I am as excited as the rest of you.  No, far more excited than you to move along today.  However, please give your display of childishness a rest.  All of us know the Headmaster will not change.  No matter how much you complain.  That is simply how they were made.”  The blue elf reprimands the demi-human immediately, as though this is a practiced routine.
“Well, well, what made you so excited?  He he he!  You didn't even attend the last world scan.  The one for that devil-child?”  The demi-human mocks the blue elf.
“It’s all about details.  The last world was a barren rock, nothing of note.  The life that spontaneously formed there was interesting, but their planet wasn't.  This one, however.  Awe, what is your impression of your new student?”  All attention turns to the chromatic slime resting next to the angel.
[Unfathomable!  They resist even my own scans.  That alone would be interesting enough.  But the System fully scanned them without issue.  Or so I was told.  What a paradox this is.  There is still so much to learn even after graduation.]  The slime contorts in an almost playful dance.
[Then there was her report.  I couldn't understand any of the later parts, but they seem far more advanced than the Type 1 rank would indicate.  I doubt most Type 4 denizens would have as firm a grasp of the fundamental laws as they do.]  The chromatic slime undulates as it conveys these thoughts to the room.
[I don't want to ruin anyone's fun in deciphering her dissertation, but I need to acknowledge this.  It is marvelous.  To think that this world is at the cusp of discovering a method for measuring one's ability to evolve into an outsider.  Without even knowing what that means.  It is…]  The entire table breaks out into hurried whispers.
“Are there any anomalies to report?”  The angel silences the room with its question.  Their angelic voice appears to hold no hostility, however.  The temperature has noticeably dropped and those in the back reel in terror.
“N-no anomalies to report.  Submitting this week's reports now.”  The blue elf taps the table.  Followed shortly by all the others.
“Good.”  With a wave of her hand, the mask changes to an enchanting smile, almost alluring.  
“Then allow me to announce the addition of a new student, as well as the world they hail from.  Both will be updated to the codex today.”  With another wave of their hand, lights race across the table, stopping before everyone present.
“The student is designated as Lyeh Du-Kien.  Lyeh is a heavily modified human.  Without a thorough in-depth examination, it is difficult to tell how much they have been altered.  Their homeworld is designated as Type 1.4.  This is based on limited scans taken during a personal visit when returning the student.  The initial findings will be cataloged and uploaded to the System now.”  Everyone taps the light before them, bringing up a floating screen.  In hushed tones, they scan the data.
“Countless toxins in the air?”  The blue elf gasps.
“Corrosive elements found on every surface?”  The demi-human comments.
“A thinned atmosphere, but heavy magnetic field?”  The floating Tesseract announces.
“How has human life survived in this world?”  A large blue metal man, with strange magenta flames blazing inside them, asks no one in particular.
“Are the modifications required to live in this environment, or do they have nothing to do with the harsh living conditions?”  These and many more such comments fly around the room.
“As you all can see, her biome is extremely harsh.  Though not the harshest we have seen.  I believe she would be fine walking around the adjacent Biomes, without the System’s assistance.”  More hushed whispers fly around the room after the angel’s announcement.
“Now then, the probes are already in place.  We will now begin scanning…”  The angel freezes mid sentence.  Everyone takes notice of this anomaly.
**Crack**  The angel’s mask-like face suddenly cracks.
“W-what happened?”  The pentachromatic reptilian is the first to break the uneasy silence. 
As though freed from their stupor by those words.  The angel immediately moves its five arms in a flurry.  Powerful magecraft is evoked one after another.  The gathered individuals can only sit in amazement as this spectacle unfolds before them.  
Glowing shapes and patterns fill the space above them.  Shapes real and theoretical, all blinking in and out of existence, float in the air in front of the angel.  Theoretical shapes and patterns, each holding the mysteries of the universe, simply float in the air, almost taunting them to reach for these mysteries.
It took only a second.  However, a fortification that only a select few beings in existence could penetrate was erected.  No one in this room, save the caster, could ever hope to escape with their own power.  Even combined, they would struggle and likely fail many times before finding a way out, for just a few of them.
“I realize the impossibility of my next statement.  Still, I don't wish to alarm you.  This barrier is necessary to keep the System from becoming contaminated.  The two of us must keep our duties segregated at all costs.  I cannot explain everything.  However, everyone here should understand after hearing this.  Moments ago, I invoked True Time Magic, Gate Contact and Request.”  Everyone in the room reacts with shock.
“Student Lyeh Du-Kien's home planet, Earth, is now deemed a Class S dangerous world.  Any traveling to or from this world is to be done under one's own power rather than using the System.  All information about this world is to be considered classified rank SSS material.  As such, all information will go through a hazard filter before being uploaded into the System’s database.  All data transfer involving her or her world is to be encrypted using Anti-System encryption level S.  You have been sufficiently warned, proceed at your own risk.”  Everyone quietly discusses the implications and how to proceed among themselves.
“Was it the Lokye, or one of those Monsters?”  The blue metal man in the back asks, releasing a bit of magenta fire from their mouth.
The angel does not stir.  Without answering she has given everyone what limited knowledge she is allowed to while working under her creators orders.  Realizing this everyone begins to murmur among themselves.
“Well, at least Time Magic worked this time.  We can be thankful it’s not as bad as what happened when that Monster Lord came looking for their lost child.”  Everyone is silenced by this comment from the demi-human.  
The eyes of three separate beings are immediately drawn to the angel’s charred stump of an arm.  What could be tears form in their eyes at this destruction of beauty.  Noticing this, the angel’s mask-like face contorts in anger.  Their hauntingly empty eyes are filled with power as their gaze falls upon those who shed those tears of sadness.  Tears at the loss of her perfection.
“It seems as though I missed some.”  Three of the angel’s arms fan out in a circle, and the world goes white.  Just before this light, one might have been able to catch the porcelain smile curving upwards, ever so slightly.  Though no one would ever dare admit it.
The room quickly returns to normal and everyone slowly leaves the room, three individuals less than before.  The angel’s mask-like face has returned to how it was before.  After a moment there is only the angel and the blue metal man.  With a breath of magenta flames, the metal man speaks.
“Headmaster, I assume this world would prove useful for my personal research.  In exchange for permission to access the world and the student Lyeh Du-Kien.  I offer blueprints on the Fake Machine God project.  If that is not enough.  I can offer my ‘Destructive Eye of the Machine God’ as payment.”  The metal man holds a blue crystal in his hand, offering it to the angel.
“Blueprints of an Elder God are more than enough, even if it is only of an Avatar.  The System’s only records of the Machine God are of a fight between it and an Avatar of the Brilliant King.  A fight that destroyed an entire galaxy, and its fall at the hands of the Lord of Madness.  All recorded from the Great Founder’s own eyes.”  The metal man winces in pain hearing this.
“You have permission to view the world uninhibited by your duty to the System, as a research member.  However, you are prohibited from directly interacting with any students of her year.  You only have permission to assess their data from my personal database.  That is, unless you wish to offer yourself, and once more become a student?”  The metal man’s shoulders jostle as if he laughed at this.
“Once is more than enough for me, Headmaster.  Though I admit, I cannot wait to see what path the girl will choose for her accession?  Will she be like Awe and gather power for herself under the pretext of protection, or will she be like me and devour all before her?”  Magenta flames erupt from the metal man’s mouth as he talks with more emotion.
“If those are the only futures you see.  You have learned little since graduating.  The child is practically dripping in chaos.  You will see once you read my scan.  Laying deep within her world is something beyond our allowed range of knowledge.  To say nothing of what dangers lay hidden upon its surface.”  Finishing her statement, the angel takes the blue crystal and sinks into the floor.
“Beyond the Machine God?  I cannot wait to learn more about this human child, Lyeh Du-Kien.  Perhaps I will have no need for the ‘Discerning Eye’ after all.  Only time will tell.  Praise be to the Lord of Knowledge, The Gate.”  Following these words the metal man is then engulfed in magenta flames and vanishes.




Midword

Hello everyone, this is the first step on Lyeh’s long journey.  I have only been working on this series since the beginning of the pandemic, back in May 2020.  The general idea had been floating around the back of my mind since I started work on my other series, Isekai Monster.  Unlike that series, this one is for a more general audience, not mature rated content.
In a loose way, Lyeh’s story was inspired by the Harry Potter series.  The Academy is a ten-year institution.  Students start their education there between the ages of 10 to 13, depending on the student’s potential.  Similarly to the Harry Potter series, Lyeh’s story will follow her time attending the Academy and will become more mature in scope.  I never planned for Lyeh’s story to become anywhere close to Isekai Monster in the mature sense.  However, as you can tell from the ending of this volume, the series is darker than a normal children's story.
Lyeh’s volumes will be on the shorter end of light novels, but because of this I hope to get them out faster than most series.  I am still not sure how working on two different series will affect the other.  Simply looking at the two of them, Isekai Academy has the benefit of my years working on Isekai Monster.  
Originally, I was going to wait until Monster was completed before working on the Academy.  That was until volume 16 of Monster.  Once I realized I had at least 5 more volumes of material before the series would end.  I could no longer put off telling Lyeh’s story.  Similar to the protagonist's children in Monster, I want the world to see the end of Lyeh’s story.  It will be hard and there will be plenty of sad times ahead for her, but it’s a story that must be told.
I would like to take this opportunity to thank everyone that has read this story.  I am sure Lyeh would also thank you if she knew about you.  Sign might know about you with that eye of his.  That boy can see many things he doesn’t understand at the moment.  I hope to see everyone back here for volume 2 in a couple of months.
For anyone interested, there are strings connecting the Academy to Monster, but you do not need to have read one to enjoy the other.  Overall, reading both might be a bad idea for most people.  Monster is an accumulation of a lot of negativity, and how not to deal with it.  Lyeh’s story, in stark contrast, will have a happy ending, mostly.  I guess Monster will have a happy ending, in a sense.  
These stories and many more are what fill my waking mind.  Putting them to print is slightly cathartic, and knowing that even a single other person might have joy from reading them.  That is a feeling I am still unsure I fully understand.  Still, once again thank you.
 




