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Chapter 1







The Beginning of the End


[Warning]!
Rune(Pulse) 3 experiencing [Overload] through Pathway(3, 1). Explosion imminent in: 00:00:07

"Balance out your [Mana], Adrian, or you’ll learn what kind of heat this [Circuit] has to offer you!" Charles half-shouted, doing his best to help his struggling assistant hold the newly-formed [Mana Matrix]. It was meant to be the [Patron Translator], but it wasn’t colored properly at the edges. That needed to be fixed, or they’d soon enough have an abomination instead of a being. "Give it proper circles. Elongating them makes the search too wide." 
He let his hands roam in the air, small pulses of energy filling the space as the floating [Sub-Circuit] settled into place. Charles made minor adjustments during the moving process, concentrating for several painstaking moments as the gathered [Runes] settled into the full [Circuit]. It was weeks in the making, but they were getting closer.
Rune(Pulse) 3 has been stabilized.

Ongoing issues present in Rune(Synth, 4) 7, Rune(Light of Man) 7, and-

"Sires!" a guard shouted as they pushed the door to the enclosure wide open. Charles nearly flinched while carrying the [Mana] through another shape, the [Rune] forming within the palm of his hand a replacement for the ones already placed on the floor. His mental calculations had told him a [Tier 8] [Collection Rune] would work as a stabilizer in the right-centre—but that was not the case. It needed something two [Tiers] higher if he sought anything close to perfection. "The outer walls have been destroyed. We’ve been found!"
Anything below perfection will just kill us all for nothing in return.
Adrian stepped up to command the guard when Charles said nothing, too focused on perfecting the lines of the [Rune]. "Reinforce the middle floors as much as you can. Make sure you delay them for as long as possible." 
The guard nodded and closed the door behind him, the apprentice locking it to make sure nobody could get in easily. 
The feeling of the scroll brushing against Charles’ side became more present than it had in many months. He wouldn’t be able to keep it out of the enemy’s hands much longer.
They had no time to [Engrave] using the standard tools, so doing it in the air with their hands was the only way to move forward. By the looks of things, they would need to make three weeks of progress in the span of five minutes. If either of them even thought about having shaky hands now, everything would be lost. 
"Can we make this work in time, Master?" Adrian asked.
"If you stop talking and start weaving me a set of [Tier 5] [Ignis Vortexes] so we can balance out the inner [Frost Circle], we might just make it," Charles replied in quick fashion, looking over the intricately complicated system of [Runes]. The [Synthetic] connections were just barely holding on, but they would still work. Barely within the limits—but still. The [Rune System] only required a near-seamless round of connection points with no room for error. 
"And get me another [Tier 11 Holy Patron Rune],” Charles continued. Give it a [Healing Intent] as well. We need to make sure the ongoing transfer doesn't flay the target without putting everything back together."
"Won’t that destroy the mind, and-"
"We talked about this last week, Adrian. This is one of many gambles," Charles said, his pulse going up another notch as the roof shook just the slightest bit. Dust threatened to fall on the unfinished [Rune Circuit], forcing him to delay his sub-project and blow it all away with an [Air Rune]. Any foreign matter would throw off the calculations too much. "As long as the [Mind Circuit] works, we can influence the [Personality Matrix] as we wish. Keep working."
Screams of all kinds came from outside the hallway. Charles had thought it wise to flee from the remaining, known strongholds of the [Rune-Crafters], heading out here into the middle of nowhere. He’d been assured that there were few records of this arachnid facility, but he wasn’t sure that was true anymore. The [Anti-Seer Runes] certainly hadn’t worked as he thought they would. It had all been destroyed months before his estimations.
Then again, mages are too powerful to be easily stopped. Those madmen are too determined.
[Warning]!
Rune(Summoning, 14) experiencing [Withdrawal]. Effectiveness dropping in: 00:00:42

Another hitch that needed to be fixed, forcing Charles to increase the flow of [Mana] from his body. He had already been working at a loss, his inner [Regeneration] unable to keep up with what he used. It was fine, though. He had enough for now.
He slapped away his apprentice's attempt to do the same, however. Adrian couldn't handle that level of channelling yet. At least to the point where he could think straight at the same time.
"Keep working."
The dust falling from above made it clear that the middle layers of the underground [Facility] had been breached as well. Screams echoed through the iron door, followed by shouts of pain and a deadly silence. Everyone was dying in an attempt to stop them from reaching the room.
They didn’t have much time.
Adrian’s set of [Tier 5] [Runes] settled perfectly into the [Circuit], overriding the flawed versions. Charles sighed in relief. They were getting closer to the finish line. A shortcut had been made, but it would still work. It could still work. Maybe he was just growing too hopeful.
The pounding on the iron door left the [Rune-Crafter]’s body shaking wildly, barely able to hold onto the [Rune] in his hand without destroying it. Eight decades of experience with the art was the only reason he and his apprentice weren't already dead.
"We just need to balance out the [Mana-Flow], and then everything is finished," Charles said. The pounding on the iron door was getting stronger, the enemy clearly using much stronger tools than he’d expected. Either that, or a certain leader had just decided to use his fists. It was either/or at this point. "Adrian, I need you to work on this while I-"
"We both know I would fail at that," Adrian cut in before Charles could finish his instructions, the Master looking at the youthful face with sorrow. "Finish it on your own. I’ll try my best to hold them back."
They had spent a decade together, and yet, more words than ever before travelled between them through nothing but their eyes. Charles was unwilling to accept another apprentice’s death so lightly, but they both knew it had been coming since the moment they stepped inside the facility. They were the ones who had carried that accursed scroll in the vain hope that the enemy wouldn’t find them. The two of them were the last of a legacy that would be forgotten in mere minutes.
Getting back to work—as his apprentice forced an endless stream of [Tier 5] [Reinforcement Runes] to settle onto the iron door—Charles forced his mind to enter the [Circuit]. There was a blockage at some of the connection points that were throttling the equal distribution. If that wasn't fixed, the [Circuit] wouldn’t work for more than a day before exploding. He needed it to potentially work for decades. There was no telling when a fitting candidate would appear.
The iron door groaned like it was being shredded by the sharpest of nails, but the [Master Rune-Crafter] tried not to listen to his apprentice's cries of pain as he held it together with endless sets of runic formations. It entered his ears whether he wanted it to or not, though, Adrian’s vocal cords being pushed to their limit. The waves of power coming from the young man spoke of what could’ve been. He knew he had picked the right man to be his successor. It was a shame Charles would be the last to die between the two of them.
Where are you?
Despite going through thousands of connection points every second, he was still coming up empty. Charles knew it had to be somewhere, yet it was so perfectly hidden inside the maze of connections. [Synthetic Runes] were annoying like that, never showing their faults until the last minute. They were deceivingly simple in their nature, though that was more due to the [Rune-Crafters] of the past who’d created them. They couldn’t have expected them to be used for something like this.
Truthfully, nobody could have. Piercing the barrier between the infinite worlds of reality wasn’t something the average mind thought about every day.
"Found you," Charles murmured as he finally caught the slightly off-centre connection inside the [Warlock Sub-Circuit]. The [Rule-Set of Demon Summoning] was needed for the entire system to work, but the [Master Rune-Crafter] should have guessed that it would be one of the conceptual magics that nearly ruined them. Now, it was just about cleaning up the mess without screwing with anything else in the process.
That was easier said than done—as the iron door was blasted open. Adrian fired off an initial barrage of [Force] through his [Rune-Work], but it mattered little. The initial wall of shields took the impact, and the [Mages] behind them fired off a volley of spells at a speed nobody could dodge. 
Charles had to force himself to ignore the dying whispers of a good friend. The [Circuit] was the only important thing now, the [Rune-Crafter] not even looking at the enemy that had entered the door behind him.
"Well, this is a sorry sight," Draven commented, Charles not giving that tall monster of a man any sign that he was listening. He was so close to finishing, mere fractions of a hair-width away from the perfect placement. After this, everything would work perfectly. 
"Three years of siege upon your hidden castle to burn it to the ground,” Draven continued, “and yet it only took me fifteen minutes to break into this place. Truthfully, I thought this was just another trick from that book of yours, Charles."
A large hand gripped his shoulder, the [Rune-Crafter] feeling its firm hold as a dagger entered through his ribcage and into his right lung. The twisting blade quickly gathered blood, catching his last breath. His vision was already going black, his old body not made for this level of damage anymore.
I can’t stop now.
"What is—you truly thought you could finish a [Teleportation Rune] in time to escape? You old, demented fool," Draven said, ripping off the scroll that had sat on the [Rune-Crafter]’s side for the past five years, before throwing the old man down to the ground. 
Charles didn’t care, the enemy not seeing the [Circuit] for what it truly was. The final connection was nearly repaired. 
"You could have just given this to me, you know,” Draven said. “I would have granted you all the riches in the world. And so much more, with time."
"There will be no world left if you use it," Charles said, spitting blood in Draven’s direction. Some of it made it to his boots, surprising the [Rune-Crafter] more than it did the tyrant. "You’ll end all life."
The final adjustments were almost done. It was only the old man’s shaky mind that was keeping it from completion. One last detail, and then he could activate it.
"Either you’re trying to scare me, or you’re too stupid to realize what your old student created,” Draven muttered. “She was a genius beyond anything you old fools could ever imagine. We fished out the remains of her work from the oceans long ago, but this is going to save us a decade of work." 
He kicked Charles in his chest, emptying his lungs of air. The [Rune-Crafter] almost died right then and there, only his higher level letting him withstand the brunt of the blow. 
The tyrant didn’t waste time grabbing at the man’s grey beard, forcing Charles to look at him. "This is what I will use to create the perfect being, Charles. I will make every person in my army perfect. Do you not wish for a country of immortals who will forever reign over weaker minds? Can’t you see the same vision as me?"
The smile on Draven’s face made it clear the tyrant was making a case for his side. It was laughable, though the old man was too weak to even manage a snort. He couldn’t feel his body anymore, only [Mana] keeping his mind alive.
"No, for I am not mad," Charles whispered, his lungs unable to grant him more than that. Blood pooled in his mouth, flowing onto the floor. He had to activate the [Circuit] soon or the liquid would interfere. "I would rather die than ever see you achieve it."
"Then I suppose you get to die a slow death without anybody around to save you," Draven surmised, giving the old man a final kick on the chest before leaving the room. The [Mages] and [Warriors] followed him without question, the brain-washed soldiers unable to question their lord. Charles felt sympathy for them. Their bodies were already damaged beyond recognition, but the soon-to-come horrors would make this all look like child’s play. Nearly all life on the continent would soon be gone.
But if this works, we can stop anything further from happening.
Since the start of the past year, he’d known that there was no chance of stopping Draven. That power-hungry [Human] wouldn’t cease his goals until he had their secrets in the palm of his hand. He was the perfect version of an unrelenting tyrant.
And to combat it, Charles was going to grant him a force worthy of fighting back. He was going to summon a mighty beast that would grow into a power that the world had never seen before. He was going to transform an otherworldly creature into the role of a saviour.
Forcing his last ounce of [Mana] into the [Activation Rune], he felt the [System] pop up with one final message.
[Reality-Fragmentation Matrix] has been activated!
Estimated time until [Matrix] finds target: N/A

Charles died with a smile on his face. There was still hope for this world.




Chapter 2







Beneath the Stone


Theo sat up in his chair, his pulse running at an all-time high as a piercing sound reached deep into his ears. Thoughts of bombs or weapons drove his mind to the worst imaginable scenarios—until the sight of a blue screen calmed him down. His computer had crashed. 
Wiping away the tiredness from his eyes, he heard snickers from the cubicle next to his own. He might’ve been snoring a bit too loudly, his body rejecting the idea of sleeping silently. He wasn’t meant to sleep at all during work hours, truthfully, but his body refused that idea as well. There was no arguing with it at this point. Theo just had to beg and hope his body would listen someday.
The computer rebooted just in time to tell him that the worksheets hadn’t been saved, meaning three hours of work had been wasted. He was meant to have sent in the compiled data sets to his boss two hours ago, but that wasn’t happening. Looking blankly at the screen, Theo wasn’t sure what to do. Every other cubicle in his row was filled with endless typing and talking, people working and socializing at an untenable pace. 
Each of their little spaces was littered with small trinkets of all shapes and sizes. Just right next to his own cubicle was Veronica with her curious collection of small glass dogs. She had just gotten a new Labradoodle that she hadn’t stopped talking about to her friend for the last… god, had Theo really slept for two full hours? He was later on his report than he’d thought.
I’m going to lose my job at this point, aren’t I?
He probably wasn’t. Out of all the employees on his floor, he was likely the one who spent the most time in the office. Theo knew there was no honour in that fact. Ninety-hour weeks had done nothing but damage his mind and stop him from doing anything else. But… bills had to be paid. His bare apartment was too precious to lose, especially as the alternative meant sleeping outside his office.
And if that happened, he would most certainly be fired. The company didn’t want to hire homeless people, after all. Theo had heard what Lea, his boss, said about the people sleeping on the streets. That she had been put in charge of other people made him fear for those with higher positions than her.
"Hey, Theo," Veronica said over the cubicle wall as he started retyping the data he’d lost. Looking over at the somehow happy woman on the other side of the wall, bleary eyes meeting hers, he saw her flinch just a little. "Weren’t you meant to be on your lunch break thirty minutes ago?"
… Oh, damn it all.
"Yeah, I was," Theo replied. He still had ten minutes if he wanted to get something to eat. Seeing as his breakfast had been a rather sad affair, he couldn’t afford to not go and get his packed lunch. That thing had cost a fortune anyway. "Thank you for reminding me."
"It’s no problem."
Veronica was nice sometimes. The two of them didn’t talk too often, sure, but she was good at reading those around her. That’s what her latest horoscope had said, at least. Theo wasn’t sure how she believed in stuff like that, but he didn’t let it bother him. She had her own ways of enjoying life, and who was he to judge?
Isn’t she the one going to the Bahamas next week?
Theo was somewhat sure he remembered something about that. It was either her or Joel, the guy on the opposite side. He wasn’t as talkative as Veronica, and Theo theorized that the man outright didn’t like him. Maybe it was his tired eyes—Joel did seem rather upright most of the time. The exercise ball that had replaced his chair last month certainly looked health-conscious. And the posters that Joel had taken from some sports event made that even clearer.
Looking at his own blank walls for the seventh time that day, the not-so-young man promised himself he would find something to show off. The “I’m new so I don’t know what to put up” didn’t really work after seven years. Everybody decorated their work spaces with some of the hobbies they did in their off-time.
But what if he didn’t have anything like that? Hobbies were expensive. Even if he wanted one—to go out and take a hiking trip, for instance—his bank account wouldn’t be happy with that line of- 
"Mister Locheim," Lea said politely as Theo walked by her office on the way to the cafeteria room. "Do you have the report ready for me?"
"Uhm, not yet, no," Theo replied quickly, thinking of a way to look good in this situation. It was a shame he was the only one who had to do this. Even with his pitiful work record that day, logging into the system was a bigger triumph than whatever his boss had been doing. How was she going to throw her work at him this time? 
"The computer crashed and I couldn’t recover my progress,” he explained. I should be able to have it before the end of the day."
"That’s great to hear," his boss said with lifeless eyes. Theo wondered what she was thinking about. "Once you finish, I have another data set that I would love for you to review and arrange as well. A client wants a couple of changes as quickly as possible."
Within the day, you mean.
Going home before midnight was for losers anyway, he supposed. 
Promising to have it all ready before he left the office, Theo continued down the hall and into the break room, barely squeezing past the horde of people in the hallway. There wasn't anybody inside the room itself, luckily, everyone having already eaten before he arrived. The small kitchen area and the white, sterile walls were all for his taking.
A grimace formed on his face when he opened the fridge door. The lunch he’d so meticulously packed that morning, putting an obvious ‘don’t touch’ sticker on as well, was gone. Either somebody was unable to actually read—which wouldn’t be too surprising in a place like this—or they didn’t care about politeness and had just eaten his food anyway. He wondered if it was alright to be angry at them, or if he was just supposed to sigh and move on.
Theo didn’t even know who had stolen it, so there was no reason to be angry anyway. The chattering of people in the hallway outside dulled his sense just enough for him to feel empty inside. Taking out his wallet and counting a few of the bills, Theo guessed that he could afford to buy something from the vending machine that day. It had been a while since he’d bought some good old-fashioned heart disease. Sticking to his American roots was important every now and then.
Going over to the old machine, he spotted something that didn’t look too out of date. Grimacing at some very black carrots, he pressed the option for one of the chip packets. The vending machine swallowed his bills without giving anything in return.
"Come on, you old thing," Theo said, lightly slapping it on the side. It spurred back to life for just long enough for the insides to whir, two packets dropping down instead of one. Now that was something he didn’t mind. 
"Apology for the latency has been accepted."
The machine didn’t answer back in words, just pushing out air with a broken fan that sputtered every few seconds. A clicking noise of some kind, one that couldn’t be good in the long term. Theo wondered if he needed to report it to his boss, or if it was worth being saddled with the bill for the repairs.
Taking the two small bags in one hand, each barely qualifying as a serving, he sat down at the table. Opening up the first packet, the grease covered his hands instantly, but the saltiness brought a flavour that his mind loved to no end. It was incredible what such a simple ingredient could do. Salt was the bread of happiness. It was a shame that it was so expensive.
Filling up one of the free mugs with tap water, he took a swig from that as well. It was a beautiful combination—being fed and hydrated. He almost felt serene. His body wanted to fall back into the realm of sleep, though he snapped out of it before his eyes closed entirely. Instead, he began to notice something else.
That soft background noise from the vending machine. It was… gone? Theo nearly couldn’t believe it; the machine had somehow fixed itself. How he wished he could just stop having his own issues. Or… actually, there was no sound at all from the machine. 
He checked the machine, putting his hands alongside the back. The worst-case scenario seemed to have happened. There was no airflow at all anymore, and the few refrigerated drinks inside would expire in just a few hours. Hhe knew he would have to report it. His conscience wouldn’t allow him to just ignore the issue at this point.
Another issue became clear as he walked back to grab his food and drink of the day. The only footsteps he could hear were his own, the supposedly busy hallway outside the break room having grown silent. Were they playing a prank on him? Theo was rather sure it wasn’t anywhere close to April yet.
"Hello?" Theo said, slowly walking to the door, waiting for it to open up suddenly and for people to surprise him. And yet… there was nothing. There was no sound at all. Even the old lamp above the door, the one which constantly emitted a faint sound if one listened carefully, was completely silent. Theo considered the chance he had just gone deaf, but he could very easily hear himself. 
Crazy, then? "Is anybody out-"
Opening up the door, he was greeted by nothing but a black void. There was no hallway, no nothing. Feeling a pull from the void that nearly sucked out Theo’s left leg, he made the rational decision to close the door and go back to the table, where his chips and water still sat.
Nope.
Craziness it was. If Theo had to go to a mental hospital and rack up enough bills to leave him in debt forever, he was at least going to enjoy his lunch. When biting into the chip in his hand, however, the small crumbs that escaped didn’t fall to the floor. On the contrary, they fell directly towards the exit.
The door had no chance of staying closed, the iron hinges flying off entirely as the door was ripped away. It was like the gravity of the room turned, and Theo started to fall towards the void no matter what he did. He tried to hold onto the table to escape its pull, but the fake wood furniture just followed him toward the empty doorway. The table was bottlenecked at the exit, but Theo had no such issues, and he and his lunch were thrown into the void without anything to hold onto.
Theo had no issue confessing that he screamed. When he finally entered the void, it felt like he was being pulled apart from all sides. His skin turned inside out, and his eyes were subjected to a black so dark that it felt like his brain melted. He saw everything and nothing at the same time, the horrors of the universe looking back at him. Concepts gained the ability to judge him and they saw him as unworthy, more than happy to compress him into an atom so he would become a building block for future generations.
And then he was back to normal, his mind wiped of… something. He sat in a small pool of water. After spending a few seconds in the dimly lit room, Theo slowly regained the ability to see clearly. The sound of his two chips packets and bottle of water dropping next to him caused him to look down.
What?
Feeling at his body, everything seemed to be in the right place. His knees were a bit scraped, but that was more because of his fall in the break room. His throat was a little dry as well, but that was due to a lack of water—and a lot of screaming into the void. The literal void.
"Oh, damn it all. What is happening?" Theo muttered, seeing thousands of extremely small lines etched on the flat stone beneath him. Standing up and looking closely at whatever it was, the symbols seemed to pulse for a few more seconds. Just looking at them gave him a headache, as if his mind rejected the very idea of staring at the lines. What was wrong with his brain? Fancy artwork was now illegal for him as well? 
"Does psychosis maybe make it too vivid?"
Going down on one knee, he ignored how much his leg protested and touched the stone. The texture was rather fine, but the small indents all around were clear to the tip of his fingers. The droplet of water hitting his head from the top of the room confirmed it—this was all definitely real.
A small light fixture of sorts flickered from the ceiling of the room.
I haven’t seen that kind of lamp before, actually.
It wasn’t bulb-shaped like what he was familiar with. It was too… short for that, the sides more elongated than usual. Standing up on his toes, he tapped it a few times, and the light stopped flickering and grew brighter. Just like that, the dimly lit room was made just slightly less dim.
"Now, just where am-" Theo murmured, until he looked around and saw a spider the size of a dinner plate slowly moving towards him. The bioluminescent spheres attached to its legs and main body were vomit-inducing; the sac-like growths looked ready to pop. 
"Australia?" 
Living target detected!
Assimilation protocol has been activated. Estimated time until completion: 00:4:59