Episode 02: Guild Named Chaos

Day 06
 
Dull beeping of my phone’s alarm woke me.  Before now I’ve never truly needed an alarm, but I couldn’t get to sleep last night.  Staying up all night for two days in a row really messed up my sleep schedule.  I knew I would have trouble waking up once I fell asleep.
All of Sunday was a wash.  I didn’t even leave my room to eat.  Around midnight, I set my alarm just in case.  I still have misgivings about this school, but I trust grandma’s instincts.  If there was anything else she could do for me, she would have done so by now.  I am kind of on my own.
Stretching out of my covers, I glance around the room, looking for my roommate.  Chea’s main bed is empty, along with both of her extra beds.  Her bed is messed up as usual, but she isn’t under the covers.  Her bathroom door is open, so Chea has already left the room.  Guess I have not been that entertaining for her these past couple of days.  
I wonder if everyone else has already come to terms with this place or do they not understand it like I used to?  If the Academy is like I think, I could have a hard time understanding how anyone here thinks.  Even so, I have been able to get along with my group well enough.
Reaching for my phone, 1:57 is clearly displayed.  That doesn’t make any sense.  Did I switch time zones without meaning to?  Wasn’t Mimir, grandma’s AI assistant, supposed to do that for me automatically?  Is Mimir not working correctly in the Academy?
Once I turned off the alarm, the display changed to 8:23.  What?  My alarm didn’t wake me up?  The stupid thing has just been ringing for nearly two hours.  I should apologize to Chea for that once I see her.  I could sleep through that buzzing, but she no doubt had a hard time not being able to turn it off.
Should I apologize for yesterday too?  I only saw her once, but I think my gloomy state scared her away.  This is just like what happened at my old school...  
Well, no.  I guess it can’t be the same.  Even so, I feel the same.  Someone I consider a friend got hurt because of me.  I can only hope it doesn’t end up the same way as last time.  Maybe I am a danger to myself and those around me?  
Logically, I cannot believe that is true.  Still feel as if I am.  I keep thinking I am like a lightning rod for trouble.  Only instead of getting hit by lightning, it’s always someone close to me that gets hit.  I never have to experience the trouble I draw in, only the side effects.
Dad once told me he had the same feeling growing up.  That was until he met mom.  After they met, his life became a fairy tale romance, no more troublesome lightning strikes of misfortune.  My big sis and brother never had these kinds of problems growing up.  The two of them lived almost charmed lives, like mom...  
I think I am dwelling on this too much.  Remember and focus on what grandma told you.  
Rushing through my morning routine, I finished in record time and raced off.  Knowing what I do now, I am determined not to miss any class time.  With one of my uniforms torn to shreds, I put on my favorite pink axolotl hoodie.  The familiarity and comfort are what I need right now more than anything.  Especially after everything that has happened.  
Rushing about, I can feel the physical enhancements skills help with my daily life more than I thought they would.  Running at full speed feels the same as walking back home.  There is no shortness of breath and not any sting of pain in my muscles being pushed to their limits.  I wonder if my muscles are simply not building up lactic acid, or is this something to do with mana or ki?
Bursting into our homeroom, with two whole minutes to spare.  I drew almost everyone’s attention, just like on my first day.  This is becoming commonplace, so it doesn’t bother me as much as it did last week.  Looks like everyone is here today.
Skipping breakfast is nothing new to me.  Whenever a new book, for a series I was following, came out.  I missed meals and sleep until I had finished it.  If I get hungry, I can just have an early lunch.  The freedom this school gives has its benefits.  I could even eat in class like those other girls if I really wanted to.
With a glance, I see the two girls with horns trading what looks like jerky.  A dragon and an Oni, hmm?  There is so much more I have to take into consideration.  
After taking my seat, I can finally relax.  As such, I realize something is strange about the room, no one is missing.  Nora is in her seat looking perfectly fine, the same as last week.  While Felt is on Cal’s shoulder crying like a baby.  She said they weren’t coming back, didn’t she?  
Chea and I cried together Sunday morning because we were separating so soon after becoming friends.  Well, Chea didn't cry, but she was still sad, as sad as cats can get.  She kept saying I was too salty.  Wait, was she licking away my tears?
“Lyeh!  It didn’t work.  When I tried to look around my realms.  I wound up back here instead.  N-now, I can’t go back.  I cannot go anywhere.  It’s the same as before.  My power doesn’t work here!”  Felt flew over to me, bawling.
Felt is a mess.  Her dress is stained with tears and her face is covered in snot.  I’m not sure what happened, but I’m glad she is back.  Seeing Nora healthy is also a substantial burden off my mind.  If Felt was not in my face, I might have rushed over to hug Nora.  No, I am sure I would have.
Letting out a deep breath I didn’t know I was holding, I noticed it.  As soon as I saw Nora’s smile, a lone flame of something dark was extinguished deep within me.  Never had I been so worried about something I hadn’t even noticed about myself before.  I wonder if that dark flame is what has been keeping me up and making me feel not like myself?
“Everyone, return to your seats, please.  Today’s lesson is going to be a special one.”  Ms. Awe says, walking through the wall as usual, interrupting our conversation.  
With a wave and a smile, I try to send my condolences to Nora.  Before hurrying, Felt back to her seat.  Felt slowly makes her way to Cal’s shoulder.  He comforts her the same way you would a pet, gently patting their head.  It’s super cute.
“Due to repeated complaints and an incident involving upperclassmen.  Today we will discuss the Academy’s purpose.  Your role in taking classes here.  What the Academy does for your benefit and how you benefit from your lessons.  Because this will bring up troublesome questions, ones I am not at liberty to answer.  Today we have the most knowledgeable guest speaker possible.”  Ms. Awe says to us with a smile.
Oh no, who complained?!?  Was it Sign or Cal.  They both seemed very upset about our failed quest.  Or wait?  Was my encounter with the upperclassmen actually significant?  Chea does more with them regularly, doesn’t she?  
Wait, think.  I can no longer think of this place as a normal school anymore.  Because of that, I might have a better idea comparing it to fictional schools than real ones.  Even so, I have done far too much in these past few days.  Why can I not take my time and move at a slower pace?  
“Because speaking to each first year class individually is inefficient.”  Hearing this unmistakable melodious voice, I know who our guest speaker will be.  
I’m even more concerned knowing the school’s highest authority is coming here.  A general murmur of unrest spreads through the class.  Everyone else seems to have realized who is coming.  As if to enter the most ominous way possible, the Headmaster floats up through the floor, her voice preceding her.  
**Snap**  In response to the Headmaster, the surrounding walls melt away.  On my left is an odd room partially filled with undergrowth.  At first the room appeared empty, but something tells me there were several things on the far side hiding from us.  
After focusing, I slowly realized.  What looked like the far wall was actually interlinking carapaces of different sizes and colors.  Because the carapaces are not uniform, I could see another room through small gaps in the wall of shells.  
Beyond the carapaces, I could see green clouds and an occasional pinkish blur.  It reminded me of an aquarium-like container filled with an artificial atmosphere.  However, instead of a small observation container, it was the size of our classroom, if not larger.  Judging from how the clouds were moving, something or things were alive inside.  
Replacing our right wall was a wall of water, dark and clean, unlike any water I have ever seen before.  Various sea creatures fill the odd area.  The standouts are a merman and a giant half-crab humanoid.  Their room has many rocks and crevices with what look like coral, connecting them all together.  Again, some sense of mine is telling me there are things hiding in there.
Beyond their room is a black wall with the occasional flash of light.  I think we are six rooms laid next to each other in a ring.  I can see the space for the sixth room.  It is directly across from our room, but I can’t make out any features.  The glow from the headmaster obscures them.
In the center of our six rooms is a window into an empty space.  This space is filled with only the headmaster and their angelic light.  Their inhuman, angelic face is as unsettling as it has ever been.  Though now I am unsure how alien it truly is.  Are they an actual angel?  Then I have to consider what Sign said.
“Before anything else.  All of you greet your fellow research subjects.  All subjects are grouped into their species' most suitable biomes.  Each one tailored to fit the widest possible array of life-forms to allow for the mutual exchange of information.  However, while it is ill advised to venture to the other biomes, this is not prohibited.  Though it is recommended you do not attempt this until you can maintain personal homeostasis.”  The Headmaster’s words are cold and heartless.
Everyone but our princess is gawking at the other classrooms.  Mari alone is maintaining the perfect posture expected of royalty.  Her head tilts ever so slightly, sending a wave of terror through the biome nearest to her.  Whatever is hiding behind the wall of multicolored carapace is utterly terrified of Mari.
Opposed to most of us, Sign appears ecstatic.  My opinion of Sign seems to change every time I see him.  He must be one of those types that loves learning new things, no matter the cost.  Those kinds of people can be dangerous but interesting.  They tend to be those people that move the plot forward in predictable ways.  
My brother would constantly say how much he doesn’t like those kinds of predictable characters.  His favorite stories had chaotic characters that pushed to plot forward in new and unexpected ways.  The stories would still follow somewhat predictable paths, but you were never bored following those characters.  
This was why he said I was his favorite sibling.  Big sis was always too perfect and predictable.  While I caused nothing but trouble for him.  Wait, was he insulting me?
Looking around, I feel the gaze of some of the other students.  This feeling, it seems like some of the others appear to be as excited as Sign.  They must also have some kind of appraisal skill.  Yeah, many gazes are falling on me, but then they immediately move to my right.  Everyone is turning away from Mari and me.  Are they all scared of me and Mari, but why?
“Now that introductions are out of the way.  First, I will address the Academy’s goal and purpose.  As many of you are confused or ignorant.  The Academy is first and foremost a research institution.  The subjects of our research are all of you.”  As the Headmaster says this, her heavy gaze falls upon me, sending a shiver down my spine.
“Each and every one of you share a common trait.  That singular, unique trait is the subject of our research.  This ability is quantified and labeled as the unique skill, ‘Outsider.’  Outsider, the natural ability to step through the Gate.  To be able to slip past the veil, so to speak.  Many worlds and cultures have vastly different names and understanding of this ability.”  The Headmaster turns her gaze upon the rest of the class, sending waves of fear radiating everywhere.
“Such a skill is very dangerous to its user, unnaturally so, in fact.  Without other abilities to supplement the ‘Outsider’ skill.  Everyone born with this skill would expire in only a few decades.  Falling out of their home world only to be swallowed up by the Gate’s chaotic sea of energies.  This Academy was built to catch, protect, and study such illogical life-forms.”  Illogical life-forms???
With a wave of one of the Headmaster’s hands.  Our seats tilt back and the ceiling melts away.  It is replaced by a view of deep space.  I can feel the incredibly vast distance between the insignificant points of light.  Is this also a skill?  My heart is racing.
“There are theoretically an infinite number of realms.  Each with varying distances between them.  The barrier that separates everything and establishes various physical laws is known as the ‘Gate.’  The unseen void between existences is the body of the Gate.  This is also commonly referred to as the ‘Outside’ by type 3 and higher civilizations.  The ‘Outside’ differs from the measurable void between astronomical bodies within normal spacetime.”  The Headmaster’s voice changes its tone, from cold and distant to warm, almost happy.
At the Headmaster’s command, holographic images of people and a solar system appear in the sky.  She is trying to illustrate this concept to those who can not visualize.  If what she is saying is true, this outside is not space at all.  It’s not even part of our universe as we know it.  It’s not even a universe, but some kind of sub or extra space.  
I think I read a theory about this before.  Some off-shoot of string theory, called noodle theory.  Every universe was a noodle, for some reason.  Each noodle was like a rope composed of countless strings.  These infinite noodles were in a soup that would give the noodles their flavor and warmth depending on what type of noodle it was.  
Therefore, some forces are weaker than others and other universes could differ vastly from our own.  So then, the soup is the ‘Outside’ the Headmaster is speaking of?
“Most life-forms cannot survive even the briefest of exposure to the ‘Outside.’  Yet, occasionally, a life-form without innate resistance will have the ability to enter this hazardous in-between-space.  That is all of you.”  There is definitely more emotion in the Headmaster’s voice as she continues this explanation.
“The Academy was built by the great founder, ***, within this endless void.  It covers a relatively small portion of the ‘Outside.’  Still, it is more than enough to fulfill its purpose of catching test subjects from universes that share physical constants.”  Is she saying we are lucky to have been caught?
The holographic person trips and falls through their planet.  They are then caught in a net, sliding down it landing them here.  The Academy is like a boat within the ‘Outside’.  We are not even in another world?  All of us here are currently in-between dimensions.
“Because our Academy covers such a small portion of the Outside.  It is quite possible that the founder, ***, has many more of these institutions performing the same experiments for him.  After all, there are many other universes with different physical constants.  Though we have had no contact with them, thus it is merely speculation on my part.”  Sounds like the Headmaster has not heard from her creator in a very long time.
“Without our net, only a few of you would have successfully made it to a nearby realm after your first fall.  The vast majority would perish, experiencing the turbulent forces of the Outside.  While the rest would be so traumatized by the incident.  Forcing you to fall once again, and none of you would have survived the second fall.”  The diagram shows a body being washed away by waves turning into base particles.
“The great founder built the Academy as a safe haven with a single goal in mind.  Study these unfortunate life-forms whom fate has condemned.  Yet, even with their great power, the founder was forced to make concessions.”  A hint of anger now seeps into the Headmaster’s voice.
“In order to avoid the scrutiny and ire of any Type 4 civilizations or higher.  Several rules were established for the operation of this research facility.”  The Headmaster sounds like a scientist angry about moral limits.
A massive cityscape appears in the sky.  To me, it looks more like a circuit board than a city, but I am sure those things that look like pulses of light are people.  Is this a map of the Academy?
“All test subjects must be protected while contained for observation.  The subjects must not be confined to the facility.  Regardless of origin or composition, all subjects are granted equal opportunities to advance.  Other than simple observations, all data collection must be obtained with consent.  Overt or passive consent is judged on a case-by-case basis.  Depending on the level of consciousness of the individual test subject.”  How exactly do they judge consciousness?
“What tricks are you using on us?  What is with these kinds of distinctions?  How dare you treat all of us the same?  That is an insult to one such as…”  That demon kid in the back started yelling, but with only a twitch of the Headmaster’s finger, his voice was sealed.
“Under these rules, the great founder created this Academy’s ‘System’ to encourage subjects to push past their limits.  The end goal, logically being the transition from an unfortunate doomed life-form.  Into a being capable of traversing the ‘Outside’ as freely as the great founder them self.”  With that last statement, it felt like the Headmaster was calling out specific people.  For a second it felt like she glanced at the princess, next to me, with hostility.  
“With this System, the Academy, as you know it, was constructed.  It is the Academy’s fervent wish that all of you safely reach graduation.  Along that path, you will continue to provide the Academy with invaluable data.  Data that may help future students along their own path.”  There is an odd tone shift in the Headmaster’s voice.  If they were human, I might think it was joy.
With another wave of the Headmaster’s hand.  The ceiling returns to normal and our seats flip back up right.  This is more or less what grandma told me two nights ago.  We are essentially lab rats to them, but they have very humane guidelines.  
In any case, they are unfathomably more advanced than the Earth.  There is no limit to what I can learn here.  And I have to learn as much as I can to survive.  I don’t really have a choice here.  If not for the Academy, I would already be dead or stuck in some other world waiting to die.
“Now then, several of you have lodged complaints.  You say that we are keeping you here against your will.  This is, as you just heard, counter to one of our founding principles.  As you should know, it is fairly simple to ask the System for a gate to your place of origin.  However, you will find yourself having returned here in a day or so.  If you are unlucky, you will return in minutes or seconds.”  The Headmaster’s voice has a cruel tone to it now.
I couldn’t hear anything, but judging by the movement of the Headmaster’s fingers.  I think a few others must have voiced an objection to her and were silenced.  This ruthlessness is kind of scary, but it also makes sense for an angel.
“Returning here is natural, because you fundamentally can’t control your ability to cross the gate.  Until you have mastered this ability.  You will continue to appear here regardless of your or our intentions.  That is, unless you exceed the Academy’s net’s threshold.”  That phrasing caught everyone's attention.  
“To not inconvenience other True Outsiders, and draw their ire.  The Academy’s net is only capable of catching exceptionally weak individuals.”  The Headmaster’s voice is full of emotion today. I bet it’s because she is talking about her creator.
After being called weak, there are a few annoyed groans.  Mostly from the ‘evil’ aligned kids.  The dragon girl, Rae, looks the most annoyed.  While Princess Mari makes no moves.  She remains above all of this.  Mari is the very definition of royalty.  I have a feeling she is not the same as us, weak individuals.  But what about her maids?
“Once your ability has grown too powerful.  You will have to worry about not being caught by the Academy’s net.  Though the threshold for capture is not intrinsically tied with the ability to survive.  The two are loosely connected.  Unless you gain power in a strange, unknown way.  Most subjects find themselves with around ten years’ worth of time to study.  Before they exceed the net’s limit.”  So our physical growth is more deeply connected to being able to be caught by this net.
An audible gasp can be heard from almost half of the class, as more of them come to the same realization.  Our ability to survive is not the ability that lets us travel.  Most of us lack any ability needed to survive.  Our other abilities will continue to grow as long as we do.  Until we fall out of existence and boil alive in the in-between-space soup.
“Graduation involves ascending to a higher being.  One that can survive the unseen void, the Outside.  Should you choose the path of slowly accumulating power instead, you will end up meeting your original fate.  Like countless others before you.  If you have objections to this System, remember two simple facts.  We are not a charity.  Also, if you truly wish to kill yourself.  The System won’t stop you.”  There was a hint of displeasure in the Headmaster’s voice this time.
That’s why Felt and Nora are back.  The two of them fell back here.  We can go back to our world or any other.  Even so, as long as we or the System is not stabilizing us.  All of us will end up back here or in the soup.  Ok, I am definitely getting hungry.
The part about dying if you don't properly graduate is scary.  Although grandma is working on her own spatial stabilizer, in case this academy doesn't work out.  To think this was all science fiction not months ago, but now I have to bet my life on those same theories.  That is why I have to learn everything possible here and give grandma all the information I can.
“Allow me to clarify your graduation, as well as explain why it is a good idea to get along with your upperclassmen to a degree.  To officially graduate, you need to fulfill two requirements.  Create a sturdy enough vessel for your soul such that it isn’t torn apart while traversing the Outside.  Then you must register energy on the level of a Type 1 deity.  Anything less will lead to either your demise or being caught in the Academy’s net.”  They want us to become a god?
“The best biological vessel to shield a soul is the body of a transcendent race.  Those who are naturally capable of existing within the Outside.  You can read about such beings in the library.  Alternatively, you can create an artificial vessel for your soul, such as a phylactery.  The second requirement is simple enough.  Typically, such a vessel naturally requires energy equal to or greater than a Type 1 deity.”  The Headmaster is back to her cold, emotionless voice.
This is jumping from fantasy to science fiction.  I am getting all turned around.  According to the last lesson.  Gods to a Type 1 civilization are merely a citizen to a Type 3 or 4.  Then do they consider the Academy a Type 3 or 4?  No, wait, they said there are no type 4s.
“As you can imagine, such achievements are difficult.  All successful graduates have pulled together the resources of numerous individuals to accomplish this goal.  Then all their collaborators achieve a pseudo graduation.  After gaining the protection of a greater being, and or being part of their bloodline.  That is the fastest and most reliable method.  For those lacking natural talent.”  The Headmaster definitely looked at Nora this time.  That is so mean.