Psychosis was back on the table.




Chapter 3







The First Encounter


Crazy or not, Theo’s heart pounded until he could feel it in his ears, the spider still moving towards him. There was no display of fear from the creature, but the weird bits at the front of its body seemed to move around. Were those fangs? They looked like fangs.  
Theo didn’t want to be near them. Noticing a rock on the ground, he picked it up and threw it at the spider out of instinct.
It missed by a long shot.
"Damn all of this!" Theo shouted in muted anger, not understanding why this was happening to him of all possible people. He picked up another stone, throwing it again. He didn’t know if it was the anger that helped, or if there was something else assisting him at that moment, but it hit the spider cleanly on the head.
New [Skill] learned!
[Throw] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

"What does that mean?" Theo questioned, not getting an answer back from the blue box that filled up his view. Waving at it did nothing, his hand just going through it. The spider, on the other hand, was more than happy to react to his actions.
Theo learned at that moment that spiders could both screech and jump. A god-awful noise came out of it, the only warning before it jumped towards him. Theo fell to his knees in fear, crawling away as it flew over his head. His adrenaline increased to the max, and his heart beat faster than what was considered safe for the human body.
Flaw detected
Wrongful classification of [Entity] determined. Reclassification from [Entity] to [Rune-Crafter] is imminent. Please find a safe spot to sit. Reclassification protocols may cause: Blackouts, Mental Anguish, Death, etc.

"Excuse me, what?"
The answer to his sputtering was granted in the form of pain, more pain, and just a sprinkling of pain on top to make sure he was three seconds away from just shitting his pants. Theo didn’t scream. He couldn’t open his jaw enough for that to happen. Instead, he watched helplessly as the small spider slowly crawled towards his exposed leg. The creature looked happy as it wiggled its fangs. It was probably cleaning the fangs in preparation to eat him. That had to be it.
His mind refused to consider the situation anything other than his imminent death and was unable to focus on anything else. His nose was bleeding and his ears were likely filled with the same liquid, but he couldn’t care. Even as drops of blood fell from his eyes and stained his shirt, his mind couldn’t process his currently reality.
Just get away from me!
Congratulations!
Reclassification has been determined to be a success. You are now classified as a [Rune-Crafter].

Theo didn’t spend time thinking about what that meant, instead using his newfound mobility to its full extent. The spider tried to leap at him again, but he swatted it away with his hand. The feeling of the coarse hair of its body hitting his palm made every inch of his skin crawl. This was worse than anything he’d done before in his life.
As a [Rune-Crafter], the energy from the [Personality-Changing Matrix] will be switched to the [Tool-Creation Matrix].
Please state what tool you wish for. Restrictions on requests: [null]

The man didn’t have time to read the message, the spider again trying to latch onto his face. Another leap towards his chest made him outright grab at its front legs. Holding it for more than a second was a mistake though. Instantly, its fangs sunk into his fingers.
Throwing the spider to the floor as blood dripped from his left hand, Theo cursed his inability to protect himself. Tears formed in his eyes from the pain, and internal curses filled his mind. He just wanted to shield himself.
Request located and accepted!
Creation of [Shield] commencing. Estimated time until completing: 00:00:02

"What?" Theo said, glancing at the two new messages. They couldn’t be serious. "Wait, no! I don’t mean that. Give me a gun or something! And bullets!"
The blue boxes refused to listen, and he didn’t have time to give it another thought. Looking past the glowing text, he saw a long piece of metal take form. A blue outline appeared first, before the inside was formed. It was slightly curved, with two straps on the inside to carry it on one’s arm without issue. Theo would've cried right then and there—if not for the fact the tool had saved his life.
"Oh, you bitch!" Theo was nearly screaming as he grabbed the shield, using it to deflect the small spider’s attempt to jump onto his face. It tried to stick to the metal, but his shaking threw it off. "Come here, you little shit."
New [Skill] learned!
[Shield-Bash] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

Just like before, he ignored the message. Theo just looked past the blue box as he smashed the sharp end of the shield into the spider, again and again. Its legs twitched with every hit, blue blood spurting out and staining his already dirty pants.
The eight-legged monster might’ve been dead after the first three hits, but Theo made sure to hit it an extra ten times. His mind didn’t believe in overkill. He believed in enoughkill, no matter if other people disagreed with his definition. He wanted to live, and that meant making sure that any Australian wildlife was as good as dead.
“… This isn’t Australia,” Theo said, falling back onto the floor as he laughed a little, the departure of adrenaline making his body both sag and his mind feel woozy. There was a real chance he was having a mental breakdown. 
“Australia doesn’t have glowing spiders, glowing… lines, and glowing boxes floating around. Where the fuck am I?”
It looked like ruins. Very well-maintained ruins, but ruins nonetheless. That light on the room’s ceiling was weird, look nothing like any lamp Theo had seen before. 
And, even then, he was ignoring the bones in the corner. They looked human, wiped clean of any flesh and just left in a jumbled pile.
I’m not going close to that.
There was a rusted set of iron doors leading out to a hallway, though only one side was open, revealing the dark passageway. Webs of all sorts and sizes could be seen out there, reflected in the dim light. Taking a peek, he could see flickering lamps in both directions. And there were spiders everywhere.
When he spotted a very large leg in the distance, Theo made the obvious choice to close the rusted door. It ground against the floor, the hinges growing crooked through the ages. For how long had this place been abandoned? And why couldn’t he see any windows? 
“If this is what psychosis is like, I suddenly understand their point of view,” Theo commented. The wound on his left hand had stopped bleeding, but it still stung painfully. Even if that spider had cleaned up its fangs, sanitation was clearly not a high priority. 
“I need to get that cleaned up, or I’m gonna lose a finger.”
Talking to himself out loud was somewhat comforting. Theo could almost trick himself into thinking it was another person. For all intents and purposes, he seemed to be alone here. That was too scary a thought to consider. He was not a social person, but he still liked the idea of having people around. 
There was nobody here, was there?
His fingers shook, but he forced himself not to go down that line of thought. Instead, his attention was drawn away as a few of those blue boxes appeared again.
[Shield] has fully assimilated with your [Soul Matrix]!
[Transform Shield] and [Regenerate Shield] have been added to your [Skill-Collection].






Chapter 4







A New [Level]


Sitting down on the cold ground, he poured some water from his bottle onto the wound on his hand. It stung, but after applying some pressure, a weirdly green-coloured liquid oozed out. Just like that, the pain dulled to manageable levels. 
The wonders of basic first-aid!
[Young Spiderling] slain!
Your [Level] has increased from [1] to [2]. [2] points have been granted.

"[Points]..." Theo said, narrowing his eyes at the blue screen. He had a [Level] now, just like in a game. He hadn’t played any games for a good decade now, and when he did it was mostly shooters. Still, he knew what had to do. 
"Show character screen…” Nothing happened. “How about [Status] Scre-"
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 2
Class: -
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 80/80
Stamina(SP): 90/90
Mana(MP): 110/110

Stats
Strength: 9
Wisdom: 11
Agility: 10
Intelligence: 12
Endurance: 9
Perception: 8
Vitality: 8
Willpower: 7
Toughness: 8
Available Points: 2

That worked?
Theo discarded the possibility that he was crazy. He couldn’t have imagined something like this by himself. His brain wasn’t creative enough for do that. Since he barely understood any of it, he hoped there was a command to get more information.
"Show… info chart?" Theo guessed, clicking his tongue when nothing came up. The droplets from the ceiling distracted him. He needed to find a way to stop the dripping if he was going to sleep in here. "Can you please just give me information about [Status]?"
Request for information regarding the [Status] command detected!
Do you wish for [Basic] or [Full] overview of sub-categories?

"Full?" 
The [Status] Screen is divided into two sections.
The first is the general information regarding the [Rune-Crafter]’s name, level, [Class], [Profession], and any [Title] that the world has bestowed upon them. After this are the three [Pools of Life], each being controlled by specific [Stats]. The different modifiers for the [Pools of Life] and other abilities goes as follows.
Strength: Is the basic modifier for the degree of power that the [Rune-Crafter]’s body is able to exert in one instance.
Agility: Is the basic modifier for the degree of speed at which the [Rune-Crafter]’s body is able to move.
Endurance:  Is the basic modifier for the degree of time that the [Rune-Crafter]’s body is able to move without tiring.
Vitality: Is the basic modifier for the degree of damage that the [Rune-Crafter]’s body is able to withstand.
Toughness: Is the basic modifier for the degree of resistance that the [Rune-Crafter]’s body has against damage.
Wisdom: Is the basic modifier for the mental capacity of the [Rune-Crafter]’s mind.
Intelligence: Is the basic modifier for the mental calculation-speed of the [Rune-Crafter]’s mind.
Perception: Is the basic modifier for the [Rune-Crafter]’s ability to notice finer details.
Willpower: Is the basic modifier for the [Rune-Crafter]’s ability to withstand adversity.

Well, the blue boxes hadn’t been lying about how much information it would show him. Theo did notice one mistake, however.
"It keeps saying that I’m a [Rune-Crafter], but I can’t remember signing up for that," Theo pointed out, getting no response from the blue boxes this time around. He had to phrase it in the form of a request, he supposed. "Can I get basic [Information] about [Rune-Crafters]?"
Request for [Basic] information regarding the [Rune-Crafters] detected and approved!
[Rune-Crafters] are the makers of the modern world, taking the magic of the [Mages] and inscribing it to aid and serve the needs of all people. It is a way of life and so much more, for they were the ones who created the [System] in order to further quantify their progression.

"... Yeah, can I get all the information about [Rune-Crafters]?" It was the obvious thing to say. Theo needed to know more. These blue boxes were supposedly part of a [System]. He could’ve guessed that simply from how everything was worded, but still, he needed to know more specific knowledge.
Request for [Full] information regarding the [Rune-Crafter] class detected and rejected!
Your [Clearance] is not high enough for the [System] to approve your request. Please consult with your [Mentor] before moving forward.

Theo attempted several rewordings to see if he was just asking for too much, but every attempt came back with the same answer. The [System] either didn’t have any more information, or he just lacked this [Clearance] that his so-called [Mentor] possessed.
I don’t even have a [Mentor]!
The last time he’d had a mentor had been seven years ago at a data company he loathed, and they sure as hell didn’t know anything about this. He spent another ten minutes trying to get around the restrictions, but the [System] was unwilling. It refused to offer any information about the world, where he was, or what the [System] was meant to be. 
Finally, it did grant him one piece of information.
"What is the name of the place I am sitting in?" Theo asked, his voice sounding croaky. He needed to drink some of his water.
Request for [Basic] information regarding the [Facility Name] detected and accepted!
You are currently located in [Facility-3310 "Arachnid’s Paradise"]. We hope you enjoy your stay!

"No, the heck I won’t," Theo promised wholeheartedly. This was meant to be a facility of some sort? He supposed that the hallway resembled a workplace of some sort—if it hadn’t been covered by extreme amounts of cobwebs. "So, this entire place is a spider facility. That’s… not fun."
Yet that meant that there was an exit somewhere. Right now, he wanted that exit more than anything else. He wasn't scared of regular spiders but he most certainly was when they were the size of dinner plates—or larger. The one he’d caught a glimpse of had to have been the size of a pony. The thought of going anywhere near that thing made his mind quiver.
But when my options are staying here or leaving this place… that is an easy choice.
Going back to his [Status], he looked at the two available [Points]. Testing it out, he discovered he could easily drag a [Point] over to one of the other [Stats]. Theo could even split the two points between two different [Stats]. Since he wanted to get the most out of his level, however, he thought it best to invest both in one place.
"This shield is somewhat heavy," Theo murmured, testing out a few swings with it. He wouldn’t be able to carry it for long at his current [Strength] level. Previously, that would’ve meant training for months to gain more muscle. Now? 
"If this actually works…"
Putting the two points into [Strength], he felt his muscles tighten and then expand. His waist nearly went up one size as his fat deposits shifted. He felt alive, and it was incredible. Theo hadn’t felt this light in his body for years. In an instant, the consequences of years spent sitting in front of a computer simply vanished.
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level:2
Class:-
Profession:-
Title:-
Health(HP): 80/80
Stamina(SP): 90/90
Mana(MP): 110/110

Stats
Strength: 11
Wisdom: 11
Agility:10
Intelligence: 12
Endurance: 9
Perception: 8
Vitality: 8
Willpower: 7
Toughness: 8
Available Points: -

He wouldn’t mind gaining some more of those [Levels], if he was honest. The idea of being superhuman appealed to Theo a bit more than he cared to admit. And since he had learned [Shield-Bash]… what were those things again? The [System] had mentioned something about a [Skill-Collection]. 
“Show me the [Skills], please.”
Skills
[Throw]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to throw a projectile with a higher accuracy.
7SP/Use

[Shield-Bash]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield.
14SP/Use

[Transform Shield]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to transform a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Regenerate Shield]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to regenerate a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

That looked promising. Gaining a [Rank] a skill probably wasn’t as easy as earning [Levels], but Theo guessed it was just some standard progression. The [SP] cost of the [Throw] skill was taken from his [Stamina]. The idea that Theo could only throw a pebble nine times before he was exhausted was a little hurtful, but he didn’t refute it.
But actually using the [Skills] turned out to be hard than he thought. For all that Theo focused on transforming the shield in his hands, no amount of concentration activated the [Skill]. Trying to use the [Regenerate Shield] [Skill] proved just as futile. Was there something he was missing?
“There always is,” Theo murmured, the final piece of the mystery still out of his reach. His hand was just about fully healed now, and it no longer ached. He couldn’t just sit around and do nothing. He needed to be productive. 
“Sleep is for the weak.”
Readying his shield, he approached the iron door once again. Raising the door slightly so that it didn’t grind against the floor, he slowly opened it. He didn’t go outside just yet, instead taking a peek. To the left, there were basically no spiders at all. He thought the coast was clear, until he looked to the right and saw the eight red eyes of a giant spider steadily moving down the hallway.
Theo was pretty sure that he broke his personal record for movement speed at that moment. He pulled his head back and closed the iron door once again. He’d check if the coast was clear a bit later. For now, there had to be something else he could do. Something that didn’t involve those pesky beasts.