“However, we are always looking for new ways for our subjects to graduate.  As more of you succeed and fail.  We have drawn several conclusions.  To illustrate this, yours is the first group to receive this bit of advice.  You have been told to raise your ‘Outsider’ skill.”  The Headmaster glances at Ms. Awe, hinting she might have asked for this lecture.
“To assist in that endeavor.  Focus on skills that strengthen your soul and allow you to wield greater quantities of energy.  This may seem obvious in retrospect.  However, many have wasted years before realizing this simple fact.”  That seems obvious, but there is so much depth to this System.  It’s hard to say if it should be obvious or not. 
“Finally, a bit of caution.  Less than ten percent of our students have properly graduated.  Many fail from either a lack of preparation or a flawed path.  However, the majority never even attempt a proper graduation due to lack of talent.  By their third of fourth year, most research subjects come to terms with their lack of talent and break off into factions.”  That is why all the upperclassmen always walk in groups.
“To expedite this process.  You all shall receive a measurement of your untapped potential.  Those ranking below C have little prospect of ever graduating.  We administrators look forward to your group’s progress.  Never before have so many individuals of exceptional talent appeared at the same time.  It’s almost as if some outside force planned this.”  Was that?  The Headmaster, she just smiled?
**Acquired Evaluation, Potential is rank S**  That’s way higher than I expected.  Having ranked 5th in our class.  I thought that would put me at B or higher.  Does that mean everyone above me is also S or higher?  Does their ranking go up to SSS or what?
Ms. Awe said the top 10 in the class ranking had a good chance of graduating.  But, is that the same as having C-rank potential?  Considering my potential ranking, I would guess that is not the case.  There is so much I still don't know.  We are going to have a lot to talk about after class.
“We will close on an elaboration of the System.  The System is simply an expression of the great founder’s skill, Soul Construction.  The skills you possess are written onto your soul via either natural circumstances or your own efforts.”  
The fact it resembles a game is likely just for our convenience.  Then again, I don’t think anyone else would see the System like a game.  Games like this have only existed on Earth for about a century.  I wonder how everyone else views the System?
“The points you acquire via the System are called research points.  Because they are an expression of the value you have added to our research.  The System allows you to exchange this theoretical value to access many benefits.  Including the results of our research and access to the founder’s skill to alter your soul.”  
That sounds scary.  I don’t think I’ll use the system to gain skills anymore.  Unless absolutely necessary, or I really really want one.
“If you still have questions, first look inward.  Ask yourself why you didn’t understand.  What are you lacking to understand?  Then ask your assigned teacher.  Continue your studies in peace and provide us with more data for the Academy.”  With those words, the Headmaster vanishes, sinking into the floor.  Giving us a clear view of the class opposite us. 
The far room looks blurred.  I can make out batches of color but no shapes.  The walls slowly start returning.  Cutting off our fellow first years.  There is so much I want to know now that I know this is not Earth.  
But, I need to prioritize the safety of my new friends along with myself.  Felt and Nora are our lowest ranked members.  Even so, that doesn’t mean they don’t have potential.  We all need to graduate together.  I refuse to leave anyone behind.
***
Homeroom ended and, as expected, Sign and Ra immediately left the room.  I had wanted to formulate a strategy with everyone, but Sign isn’t available until this evening.  I could work with the others, but I think I have a better plan.  
To find your way out of a dangerous situation, a bold strategy is required.  That means taking bold actions is necessary.  Turning to my left in the most polite tone I can speak in and making the cutest pose I can remember.  One of the poses my brother taught me.  I ask the person next to me for a moment of their time.
“Princess Mari, would you care to join me for tea this afternoon?”  Mari turns to me, her eyes glittering and a huge smile spreading across her face.
In that same instant, I can feel the rest of the room freeze in shock and terror.  Even Ms. Awe was startled by my actions, dropping some papers she was holding.  Still smiling, Mari tilted her head ever so slightly while placing her hand on her chin.  This has to be some kind of royal etiquette common to all worlds.  I am sure I have seen that same gesture used in several shows, movies, and comics.
“Oh dear, this is quite unfortunate.  I have etiquette class this afternoon.  This is very sudden, but it is my first invitation from a classmate.  Via, would it be possible to reschedule my afternoon class?”  Mari turns to her side as she speaks.
“I'm sorry, my princess.  The SecondQueen insists you take etiquette classes for every encounter.  As long as you insist on attending the Academy, your learning must be put before any play.”  A beautiful young woman appears next to Princess Mari, speaking with the maturity of a seasoned business secretary.
“That said, my princess, if you were willing to part with one candy, your grandmother sent you.  Then we could have the entire class rescheduled for any time in the future you wish for.”  Standing behind Princess Mari is a young woman in a maid outfit.
This maid is obviously older than Mari and everyone in our class.  Even so, I would not call her an adult.  She is by far more mature than all of us, but I don’t think she is as old as my big sis.  Mari’s maid is probably a teenager, but she easily beats my mom in looks.
Never have I seen such a beautiful woman, and yet, the surrounding air is cold and scary.  The maid's porcelain skin perfectly matches the white fur of her two small, round ears on top of her head.  Between those cute bear's ears rests a single small translucent, almost glass-like horn, which protrudes slightly from the middle of her forehead.  
A mature-looking onee-san, a model.  She reminds me of the women on the posters in my brother’s room.  I cannot help but release a slight gasp after taking in this mathematical beauty.  Looking right at her, I cannot fathom how I didn’t notice her before  
Who was this beauty again?  Right, Mari called her Via.  Via, she gives off a powerful impression.  One that tells me if I look away for even a second.  I'll forget about her, as if she was and always has been nothing but a dream.  A fantastical dream that we are not meant to remember.  I don’t want to forget her.
“That’s too bad.  Well, you heard her, Lyeh.  Unfortunately, I have a prior engagement today.  If the chance arises again.  I would love to get to know you and your friends better.  Something like that needs to be set well in advance.  Please remember that for the next time.”  Mari is trying to tell me something more than what she is saying, but I don’t understand her euphemisms.
**Ting**  Via showed me a toothy grin, and I heard some things that sounded like an alarm.  The next moment, she vanishes behind Mari.  
It is really hard to focus when people are appearing and disappearing into and out of nowhere.  Not to mention Mari’s cute smile just now is making me feel weird.  Though it’s a different weird than Via’s smile a second ago.  I kind of forgot the air around Mari is weird.
Slightly baffled, my mind and heart still spinning.  I’m unable to resist as Chea pulls me from my seat.  I think I heard some pleasantries fly between Chea and Princess Mari as she dragged me with her out of our homeroom.  I don’t understand why, but my heart is racing and there is still an odd ringing in my ears.
The next thing I notice is Felt pulling me by my hair, the same as Chea.  That is funny.  Felt is too small to be of much help.  My brain is not working right.  I thought I gathered my courage to make a big gamble, but I am not so sure of myself anymore.  What was my plan back there?  What was I going to ask Mari, anyway?  To join our guild, right?
Saying nothing, Chea drags me to our room, with Felt trying to help her.  Once we arrive, the two of them push me onto my bed.  Chea then throws herself onto hers, letting out an exhausted sigh.  My heart is still pounding.  Am I scared, or something else?
Felt flies around our room, obviously agitated.  Nora follows in after her, scurrying like a mouse.  It’s kind of cute.  Suddenly, the door widens and Cal walks in.  Doors can do that?  Cal stops in the doorway.  Guess he isn’t sure about entering a girls’ room, or something else.  Who knows what kind of culture everyone here grew up with.
“Lyeh, what were you thinking!  You can’t just go casually inviting royalty like that.  Such events are set up over weeks, if not months.  Only then can the official invitation be sent, as it is merely a formality.  That is to prevent exactly the situation you just created.  With nobles and royals, neither side is to be embarrassed by an unexpected answer.”  Is that how it works?
“Not to mention, I doubt you prepared at all.  Do you have a garden reserved?  Did you select matching chairs and tableware?  Is your selection of tea properly paired with your choice of sweets?  Did you hire servants to serve you at such an event?  Do you even have something to wear?  What made you think talking to the princess was a good idea!?!”  Wow, Felt is angry. 
It is really funny having her list all this stuff while flying in a figure eight.  Though I didn’t realize what I did was so wrong.  That makes me glad Mari turned me down.  I’ll need to work out a proper plan to conquer the princess.  I mean, recruit her, yeah that’s what I mean.
The list Felt is spouting off reminds me of one of those period dramas mom enjoys watching.  Wait, does that mean royalty is really like that?  Then Mari is a real princess?  No, no; students can be anything in this school.  Mari being a real princess, should not be shocking.  I was almost sure she was one before I found out about the Academy.
“Honestly, I was just thinking.  Maybe Mari would make a valuable ally.  She also said she wanted to be friends.  It made sense in my head.  At least, I think it did?”  I say to everyone.
My thoughts are kind of warm and fuzzy right now.  I am not so sure of myself anymore.  I am currently enjoying this warm feeling and not too preoccupied with the rest of the world.  Is this nostalgia?
Talking to Mari filled me with a familiar feeling.  I kind of felt like I was home again, and I kind of was hit with an urge to hug Via.  She looked nothing like my mom, but her cold and stern demeanor reminded me of my mom.  Oh, there I go again.  My heart is speeding up.
““Ahhh!!””  Chea and Felt both scream while Nora puts her face into her hands.  I hug my pillow, trying to hide my embarrassment.  Cal looks away from me, staying near the door.  I’m thinking what I did is even worse than I think it was.
“Was our leader always stupid?  Did she trick us the first few days?”  I am not stupid.  I just don’t always think as much as I should.  If it feels right, things tend to just work.  Oh, is that because of my hero skill?
“It’s possible.  According to legends, heroes aren’t always the brightest bunch.  Because of their heroic aura people gather around them.  Especially in trying times.”  Chea turns to me with a harsh glare.  
“Their actions are taken in the best possible light, fooling the masses.  It’s a very common aspect of them in the stories I have read.  That is why my heroes always followed my orders or the orders of the Twelve Devas.”  Felt says, also glaring harshly at me.
Felt and Chea are whispering rather loudly to each other.  When did they get so close?  Was it on Sunday when I was moping around in bed?  Even so, why are they perfectly recreating a scene from an old sitcom?
**music**
Oh, I'm getting a text message.  [��`wjso♡|€°wkn*×;=>!^utabw ��]  Well, that is confusing.  The sender has a hidden number?  Wait, shouldn’t the parental lock block all hidden numbers?  Is this some kind of hack?
“Lyeh, whatever you do.  Please don’t try to talk to Mari on your own again.  If you feel it’s necessary, tell us and we’ll develop a plan to meet with her.  Lady Felt and I can come up with a suitable plan, given enough time and resources.”  Wow, even Nora is looking at me like an idiot.  Alright, scrap that plan then, for now anyway.
“Alright, alright!  So I want to discuss what they told us today, and how to get more people into our guild.  Currently, the only person I think is completely out is Mao.  He can’t seem to get along with anyone.  Everything he says and does tells me he is just a spoiled brat who won’t listen no matter what we say.”  He also talks like a typical arrogant, corrupt noble from my brother's novels.  Those types of people only lead to trouble.
“Nope, no way!  We aren’t letting demons into our group.  We can try to sway the other evil ones, but no demons.  You can only trust a demon once you have a contract.  And even then they will find some way to mess with you.”  Felt yells over me, making her stance clear.
“Also, I think those two girls on the far side of the room want to eat me.  I constantly find them looking at me with strange looks in their eyes.  I can still remember the two of them licking their lips while tracing my flight path with their eyes.  It was really scary.  I almost started crying in the middle of class.”  The blood drains from Felt’s face and she flies over to Cal teary eyed, seeking comfort and safety.
I’ll just let Felt be for now.  There is a lot that needs to be done before I bother convincing Felt.  Personally, I don’t fully trust our given alignments.  Also, discriminating on race feels wrong, though I guess it’s species not race in this situation.  
How does that work?  Are we actually different species?  We are in the same biome, so we cannot be that different from each other, right?  I bet there is a class I can take to explain all of this.
“Alright everyone, let’s put all of that aside for now.”  I tell everyone and myself.  Only to be met with harsh gazes from Chea and Felt again.
“Uh…  Oh, everyone received an evaluation today, right?  Based on mine alone, the rankings we received last week seem a bit sus to me.  So logically, we need more information.  What was everyone’s evaluation today?”  I ask everyone.
Admittedly, I doubt they are lying to us, but something is fishy here.  Oh, there were fish people in one of the other rooms.  How easy would it be to go over there to recruit new members?  My thoughts are then cut off by Felt’s loud laughter.
“Ha ha ha.  My glorious self is evaluated as S rank!  The class rankings were obviously flawed.”  Felt proudly thrusts out her tiny chest while proclaiming her rank.  
So they are lying to us?  I had suspected Felt would be evaluated higher than her class rank showed, but that is far more significant than I expected.  Does that mean even Nora, who ranked last, is an A?  The headmaster said this group of students was beyond exceptional.
“Unsurprisingly, I am also ranked S.  It's obvious that ‘class’ ranking was flawed.  Putting someone like me in the bottom ten.  It’s laughable, utterly laughable.”  Chea says, looking as smug as ever.
Chea also has S rank potential?  She was higher than Felt in the class ranking, so that makes some sense.  They also told us that the rankings would be different if shown again.  Does this mean the class rankings are dynamic and our potential is stagnant?
“My potential rank was A.”  Cal’s deep voice surprised me again.  His looks don’t quite match that voice, but it isn’t too far off either.  Why is it so disconcerting? 
Wait!  He’s only A?  He was above both Felt and Chea in the class ranking.  Hold on, hold on, what did they say exactly?  The class rank was based on the work we had done so far, right?  Does that mean Chea and Felt haven’t done anything?  Are they wasting their potential?
Chea confidently signed up for all of my classes.  Was she not in any extra classes before?  And while I’ve seen Felt in class, I wouldn’t say she participates.  So is this like comparing potential and your prospects?  Those two things will not always reflect the other.
“Um, I am C rank.”  It was barely a whisper from Nora.  Who immediately turns away hiding her face again.
I was worried about that.  This will serve as further proof, in her mind, that she doesn’t belong.  Dammit, we are just kids!  Is this really life and death for us?  Even if it is, we have ten years to save ourselves.
“Our first step is gathering information.  Without proper information, any plan we come up with will be flawed.  So, I want all of us to look into how to acquire more energy.  My guess is that our mana stat is an important indicator of this ability.  However, I have several skills with their own extra values.  Those might be another form of energy.”  This is why even guides cost points.  Information is paramount to victory.
“I can answer that.  I can control spirits which have their own mana.  This lets me wield far more power than you would expect.  Though it isn’t endless.  I don’t have an indicator because it is directly related to the number and strength of nearby spirits.”  Felt says having calmed down.
So Felt does know things.  Well, she seemed to have her act together when she was playing queen.  Felt has S rank potential, she cannot be useless.  She is simply a troublesome child.
“That’s a good start.  Everyone, do your own research.  We’ll discuss plans later.  I’m heading to the library.  We’ll talk again tomorrow.”  I have a class I should be in, but there are other things I need to do.
As soon as I leave the room, I can immediately hear them discuss irrelevant topics.  Do they have no urgency?  Actually, is there a need for urgency?  We have ten years to study and grow within the Academy.  Maybe I’m rushing things?
***
“Lyeh, you look worn out.  Did something happen?”  Sign’s voice breaks my stupor.  
Looking down at the book that had stupefied me, 'General Royal Etiquette Applicable to Nearly Any Situation,' urg.  I didn't realize what a nightmare tea parties were.  I promise to look before I leap from now on.  
Promising that in my mind.  I instantly know I am lying to myself.  Let’s make that a goal to work toward then.  I will try to think before I leap.
“Just learning everything I can.  Every new fact is another weapon in my arsenal.”  I say clenching my fist, trying to show my resolve.
“That’s commendable, but foolhardy.  Specialists exist for a reason.  It’s impossible to have both the ‘Decoding Eye’ and the ‘Discerning Eye’ as they say.  The greatest Truth Seekers have the narrowest field of research.”  What?
“Yeah, yeah.  Don’t do things you’re not suited for.  Oh right, what was your evaluation today, and do you have any plans for graduation?”  I asked Sign, dismissing the cryptic words he said.
Sign checked the surrounding area, hesitant and full of worry.  But, we are in a private room?  Inside the library?  I reserved it indefinitely for our guild.  Doing so was surprisingly cheap, only a thousand points.
“I had two rankings.  My personal ranking is B, but with my support system.  It was pushed to A.  My father’s work is truly amazing.”  Sign says with a troubled expression.
Oh no, Sign looks depressed.  That must have pulled up some bad memories.  Sign looks like a puppy caught in the rain.  Too bad I am a cat person.
What should I do?  Should I hug him?  No, that could make things worse.  Wait, big brother said men are weak to compliments from cute girls.
“Sign, don’t sell yourself short.  It was your device that allowed us to save Nora.  I never got a chance to thank you for that.  Making such a device on your own is truly amazing.”  Ahh, now he's blushing.  
So compliments work on Sign.  That is good to know for the future.  Next time I screw up, I might be able to get out of it easier if I remember that.  Not that I am planning on screwing up or anything like that.
“What’s your plan for graduation?  Surely someone like you already has a plan in the works, or at least a goal to strive for.”  After I say this Sign calms down, and once again he is overflowing with pride.  Maybe compliments work too well on him.
“Yes, my plan has always been to upgrade my father’s exosuit.  Logically, into a full body suit.  Though I may find a better route in the future.  I am always learning new things here.  The exact specs are up in the air, but I know my first step is understanding the suit and the System.  Then the next step is gathering resources.”  So Sign wants a super suit?
“Specifically, I need osmium, metallic hydrogen, and liquid diamond.  The exosuit contains trace amounts of other metals, but I think those were all cost-saving measures.  To survive what they call the ‘Outside.’  I can’t cut corners.”  Wow, he actually has a serviceable plan, probably. 
While I want to question how Sign plans to work with those elements.  I’ve at least heard of them before.  But all of my plans hinge on magic.  An element I didn’t think was real until a few days ago.  Is he in a better situation than the rest of us?  I don’t feel like showing my ignorance to him just yet.
“My goal is right in front of me, yet so far away.  In that way, I’m jealous of you, Lyeh.  You’re the only one in class who has a simple path ahead of them.  Even if you choose to squander your talents like Felt and Chea.  Your potential is so much greater than theirs that you might accidentally graduate, anyway.”  But weren’t all of us given S rank potential by the System?
“That’s not to say I’m envious of you.  The upbringing you must have had…  To have gained so many skills, especially a demon and a hero skill.  I don’t want to even imagine how hard it must have been.  What you must have been through.  Not to mention the world that would cause obtaining those resistances.  I want to say this though.  Don’t push yourself too hard.”  Woah woah woah!  
What Sign said just now.  That felt very heavy and filled with misunderstandings.  What is he thinking?  Is this because of what his eye can see?
“Sign, my upbringing isn’t as harsh as you make it sound.”  It was hard for my family before grandma’s father died.  
But we didn’t inherit his fortune, and I was a baby back then.  Not to mention grandma can only legally do so much for us.  We only got a house of our own last year.  My big sis and brother’s childhoods were much harsher than my own.  Weren’t they???
“Don’t worry about your world.  You do not need to be shy about it here.  The Academy may not be on our side, but we’re on each other’s side.  We will all graduate together.  I am sure of it.”  And somehow the misunderstanding just got worse. 
I tried to say something again.  Anything to clear up the obvious and massive misunderstanding that has occurred.  No, no, he’s already out of the room.  Why do my brain and body not work together at times like this?  Am I really an idiot?
Arg, I had so many questions.  Questions about mana, essence, ki, chi, qigong, chakra, psions, telesma, furyoku, yoki and haki.  I’m certain Sign could have explained some of these and their differences.  Even if he never heard of them before.  The eye skill Sign has is an isekai protagonist’s hack skill.  
Urg, I really need to get my own investigation skill.  Probably a talking skill too, or some kind of persuasion skill.  If I could understand my body and skills, that would definitely help.  I need to think of a way to get Sign to help me without it being weird.
**Beep Beep Beep**  What my phone!  It’s mom.  Oh no, does she know I skipped class today?




Day 31
 
After putting the finishing touch on my paper.  I double tap it, and it vanishes.  With that I’ve finished my first exam at the Academy.  It was frustrating, to say the least.  Looking around, it seems like I am the last one to finish.  Those who haven’t turned it in already appear to have no intention of doing it at all.
Technically, it was a simple and easy exam.  There were only two questions.  Mari, Sign, and Ra finished in a few minutes.  The first question was about applying what we learned about thermodynamics in a closed system.  Unfortunately, it wanted us to create an example using mana sensitive paper, and mine kept burning up.
The second question on the test was also easy.  We had to explain the limitations and expectations of the different civilization levels.  Though again, it was expected that we would use mana to imprint our thoughts on paper.  I asked if I could write with a pen and was told this.  
“We are not merely testing if you have the knowledge, but your ability to utilize your skills to deliver that knowledge to others.”  Ms. Awe can be surprisingly condescending.
I spent 30 minutes figuring out how to make the paper change colors.  Just so that I could write a normal report.  Other than this surprisingly troublesome part of the test, and the Headmaster’s lesson a few weeks ago.  Homeroom has continued to only be a repeat of things I know.  I am guessing this is because I come from one of the higher civilizations where education is a higher priority.
Because of this free time, I’ve used our homeroom class to observe my classmates.  Partially to better understand them, but mostly to try and obtain an investigation or identification skill.  The Headmaster said we can ingrain skills to our souls via our own work, but I am beginning to think this is not what she meant.
Most of the students ignore me or don’t even notice I am looking at them.  Ra, Mao, and Jon are the only ones who ever look back at me.  The latter two with looks of annoyance and the former with only confusion.  
Ra was especially confused when I smiled back at him the first time he noticed me.  Aside from how he looks, Ra acts a lot like Sign.  He looks like a typical devil-kin or imp; blood red skin, horns, and tail.  Kind of like a delinquent.  Personally, I think Felt’s aversion to him may be simply biased.
Outside of our homeroom this past month, I have been studying a lot about how my skills work.  Mostly on my own.  I am still worried about hurting anyone.  Sign was helping me examine my skills with his eye, but a few weeks ago, he was trying to dig into my ‘Lilith’ skill.  
While Sign was staring at me, peering deeper into the skill.  After a few minutes, his face got really red, then his nose started bleeding.  Sign has red blood like my own.  What was weird was his eye.  It looked bloodshot.  Only the blood vessels in his silver eye were purple, not red.  Again, I wanted to ask if his eye was a prosthetic, but ended up thinking that might be too personal.
“Lyeh, I am sorry.  There is too much information.  That skill it almost felt like it was resisting.  Like it was lying somehow, almost like the princess’s…”  Sign’s voice trailed off as he cleaned the blood from his face.
Since that incident, Sign has been trying not to make eye contact with me.  Even when we have guild meetings, he looks away from me.  It’s kind of similar to how he treats Mari.  Only I still catch him staring at Mari in class every once in a while.  Whatever Sign saw seems to have confused him more than anything.
Thanks to focusing on my skills.  I am able to use most of the forms of energy I have access to via the System.  My practice with magic has also led me to be able to cast a variety of elementary level spells.  However, that appears to be because of my natural talent, other skills within my hero skill.
Strangely enough, I could not cast ‘Stop’ or that ‘Wither’ spell I used during the thorn vines incident.  My memories of that day are mostly centered on Nora.  Because of how vividly the sight of her bloody body is burned into my mind.  I don’t remember how I felt when I cast those spells, or what the System told me during that time.  So I do not know how to recreate those spells.
I have also come to the realization that manipulating mana outside of my skills, as this test wanted, is way above what I can currently accomplish.  Interestingly enough, that is apparently the first step for normies.  Sensing and using mana is normal for everyone of my guildmates to some degree.
What I’ve learned, via the Academy’s library, most of my skills can be obtained in many ways.  Skills in general are earned like in a game by doing something.  But almost all of them, ninety percent of the skills in the Academy’s catalog, can be obtained at birth.  Though this is rare, parents can transfer all of their skills to their children, or copies of them.  The probability goes up if both parents have the skill.   
From what I read, skills, like natural traits, can be passed down genetically.  Nothing is guaranteed, because of stuff like genetic drift.  Skills like genes can also be passed down, but never manifest.  I think this is what happened to me.  Lots of skills/genes were dormant within me.  What activated them was that one skill I bought via the System.  All of this makes me think the Academy is essentially studying evolution.
The only oddities to come up in my research were ‘Outsider’ and ‘Lilith.’  Even the Academy doesn't know how to give someone the ‘Outsider’ skill.  Other than evolving into a race that naturally has the skill.  This was also another prohibitively expensive process, as it is akin to graduating.
As for ‘Lilith,’ there was no readily available information on ‘Lilith’ from the System.  Sign was, however, able to tell me a bit about what he saw.  The only words that came into focus while he was staring at me were.
Lilith, Source of Sin - Rapid Growth, Heavenly Demon’s Protection, Breaker of the Chains of Fate, and Immutable Will.
The last two skills, to me, represent freedom.  According to Sign, those skills protect me from various status ailments.  Rapid growth is self explanatory.  While ‘Heavenly Demon’s Protection’ allows one to exist as a contradiction.  In game terms, it means you have both good and evil alignment, fake neutral, at least that is how I understood it.  I think this means I must have had ‘Lilith’ before the hero skill, or I might have gotten both at the same time.
After all of this observation and studying, I finally realized.  We have twenty people in our class.  While I still haven’t been able to see Vana, I know she is Mari’s maid, like Via.  Ignoring those two.  The student that was giving me the most trouble locating was Rou.  Turns out he is the small brown rabbit with antlers, a jackalope.
Something felt off near the end of last week.  With two weeks of observation notes, I felt I knew everything I could from simply observing everyone.  Rae and Bau talked and shared snacks in every class like close friends.  Jon, the smallest kid, kind of paid attention, but wasn’t trying too hard to understand the lessons.  Unlike Sign and Ra, the most studious members of our class.
Mao appeared to be messing with the System menu as well as staring at Bau.  He looked at her the same way Sign would randomly stare at Mari.  Ra would focus almost solely on Ms. Awe, but a few times he would look at me.  Mari would focus on Ms. Awe as well, though I don’t think she was paying close attention to the lessons.
Grawb and Pai don’t do anything, and so no one bothers them.  Pass, the rat-kin, appears to pay attention to the lessons, but it is obvious that he doesn’t understand what Ms. Awe is saying.  Then there is the little black puppy.  I cannot tell what they are doing.  Though it was while I was looking at them, I noticed the jackalope.  
Sitting in the far back seat on the right side of the room, behind Rae and Bau, was a tiny, light brown bunny with a broken antler.  In the instant that I noticed them, they shivered in fear and turned away from my gaze.  Remembering the class roster, this should be Rou.  
This was all last week.  It wasn’t until Monday that I realized I had forgotten about him.  Looking at my notes Monday night, I couldn’t remember who he was.  So I asked Sign about him the next day.
“Sign, do you know anything about the student who sits behind Bau?  The cute little jackalope hiding in the back?  I believe his name is Rou.”  Sign turns to me with a curious expression.
“No, I cannot say I remember anyone named Rou.”  That’s weird.
As we walked into class before today’s test, I pointed at Rou in the back row.  Sign glanced over there and then turned back to me.
“Right, him.  He is kind of like a dim star in a sky filled with blazing suns.  He is the complete opposite of interesting.  So, I kind of forget he is here.  Though that might be because of his…  His…  Oh well, you don’t need to bother with any of that, we have a test today.”  Sign completely dismisses Rou’s existence.
Is Rou really that forget-able?  Nora was the one at the bottom of the class ranking?  Is it because he is a boy?  Maybe because Nora is cute, Sign remembers her, and not Rou?  Either that or Rou has some kind of skill to make people forget about him.
This roundabout way of thinking is getting frustrating.  Now that I remember Rou, I don’t want to forget him.  Forgetting someone like that feels incredibly sad.  I want to help as many of my classmates as possible.  So I’ve begun step two of my amazing plan.  Step one is still in progress, but they never depended on one another.  
Today I am going to recruit Rou and Cath, the jackalope and the puppy.  It might seem odd to try recruiting bottom tier students, but knowing what not graduating means.  I can’t leave any of them behind.  Also, gathering all the bottom students will still form a firm base.  
Even with my observations, I don’t get the relationship between Grawb and Pai.  Because of that, they’ll have to wait.  Though I must admit, choosing between a cute little puppy and rabbit, and a giant frog and tree was a straightforward choice.  
This is definitely not because I am hoping they let me pet them or anything like that.  No way.  My daily brushing of Chea is very similar to petting.  Even so, cuddling a tiny fur ball is something I have always wanted to do.  I might have to do something about those antlers, though...
The bell rings and as expected, Sign, Ra, and Rou all leave their desks.  Rou is too fast for me to catch at the moment.  Because of that, I am gambling on this plan working.  Before he leaves the room, I stare at him and press the button on my phone, activating a skill.  He freezes instantly; him shivering under my gaze is kind of cute.  Also I was right, he isn’t Good aligned.
I don’t want to discriminate, but anyone with that kind of hiding skill would not be on the up and up.  I mean they probably are people with skills like that, that are Good aligned, but those would be exceptions.  Like those legendary assassins that protect the world from the shadows, or certain dark-ish heroes in comic books.
**Hostile Intention Exceeds Acceptable Parameters.  Desist!**
The system said something, but I raced to block the door before Rou could escape.  Standing in front of the door, I lowered my stance to catch him as he tried to pass through my legs.  Watching him tremble in fear gives me pause, but I have no other way of talking to him.  My notes said that he always runs away once class ends.  
And he’s gone…  What the???  
I was watching him the entire time.  How did he vanish on me?  People can’t just up and vanish into thin air.  Ok, they obviously can, but I didn’t detect any magic.  And I thought that Magic Sense was one of the few abilities I’ve actually mastered.  Uncertain and confused, I reached out to where he was.
**Zapp**  Ouch!!  An electrical current zapped me. 
Ah, it hurts all the way up my arm, and I can’t feel my hand.  What the heck?  I have resistance to basically everything.  Why does this hurt so much?
**Second Warning Issued.  Cease Hostile Activities Immediately.**
Ok, ok!  I'm listening.  Arg, why does this hurt so much?  Calm down and heal.  It’s not really helping.  What happened to me?
“Rou, calm down.  I just want to talk.  Could you come back out?”  Is he still here?  Everyone is looking at me.  
After a few minutes, everyone else gets up and leaves.  As a small black dog walks out of the room, I call out to her.
“Cath, could we meet at lunch?  I have some stuff I want to talk about with you.  If possible, could you tell Rou for me?”  My notes said that one day last week, Rou left with Cath, so they might talk to each other.
The black puppy turned and silently looked at me before walking out of the room.  It feels very weird talking to animals like people.  But I can’t let simple things like that stop me.  If I am going to save as many of them as possible, I cannot let a little weird feeling stop me.
***
“That was quite the hostile wave you sent out this morning.  Most people would take that as a declaration of war or love.”  Chea laughs while half mocking my failed attempt to recruit Rou.  
Chea doesn’t even know who Rou is.  Making the entire event look even stranger in her eyes.  Still, she seems more angry with me than anything.
“Was it really that bad?  If the others didn’t turn to look at Lyeh.  I wouldn’t have even noticed she did anything.”  Felt says while flying to her seat on Cal.
Felt is munching on something while sitting on Cal’s shoulder, almost looking like a squirrel.  She doesn’t know about Rou either, but she was on board for getting Cath.  I think she wants to ride her like some kind of great mount.  I subconsciously drew a picture of that at some point last week.  
My notes are full of pictures that I don’t remember drawing.  Though what is strange, is that I could never draw that well before coming here.  I would doodle in my notebook like any kid, but now, while not perfect, my drawings are noticeably better.  I wonder if it’s part of my hero skill, or maybe my demon skill?
“What I used was an ability called ‘Heroic Challenge.’  It’s a sub-ability of my hero skill, used for protecting my party or issuing a duel.  There are a lot of other hero abilities useful for adventures.  This one applies mental pressure to non-good aligned individuals.  Supposedly, the farther you drift towards evil, the more these heroic skills affect you.”  Unfortunately, out of all the skills I have read through, none of them would have helped me protect Nora that day.
“Guys, I think I blew our chance to get Rou.  Maybe Cath as well, depending on how she views my little outburst in class.”  Slumping onto the cafeteria table, I lament my failure.
“Cath just thinks you’re a weirdo.  It’s obvious to anyone.  Anyone paying the least bit of attention, you are not a bad person.  You’re just a hero, a weirdo, normal hero stuff.  Special people are all weirdoes.  Have you ever heard of someone famous that doesn’t have some weird tendency?”  Someone says this while I am still half laying on the table.
“I’m not sure if I should be happy or insulted to hear that.  In any case, I can’t figure out what those two are thinking.  According to my notes, Rou is just as studious as Sign and Ra.  Even so, he was ranked near the bottom.  Cath is only slightly more active than Pai and Grawb.  I don’t think she understands the severity of what is going on here.”  Not that I am sure about that either.
Wait, who is this butting into our conversation?  I turn around to see a scruffy looking black-haired tomboy with a similar complexion to myself.  Standing next to her is a tall, popular looking boy.  He is pale like Sign and has light brown hair and two antlers, one broken.  
The stereotypical pretty boy smiles at me, and for a moment I could almost see flowers floating around him.  After blinking a few times, he looks a lot more mundane and even gets a little shorter.  I could have sworn his smile sparkled.  Some kind of illusion?  That seemed like a scene straight out of my brother’s comics.
This boy and girl appeared right behind me without warning.  Again, I thought that I’ve gotten good at sensing people, but I didn’t notice them at all.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen them before, either.  Which is baffling because there are no other students our age at the Academy.  
Could they be from the other biomes?  I’m not ready to interact with them yet.  That is stage five of my master plan.  I’ve only started looking at their various guilds last Wednesday. 
“After that lesson from the Headmaster.  Everyone understands what it means to be here, but we have at least ten years.  There is no need to rush.  From what I have heard, some upperclassmen have been here for nearly twenty years.  Though they are all tense as they approach a deadline, only they can see.”  After saying this, the girl sits on my right leaning backwards against the table.  It’s then that I notice dog ears flopping down from the side of her head.  
**Hiss**  Chea rushes to my left, grabbing onto my arm.  Is this because she is a cat and the other girl is a dog?  
I’ve seen many dog demi-humans since arriving.  However, the only one that is close to this coloring was Anubis.  And he was more of a dog person than a dog demi.  Also, he had the physique of a teenager, almost a young adult.
“That is to say nothing about the fact that not everyone wants to rush home.  Many students like it here.  The Academy is much safer than their old homes.  Our civilization lecture explained how various worlds can be underdeveloped or hostile.  Planning for such a far off goal isn’t easy.  Especially, when the obvious benefit of that goal isn’t desired.”  The boy says this before brushing the hair from his eyes and sitting next to the dog-girl. 
He appears completely human.  No extra limbs or attachments, nothing longer or shorter than it should be, not even bizarre colored hair.  He has light chestnut colored hair.  He's even more normal than Sign.  Which is weird…  
No wait, he has antlers, and one is broken.  His antlers are the same color as his hair, so they look to disappear and reappear as he moves his head.  This has to be some skill.
“Hey, I’ve never seen you before.  Do you want to join my fan club?  I can make you an executive member.  All I require is a suitable offering.”  Chea leans across the table and stares at the boy. 
I've never seen her act like this.  She’s usually standoffish with her fans.  Nora is blushing and looking away.  Something is off.  The air is getting weird...
“Oh perfect, you’ve got Rou and Cath.  So what was everyone discussing?”  Sign’s voice draws everyone’s attention.  
Wait, he just said Rou and Cath?  I look around us, but don’t see the dog or rabbit.  Aside from a few upperclassmen on the far side and the two kids next to me.  We are the only ones in the cafeteria.
“Rou, you need to control your skill.  Otherwise, they will be angry when it wears off.  Don’t you remember what the Oni said about eating you with your own antlers?”  The girl’s comment gives them away.
“Ee he he…  I can’t help it.  It takes all my focus just to take this form.  It’s not my fault that this form amplifies that skill while deactivating others.  I don’t even know what to turn off.”  Rou timidly laughs.
As if not paying them any attention, Sign takes a seat and serves himself a plate from Chea’s offerings.  Whatever weirdness is going on, Sign, Felt, and Cal are not affected.  Feeling compelled, I grab Chea’s hand.  She shivers a bit before sitting down and clinging to me like earlier.
Seeing Chea return to normal, I reach over and take Nora’s hand.  Unlike with Chea, Nora looks at my hand and turns redder than before.  Her grip on my hand tightens as her pulse seems to increase.  Still holding my hand, Nora looks away from me embarrassed by something.
“Rou, that’s the wrong attitude.  Some people have to concentrate way harder on being humanoid.  Take our teacher as an example.  She combines shape-shifting, camouflage, thermal resonance, odor fabrication, elementary wind magic, and weight manipulation just to appear humanoid.”  Sign says all of this with a slightly condescending tone, not even looking at Rou.
“You can activate one skill and turn another off.  You’re already activating a second skill to hide your ears and horns.  Instead of wasting energy on that, learn to turn off that obnoxious skill.  If your skill worked on Rae or Shu, unlike Bau, either of them would have eaten you without a warning.”  At Sign’s comment, Rou shivers and turns away from him.
Sign’s stupid eye lets him see so much it feels like cheating.  After he mentioned them, Rou’s bunny ears appeared in my vision.  Looking Rou over again, his face seems to have lost the vague androgynous appearance it first had.  He doesn’t look bad or anything.  No, he is very normal.
“That is a difference of experience and power.  One day I’ll get it and probably soon, but not today.  It’s not my fault some people are weak to my charm.  Besides, it’s a weak charm to begin with.  Nothing but a fake compared to the main family’s ‘Love Spot.’”  Rou turns away from us and I see a tiny dot under his right eye.
“Enough bickering boys.  Sorry for our late introduction.  I am Cath, a shadow-dog demi-human.  My kind can’t maintain a humanoid form until adulthood.  Because of that, you all know me as the small black dog that attends your homeroom.  This playboy is Rou.  He doesn’t mean any harm, but he is charming you unconsciously.  He is like me in that he can’t maintain his human form for long.”  Cath smiled while talking.  She is missing a tooth.
“Also, Rou is a coward.  So, Lyeh, please don’t do that to him again.  I hate dealing with cry babies.  So then what did you want to talk about?”  Leaning against the table, Cath says this while eyeing me, as if judging me.
So, they have human forms.  Cath is shorter than me, but she looks tough.  Rou, on the other hand, looks weak.  Well, it is a relief that they have humanoid forms.  I was worried I would not be able to treat a puppy and rabbit like people.  Alright, strike while the iron is hot.
“I want the both of you to join our guild.  We’ll be doing our second quest this weekend.  Before you question why, let me say this.  I don’t want anyone to fail, and based on your ranking.  Both of you have little chance of succeeding on your own.  Honestly, I am sure no one can graduate on their own.  If you want to know why; it’s simply because I don’t want anyone I know to suffer.”  
“Tsk, damn heroes.”  Rou mutters something and turns away from us, pouting like a child.  But, I guess we are all still children.
“You sound like an excellent group to join.  Only from what I’ve seen.  Lyeh, you’re way too reckless.  What you did this morning with Rou was one thing.  But beyond anything, you just casually talk to that princess.  You talk to royalty like you’re her equal.  And you aren’t afraid of the demons or that dragon.  You even met the Headmaster’s gaze.  That thing is a monster on the level of the old gods.”  Cath looked at me with an exasperated expression.
“While I feel my odds of graduating would go up if I join you.  I think my odds of surviving until graduation go way down if I am standing next to you.”  It’s hard to argue with what she is saying.  I did all of those things.  
“I am trying to be better about that.  I tend to leap before I look.  But only when I feel it’s the right thing to do.  Also, those are all only my mistakes.  They don’t carry over to our whole guild.”  The two of them look at me with distressed expressions.
“Don’t belittle the importance of such a bond.  My mother told me the story of the Cait reckoning.  For the crime of harming their princess, they fervently threw themselves at the perpetrator and all those who associated with them.  They were all but wiped out by their vengeance, but no one even dares utter the name of their enemy.  If you angered the princess in our class, do you not think that she would burn your organization to the ground?  Only royalty and nobles of the same world have a chance of understanding one another.”  I never considered that. 
And I’ve definitely made enemies of some upperclassmen already.  Is it actually dangerous to invite people to join?  No, that doesn’t matter.  We can only graduate by forming groups.  The System is proof of that.
“What could I do to prove we aren’t that reckless?  Or what can be done to lessen your fears?”  I can’t let this end this way.  I need to convince them to join, even if temporarily. 
"You can’t do that, because you are reckless.  However, you can prove that your recklessness can be useful to us.  Both Rou and I have difficulty maintaining our human form.  If you could get us a specific item.  Then the risk vs reward could shift in your favor.”  Staying human must be a huge boon to them.
“Ha, look at this little squirt getting all uppity.  You can’t even balance your dual natures.  Why should we go out of our way to recruit you?  If you bow down and beg, I might consider acting as your bridge.  Then you can stay human, but you’d have to swear fealty to me and no other.”  Felt broke.  She was doing so well this past week.
I asked her not to talk if they showed up.  Because I knew her attitude could easily drive them away.  But this is so much worse.  I have to do something.
“We accept.  What kind of item do you need and where can we get it?  I already said we were planning our second quest for this weekend.  We can change it to gather what you need.”  I have to regain control of the conversation.
“See, reckless to a fault.  If you were the least bit selfish, you would self-destruct constantly.  Humf, my world has things called dungeons.  Inside, you can find artifacts from the gods.  During my research here, I found a world that has something similar.  And it has an easier rating than my world does.”  Cath sounds angry, but she also looks happy that I agreed to help them.
“This world should have the item we need.  Gol’dun, it’s an undeveloped world.  The System says a place called Dahl’von should have the item we need.  It’s an ancient factory that should have spirit orbs.  Get us each one and we’ll join you.”  Cath shows me the smile of a grifter, but it wavers.  I think she is younger than me and trying to be intimidating.  This act is kind of cute.
“Rou, are you fine with Cath making all these decisions for you?”  I turned to ask Rou if he’s on board with this deal.  Only to find a light brown rabbit with antlers nibbling on a large chicken leg behind Cath.
“We agreed to this before meeting with you.  Everything Cath says is fine with me.  It’s not my place to go against heroes, warriors, or true nobles.  I am just a spare of a spare of a spare.”  The jackalope responded in a perfect human voice.  
That was beyond disturbing.  I don’t want to see this small creature speak ever again.  With that decided, all of us retired for the day.  Sign and I will research Gol’dun and the mission before we leave.  If we have to, we can push the mission to the next day to be safe.  No one is getting hurt like that ever again.
Back in my room, I bring up information on Gol’dun.  There are thousands of pages on the local flora and fauna, as well as its history and mythology.  It’s way too much to go through in one night.  Doing a search for Dahl’von I found a few mythological texts and a paywall.  Twenty-thousand points for access to a complete history. 
Feeling my resolve begin to leave my body, my head drops to my table.  I can’t afford this.  I have a feeling this will be a recurring theme here.  Staring at the twenty-thousand price, a message pops up.  An unknown sender again.  
A second alert tells me the message is suspiciously large.  I reject it. I don’t know who is sending me viruses, but it’s unnerving.  No one outside my family should have my number.  
**Ring Ring**  My phone rings, a call this time?  That's unusual.  It's still an unknown number.  I sent it to voicemail.
Is this from another student?  Is someone in the Academy trying to hack my phone?  Or is this some roundabout way of stealing information?  The messages are not translated, so I don’t know if this is a student or not.  Whatever questions for later.
Let’s check Dahl’von’s mythology.  Umm, first discovered ten-thousand years ago by giants.  Used as a ritual site for adulthood.  Sealed by the god of the apocalypse.  Found by dwarfs five-thousand years ago.  Proclaimed the ancient vault of the gods.  No one could open it.  So it’s like Stonehenge?
Found by giants again two-thousand years ago.  Proclaimed the gate to the underworld; no one could open it.  Investigated by fae-folk.  Powerful magic leads them to declare it an ancient settlement.  No one could open.  What?
Wait, isn’t this bad?  The recurring theme is no one could open it for the last five-thousand years.  I will need to talk to Sign about this.  Cath didn’t give us an impossible mission, did she?  Is this what she meant by testing my recklessness?  Now this is starting to feel like a real Hero’s journey.