Chapter 5







A Spark of Magic


“If I’m meant to be this mighty [Rune-Crafter],” Theo commented as he studied the endless symbols etched on the floor. “Why do I understand nothing about this shit?” 
The [System] didn’t respond, having gone quiet after the third time he’d mentioned [Rune-Crafters]. 
Theo truly didn’t understand what he was looking at. The [Runes] were so infinitely intricate that they couldn’t be fully seen by the naked eye. There were thousands of lines carved into the flat stone where he’d appeared, but more detail than that wasn’t easily discerned. 
There were a few places carved with cup-sized circles. Inside those were ten smaller circles, the potential fractal pattern continuing even further. If this was something a [Rune-Crafter] was supposed to make, he hoped to the high heavens that he didn’t need to do it by hand. The biggest lines were the as thick as his fingernails. The smallest were so thin they were just barely reflected in the low light. They couldn’t be wider than the width of a human hair.
Or a spider’s hair, for that matter. As time passed, Theo had to wrinkle his nose at the stench. The blue flesh and blood that had splattered on the ground made his stomach churn. He would’ve thrown it out onto the hallway already, but he couldn’t get himself to touch the bloody corpse.
“Maybe there’s a printer for [Runes] somewhere,” Theo mused, seriously considering the idea. He knew of those water jets that could cut steel in factories. Who said someone hadn’t made a version that just made indents into stone? Sure, making the depth constant everywhere would be difficult, and the finesse required for such small details would need some amount of fine-tuning, but it was much more possible than any human hand doing it. 
“Or maybe you were the one doing it, mister skeleton.”
The tired man had almost forgotten about the bones in the corner. The skull on the ground stared at him. It made him more than a little uncomfortable, but the thought of touching the corpse was even worse. Why didn’t they just bury him outside of the [Facility]? Leaving him in here with all these spiders seemed rather evil.
If this was a [Facility] for studying arachnids, there had to be more security than this. Theo supposed there might’ve been at some point. Maybe the spiders broke out of their containment and killed everybody. That would explain the lack of people without the place being entirely destroyed.
Actually, since the creatures still existed in such large numbers, there had to be something feeding them. Maybe somebody? The monster outbreak couldn’t have happened recently, seeing as that skeleton didn’t have a speck of flesh left on it and the iron doors were covered in rust.
I’m just running in circles at this point.
Opening up his last packet of chips, Theo felt his stomach growl. It hungered. The salt and oil tasted mighty fine, but they lacked the nutrients his body needed. Maybe gaining additional muscle wasn’t such a good idea. Was there a way to redistribute points?
Theo checked his [Status] again.
… 
There was not. Shit. Emptying the small bag and quenching his thirst with the last of his water, he looked up at the still-dripping ceiling. It likely wasn’t safe, but it could work as a water supply once his bottle was empty. He barely had a few mouthfuls left as it was.
"That’s it," Theo said, not getting any further with the so-called [Runes] on the floor. Thoughts about becoming a mighty [Rune-Crafter], like the [System] kept calling him, were thrown out the window in favour of just surviving. 
"I just need to get out of here."
Just like last time, Theo lifted up the door slightly to stop it from grinding against the floor. It felt heavier than the last time. How many hours had he spent inside this room without realizing it? A place with constant light would certainly affect his perception of time.
Looking to both sides, there was no giant spider walking down the hallway towards him. No shadows of massive legs could be seen in the distance either, though one of the smaller spiders, like the one Theo had fought before, crawled a few meters away.
If I kill it, I get another [Level].
Taking a deep breath, Theo stepped out from the room and instantly entangled his right foot in a spiderweb. The white tendrils clung to his foot more than they should’ve been able to.
"Oh, for god’s sake," the man muttered as he pulled it off. He almost didn’t look up in time to see the dinner plate-sized spider jumping at his face. And, unlike before, he didn’t put his shield up in time.
He fell onto his back into the room, scrambling for purchase. Theo was briefly reminded of something called a face-hugger, as the spider tried to wrap its legs around his skull while biting into his forehead. 
There was no letting that happen, of course. Theo wrapped a hand around the core body of the monster and pulled it off. Blood ran down his face, the spider’s eyes growing red as it stared at him. Fear flooded every fibre of his being.
He heard the sounds of legs scurrying down the hallway outside. His stepping on the web had alerted the others.
"Just die, you insect!" Theo exclaimed, using [Shield Bash] on the spider. Some of the liquid from its fangs splattered onto the shield, denting the metal slightly. 
So it was corrosive to that degree… 
Theo hit the spider two more times, until he saw a shadow outside the door. The ceiling lamps revealed a very large body seconds before it came into view.
Personal speed records were again broken as Theo closed the door. A leg pressed against rusted iron from the other side, but he kept pushing. Several minutes passed before the other side finally gave up. The spider had gone away again in search of easier prey.
"And all I get is you," Theo said, stomping on the corpse of the small spider as the last of its twitching finally stopped. "This is just one sick game."
[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield Bash] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

… Huh. Now that he was thinking about it, Theo had gripped the shield just a little differently for those last two hits. A bit of his anger went away, and his frustrations diverted into curiosity. 
"So, my actions can increase the [Rank] of skills," he surmised, looking at the shield for a moment before using it to brace the iron door. Nothing was going to easily get in now. "I am not going outside if I can help it."
Though… seeing as he had no food, things would get tough in a couple hours once his stomach hungered again. Theo had survived on liquid diets before, but those were usually predated by a lot of carbs. Seeing as he hadn’t had an actual meal for one and a half days, it wasn’t going to be fun.
The human body could survive nearly a month on only water, but that didn’t mean he wanted to try it. Sitting down and trying to ignore the twitching legs of the dead spider, Theo wondered why he hadn’t gained a second level. It was surely dead, and the [System] had already rewarded him with an upgrade to a [Skill]. Was killing one spider not enough for the blue boxes now? That was annoying.
He looked at his shield. Theo didn’t like seeing it damaged, but two splatters of the spider’s venom had coated its surface during the fight. He wasn’t sure what exactly could eat through metal—but barely cause more than a sting on his own skin—and he didn’t want to know. However, the idea of his shield slowly melting away didn’t sit well with him. It was his only real weapon, ignoring the small rocks on the ground around him, and there was no chance he could throw stones as his primary attack. Theo wasn’t that far gone yet.
"Just how am I meant to [Heal] you?" he wondered aloud, moving his palm along the shield’s surface in an attempt to gain answers. His [Status] said that he had [Mana] somewhere inside himself. He couldn't exactly feel that energy, but he supposedly had access to it somehow, so just where-
A spark.
It was a small spark and it didn’t last for long, and Theo retracted his hand as soon as that flash of light appeared. It didn’t hurt and there was no real danger, the reaction stemming from his stupid instincts and nothing else. 
That… was that what his [Status] had talked about? Theo couldn’t tell if the spark of light had come from the tip of his finger or from the shield, but it had certainly come from somewhere. Could he do it again?
His hand returned to its former position, waving slightly as he expectantly waited for something to happen. His fingers hovered a breath away from the cold metal. Theo felt a chill run through him, one that would need actual clothing to address. Seeing as he had nothing but torn-up clothes, that was going to be hard.
And nothing was happening. That was the annoying part. He sure as hell had his fingers in the right position, but he saw no sparks appear. What was he doing wrong? Theo could sense that he was on the right path, but he’d hit a wall before the final step. Was it something internal? It had to be. In the moment before the spark, his mind had been fixated on healing the shield while trying to find the source of energy within the weapon. 
Theo pushed with his mind, trying to imagine something coming from his heart and flowing through his body like blood. 
Another spark! Theo didn’t retract his hand, watching the light dance at the tip of his finger. It bounced off the shield, a shower of sparks bursting into the air. His [Status] showed his [Mana] was being drained at a relatively fast rate, with two points being lost every second or so. And yet, the shield wasn’t getting repaired.
Maybe nothing is going into it? That might be the problem.
With a push of his mind, the [Mana] that flowed out was given more intent. Instead of just having the task of coming out of his finger, Theo pushed it to actually go into the shield. He wanted the [Mana] to use his [Regenerate Shield] skill to its fullest. And, lo and behold, the [Mana] actually listened to him. It took a few tries, to be fair, but he was finally able to direct the energy into the [Shield]. From that point, it was just about making the flow of [Mana] consistent.
All his [Mana] disappeared before the shield was fully regenerated, but Theo didn’t care. Waiting around for it to recharge brought him nothing but excitement. He smiled from ear to ear when he was allowed to try again. Hours might’ve passed, but he didn’t care because the two dents in the [Shield] had slowly gone away. After just a few more rounds, the shield was spotless and shining, with no hint of damage to be seen.




Chapter 6







Consequences of Patience


"God, that took a while." 
[Skill] increase detected!
[Regenerate Shield] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

New [Skill] learned!
[Mana-Mastery] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

“Another [Skill]?” Theo couldn’t help but grow excited. He opened up the screen and read the description.
Skills
[Throw]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to throw a projectile with a higher accuracy.
7SP/Use

[Shield-Bash]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield.
14SP/Use

[Transform Shield]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to transform a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Regenerate Shield]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to regenerate a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse.

It was as simple as it was useful. Theo felt giddier than he’d felt in a long time. Yes, he was in a situation that was more than deadly, and, yes, he was already starting to starve—but he had just earned a [Skill] that gave him magic. It was a childhood dream come true, and he had done it so easily!
"What else can I do?" Theo said, looking at the [Transform Shield] [Skill]. That should be possible now, right? He’d already done the other, so using [Transform Shield] should be child’s play when paired with his new [Mana-Mastery]. 
"Let’s see…"
Letting his energy flow into his fingertips once again, he turned the sparks into fine strands of mana. They flowed gently through the air, until Theo applied pressure and made the strands turn towards the metallic surface of his shield. As the mana went inside, he pushed it to begin [Transforming].
The [Mana] responded with the mental equivalent of a question mark, utterly unable to understand Theo wanted it to do. He tried a few more times, but ended up with the same result. 
He gritted his teeth. His previous tricks had hit a roadblock. What was wrong here? Everything had seemed to work just fine before.
Maybe there was just another requirement to actually use the skill? For [Regeneration], he needed the shield to be damaged in the first place. For [Transform], maybe he needed another shield in a certain shape before he could start replicating it? 
There was also a chance he needed another material that he could work with. He picked up a pebble and pressed it against the shield, trying again. This time, his [Mana] came back with even more questions, and Theo was unable to get it working at all. 
He let out a sigh. Maybe another time.
His stomach complained growled, so he took another swig of his water. It was refreshing, but his body craved something substantial. Theo couldn’t help imagining a warm steak as he sat in the damp, stone room, the lamp above flickering again. He tapped it a few times and—while that seemed to do the trick—it made him worry.
"What are you even powered by?" Theo asked the lamp, only getting a low buzzing in response. It was a great conversation; the details really spoke to his heart. "This place has been half-dead for over a decade by the looks of things, but you’re still glowing just fine and dandy. How?"
The lamp refused to buckle under his questions, making him sigh again. He took another mouthful of the water. The bottle was close to empty, so he just downed it all then and there. He placed the bottle below the dripping ceiling. Getting a disease from drinking water was better than dying from dehydration.
Given the choice between opening up the door and working on cool [Mana] stuff, Theo chose to better his [Skills]. Picking up the shield, he stomped on it a few times. It bent inwards, a few pieces flaking off. Perfectly damaged—and ready to be repaired.
And… that was the cycle for the next few hours. Theo would drink some water to calm his complaining stomach, stomp on the shield, and then spend two hours undoing said damage through [Regenerate Shield] and [Mana-Mastery]. Spending all his energy, again and again, was perhaps exhausting, but it showed results. After only three more rounds, the [System] granted him another set of upgrades.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Regenerate Shield] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 3].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