Day 32
 
Walking through the silvery portal, I’m greeted by a sheer mountain face.  The side of the mountain extends up at least a hundred meters.  It stretches to the horizon on both sides.  A relatively small section, five meters wide and ten meters tall, is carved in the shape of doors, neat.
I was worried that we would be transported to some random location in the world that our mission could be accomplished within.  Forcing us to go on a long and winding journey to find our proper destination.  But no, we were sent right to where we needed to go.
On our first mission, to find Sunblooms, we were close to the best place to find them.  I had thought that might have just been luck.  If it wasn’t for Sign’s eye, it could have taken a while to find them.  Though, maybe Felt’s knowledge could have helped us find them.
The same as before, I am the first one through the gate.  Because of the last quest we took from the System, I’m on high alert for the very start.  First things first, I attempt to use a detection skill, one of the many sub-skills of my hero skill.  The most basic detection skill functions like a radar, which is displayed in my mind’s eye.
**Ping**  I can detect at least six small creatures hidden among the rocks.  Also, one slightly larger creature is actively concealing its presence.  It’s probably a minor predator.  Nothing I can detect should be a threat to us, as they are displayed as green on my internal radar.  
Unfortunately, the advanced detection skills I have, Danger Sense and Malicious Intent.  Those don’t function the same as radar.  Those two only alert me if they are triggered, and they don’t alert me with words or visions, only odd feelings.  Both of them remind me of a particular insect themed superhero’s special sense.  The only way for me to understand and properly use those skills is for them to be triggered repeatedly.  Something I am not looking forward to.
After a few moments, everyone else steps through the portal.  The first few moments alone were to let me secure the perimeter.  At least that’s what it’s supposed to be.  Instead, I would have fled back through the portal if anything significant showed up within my detection range.  This is our first year, no need to do anything too dangerous.
Chea decided this would be boring, so she stayed behind.  I almost asked Nora to stay as well, but before I could, she insisted on being brought along.  She looked really cute, full of determination while trying to put on a brave face.  I wonder if this is what having a younger sister would be like?
Considering Nora almost died last time, nobody would have faulted her for being scared or hesitant to go on another mission.  Thinking about Nora’s reaction logically.  I cannot help but wonder what her life was like before she came to the Academy.  
Did Nora face dangers like this regularly?  What about everyone else?  Not one of us has openly talked about our lives before the Academy, but everyone came from a completely different world.  The only thing in common we have is that we can live in the same biome.  It’s thanks to the System that we can all communicate with each other.
While I ponder this, Cal came through after Nora.  He had Felt riding on his shoulder like they normally do.  This left Sign bringing up our rear.  So, it’s the same group as our last failure of a quest.  Although Chea did secretly follow us last time, didn’t she?  I wonder if Sign can tell if she followed us this time?
As each one of them steps through the portal.  They each trigger my simple detection skill.  One, two, three and four… wait a minute…  The ping I got from Sign.  It felt weird.  The last ping felt longer somehow, like there was some kind of error for him.  Maybe it’s because of those weird metal veins he wears.
“Sign, I felt something off when you stepped through the portal.  Could you look over our surroundings?  I don’t have a firm grasp of what was weird about it.  It just wasn’t the same as the others.”  Oh, I hope it was not one of my other detection skills triggering, but it wasn’t a new feeling, the skill just error’d.
With a firm nod, Sign walks around looking over everything, including looking at his own clothes.  His display looked kind of half-hearted, but I’m sure he wouldn’t neglect his duties.  Sign is a very studious boy, kind of like my big brother.  Though big brother is only serious about his hobbies, games and anime.
“There are a lot of mineral deposits in the cliff face, some very valuable.  However, I also see traces of something living in the rock.  That could have set off your skill.  Nothing else I see is significant.”  Sign says before turning and looking at the gate we all came through.
Sign stares at the glowing doorway that connects this world to the extra dimensional research facility known as the Academy.  He seems to be thinking about something, but then again, he is always thinking about something.  
From what Sign said and because I don’t feel any more weird than earlier.  I guess we are fine.  If it really was one of my higher-level skills that was triggered, and we were in any danger.  The skill should be going off again, reminding me of the danger.  Since I don’t have some strange tingling or pinging in my ear.  That odd sensation must have been some kind of error, or just something odd about Sign.
Turning back to the rest of our party, Cal and Felt look at home here.  Felt takes flight, buzzing around our immediate vicinity like the little bug she is.  She did this last time, too.  I think she said this was how she contacts the local spirits.  Something she needs to do if she is going to use her magic in this world.  Spirit magic is a little weird to me.  Mostly because it’s not really your magic, you are asking or forcing spirits to perform magic for you.
Felt’s Fae Queen skill can bring out greater power than spirits can normally bring forth.  However, while this is powerful magic, it has its limitations.  Spirit magic is classified as elemental magic by the Academy.  Meaning they use readily available elements, sometimes known as spirits, depending on the local culture.  This means that Felt is limited to what elements, spirit, are in the immediate area.
Like Felt said before, she can do almost anything by strengthening and combining spirits.  The problem is that she cannot do anything all the time.  For our party, she functions as a utility character and a glass cannon.  
“There are earth spirits of all the different shades you could possibly ask for in this mountain.  But I must say, there are far more metal shades than I have ever seen before.  Far more than even in the old Dwarven industrial cities.  This world may have more metals than the demi-worlds under my protection.”  Felt reports as she returns to her seat on Cal’s shoulder looking as smug as ever.
Cal for his part looked around a bit while Felt was still buzzing about.  He would stop to take a deep breath before looking around again.  I get the feeling that he recognizes something about this world, but he doesn’t say anything.  Cal’s magic is more traditional magic, like my own.  He has earth and fire affinities, along with the ability to fuse them to use metal magic in emergency situations.
“The air smells familiar, but I don’t know this mountain.  There is no god sleeping here like my home.  This mountain is old and dead.  Seeing this makes me worry about my home mountain.  Great Grandfather had been stirring more and more ever since my birth.”  Aw, Cal is home sick.
As if to comfort him, Felt flies from Cal’s shoulder to his head.  She ruffles his hair a bit and pats him gently.  Looking at the two of them, you would think they are childhood friends, but they only met each other a few months ago.  How did the two of them get that close so quickly?  Thinking it over, I can clearly hear my brother telling me one of them has to have the ‘Shonen Protagonist’ friendship skill.
I cannot help but giggle thinking about Felt undergoing some kind of ‘Shonen Protagonist’ transformation if Cal ever got hurt.  The scene played out so clearly in my mind’s eye, it was almost like I was seeing the future.  Cal lay bloodied on the floor while Felt transformed into a fully mature beauty and unleashed some kind of crazy divine retribution.
**Gong**  A shiver ran down my spine as loose images floated in my mind.  Ok, that was too vivid.  It kind of freaked me out.  I don’t have some kind of precognition skill, do I?  I don’t want to see that future.
“Lyeh, did you sense something?”  Sign asks me after seeing me shiver.
“Oh, no.  Not really.  My mind was wandering back to our last mission.”  Seeing Cal hurt in my vision reminded me of Nora.  Yeah, that must be it.  I am still worried about last time.
These pre-industrialization worlds feel almost fake to me.  Rather appropriately, I feel like I’m in another world.  That must have been the reason I was so willing to believe everything was projections before.  AR technology can make you feel like you’re on Mars, so another world is very conceivable.  Marveling at the beauty of the rugged rust colored land surrounding us, my detection skill flares up.  
**Ping**  Instinctually, I placed myself between Nora and the portal.  The source of this new signal.  I don’t want to see her insides ever again, not anyone’s, for that matter.  Well, maybe my own, in a safe and controlled operation room, of course.  Not sure why, but I have always wanted to see my own heart beating.
The air in front of me distorts as it folds over itself in a series of hexagons to make a barrier.  Lines of magic crisscross through it as a second layer.  Finally, a large circle forms behind me.  Sign and Cal get on guard a moment later, without me saying anything to them.  Personally, I think I move better on instinct than I do on purpose.  Sign said it was something to do with my Hero Skill.  He got long winded in his explanation, so I tuned him out halfway through.
Emerging from the same portal we used to get here; we see them appear.  Red skin, clawed feet, two obsidian horns, and a long sleek tail ending in an obsidian spike.  Our classmate, Ra, steps through the portal.  
I’ve never spoken to him before, but I always thought of him as similar to Sign.  Felt and the others call him a demon, even though he looks more like a devil or imp to me.  Even so, the fact that I can feel mana swirling around him.  I feel my reaction is justified.
“That you are all alive is baffling.  There were no precautions on the gate you opened.  Not one prohibitive barrier or restriction, talk about amateurs.  Your hunting party is ill-informed, sparsely equipped, and dragging along dead weight.”  Ra says this while staring right at me.  No, wait, he is looking at Nora.  I can feel her shiver behind me under the weight of his harsh gaze.  
“The arrogance of the strong is reserved for the strong.  Just what kind of joyous playground were you immature lot born into?  Not one of you has the eyes of a hunter, and half of you look no better than prey.  None of you would last a second in my home world.”  Ra’s line of sight flows from Nora to Felt and then finally to Sign.
“You’re carrying dead weight, bait, and an invalid.  Your front guard is exceptional, stronger than any I had the fortune of dealing with.  And your leader is overflowing with pride and arrogance.  The likes of which I can never hope to compare to.  All of you are lucky she has the power to back up that arrogance.”  Finishing his little speech, Ra glares at me something fierce.
Scowling at me, Ra scans the area the same as I did when we first arrived.  I’ve seen that look of his before.  On Ra’s face is a mixture of pity and arrogance.  My brother would have the same expression when explaining a new game to me.  Of course, right after he destroyed me on it.  Was my brother always a jerk?  How am I just now realizing this?
But this isn’t a game.  The stakes here are far higher.  Breathing deeply, I focus, my gathered mana forms meter long spears in the air above me.  Twelve magic spears appear; fire, water, ice, lightning, light and dark; two of each of them.  I could barely form one of each in practice.  While I dislike being thought of as reckless, I really do better when I leap first.  It must be a skill.
“Relax, I’m not here to fight you fools.  I’m not even here of my own volition.  I’ve been contracted to deliver a warning.  After all, arrogance is not a quality exclusive to the strong.  Besides, now is not the time to roll those dice.”  Ra shows no fear as he continues talking.
To show he means no threat, Ra throws up both hands, stepping backwards away from us and towards the portal.  Not once since he got here, has he dropped that stupid grin of his, but I also have felt nothing that would make me think he is here to harm us.  
Ra only ever set off the initial detection ping of him appearing.  There has been no odd feeling of hostility or danger of other skills triggering.  Still, this situation feels familiar somehow.  Maybe Ra is just being a jerk, or he is acting as a distraction for whoever told him to threaten us?
“Threat delivered, now leave.”  Working my phone in my pocket, I bring up my previous action.  Drawing on inner strength, I charge my words, trying to make them an order.  I’m still a novice at this, but the System makes it easy to activate certain skills.  
Ra shuffles further back as if my words carried physical weight.  Still, though, that malicious grin of his never falters.  I don’t know what he is getting out of this, but Ra looks to be having fun messing with us.  He must love the fear radiating from Nora, along with the utter disgust and contempt coming from Felt.  There are weirdos everywhere.
“That wasn’t the threat, little hero.  It was a warning from my own experience.  You have yet to make true enemies, but you’ve made numerous individuals and groups aware of you.  Now let me finish this real quick and I will be out of your pretty little hair.  I’ve been paid surprisingly well for this little scare.”  Ra definitely enjoys playing this role.
Ra pulls a piece of paper from a pocket, clears his throat.  He then reads over the paper and his grin finally vanishes.  A look of annoyance and disapproval are now plastered on his blood-red face.
“Hey, obnoxious hero!  I’ve got demons doing my bidding.  Don’t go thinking you’re that special.  But, if you tell me the secrets of your relic.  I’ll keep these threats at bay.”  Ra says this with a pained expression.
As soon as Ra finished his statement.  The paper ignites as a look of disgust and resignation washes over him. 
“Man, I hate that little guy.  Whatever, my job here is done.  By the way, these words are now from me.  I’ve made a bet whether you’ll return from this mission or not.  Do me a favor and lose exactly one member.  If you can’t, then at least don't die yourself, little hero.  If you do, I will lose to someone I hate even more than that little squirt.”  The old grin of his returns for these parting words from Ra.
Ra steps backwards through the portal and it slams shut behind him.  He didn’t even tell me who sent that threat.  I wonder if that was on purpose?  Yet from what they said, they obviously want me to respond.  Was the rest of the message hidden in what else he said?  The end was the only part that Ra said was his own words.  Is this malicious compliance?  Demons are jerks to everyone, aren’t they?
My spells melt away as I calm down.  I can’t drop my guard, but I can’t stay on high alert constantly.  That is bad for the blood, at least that’s what dad always says.
“Ra is cautious above all else.  He would never attack us when we’re in a group.  Though he is definitely dangerous.  Out of everyone in our class, he has the second highest kill count.  Only Bau’s out strips him in that regard.”  Sign says while turning his attention to the doors behind us.
Sign casually drops this bomb on us while staring at the doors.  Do we all have kill counts?  How is that calculated?  Does it count what we have eaten?  No matter what, demons are scary.  No wonder Felt was so adamant about not allying with them.
“Sign, what do you mean by kill count?  As in people, or animals?  How many other students have kill counts?  What detail can you see?”  Sign turns to me.  I guess I sounded off, as he looks at me full of concern.
“Umm, most of the students haven’t killed anything.  And I can’t say for sure whether it’s people, sentient life, or animals that are counted in that number.  All I can say is that they were something that was aware enough to consider themselves alive.  I’ve never experimented or researched the subject of life or lives to that extent.  As such, I only have the raw information, not any context.”  Sign says this while acting unusually calm about the subject.
It’s kind of crazy thinking that every time you kill something, it is recorded in your very essence, possibly even etched into your soul.  The thought of that sends another shiver down my spine.  Regardless of whether the effect is miniscule, the fact that killing has any effect seems a bit profound.  Makes me wonder if it counts hunting for food, or even workers in a slaughterhouse.  I don’t think I want to know the answer to that question.
And here I thought I was ready for this fantasy world adventure.  We have only been here a few minutes, and I could have already had an existential crisis.  Reality keeps showing me how much I’m out of my depth.  
This is not the kind of stuff an eleven-year-old should have to be dealing with.  Is what I want to say, I am still a kid after all.  Still, I cannot help but think about not only our current situation, but also how kids in different eras and worlds have to live.  Ra sounded like he has been through lots of terrible and dangerous things back in his home world.
I might just be holding myself together because of the higher civilization buff our teacher mentioned.  It could also be a dissociation skill, removing myself from the current situation unconsciously, as part of some kind of coping mechanism.  The more I think about my life academically.  The less scared I feel about everything that is happening.  
Still though?  Could I kill if I had to?  I have that demon skill.  Killing might come to me as naturally as magic did.  Let’s not dwell on this.  I am getting goosebumps.
“Sign, how do we get inside?  A riddle, a key, or some kind of code?”  Attempting to change the subject, I prompt Sign with a question.  He said he could get us through any lock.
“Well, the door is made of tempered mithril.  There are runes etched into it below the surface.  I’ve never even heard of something like this.  Hmm, was it done as part of the forging process?  It appears to be a single slab that was forged and set with mana.  What could do this?”  Sign mutters to himself as he looks over the door.  At least he is not nerding out over this door.
Ok then, mithril is typical fantasy metal.  Harder and lighter than steel and highly resistant to magic.  Runes are one of the forms of magic I don't have.  Rune magic is like programming.  You need to not only know the language but also have the proper skills and knowledge.  
Almost everything else Sign said went over my head.  The runes he is seeing are inside the door?  Like, are they purposeful defects or contaminates deep inside the metal?  Are they like the natural pattern on Damascus steel, or is it more like aligning the metal’s atomic structure in a certain way?
“So Sign, does that mean you can’t open it?”  If he can’t get us inside, this mission is a bust, and we go home to figure out some other way to get Cath and Rou to join us.
“What, no?  Oh, umm, technically I can’t open it without learning specific magic, and that would take weeks.  But, this door isn’t locked.  The runes are set to open currently.  Cal, give it a good push.”  That little brat, why is everyone being such a big jerk today.  
Today is reminding me of my summers stuck under my brother being used as a pillow.  He would play net games till big sis came home and kicked him off of me.  Why didn’t Sign say that it was open from the beginning?  Makes me wonder if all boys are jerks on the inside.
Cal leans into the door and we can hear it groan with the strain.  Thinking about it, Cal has never been a jerk to me or anyone.  If anything, Felt is the one that acts like a jerk sometimes.  Maybe I am thinking about this too much?  I think I am still on edge thanks to Ra showing up for no good reason, and that stupidly worded threat he delivered.
As Cal continues to push the door, it sounds like metal grinding against metal.  I don't think Cal is strong enough to bend steel, but maybe.  Well, it really depends on how you think of a setup.  He shouldn’t be able to rip a door this size off its hinges, but if something was behind the door at a bad angle.  The weight of him and the door could crush some kind of door stopper, or something like that.
“Ah, that is what is happening.  Someone jammed something into the door hinges.  My best guess, long after this place was shut down.  Someone else claimed it as their own.  That person couldn’t activate the locking magic, so they used metal shards as makeshift locks.  Lyeh, could you give Cal a hand?”  Sign says, looking at me.
Who does Sign think he is giving orders?  Oh, whatever, I don’t care!  A bubble of anger swells up inside my gut.  
Why am I so angry?  What am I even thinking about?  Is this all because of Ra?  Did he do something to me?  Was it the person who threatened us?  It’s like a lifetime of anger is boiling to the surface, and I have only been alive for eleven years.
“S-sure, Cal, could you move over a bit so I can help?”  Confused and a little annoyed by Sign, I called out to Cal.
Attempting to focus myself, I push the anger to the back of my mind, where it feels like it fell off a cliff, disappearing into nothingness.  I am glad the irrational anger is gone, but I think this might have deeper repercussions later.  That weird anger disappeared way too fast to be really gone, unless one of my skills is involved.  Anyway, back to business.
Rolling up my sleeves, I moved next to Cal and pull out my phone.  I’ve hardly practiced my physical enhancing skills.  My mind was laser focused on learning magic at all costs, but whatever, let’s give this a go.  Going through my phone, I highlight the most relevant looking skills.  
From what I know, I should use qigong; inner hardening, and outer pushing, all in tandem with martial arts mastery.  Alright, I know what to do.  Now focus on what I doing it.  I want to open this door.  It’s got metal jammed into its hinges to prevent us from opening it.  The door and the hinges are likely stronger than what is jamming them.  Cal and I have to force our way through.
Putting away my phone, I step up to the door.  Ok, plant my feet, twist my hips a bit.  Then we strike the door with an open palm.  I do this in slow motion to get the feeling of it.  Cal watches me and attempts to mimic me.  He is obviously strong, but he is not trained in any kind of combat or martial arts.  Maybe his life was relatively peaceful before?
Once we are ready, both Cal and I prepare for the real strike.  Just prior to the strike, I felt a surge of power, like I was channeling tons of mana directly into my muscles.  Then there is a flash of emptiness as my mind goes blank.  
The door bursts open.  Cal stumbled inside as his strike did not match my timing, being a second slower.  The reverberation of my strike left me struggling to stay on my feet.  That was intense.  It’s hard to get used to that eerie feeling of the System supporting your skills.  There is a second where you don’t feel like you're in control of your own body, almost like you’re on autopilot.
I’ve used inner hardening in practice once.  It made it so my hands didn't hurt after punching wood or stone.  On the other hand, I haven’t tried outer qi at all.  From what I have read, it’s primarily used to destroy, aka killing.  That isn’t something I want to practice without precautions in place, if at all.
The front door led to a long hallway that ended in a staircase.  On the way there were a few tiny rooms but everything in them was destroyed.  That staircase led down to what I could only call the factory floor.  Torn apart conveyor belts led to large runes etched into the ground.  Littered all over the floor were various stones, ore, and crystals.  
This looks like a packaging facility.  Instead of open bays with trucks waiting to receive items, there are these runes.  I imagine those runes would teleport the goods to wherever they need to go.  This reminds me of the next gen shipping facility grandma has planned.  It could be built in about a year, once teleportation technology becomes less power intensive and more cost effective.
“Most of this stuff on the floor is the remains of the factory and post-production waste.  All the metals are cheap and common iron alloys.  Nothing of particular value to us.  This synthetic polymer is interesting.  It’s hard yet flexible.  If we could mass produce it, the applications would be…  Oh, never mind!  I occasionally forget I’m not in my workshop.  We couldn’t really do anything with this.”  Sign says while leading the others in digging through the wreckage.
This was definitely some kind of warehouse, maybe even some kind of manufacturing plant.  If this is where last checks would have been done on the products before being sent off by those runes.  There are offshoot belts for discarding defective goods, too.  There are holes in the ceiling, though I can't be sure what they were used for.  Maybe ventilation?
A few of the holes have stains on them.  Those could be from what was sliding down them, but they could also be from water or bacteria build up.  This facility is very very old.  It’s a miracle anything is left in its original form.
There are larger square holes in the walls.  Did those deliver the products to this point?   No, that should have been done by conveyor belts.  Though there are a few supporting cables showing something was here before.  Sure enough, the square holes lead to a manufacturing or assembly room.
Working our way backwards through the facility was easy enough.  After the first room, everything was mostly intact, almost like the facility was put to sleep.  This world was supposed to be technologically around late Roman Empire levels, but this facility looks like it could easily have been working fine back on Earth yesterday.  
Judging by what the Academy knows of this world.  Something in here is magically preventing natural erosion from wearing away everything in here.  But that is also why we are here.  The System told us one of the primary products of this facility is the magic tools Cath and Rou need to easily maintain their human form, Spirit Orbs.
This mission is nothing like what I was expecting.  I thought we would be traversing some ancient tome or temple to find lost relics of old gods.  This feels like we are looting some factory that went out of business decades ago.  There is not even a security system to get in our way.  No giant boulders, killer automata, not even one death trap.  I guess I should be thankful for that instead of lamenting the lack of excitement.
As we continued on, we came to a room; I am very familiar with.  The machinery in this room looked like those needed to create microchips.  The only difference is that instead of silica chips or holo crystals.  This room was using a laser to engrave strange gemstones.  
Sign immediately started freaking out over the automated inscriber.  It was the enormous machine which housed the laser matrix.  He went on and on about how using it we could engrave three dimensional magic circles within all types of mana stones.  Most of what he said was magic theory stuff.  Detailed things I'm not familiar with yet.  So, I mostly ignored him like everyone else.  He is definitely a tech nerd at heart.
We have found plenty of the spirit orbs we need.  Well, that is not correct.  We have found lots of them at various stages in their creation, but none of the finished product.  The spirit orbs are composed of many differently treated metal shards that are welded together in a specific pattern.  The three dimensional magic circle, or circuit board, is key to determining their functionality.
“Looks like we need to turn this machine on to complete a couple of the orbs.  Cal, Nora, and Felt, could you clear any debris and dust from this room?”  Sign gives out orders again.
“Ok, Cal, Nora, once the big stuff is out of the way, I will ask the spirits to dust for us.  There is an unusually large amount of them here.”  Felt flew off, fluttering around the room.  Oh, I wonder if the dust she leaves behind is physical or mana?
“Lyeh, we need to head to the control room.  It’s that small side office sticking out of the ceiling.”  So I followed Sign.  Turns out his eye gives him a full map of this place.
“The carving laser is beyond repair.  Luckily, Rou and Cath want blank ones.  Lyeh, are you listening?”  That laser doesn’t look that different from what I saw in grandma’s workshop.  It’s not impossible that I could get access to it, maybe.  Probably not actually thinking about it.  Not after what happened last time.
“Lyeh, are you listening to me?  I cannot open this door!”  How is it I am the second physically strongest member of our group?  
What was it that Ra called them?  Dead weight, bait, and an invalid?  Urg, I felt gross just remembering that.  That was so mean.  Why am I even bothering to remember what that jerk said?
Taking a deep breath, I try to clear my mind of all these negative thoughts.  I feel a warmth embrace me from behind that fills me with joy.  This reminds me of mom comforting me after all the times I blew up or destroyed various things in our house.  I even felt a small peck on my cheek like she always does.
Returning my attention to Sign.  I pushed the stuck door open with ease.  For some reason, the joints of this door appeared to have fused together.  After breaking the door from its hinges, Sign and I began inspecting the room.
“This room is not only the control room but also the backup power supply room.  If you give me a second, I should be able to divert power to the machine we need.”  Sign sounds like he is in his element.
Sign moves in between a terminal and box that looks like a circuit breaker.  He extends his hand, pointing them at the terminal and the circuit breaker.  Then the metal veins running along his body lift off of his body.  Those veins then extend and pierce into the terminal and circuit breaker.  Is he hacking into the factory’s system?
After a moment, the lid on the circuit breaker falls off, revealing what looks like a giant vacuum tube with a floating, glowing glass pyramid inside.  Mana is radiating off of the pyramid.  This mana shakes the broken panel.  I think it's trying to repair itself, or more likely it's triggering some kind of self repair spell etched into everything in this factory.  I guess this is why anything still exists here.
Suddenly, bright lights turn on, filling the rooms we need to use with blinding light.  After the sudden flash, the lights dim to a tenth of the original brightness.  Before this we had been using Felt as a light source, along with various skills that give night vision.
“Damn, it’s not enough.  The machine we need uses too much power for the emergency power supply to activate.  Even if I turn off the self repair function, it’s not enough energy.  This pyramid, it's not a real power source.  It’s primary function is a communication de.”  Sign is cut off by the buzzing of our favorite little giant fly.
“Hey hey, hey!  I think this place runs off of spirit magic.  Yes, indeed!  I recognized these things.  It’s highly specialized equipment that uses multiple different attuned spirit engines.  Each process is using a different spirit with distinct elements and mana levels.  Let me see what I can do with the spirits that remain.”  Felt energetically shouted.
After that outburst, Felt flew around, touching all the machines.  She filled them with spirits and continued to the next one.  Now we're watching as the factory floor slowly comes to life.  It’s a rather slow process as certain parts have to heat and other sections have to temper in acid, or something that smells like acid.  Apparently, the instructions are in the spirit engines, so once filled with stray spirits.  Those spirits knew what to do, kind of like firmware.
You know how when that thing you dreaded isn’t that bad, so you let your guard down.  Well, that is the point when everything goes wrong.  Having read so many stories that had this exact scenario, I should have remembered.  Maybe that was the weird familiar feeling I have been having?  
I don’t even know when I stopped using my detection skill.  But once the power went out, I threw it back up.  “Damn, how did I miss that thing?  It’s huge.”  
Somewhere in the factory is an enormous mass of malice and hunger.  It’s kind of far from us.  Maybe it was in a storage area, sleeping.  Either way, it’s awake now, and hungry.
With the awakening of that thing, all the spirits went crazy.  Something is telling me that thing eats spirits.  Meaning we woke it up with an alluring dinner bell.  And of course, it’s coming straight towards us.  Things would be too easy if we just woke it up, and it left us alone. 
“Something is coming this way, something big.  I think it eats the spirits that were used to power this factory.  Should we fight or run?  Sign, you have a better grasp on our abilities.  Your eye should give you more info on our enemy than what I can guess.  Can we beat it?  Can we even escape it?”  I am relatively sure we can escape, and we are not weak.
“I don’t know.  I can sense it now that it’s awake, but my eye is limited by sight.  I don’t even know what it is until I see it.”  Sign is visibly shaken.  
I hadn’t considered that he needs to actually look at something to use his skill.  It is the Discerning ‘Eye’ of the Machine God, you would think sight is involved.  In any case, we need to regroup.  As Sign and I enter the factory floor, Felt comes flying right at us.
“It’s a fae beast of some kind.  It may have once been a Baku, but that had to have been centuries ago.  It’s been changed by living here.  The diet of pure spirits and the weird metals in the walls have altered it beyond normal spirits.”  Just like with the Nora incident, Felt has entered a cool and collected state of seriousness.
In her Queen mode, Felt provides surprisingly useful information.  I am going to give her a cookie when we get back.  Heh, I can already see her struggling to eat a cookie larger than herself.  Oh no, am I a jerk too?  A question for later.
Ok, what do I know about bakus?  Umm, nothing.  There are hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of different creatures to study and learn about in the Academy’s records.  I’ve only had time to read the most general information.  
So what is a Baku, it’s a fae beast.  Meaning it’s mostly spiritual, but has enough of a physical body it leaves behind a corpse.  That is not really helpful.  Damn it, Felt, I am going to give you such a big cookie.
While I’m worrying about what to do, the south wall is torn apart.  In the now open area stands a four-legged monster.  It’s two meters tall with a short trunk like snout.  It is standing there chewing on the wall like it’s some kind of hard candy.  Sign told me these walls were mostly mithril.  This thing eats mithril and spirits.  That is terrifying. 
Without thinking, a dozen lances appear around me and are launched at the beast automatically.  The water, ice, and fire spears dispersed harmlessly when they hit.  Lightning spears disperses as well, but from the howl of pain I think they did some damage.  Dark and light spears each penetrated the beast, but they left no lasting mark.
While trying to think of my next move, the beast sinks into the floor.  What the heck, the floor beneath it has become molten.  Wires extending from Sign’s hands have been embedded into the floor around the beast.
Sign said his magic was weak compared to mine and Felt’s.  He called it just something to help him with his crafting.  Right just for crafting.  He instantly heated the floor to several thousand degrees.  I’ve yet to try induction heating, but I can’t make a flame more than a few hundred degrees.  That lying jerk.
“Let's get out of here.  Our attacks aren’t hurting it.”  Pulling Sign away, I try to lead everyone out of here.
The heat is not hurting the beast.  In fact, I can see it drinking the molten metal attempting to escape.  If we go now, everyone should be safe.
“No, wait!  This isn’t a powerful enemy.  We’re just using the wrong method of attack.  We can’t give up at the first sign of trouble.  Cal, protect Felt.  Since it’s a spirit eater, she should be its prime target.  Nora, fall back and secure our exit, if needed.  Head to another room if you need to.  It shouldn’t follow you.  Lyeh, it used to be a fae beast, but it’s ascended into a greater spirit.  Use a spirit destroying attack.”  Sign is calm and collected the same as Felt, he must know what he is talking about.
I guess Sign has leadership qualities.  Ok, I don't remember which skills hurt spirits, so go with my gut.  Mimicking a striking stance, one I saw in an anime.  I gather a ton of mana and swing downward towards the beast.  
A blinding light fills my hands and takes the form of a holy sword.  The blade of light reaches out and cuts the baku.  Well, kind of.  It looks like it was cut but there's no wound.  Even so, it screamed in pain.  
Hastily trying to get another swing in, the holy sword dissolved in my hands.  I think I messed up where my hands are supposed to be.  Whatever, it worked.  The thing is retreating. 
Feeling a bit of pride at this victory, I’m immediately caught off guard when a wave of malice comes from Sign.  Before I could react, Sign’s shadow stretched out, forming a wall cutting off the beast’s escape.  Sign looks just as confused as the rest of us.  
The next moment, Sign’s shadow detaches from him and surrounds the monster.  Then two red eyes appear on the black wall.  These eyes are filled with hate, anger, and malice.  Completely unlike with Ra, these feel like the eyes of an actual demon.
“What an amazing find.  A greater spirit uneducated in the ways of the world, and driven into a corner by a fool hardy hero.  I knew following you people would turn up something of value.  That is the only reason I agreed to that idiot’s plan.”  The wall spoke in a familiar voice. 
That’s the voice of another student from our class.  Mao, I think.  The other demon boy.  Both of the demons followed us?  Was he the one with that stupid warning?  No, it has to be whoever they are working with.
“Lyeh, that’s a shadow demon familiar.  They specialize in assassination.  They are also immune to physical damage and resist most elemental damage.  Bring out that light sword again.”  But I don't know how I did that.  Crap, I can make light spears easy enough. 
“Nameless spirit, make a deal with me…  Oh!?!  Perfect.  Fahl'boh, offer your name and speak your desire.”  A darker shade of black on the wall forms a wicked grin.  I don't like what this implies.
“Protect, Master.”  A weak, haunting voice echoes through the room. 
“You ate him?  That’s fine.  He can sleep forever within you.”  A black miasma pours out of the wall, consuming the baku.
“AAAAAAAHHHHOOOOOOOOOOOOAAAHHH!”  A terrible roar blasts away the miasma, revealing a far more monstrous beast.  
Scraping the ceiling, more than twice as wide as it once was.  The monster now has twisted black tusks and six pairs of eyes, along with its mangy black coat.  It looks like some kind of demonic, wooly mammoth.
Releasing another roar, the beast opened its mouth, summoning a great wind, sucking everything into itself.  I grabbed onto Sign just as Cal grabbed onto me.  Countless lights appeared around us and fell into the monster's gaping maw.  Even the shadow demon was pulled into its maw, cackling madly all the way into oblivion. 
“Lyeh, it’s been twisted.  It’s fully evil now.  Your holy spells should be even more effective.  Though you have abilities specifically for fighting spirits.  Use whichever you’re more familiar with.”  Sign says rather somberly.
I stare at Sign blankly.  What was the point of this?  If I can kill it easier now, why did that familiar make a contract with it?  Why do this only to let it the one it made a contract with die?  I have to be missing something here.  Whatever, we are still in danger.  I have to get rid of that thing.
Sign knows my abilities way better than I do.  I don’t even know the difference between holy and light magic.  I mean, which was I using earlier?  I think that sword was holy, but I also think those spears were light.  Arg, quit thinking and just get rid of that monster.
Don't get distracted, focus.  A spell for fighting spirits.  So like that show where they turn people into monsters?  Let's try using that as my image.
The beast is just standing there, sucking in the air and spirits around us.  It’s keeping us pinned with this attack, but we will not be pulled in regardless of how long it keeps going.  This gives me time to focus.  Alright, let's do something cool and try to remember how to do it later.
Drawing in mana, I ready my spell.  It may have eaten all the spirits nearby, but it has left the normal mana alone.  Gathering mana, I envision the effect.  A blast that destroys the evil spirit without harming the person it consumed.  I think that is what they did on that show.
I can feel the flow of mana as it rushes through me.  Glyphs and runes I have never seen before form from my natural pathways.  A spell I am wholly unfamiliar with forms, yet I'm certain it has the desired effect.  It manifests as a ball of light as large as the Baku, striking it in its mouth.  The monster flails about as light erupts from cracks in its body.
“Lyeh, it made a deal with a demon.  An exorcism won’t finish it.  We have to destroy its core.  Even if it was once someone’s pet, it’s just a monster now.”  What did Sign say?  
There was so much there that I don't know how to respond.  This was someone’s pet?  Was it even trying to attack us earlier?  More importantly, why didn’t that finish it?  What exactly is a demon contract?  What purpose does it serve if the contractor dies?
Looking at the beast, it has shrunk to half its previous size.  It’s even smaller than before it made that contract.  Light has stopped pouring out of it and it looks pissed.
“Lyeh, we can’t hesitate here.  You don’t want to see what it is going to evolve into.”  I know that.  I just don’t know what I am doing.
“I don't know what a holy spell is, let alone which ones are for fighting spirits.  I’ve only been learning magic for a month.  Without the System’s assistance I can’t use most of my skills.  I’ve moved on instinct and things have mostly worked out so far.  But I don’t have a solid understanding of what I need to do.”  I feel like I am confessing to some great crime, but I let that out to Sign and everyone else.
Sign looks at me, horrified.  I’m certain I’ve confirmed all his fears about my recklessness and stupidity.  However, only Sign has that shocked look on his face.  Cal doesn’t react, Felt cheekily smiles, and Nora turns red with embarrassment, for some reason.
“Cal, hold it still for a moment.  Don’t let it open its mouth for any reason.”  Sign collects himself and issues an order to Cal.
After that simple order, Cal becomes a blur.  The next moment he has the Baku in a headlock, pinning its mouth shut.  That was really cool. Cal, you should do that more often.  Red light arcs around Cal like lightning, which forms runes in the air.  That one means strength, and that one is...
“Lyeh, give me your interface.”  My what?  
Tracing Sign’s line of sight to my pocket.  Oh, he wants my phone?  I take it out, unlock it, and hand it to him.  Manipulating it like an expert, he scrolls through my abilities, looking through subsections I didn't even know existed.
“Use this.”  Sign hands me the phone with a rather sinister yet straightforward ability highlighted.  
**Soul Shatter**  Is this a spell or an ability?  What is it part of?  Confused, I look back at him and see terror.  Oh, right, we're in the middle of something.
I click the skill and envision using it.  Uncertain what to imagine, I envision a hammer striking glass.  I’ve watched those slow motion videos at least a hundred times.  
An eerie calm clears my mind.  I can feel various skills activating to support me.  In a single step, I close the distance between me and the baku.  Using that momentum, I slam both fists into its side.  
As I do this, I can feel something like a wave being released.  Whatever that wave was, releasing it exhausted me.  As I'm falling down, I can vaguely make out the beast crumbling to dust in Cal's arms.
**Kills: +1**  So that counted.
**Lilith Activated: Souls Collected: +1, Soul Fragments Collected: +4**  Huh?
My head and heart ached after all of that.  I don't remember what exactly happened after.  My memories are a jumbled mess.  I know I woke up fairly quickly, but I was groggy the rest of the day.  Sign later said that I put too much mana into that ability.  
Regardless of how I was feeling, Felt and Sign were able to finish the spirit orbs now that everything returned to normal within the facility.  With those orbs, Rou and Cath can both join our guild.  Once we gave them the orbs, there were a lot of notifications for them joining our guild.  Though I can't recall anything specific the System said at that time.  Those numbers kept appearing in my mind, 1 1 4.
At some point that evening, Sign made me promise him something.  I think it was more magic training with him.  I wanted to write about this in my phone journal, but I couldn’t focus at all.  I feel like I am in a waking dream.  
The fragments I remember are mostly about that facility, and that monster dying in front of me.  Still, occasionally I’ll remember a face I don’t recognize, and it makes me want to cry.  I need to get some sleep.  Let my subconscious sort this all out.
As I went to bed, someone patted my head as I drifted off to sleep.  In my dreams, I am holding that strange-looking pyramid from the factory.  Six more pyramids appear in the air, floating around me.  They all glow and fuse in a blinding light, and I wake up.