Four more rounds after that granted him nothing but an empty stomach, though, and Theo had to clutch at his abdomen. The pain hit him deeply. It was torture, and the stench of the dead spider continued to reach his nose.
The dead spider with blue blood and blue insides… 
Theo looked at the corpse of the creature, wrinkled his nose and looked away in disgust. But then, after another minute, he looked at it again, and this time he didn’t have the urge to vomit. He didn’t have anything in his stomach to do it with, after all, and the scent was slowly changing in his mind. 
It wasn’t something disgusting. It was something edible.
He felt bad about himself, felt bad as he slowly crawled over to the corpse, and felt terrible as he ripped off the spider’s skin, grabbed some organ that he couldn’t name, and took a bite. It felt like gummy in his mouth, impossibly hard to chew through properly. 
Nevertheless, when he tried to swallow, his throat only took a moment before ringing the bells for the gates of his stomach to open up. Vomit went through his mouth—and his nose as well—tears welling in his eyes.
Breathing deeply, he took a swig of water from the harvested droplets before putting another chunk into his mouth. He chewed it more carefully this time. Two minutes were spent on the small piece, but he didn’t care. The lower part of his face soon became smeared with blue blood. 
Breathing deeply through his nose, Theo tried to imagine it was something he might eat at a fancy restaurant.
I would have to pay hundreds of bucks for this in New York.
Really, he was just cheating the system. He held that line of thought as he swallowed the chunk of raw meat, forcing it down with some more water. Theo waited to see if he would lose another batch of food, but nothing came up again. He had successfully taken his first mouthful of raw flesh.
There was no going back now.
New [Skill] learned!
[Iron Stomach] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

The notification appeared halfway through Theo’s eating binge, around the time when he was eating whatever was behind the eyes. The [Skill] apparently granted him the ability to eat organic material more effectively. He took it as a sign that could actually digest what he was eating.
"Don’t feel proud about this, dude," Theo muttered to himself as he took another piece into his mouth, the gummy flesh roiling inside him. "Just eat." 
Chewing it well was all he could do, to the point that his jaw began to hurt. Ignoring the pain was for the best, and Theo tried to pretend that this was a life of luxury. A meat-based diet could work for a while. 
[Skill] increase detected!
[Iron Stomach] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Iron Stomach] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 3].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 3].

By the time he’d gotten through the entire spider, his new [Skill] had levelled up twice. There was a chance that he ate the poisonous part of the creature, but Theo couldn’t be sure. He just noticed that his body complained after an hour, as if he’d eaten a bit too much spice.
At least he was full, his mind able to mess around with [Mana-Mastery] without anything distracting him. He’d put the shield back into its bracing position next to the door after hearing some sounds outside, so Theo was forced to use the lines of [Mana] on their own. Messing around with only [Mana] was fine, though. Even if it was quite hard, making a few shapes in the air was possible. Curving the lines was a bit more challenging, though Theo could make something that looked like a heart-shaped balloon. The ninety-degree angle was more like one-hundred thirty degrees, but who really cared? It looked good enough as it was.
Another six hours passed. Theo wasn’t able to move past his initial upgrade, but he could still feel his ability to manipulate the [Mana] improving. Now, if only his other [Skills] would do the same. [Throw] hadn’t received a single upgrade, no matter how much he threw around the rocks. It was probably the lack of a target, but finding a target meant going outside and risking another encounter with the giant spider. He really wanted to avoid doing that.
Theo’s hands were blistered, and it hurt to touch anything. He wished he knew how to mend his skin like he could the shield, but there was no way he could do that. The [Skill] didn’t work on him, and his [Mana] only responded with more confusion when pressed. He was trying to order it to do something it couldn’t, and pressuring it further would only give him backlash.
And the hunger pangs had returned… 
There wasn’t any more flesh to take from the husk of a spider on the floor. Both of the splattered corpses were empty of except the hair and outer layer of skin, each being entirely impossible to stomach. Theo would know, having tried both several times now.
No matter how much he hated the idea, his mind was desperate for food. He needed something to eat, and the perfect meal was just outside those doors. Pumping himself up, he pounded his chest and felt the blood go to his ears again. Red-faced and alert, he opened up the iron door in anticipation of a fight.
The big spider wasn’t there, but it certainly seemed close, the flickering shadows in the distance suggesting that it was on the prowl. Just in front of him, though, were two of the smaller spiders. They hadn't taken note of him, though, and were just minding their own business as they wandered around.
Can’t have that.
Going back into the room and picking up a handful of small stones, Theo used [Throw] to try and hit both of them. The first shot was an instant success, and the spider started to crawl towards him. The second spider took a few more tries, but Theo was able to get its attention before the first was past the threshold of the room.
"Come now, don’t bite my face," Theo mocked the spiders. 
The first was within jumping distance. It tried to get at him, but this time he was ready with the shield. Bringing it above his head, he pushed at the flying body and slapped it further into the room. 
"See, that wasn’t so—shit!"
Having forgotten about the second spider, he cursed as it reached his ankle and sunk its fangs cleanly through his pants and into his lower leg. He kicked it off quickly, stomping on a leg before swiping the spider further into the room. He heard some amount of activity outside the door, and there was no way he was leaving it open.
Quickly closing the door, he had the two spiders at his back before he finished. That wasn’t good at all, but Theo was able to shove one of them into the ground. The other bit into his side as he used [Shield Bash] on the former, both him and the spider screaming in unison. 
That bloody hurt! Kicking the creature off him again, he pounded both of them with the shield until they stopped moving.
Theo felt a dull pain on his side as he finished them off. Giving both creatures some time to stop twitching, he was happy to see that both were dead. His shield had some dents though. That needed fixing.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Throw] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield Bash] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 3].

2x[Young Spider] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [2] to [3]. [2] points have been granted.

[Stat] increase detected!
+1 to [Toughness]

The blue boxes appeared in a rapid-fire, each appearing right above the previous one. Theo was quite annoyed by that, but was pleasantly surprised to find them rearranging so they could be read at the same time instead of overlapping. The increase in [Skills] was expected and appreciated, and the newly gained [Level] promised great things as well. It was the last blue box that confused him.
I didn't spend a point on [Toughness] yet.
Now that Theo noticed it, the idea of being able to grow naturally was obvious. Of course, he could become tougher by getting bitten. That’s how it worked back in his old world, so why wouldn’t it work here? In this place, it was just… more accelerated somehow. He didn’t question it, just accepting that this was now possible. If he could increase [Toughness] by being attacked, did that mean he could increase [Strength] and [Endurance] through physical exercise?
As he thought more about it, the gears turned in the head of the former accounting assistant and ideas started to form. Maybe a fitness plan was in the works? Theo already had a steady source of protein.
Putting the two points into [Strength], Theo’s smile grew. Given time, he wouldn’t be trapped here with the spiders. They would be trapped here with him.
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 3
Class: -
Profession:-
Title: -
Health(HP): 76/80
Stamina(SP): 35/90
Mana(MP): 101/110

Stats
Strength: 13
Wisdom: 11
Agility: 10
Intelligence: 12
Endurance: 9
Perception: 8
Vitality: 8
Willpower: 7
Toughness: 9
Available Points: -






Chapter 7







Taking on the Many


Sweat dripped from Theo’s brow as he pushed himself up from the floor once again. His triceps screamed in pain, while his core muscles shook from maintaining their static position. He could see some definition now, the meagre amounts of fat previously present having melted away. If he wasn't clenching his teeth, the man could imagine himself smiling. 
Just one more. Maybe two more.
Thirty-five had been his limit a few hours ago. Right now, he was sitting at forty-seven. His body was starting to shake as he pushed himself up again, bringing the count to forty-eight. Just two more and he would hit a clean fifty.
‘Just two more’ was easier said than done, of course. Theo felt like he would burst a vein as he went down to the ground again, hovering an inch above the ground to ensure he didn’t let his arms rest. Otherwise, just what part of this would be helping increase his endurance? He was meant to bottom out on [Stamina]—not just get close to it.
Another push got to forty-nine, though he wasn’t sure if he could lower himself to the floor again without blacking out. 
He went down, the tip of his nose touching the floor. His vision was getting blurry to the point where he couldn’t make out the fingers on his own hands. They look liked skin-coloured blobs.
Come on. Go up, you stupid arms.
His triceps cried tears of pain as they were forced into the last push of the day, bringing his body weight upwards once again. Theo felt his sweat run down his back as he took the deepest breath of his life. Exercise hadn’t been one of his main hobbies growing up, sure, but he really had let himself go in the past few years. He was making up for it now, at least, his body slowly adapting to the strain.
[Stat] increase detected!
+2 to [Endurance]
+1 to [Strength]
+1 to [Willpower]

Two levels worth of [Points], just like that. Theo laughed as he lay on his back, finally letting his body rest. The last few scraps of the spider corpses had been consumed, so he needed to get back to that soon. Not now, though. For now, he could just lie on his back and relax, his head against the hard, flat stone of the room. Honestly, the man barely cared. His body was too filled with serotonin to notice such small discomforts, his muscles requiring his brain’s full attention.
Stats
Strength: 14
Wisdom: 11
Agility: 10
Intelligence: 12
Endurance: 11
Perception: 8
Vitality: 8
Willpower: 8
Toughness: 9
Available Points: -

"How much to get all of this to 100?" Theo muttered, thinking about what he would be able to do at that point. Ten or so seemed to be the baseline for a [Human], since Theo already considered himself rather fit by now. If he went into a gym at this point, there was a good chance he would be above average. 
But at a 100? Theo wasn’t sure if the muscle growth was linear, but there was a chance he would be able to beat up a strongman. 
"I wonder what that beast of a man would think when I casually beat his deadlifting record."
That thought left the deprived man giggling for a several minutes. Having spent more than two full days in the dark room, Theo required very little to be entertained. His mind wasn’t entirely sound, that wasn’t even a question, but he was still holding strong. Since the [System] had given him another point in [Willpower], he had to be doing something right.
Theo lay there for another half hour until his [Stamina] finally recharged. It was incredible how quickly his body adjusted to his exercise regime. Something like this would’ve left him in bed with sore muscles for days, but here he was, feeling fully refreshed. His abs were even showing a little, though Theo would’ve loved to not see them while still wearing his office clothes. His humble shirt and pants had been torn countless times from the fangs on those spiders.
Even just the mention of the creatures made his stomach churn. Working out burned more calories than he’d thought, and Theo would need to grab the shield once again. At least he could feel a bit safer this time since his [Toughness] had increased.
It wasn’t an extreme change, but his skin did feel a little… harder wasn’t the right word. Denser? It required more effort to pinch it at least, and Theo wasn’t having as hard a time sitting on the rocky ground. At minimum, comfort was no longer an issue for him.
Grabbing his shield, he let out a slow exhale before opening the rusted iron door. It was lighter than ever, Theo pushing it with one hand and a smile on his face. He was still trapped down here, sure, but things were coming together. He was making progress, even if it would’ve seemed minor to some people.
Another spider stood where the other two had been yesterday. Using [Throw], a rock flew through the air and impacted the spider squarely on the head. It actually seemed to do some damage, a small dribble of blue blood coming from a wound. Theo’s surprise almost distracted him enough for the spider to leap at his face. Only his instinctual deflection with the shield allowed him to protect his astonished face.
"You’re all crafty buggers, aren’t ya?" Theo asked the spider, relishing the screech he got in response as the spider tried its best to kill him. A quick [Shield-Bash] to the head ended the attack attempts, and there was no need for a another attack. He was getting better at this.
New [Skill] learned!
[Shield-Mastery] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

And the [System] seemed to agree. Theo had been wondering when he would gain that [Skill], seeing as his [Mana-Capabilities] had already granted him [Mana-Mastery]. Feeling his movements, they seemed smoother already. Just how powerful were the people who’d had a [System] their entire lives?
"This can only get better," Theo murmured, looking out through the open door. 
He hadn’t closed it, and nothing had tried to get inside yet. Peeking out, there were quite a few of the smaller spiders to work with, with no sign of the larger ones. It was perfect, and Theo readied his shield with a grin. But the webs on the ground would instantly alert the spiders, so he couldn’t just walk outside. 
No… 
Going back in, he grabbed another handful of small rocks. 
"I just knew practising was a good idea."
Throwing the rocks more than ten meters from around the corner was quite the challenge, but Theo was almost certainly a sharpshooter by now. Ignoring the fact that he’d wasted ten small rocks before actually hitting the first spider, he turned to get the two on the other side. Hitting the webs next to them caused a good amount of confusion and amped them up at least. 
After another round of lucky shots, he got the spiders to come his way.
"All of you, come inside," Theo said, welcoming the spiders before taking a final look for any sign of the big one. He saw nothing. Maybe it had moved to another area? 
"Let’s just deal with a lot of you before your mummy comes—oh, feisty aren’t we?"
Two of the three spiders decided to go for his head instantly. Had they no charm or tact in their advances? 
Certainly not. Theo shook them off before using [Shield-Bash] on the first. The third had a go at his thigh, but he ignored it in favour of crushing the other that had gone for the head as well.
His shield resounded against the floor as it split open the second spider, a few cracks appearing in the rocks. Theo grinned at the sight, though his expression quickly turned upside down as the spider on his leg tried to eat the flesh on his leg.
"I hope that drop of blood was worth it," Theo said, grabbing two of the spider’s legs and freeing himself from its grasp. He threw it on the floor before it could react and bite his hand. He wasn’t falling for the trick again. 
"Tell your friends I said hi!"
The third [Shield-Bash] was completed, this time using slightly less energy so he didn’t crack the floor. While it seemed like a good idea, it meant the creature didn’t outright die, and Theo was forced to use the skill one final time. 
Five uses in total, making the spent [Stamina] equal 70 points.
At least the attacks were lethal at a semi-consistent rate.




Chapter 8







The Fear of the Future


No new skills popped up after the fight, which left Theo mildly annoyed. His recent increases had made him quite the expectant person, wanting positive results after every fight. Seeing as it required more and more spiders to actually gain something, that attitude wasn’t a good one. 
What [Level] are these anyway? They can’t be too high if I killed them at [Level 1].
In what way did [Levels] matter when killing creatures anyway? Did the kind of creature killed cause anything different? Theo couldn't say he was getting any more literal experience from fighting these pesky things. They could leap at him and that was about it. If he swatted them while they were in the air, he could kill them easily enough. Their fangs weren't even that dangerous, as long as he pushed out the deposited poison after the fight.
Speaking of which…
Theo went down on one knee to wash his wound, removing the small flecks of green on his skin. It wasn’t even close to as deep as the last time. That one point in [Toughness] really did do something.
If he raised it a few more points, the spiders’ fangs would bounce off his skin entirely. The mere thought of it made him smile wide. Wouldn’t that be a dream? To just walk through the hallways, leaving behind frustrated and angry spider babies who couldn’t touch him. 
Well, until the spider mother actually returned. 
Looking outside, there were still only the young ones walking around. Young ones that had plenty of meat on them. Theo had to be honest that he favoured a specific cut of meat on the spiders. Just past the head, and about a finger-width in, there was the most delicious strip of bundled flesh. He didn’t have the faintest clue on what it was called, but he knew that it was the perfect appetizer that could keep him going.
If he could only live on that? Well… he wouldn’t say no. He already had four corpses stacked up, ready to be butchered and eaten. Nobody would mind if he took a few more.
Gathering up some more rocks—some taken from the crack that Theo had made with his shield—he baited another batch of the younglings. Four came at once, requiring only four hits from his shield to take care of them. 
After five minutes of rest, he did it all over again, each time just letting four or five spiders have a go at him. He did need to be slightly careful, since he didn’t have water to clean his wounds, but that was easy enough to deal with. If the spiders went for his face, they could be easily dodged. If they went for his legs, he was just fine as long as he padded the bite mark with spider skin.
To be fair, harvesting their skin was harder than it sounded. While the creatures didn’t have many bones to stop him, their bodies were annoyingly stretchy. Theo almost didn’t want to bother, if it not for the fact that it saved him many mouthfuls of water.
Two hours later, and after about twenty spider baby kills, Theo couldn’t find any other spiders to throw rocks at. The hallway was empty of the little creatures, with only the webs left to worry about now. Webs that could alert anybody in the darkness that he was there.
"Or would it?" Theo murmured, going down on one knee and pressing his finger against a web. He released his finger, and it made a small twang as the rest of the webs vibrated slightly. 
It was mesmerizing to see, making him repeat the action a few more times. Yet no matter how hard and how many times he did it, no spiders came around the corner. 
"I really did kill them all… Huh."
Going back inside, Theo figured he could at least enjoy himself for another hour before leaving the safety of his room. Tearing apart the spiders, he fished out the small strips of flesh that he’d come to love. Chewing on one as he dug out the next, Theo was pleasantly surprised to see the [System] popping up for the first time in a while.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Iron Stomach] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 4].

"Oh," Theo said, looking at the meat in his hand. It was much squishier than any other flesh in the spider, but that couldn’t mean… could it? 
"I really don’t want to waste this, but science requires sacrifices."
Putting the piece of flesh on the dirty ground, Theo raised his shield and forced it down. After an initial moment of resistance, the flesh failed to withstand the sharp tip of the shield, bursting and revealing the green liquid within.
"I should’ve known," the man said, putting a drop of green liquid in his mouth. It burned, sizzling his tongue. There was enough pain that it wasn’t worth eating like this. 
"So, my body is protected until it reaches the stomach. I guess that explains the spicy aftertaste."
It didn’t stop Theo from popping open the other corpses and eating the poisonous flesh. He just chewed slightly less, letting his stomach take care of the rest. The flesh was food, at the end of the day, and he needed something to eat.
Looking down at his blue hands, he knew that the underside of his face was the same colour. He couldn’t help but laugh at what he was doing.
"Earlier this week, I was sitting at my desk hoping for something interesting to happen, praying that somebody hadn’t eaten my lunch," Theo declared in a dramatic tone. He’d always wanted to act more theatrical. "And now, I’m eating the flesh straight out of corpses, hoping that I’m quiet enough not to attract a monster-eating spider. This is life."
Or, Theo was just lying to himself to stop the madness from eating his last shred of lucid sanity. He was eating raw flesh, for heaven’s sake. He normally choked when eating peas. Just what was this place doing to him?
It’s keeping me alive.
"Can’t argue with that," Theo supposed. Getting through the rest of the fleshy bundles of poison, he tried to enjoy the aftertaste as much as possible. 
Once finished, he set out once again with his shield by his side. Looking to each side, he saw no sign of any massive spiders. A few tentative steps onto the webs revealed nothing either. They truly had left, or else they were waiting for him to go farther than he’d be able to run back. Maybe they were even smart enough to try and trap him from behind. 
"Who am I kidding? These eight-eyed freaks are too stupid to do anything but charge me."
Stepping into the hallway, the man checked one final time for any signs of a horde coming his way. There was none, and he walked into the middle of the hallway where there weren’t any webs to step on. The space was actually relatively clean farther away from his room, even if the lamps above him wouldn’t stop flickering.
What is it with those things?
Tapping one a few times, he noted the feeling of [Mana] leaving through his fingers—and the light suddenly glowed steadily. That answered how he’d fixed the last lamp, likewise making the theory about them all being connected unlikely. The idea of having to turn on all the lamps manually sounded unreasonable, though. There had to be hundreds of them around the [Facility].
Maybe thousands.
He still hadn’t fully grasped the scale of the place. There weren’t any maps on the walls, though there were some faint, glowing lines along the walls. It looked like the same colour as the sparks Theo saw when using [Mana-Mastery], but he couldn’t tell for sure. The layers of spider webs over the lines made it hard to discern much. 
Disregarding that for now, he noticed a door farther down the corridor. It looked to be a more modern one, though, with a proper handle at the side along with a set of hinges that weren’t entirely rusted. Maybe an entrance to a proper office? The thought made Theo a little excited; he felt like an honest-to-god explorer.
Maybe that was why he didn’t watch his step, falling over a stray line of the web that crossed between the two walls. It didn’t seem like there were any consequences for his stumble, until he saw how much of an impact his fall had made on the webs. They were all vibrating.
No… it’s the creatures on it that are making them move.
He could hear them.