Side Story 03

Mao’s Days
 
A child storms into an ornately furnished room.  Stubby black horns adorn the child’s head, arranged into a crown.  These horns are alight with black flames, as if they were candles.  
This child, filled with blinding rage, thrashes about the well-furnished room, heedless of what he destroys.  A study desk made of black marble shattered to pieces, an ornate bed fashioned with gold and gemstones is crushed into splinters.  Sculptures and jewelry are thrown about the room, shattering on impact with the cold stone walls.
“A FAMILIAR!!!  A LESSER DEITY!!!  A PET!!!!  I am still being seen as nothing but a child!  Even after all the power I have collected!  AHHHHH!!!”
Responding to his rage, the black markings on the child’s skin glow and seem to leap off of them.  The child continued to roar in anger, and the markings lashing out, accenting their shouts.  In this continued tantrum, large chunks of the wall are gouged out, as everything in the room is torn to shreds.  
With nothing left to destroy, and both their breath and mana depleted.  The child calms himself.  As their tantrum slowly ends.  They let out a low growl as the black markings return to their place on the child’s body.
“I’m already thinking of this place as my room.  When did I forget this was a prison?  A punishment for my weakness.  Not since the day I received the marking of Wrath, from my mother, have I lost control of it.”  The child’s shadow takes the form of a chair and he sits down to regain control of himself.
“It’s that damnable monster’s fault.  As if I didn’t have enough problems having to toe around the princess and that hero.  Their field of unknown danger fluctuates by the day.  Those two are unlike anything my parents warned me about.”  The child bites his thumb in frustration.
“Yet, that monster!  That angel is something special.  Their presence, aura, temperament, voice, and even their cadence.  Everything about them has an unsettling familiarity surrounding them.  They are nothing like what my parents warned me about.”  Taking a deep breath, the child openly contemplates his situation.
“It ensnares and binds you with its familiarity.  Lulling you into a blind stupor.  Father and Mother told me stories about the angels of old.  Holy beings, diametrically opposed to our own kind.  Angels lived solely to serve their creator, one of the old gods.  That appears to be the only similarity that monster shares with the angels of old.  More so than that, there is nothing holy about that monster, aside from its form.”  The markings on the child stir for only a moment before the child calms them once more.
“That monster easily exceeds both my mother and father combined, and its knowledge is unfathomable.  It took over today’s lecture, likely in response to my complaints.  I hate to admit it, but today’s lecture proved most useful.  I was treating this place only as the prison it is.  Which was leading me nowhere.  Now I can see a path forward.”
Stretching out their hand the child opens a dark window.  Pulling from within this window, a black book with red markings is drawn forth.  Adorning this book is a crown of horns matching the child’s own.
As the child flips through the pages, each filled with numerous entries written in black ink.  The child stops at a nearly empty page.  Upon this page are three entries written in bright red ink.  Reading over these entries, the rage from earlier is rekindled once more.  The child's markings writhe under their clothes as if craving the earlier destruction. 
“Calm down, don’t focus on the now.  Everything is a stepping stone to your glorious future.  You merely have to start over.  Hmm, the thought of that isn’t pleasant either.”
The child’s hand traces over the red words as they read them in their mind.  The dark markings once again lashing out, scarring the walls.  Coming to a decision, the child slams the book shut.
“System, I need a gate!”  Before them, a blue portal opens, a gate leading away from the Academy to another world.
The demon child steps into the portal, into an unsuspecting world.  Spreading mischief and misfortune across worlds is the nature of demons.  By making themselves known and feared.  They create their own pseudo religion or even sneak their way into proper religions.  
Occasionally, powerful demons can supplant existing gods or devils, usurping their authority.  They can accomplish this, not because they rival the gods in might.  No, no, this is done because demons understand the fickle nature of mortals.  
While not universal, demons are born from mortal’s negative emotions.  Though some can be spawned by divine beings removing supposed corruption from themselves.  Then there are those born from demons sharing themselves with each other, similar to how mortals reproduce.  This demon child was created via the latter method.  Two Demon Lords of great power joined to have a child, an heir.
***
The next day, the demon child walks through another gate returning to the Academy.  He carries with him several large bags and a satchel.  One of the bags is soaked red with blood and is leaking.  Another is bulging stuffed with treasures of unknown value.  The final is filled with books and scrolls, this one is tossed in the corner of the demon child’s room.
“System, retrieve these two…  The treasure was only worth a thousand points?  Mother told me those gemstones were the rarest of treasures in our world?  Were we lied too?  But those organs tasted no better than what I would normally have for a meal.  Still, only four of them were worth fifty thousand points?  I guess the only items of true value are those that the System requests for these missions.  I won’t spend as much time exploring next time.”
Leaving his room, the demon child is the first to arrive for class.  A night of fulfilling obligations has done nothing to improve their mood.  The ramblings of the other students entering the room further worsens their mood.  
Only half paying attention to the class the child sits there.  He sits all the while hearing the whispers of his devotees.  Amid this melody of worship, their mind wanders to far-off worlds where these whispers are coming from.  Day after day, this scene repeats itself.  
They aren’t ready to make another move.  The child is forced to wait for their current wagers to pay off.  He sits there gathering whispers and worship from those he granted power, like a true Demon Lord.
“Hey demon.  I’ve got a deal for you.”
Cutting through the noise of far off worshipers.  The child’s focus is drawn to this fresh voice.  A voice that didn’t whisper into the night, hoping to draw attention.  No, this voice spoke confidently and directly to them.
In the room where they hold class.  The short, pale, red-haired boy smiles at the demon child.  To emphasize their point, the diminutive boy drops a blood garnet on the demon child’s desk.  Such brazen displays won’t sway a Demon Lord, but this is the right attitude to take when offering a deal to one of greater power than oneself with no intention of subordinating.
“I’ve made myself a little corporation, via the System.  And I find myself in need of employees, or contractors.  I don’t ask for much work to be done.  Just the occasional favor here and there.  Along with a non-compete agreement.  If things go well.  I can even get you your own underlings.”
“If you want a deal.  A contract can be arranged.”  The demon child reaches out to his dark window, pulling forth their black book.  A genuine smile forming on their face.
“Nope, not going to happen.  I know enough about demons to never accept deals under their terms.  However, offering them your own deals is another story.  Your pay is negotiable on a case-by-case basis.  Name anything you want.  The difficulty in acquiring it will determine how often you’re paid.”
The demon child adapts an aloof appearance, one for bargaining.  The glint in their eyes makes it obvious they’ve played this game before.  Imagining the most unreasonable item possible, they prepare their true price as a humble concession.
“I’ll require payment in soul gems.  At least one for every favor you request.  With a stipend to enforce your non-compete clause.”
The pale boy looks away, seeming to struggle to accept or deny this offer.  After a drawn out moment of hemming and hawing.  They place a small oval gemstone of what appears to be green sphalerite on the desk. 
“Your terms are acceptable.  I can pay one gem every two months to keep you on retainer.  We’ll negotiate on a job by job basis if they prove too costly.  Just sign here.”  
The diminutive boy places a stack of papers on the desk before the demon child.  The contract was exactly what they just decided with some troubling sections indecipherable.
“What is this?”  Pointing directly at an indecipherable mass of text.  The demon child stares at the boy.
“It’s some necessary mumbo-jumbo the System adds to all of their contracts.  This other part is my true name.  Yours goes right next to it on the other line.  This contract has the System’s highest level of perception blocking on it.  I’m told few teachers could breakthrough, even if given unlimited time.  So nothing can be hidden from the signatories, and no one can see what we are agreeing to.”
Hearing that the System is involved has both dismissed and intensified the demon child’s misgivings.  If the System is enforcing it, then there are no hidden tricks to this contract.  Yet, there will also be no escaping it as well.  Unless I gain a greater understanding of the System itself.
Despite these misgivings, their eyes are drawn to the gemstone on the table.  With great reluctance, the demon child signs their true name.  That same instant, the contract is consumed by blue flames.  After seeing this, the diminutive boy places a second gem on the table and smiles.
“First, I need you to introduce me to whoever you’ve been making deals with inside of the academy.”
After that first request, nothing else came for days.  The diminutive boy would gloat to any who would listen about how he held contracts with two demons.  Yet, he hadn’t requested anything else from the demon child.  
This was a brief reprieve for a few weeks.  Then suddenly, the boy demanded that the demon child harass the hero’s party on their next mission.  Such a vague order could almost be ignored.  However, their goals aligned perfectly, giving the demon child no need to reject the job.  
Expending the payment immediately.  The demon child summoned a shadow demon from the aether of his home world.  Testing this hero has been a secondary priority, but they have been too active these past few days.  To think it would proposition the princess.
Watching the hero’s group prepare in the morning was simple enough.  In fact, it was disappointing how easy it was to attach the shadow demon to their group.  They only had to wait for the hero to step through the gate.  None of the other members were on guard while within the Academy.
“Every time I look at that girl, that hero.  I feel something glaring at me.  Something tells me she is always on guard.  Ominous yellow eyes, that is what I see from her shadow.  Father and mother warned me of ancient heroes the same as the angels.  Still, that I am worried about her in the slightest fills me with annoyance.  If only I read the stories of how father and mother slayed the last heroes.”
An opportunity for sabotage did not present itself for some time.  Unable to act without being spotted, the shadow demon was forced to sit back and wait.  As for the demon child, they sat in their room watching through the enslaved shadow demon’s eyes.  
Finally, an opportunity arose.  A greater spirit attacked the hero’s party.  Unfortunately, a mere greater spirit wouldn’t be a match for the hero.  Still, though, this wasn’t only an opportunity to harass the hero.  It was a chance for profit. 
Using the confusion of a battle, a contract was made with the beast via the shadow demon.  The beast’s nature was inverted, filled with malice.  From a greater spirit, it became a fledgling demon lord using the countless demi-spirit fragments it had consumed over the centuries.  Even so, anything less than a fully awakened demon lord couldn’t stand against this hero.  But that wasn’t the point of this deal.
When the hero did their duty and vanquished this monster.  Its countless years of experience would flow into the demon child via the contract.  A process that the demon child has completed dozens of times before.  Giving them a wealth of knowledge and power well beyond their years.
Ecstatic with the prospect of such profit.  The demon child didn't mind when the shadow demon was eaten by the beast.  Their eyes on the battlefield gone, the demon child sat back in their room with a self-satisfied smile.  In moments, they would collect the single greatest harvest they had ever orchestrated.  This one spirit might even be enough to ignite their soul furnace.
One heartbeat, two heartbeats, on the third, the demon child’s body trembled.  A rush of power unlike anything they had ever felt before assaulted them.  In an instant, it was over.  A slight jolt of power from far off was absorbed into the demon child.  Their eyes open wide, a mixture of fury and confusion on their face. 
“What!?!  How!?!”  The demon child’s markings once more lashed out as if relishing this chance for destruction. 
“That damned hero.  She somehow denied me my prize by shattering that beast’s soul.  This is less than half of what I saw.  I can no longer write her off as a mere nuisance.  She is a threat, an enemy.  Good, dealing with enemies is simple and straightforward.”  With a spring in his step, the demon child began pacing back and forth in his room.
“I might have to grovel to that cursed halfling, but it will be worth it.  If I can find other potential demon lords and ensure their evolution.  I can amass enough power to crush the most exceptional of heroes.  I may have only lived for a decade, but I have knowledge exceeding dozens of lifetimes.  Even if she is a hero from a greater civilization, how much of a benefit could that possibly be?”
Opening their book, the demon child flipped through pages before finding what they were looking for.  The name of a certain unassuming Fae in an unassuming world, Tolsmir.  This name is only the first of many on this page.
“I will use this as a new starting point.  With enough time and preparation, I will feast on that hero’s soul.  With that, there is no way I could not ignite.  I will be a True Demon Lord, in both title and body.”  
Pulling a gem from his pocket, the demon child cursed the hero.  The next instant light faded from the soul gems and the name within the book began to glow.  Trouble of an unprecedented magnitude has begun to fester on Tolsmir.




Side Story 04

Sign’s Perspective
 
My arms lay limp at my side as I focus on the final modifications.  What I am working on is the latest prototype of my pet project.  While not clumsy, there are significant limitations in what my fingers are capable of handling.  A limitation I am deftly aware of, even using the augmentations my father has crafted for me.
All of my movements, those that require use of my skeletal muscles, are assisted by the exosuit my father created to alleviate the impediments of my disability.  With its aid, my movements can be more precise than the majority of other individuals.  Still, I am no match for those especially gifted in this kind of technical crafting.  
Even with the suit's aid.  I could never be a circuitry crafter or adaptive matter artist, using my own hands, that is.  To see the kind of results I wish for.  It is more ideal to directly manipulate the materials while crafting.  
Rather than use my hands to manipulate tools, to interact with microscopic components which comprise the prototype.  Putting yet another layer between my mind and the materials.  I choose to remove a layer.  Putting me closer to the materials than anyone else is capable of accomplishing, without physical augmentation.  
By forgoing the use of my own limbs, and using the exosuit itself as a matter manipulator.  There is only one layer of separation.  Working this way, I can understand why some craftsmen replace one of their arms with matter manipulators.
The final metal pieces fuse and I’m done for the day.  Silver tendrils thinner than needles are slowly drawn out of the device.  These needles lose their rigidness with a thought and wrap around my arms, giving them life once again.  Thousands of needle pricks tell me I am once again in control of my own arms.  The exosuit slowly reconnects to the muscular and nervous systems in my arms.
When the exosuit reattaches, my skin feels as if it is being lit aflame.  Still, this pain is welcomed compared to the mental nightmare I was trapped in for the first five years of my life.  Never again do I wish to be that helpless and weak.  For freeing me from that prison, I am eternally grateful to my father.  Not to say that I am not grateful to my mother.  She gave me life at the cost of her own, after all.
When I was a child, my mind was constantly being assaulted with an overwhelming amount of information from my Discerning Eye.  While my body was paralyzed by the weight of that blessing, in ways we are still trying to define.  It’s only thanks to this suit I am able to have any sort of semblance of a normal life.
To show my gratitude to both of my parent’s houses.  That is my goal in life.  To make use of the gifts each of them has given me.  The untold insight of my Discerning Eye, and the freedom to not be bound by its weight as so many past individuals have.  This project will become the foundation of my magnum opus, my singularity theory.
Lifting the completed device with my own hands.  I inspect it with my Eye.  This prototype is constructed out of highly resistant material, reducing what modifications I can accomplish in a day.  The rest of the day will be spent double and triple checking my calculations against what I have accomplished.
Waking my computer, I glanced at the numbers.  All the calculations that appear in my vision are correct.  There was a time when I would feel compelled to run the numbers myself, but I have grown to trust my Eye.  What I need to check on my own are my assumptions and my questions.  If I ask the wrong question, I’ll usually get the wrong answer.
“First assumption, it’s possible to warp space.”  Funneling the last dregs of my mana into my Eye I can see the fabric of space. 
Pushing a pendulum, I watch as minute fluctuations occur in the fabric of reality as the metal is dragged through it.  I’ve read papers on reality resisting material, but I could not understand what that meant until I saw the reaction myself.  Seeing the reaction with my Eye, as well as seeing the phenomenon with my other eye.
“Second assumption, by creating significant folds in space one can effectively decrease the distance between two places.”  I look over the numbers again.  “Light traveling through crumpled space, does in fact reach its destination faster than expected.  But what about matter?”
“Alright, and last assumption.  My device can create unbound, directional, localized, spatial distortions.  Here goes the first test.”  Picking up my device, I point towards the chamber.  
One hundred and twenty-six hours on this wormhole prototype.  If it fails, I’ll have to question the reliability of my choice in alloys.  But osmium is so scarce.  Even if I could prove my device would work.  I cannot requisition enough as a junior researcher, even with the Machine God’s blessing.  Father has high enough authority, but only for official council research purposes.  He cannot request such rare materials for personal experimentation.
With the device fully charged.  I take a deep breath and push the button.  Immediately, reality around me begins to melt away.  While I struggle to comprehend what I’m experiencing.  The information my Eye feeds me is horrifying.  
The experiment is an unparalleled success, as well as a catastrophic failure of spectacular levels.  Lacking a direction, the device created a field of stressed space.  This stress caused micro-tears in the fabric of space-time, allowing me to see beyond our reality.  
Something within me drew me towards these micro-tears.  Not out of a sense of curiosity, or even gravity.  I was pulled towards it as if by invisible hands, hands that pulled at my very soul.  I fell out of my normal space-time.
My perception and understanding twisted and warped.  Before I was lost to the overwhelming madness, the void solidified into a fairly mundane hallway.  Or that’s what the swirling mass of energy around me is pretending to be.  
My Eye tells me everything I am seeing is hardened light, cloaked in a veil of dense mana.  The mana saturation is twice as high as my lab, which maintains a level thrice that of the outside atmosphere.  This is almost enough mana to be toxic.
There is almost no normal matter around me.  I don’t want to believe it, but I learned to trust my blessing long ago.  What I am seeing is object reality.
“I’m in another reality, or some other world.”  The words were almost caught in my throat.  
The idea of other worlds is so opposed to what we are taught of the Machine God’s will.  Have I unwittingly committed some great sin against the Machine God?  My theory had that small possibility, but this is far more than I ever imagined.  I was hoping for safe teleportation, though creating pocket dimensions was a possibility.
Even the composition of the air is different.  Maybe they haven’t begun siphoning argon from the atmosphere.  Not that there is much there.  I keep my lab pristine, yet there is even less debris here.  Could the entire area be kept at negative pressure and use filtered air?  Am I in a lab?  Why else create such an immaculate area?
“Another lost child!  And of such high quality.  This has been a fruitful week indeed.”  A hypnotic voice paralyzes me.  
Like a warm drink after a long night of research, I am instantly calmed.  The divine voice permeated my essence and forcefully calmed my mind and body.  Turning to the source of the voice, half of my vision goes black.  My Eye!  It shows me nothing!
“Oh, a god touched.  This is quite rare.  We will have to take special care with you, dear child.  Now, follow me.”  A moment of panic is drowned out by that melodious voice. 
Once again forcibly calmed, I think of the one other time my blessing has shut off.  It wasn’t even a year ago.  To mark my tenth year of life, my father had taken me to see one of the Machine God’s Hearts.  The power source of the Central Academic Committee’s capital city, our home.
My suit brings me to my feet automatically.  I don’t even know when I fell to my knees.  Unthinkingly, I follow this being floating before me.  Looking around, the light from my Eye is slowly returning.  Unlike with the heart, I can directly look at this being, the Headmaster.  
My best guess is this isn’t the same as the Machine God’s Heart.  This is more like looking at a bright light after a prolonged darkness.  My mind simply had to adjust to the light of this divine being before I could process it.
After a long walk, I’m left in a room that was given to me.  I didn’t even get the chance to ask if I could go home.  In the presence of that being, I could not bring myself to utter a single word.  Everywhere I look, I’m overwhelmed by information.  The life-forms here aren’t normal, none are even comparable to those around them.  
More importantly, I focus my restored mana into my Eye.  What would normally take a full night’s rest, the restoration of all of my mana.  Was accomplished within the, maybe, hour of walking.  This must be because of the mana saturation in the atmosphere.
Looking around my room, I see that the fabric of reality here is different from back home.  I can see something added to it.  No, it’s layered onto it.  Making this reality look like one of my favorite pasta dishes.  
The Headmaster mentioned this.  As I recall, they called it the System.  It’s everywhere, woven into the air, the fake matter, everything.  This is an enchantment on a world scale, something equal to a miracle of the Machine God.
***
Life in the Academy is strange.  At every moment I’m bombarded with information, I lack the foundation to understand.  Still, if I had the Decoding Eye, I might have been driven mad by now.  During the first few days, I worried about how to get home.  Something which was possible but ultimately futile after learning why we were here.
Each day I attended classes, they explained secrets of the universe.  Things our greatest scholars either hadn’t even considered or were merely theoretical.  Truths of the world that only a few knew.  Secrets I can now calculate and prove to others.  At times I wonder if I have died and returned to the Machine God.
Then there are the other students.  Each one a different race.  Some that I didn’t know existed before coming here.  They all have their oddities.  I could spend years researching them alone.  Though none is more of an oddity than that princess.  
A poet might call her beauty incarnate.  All I can say is that she confuses me, my Eye, and my heart.  Surrounding her are maids whose existence appears temporary or conditional at times.  To say nothing of the mysterious skill that rejects probing.  
There is also a strange energy that radiates off of this princess as if she were a lantern.  A light which causes discomfort and fear in others.  An aura on the frequency of madness.  Most frightening is a partial blackout of what my blessing shows me whenever she smiles at me.  I will continue my observations of her at a distance.
***
Beginning my observations for the fortieth day.  I hear the door slide open.  It’s probably a new student.  It’s been a few weeks since anyone new came.  I’ll make a note of them later.  
Homeroom is my only chance to get a good look at the princess and her group.  As they quickly disappear to their room after class.  Trying not to be suspicious, I only look at the princess with a sideways glance, less my mind and heart become overwhelmed again.  
During this observation, she obstructs my view.  I had thought the data radiating from our teacher or the Headmaster was significant.  Yet, this new girl is a cluster of information so dense, moving so fast even my eye can barely comprehend what is going on around me.  Trying to make sense of the sudden and immense flow of data.  I’m caught off guard by the discomforting wave oozing from the new girl.
She is the second subject with this anomaly, a strange energy radiating from them, similar to the princess.  Though unlike the princess, who seems to radiate this energy.  This phenomenon simply falls off of the new girl in waves as if she was soaked in it, not creating it.  
The new girl introduced herself as Lyeh Du-Kien.  I wanted to spend more time watching her, but I felt that her energy wave was affecting me.  So I diverted my attention to the class to reset my thoughts.
Later that day, I saw her in another of my classes.  She looked confused, which was normal for new arrivals.  Though she adjusted quickly, far too quickly.  New students never sign up for extra classes, and they take days to understand what is going on in them.  
I tried to talk to her after class, but that wave scared me off.  The strange energy as well as her smile, which was similar to the princess’s.  
Things are changing.  The fairy and that cat are making moves.  Even the demons have begun to stir with the arrival of a hero, even if she is not yet awakened.  
The new girl is a storm of action.  No, storms, while violent and beautiful, are quite predictable with mathematical equations.  Lyeh Du-Kien is an incarnation of chaos.  No word better suits her and her actions than chaos, that or madness.
Lyeh is a bundle of charisma, intelligence, madness, and power.  A less brilliant individual would stumble over their ignorance.  A weaker individual would be halted by physical barriers.  Someone sane wouldn’t even attempt the things she does.  Yet, we still follow her.  All of us are drawn to her by her heroic light, like insects to a flame.  I only hope we are not burned by her.
Thinking back to the day I joined.  I don’t know what possessed me to accept her invitation.  Still, I became part of her guild, fittingly named Chaos.  I don’t know how she made a guild so fast.  It took me a full week to adapt to using the System.  
Lyeh hit the ground running, unlike any student I have witnessed.  Is this because of the level of her starting civilization?  But others have higher civilization levels?  Her civilization may have affected her greatly, but these actions have to be born of her own resolve.
Within days of Lyeh creating a guild, we were on our first quest.  Even though it ended in failure.  I learned so much I can’t begin to calculate how valuable the experience was.  I hate to say it, but even if we ended up sacrificing a life or two.  We would have still come out ahead.
While I missed the inciting incident.  I got to witness time in a frozen state.  Never had I seen time halted in that manner.  Nor had I ever considered it could be manipulated in such a way.  I saw several instances of foreign magic and traversed the realms.  Afterwards I was worried about our classmate, but the next class they showed up just fine.  All of their injuries were naturally healed.  No foreign prostheses were needed to repair her.
That same day, we got our first look at the other biomes within the Academy.  I would love to dedicate several days to studying them, but I only got a few seconds.  The Headmaster began the most fascinating class ever.  Even if their words were lost on me as I watched their display.  I hadn’t truly understood where we were or the predicament we were in until that moment.
***
Lyeh agreed to let me study her.  No, she insisted I study her.  Her abilities are unlike any I’ve ever seen.  Even upperclassmen, beings who have begun transcending their physical bodies, don't have skills like Lyeh.  Specifically Lilith.  The princess is the only other I have seen that has a skill that acts similarly.  Something without a will that resists the Discerning Eye.
It was too much.  I was forced to abandon my initial research on Lyeh’s skills.  If I focus too much, I may see what others fear I will see.  If I delve too deep, my relationship with everyone may fall apart the same as when I first attended school back home.  This Eye is truly a blessing and a curse.  History is full of terrible users of the Discerning Eye, still every one blessed with it has done great things.  Great things in their brief time.
Since entering this academy, I’m constantly discovering things that I have to put off for later, possibly indefinitely.  The warning of us having limited time at the Academy was of no consequence to me.  With my blessing, I might not even have lived that long either way.  
No matter how far I am from home.  With my Eye I am always next to the Machine God.  As they say, three Decoding, two Destruction, and one Discerning, the six true eyes of the Machine God.  I will always be a part of the Machine God.
***
While I focused on my classes and wondered if Lyeh had calmed down.  She made the outrageous claim that she wanted to save everyone.  She can’t possibly mean everyone, even if she is a hero?  Still, with enough time.  I think she could.  This feeling has to be her Heroic light.
A month after Lyeh arrived, we began preparations for our second quest.  Stepping through the portal, I’m greeted by an alien world.  The flood of information matches what I expected of this world.  Though the variance of inert gases is a mess.  The atmosphere only contains 40% nitrogen.
That devil kid, Ra, has followed us through our portal.  He worries me.  Like Lyeh, he shares an oddity with that princess.  Though what he shares is of a more concerning nature.  A section of his display is blacked out, hidden from my sight.  
After delivering a cryptic message, Ra left us.  The mission was simple, but exhilarating.  What mythology called a portal to the underworld was more like a portal to another world.  A world even more advanced than my own.  It was obvious they operated under foreign principles.  Yet there was still so much I could learn and adapt for my home.
Sadly, we were on a mission, so I could not indulge in my research.  Once more, I push aside my curiosity.  I could spend countless lifetimes at the Academy and still never have enough time.  This must be how our teachers feel.
Though I failed to restart the factory, Felt was able to easily interface with the ancient technology.  They used a semi-intelligent power source, spirits.  Again, something I could barely comprehend.  There is so much to learn.  Every time I learn something new, my Eye is able to show me even more.
Everything was going great, then suddenly the power went out.  The spirits fled their containment fields.  This is one problem with an intelligent power source.
Everyone is scrambling.  I want to help, but I don’t know what’s going on.  I’ve never felt helpless like this.  I should have trained my clairvoyance.  It takes too long to see through solid matter.  Too much mana and stamina is consumed to peer through dense metals, to say nothing of the time needed.
The beast that appeared ate through the mithril walls as I was pushing past its internal structure.  Finally, I got a good look at it:
[Fahl'boh, Woolly Baku, Pet of Khva'ha
6,754 years old
Bound to Life
Origin World Gol'dun 
Lawful Good
Eater of Spirits
Ruler of Temperance
Elemental Nullification
Faithful Companion]
Lyeh launches a powerful attack, but it’s pointless.  We need a moment to regroup and strategize.  Extending my suit and using induction heating, I trap the beast.  Lyeh then grabs me and pulls.  She wants to escape.  We can’t keep failing missions.  Especially while they are easy, no doubt everything will become more dangerous as we continue our learning.
“No, wait!  This isn’t a powerful enemy.  We’re just using the wrong method of attack.  We can’t give up at the first sign of trouble.  Cal, protect Felt, since it’s a spirit eater, she should be its prime target.  Nora, fall back.  Head to another room if you need to.  It shouldn’t follow you.  Lyeh, it used to be a fae beast, but it’s ascended into a greater spirit.  Use a spirit destroying attack.”
Lyeh used another holy attack, though far more powerful.  Is it possible there isn’t a distinction between the holy element and spirit destroying attacks on her world?  Urg, neither existed in my world, so I can’t blame her for the confusion.
The beast was driven off.  Though our victory was short-lived.  A demon was hiding in my shadow.  It made a contract with the Baku, inverting its nature.  This will make it easier for Lyeh to defeat it.  It also made it necessary to defeat it if we wish to complete our mission.  If left alone, it will mutate into a demon capable of devouring worlds.
Lyeh launches a spirit exterminating attack lacking the holy element.  I don’t know what to make of her actions.  It’s almost as if...
“I don't know what a holy spell is, let alone which ones are for fighting spirits.  I’ve only been learning magic for a month.  Without the System’s assistance I can’t use most of my skills.  I’ve moved on instinct and things have mostly worked out so far.  But I don’t have a solid understanding of what I need to do.”  
Her words horrified me.  Suddenly, everything started to make sense.  The world she lived in was far worse than I could have ever imagined. 
Taking Lyeh’s interface, I find the relevant skills.  I’ve seen how she uses this before.  I highlight the relevant skills.  [Divine Ki], [Soul Shatter] and hand it back to her.  She looks at me, confused.  She pushes on her device.  Some kind of information exchange occurs between Lyeh and her device.
It’s unnerving.  When Lyeh moves like this, it has a strange beauty.  Like a perfectly executed program.  It kind of reminds me of my own automatic movements using my exosuit.
Drawing up a golden energy, she slams it into the Baku.  Its body and core shatter.  Then, Lyeh breathes in its essence.  Did she eat its soul?  Is that something she can do?  Demons eat souls, but what about demon skills?  There is so much I do not know.
With the threat eliminated, completing our mission was easy.  Felt and Nora were able to easily reactivate the machines.  With that we obtained the spheres needed for Cath and Rou.  For good measure I had them make twenty of the spheres.  Two for our new compatriots, three to complete the System’s mission, and the remaining fifteen for my…  I mean for our guilds personal use.
You never know when you may need blank spirit orbs.  While I cannot see an immediate use for them.  We don’t know what the future will hold.  It is not impossible that I am able to devise a way to integrate them into my own exosuit.  Or we could meet students in similar situations to Rou and Cath.  As such having extra in our guild storage seemed like a prudent move on my part.
Strangely, as we were leaving the factory.  I happened to notice that the backup power supply, the crystal pyramid, had disappeared during the battle.  I fear the Shadow Demon did something to it, but I cannot extrapolate from nothing.  My Eye is not that useful for detective work, at least not with the knowledge I currently possess.
Worst-case scenario, someone else from the Academy was following us.  Someone I cannot see.  Another being that can hide from the Discerning Eye of the Machine God.  Remembering all of the variables that I do not understand has me thinking.  Perhaps Lyeh’s reckless rushing forward is exactly what we need to be doing?  All I can do now is offer up a solemn prayer to the Machine God.
“May this weak body of mine remain strong.  May I can continue to follow the three great tenants.  Praise be to the Machine God.”
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