Chapter 9







The [Horde]


There might not have been a horde when he first stepped out of his room, but there most certainly was now. Through the flickering lights ahead, tens of smaller spiders could be seen, a few larger ones travelling the wall and ceiling. They were too fast for Theo to run back to his room. The only option was the door ahead. 
"This better be possible to open!" Theo cursed through his breath as he ran forward, his legs pumping as he built up speed. In four quick strides, he was in front of the metallic door. Pushing at the handle, he tilted it down.
Nothing. It was locked.
"No, you aren’t," he stammered, eyeing the spiders coming closer. They were seconds away. "You’re just a little jammed."
Apologizing to his shoulder, he beat it against the door. He swore from the pain and stepped back for a moment. Raising his right leg, he kicked as hard as he could. The door flew open and hit a table that was inside. He ignored the commotion and ran in, just as a large spider on the wall reached for his back.
Closing the door, one of the legs managed get in before it fully closed. Some of the smaller spiders tried to cram themselves in the gap, but Theo wasn’t having any of it. Bracing himself, he put his weight on the door. If necessary, he could do this all day
The sharp corner of the metal door hit the leg of the spider. Between the doorframe or the spider, it wasn’t hard to figure out what was getting cut. Theo breathed out as the leg was cleanly cut off, the limb wriggling on the floor for a few seconds before finally going limp. He kicked it a few times to ensure it was well and truly dead. He didn’t need to worry about any living ones. The mere thought made his skin crawl. He’d gotten used to dinner plate-sized spiders, but any more than that was off-limits.
Tapping the flickering light on the ceiling, the room was fully illuminated. Theo had heard the door hit a table, but hadn’t realized there was more than one. There were five scattered around the room, each one littered with tools and glassware. Some of the vials were half full, though a good layer of grey mould sat on top. Theo wasn’t sure what was supposed to be inside.
"A laboratory hadn’t been my first guess, but this is a [Facility]," Theo murmured, tapping at the glass. The liquid didn't move, leading him to think it was solid. It had seemingly been left for a little too long. 
"If this place worked with creatures, I wouldn’t be surprised if they needed to add in some chemistry somewhere."
Or was it called alchemy here? Theo’s understanding of the subject was limited to his lessons from high school he’d attended half-asleep. That time of his life was a smeared blur in his memories. He couldn’t remember the name of the glassware with a round bottom, and he didn't have any idea what this place might’ve been working on. Something organic, sure, but the specifics were beyond his realm of understanding.
Whatever the nature of the room—the hammering on the door he’d entered through made it clear—Theo couldn’t return to his room just yet. Instead, he decided to scavenge a little. Looking through the many cupboards under the table, he tried to find anything that could be deemed useful. 
Anything metallic had a layer of rust on it, sadly, so he couldn’t take any of the knives that might’ve been useful for gutting a spider. It all crumbled too easily. The glassware, while cool-looking, was likewise useless for the most part. He would certainly take one later on for harvesting water, but that wasn’t something he could easily transport. 
Finding the biggest flask with a flat bottom, he placed it near the door he’d come from before exploring further into the room. It was just his luck—there were more doors at the far end of the laboratory. Maybe there would even be a supply room?
The first door he tried looked to be more reinforced than the others, the handle outright refusing to turn at all. Rust had corroded its insides, and Theo’s kicking and pulling did nothing but make his back hurt. The second door, on the other hand, led to him finding another, adjacently-located laboratory. 
It was only filled with two tables, sure, but the sight of some windows made Theo smile. Wiping away the thick layer of dust, he expected the sight of green trees and wildlife to greet him. Instead, he saw a lifeless, quite tall room with nothing in it.
Not a view of the outside. Gotcha.
And here Theo had been hoping that he could break a window and just jump however many stories necessary to escape. There were enough chairs and other materials that he could use to cushion the fall if needed, but… no. On the other side was just a big grey room with no discernible use.
Or—maybe yes. On the other side of the massive room was another door, though it seemed reinforced like the one he had been unable to open before. The door inside the grey room looked less rusted, so Theo didn’t see why he couldn’t hedge his bets on finding something important.
He took a quick look inside the room before moving on, but Theo found just about nothing. A shame, but he already had a new place to explore. He stepped in sideways so his shield could fit through the half-opened door. It was way too heavy for comfort.
The room was, for once, perfectly illuminated without any action required from him. It was a rare occurrence, and one that brought up Theo’s hopes of finding something good. His steps were outright cheery as he walked the twenty meters over to the door. 
Just as expected, the door was coated with rust. Theo still tried of course, but was unable to even slightly bend the handle. It was annoying, and the man hit it with his shield a few times to see if that worked. 
It didn’t, the [System] deciding to complain instead.
[Warning]!
Repeated attempts to break out of a [Quarantine Zone] will result in a docking of current and future paychecks. Please communicate with your [Mentor] about the current [C-Rated Infestation].

That was certainly annoying. Theo nearly turned his heel to return to the other laboratory until he heard the other door click loudly. Had it just locked itself? 
Oh, this doesn't sound good.
"[System], define a [C-Rated Infestation] this instant or I am going to tear you a new one," Theo threatened. He had a bad feeling about this. 
Looking around, there was nothing close by, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t feel the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. His body screamed danger, but he couldn’t see anything.
Request for information regarding [C-Rated Infestations] detected and accepted!
Ratings of [Infestations] are based on their degree of range. A [D-Rated Infestation] is a limited area of a single room. A [C-Rated Infestation] is an entire room. A [B-Rated Infestation] is spread around an entire floor of an [Facility], and a [A-Rated Infestation] has infected an [Facility] in its entirety.

“… Is it too much to hope that you’re just making a mistake, and this room doesn’t have a local [Infestation]?” Theo asked the [System], receiving no blue boxes in response. “Must mean it’s real, right?”
It most certainly was, as Theo finally had the bright idea of looking upwards. The room was as tall as it was wide, after all, and there was a good chance that—
Yup. Massive spider in his face. He was fucked.




Chapter 10







A Daring Position


Theo jumped to the side before the monster could drop on him. The spider flopped to the ground gracefully as he slid across the floor. The friction burn on his arm was horrible, but he couldn’t bring himself care at the moment—the eight eyes pointing his way did him no favours.  
The spider wasn’t massive massive, only going up to his stomach. Yet…. that was still massive enough for him to nearly scream in fear. Wolves were slightly smaller, and they killed tens of people every year. Who knew what a spider of that size could do?
Its fang things made clicking noises as the spider moved towards him. It was slow in its approach, not charging him outright just yet. That was good. That meant he could ponder the idea of an afterlife for a minute more than he’d anticipated.
If there is one, I don’t think they’d let me in anymore.
That summed up his thoughts nicely. Theo dodged to the side as the spider leapt his way. It was able to jump just as well as its smaller variant. Now, though, it wouldn’t just grab onto his body. It would just smash right through him, this larger spider weighing more than him. If it landed a hit like that, Theo would get the equivalent of a pony jumping his way. That was a pair of broken ribs in the best-case scenario.
"Just how do I kill you?" Theo asked the spider, the red eyes staring at him vacantly. It looked ready to jump again, but it hesitated. 
A quick survey of the ceiling made it clear Theo didn’t have to fight two at once. And yet, for some reason, this spider wasn’t just charging him outright. 
"Aren’t you a crafty one?"
Was it intelligent enough to strategize, or was it just waiting for him to lower his guard? If it became a question of who could stay awake the longest, the spider would certainly win. Theo hadn’t slept for the past sixteen hours, and he needed a nap sooner rather than later if he was to function properly.
Counterattacking it was.
Feinting another dodge, the spider tried to catch him by surprise with a leap. Theo met it with a [Shield-Bash], hitting the spider as hard as he could while it was still in the air.
Survive that one, you many-legged pony.
It did, in fact, survive. The spider was pushed back to the ground, even retreating a meter or so. There was no sign of blood on his shield this time around, and the spider moved as easily as before. His usual gimmick of instantly killing the enemy was apparently not going to work.
That wasn’t good. Theo tried to do the same thing again, feinting before attacking while the spider was open, but the creature saw it coming. When he faked a step to the right, it attacked his left side. It nearly got him, and Theo barely stepped back before its fangs entered his exposed arm. Hitting it with [Shield Bash] again created some distance, but the creature looked unharmed.
This was bad. Very bad.
Theo thought himself safe enough to lower his shield to catch his breath, but the spider took the opportunity to attack again. It jumped on top of his shield, its sheer mass making it impossible for Theo to lift it up. He tried to shake off the spider, but it held on and managed to get its fangs just a short distance from his face.
"Oh, you little shit!" Theo cursed as it scraped just above his right eye. His face bled while a sharp sting came from the fresh wound. 
Finally pushing the spider off his shield with his other arm, he gained some more distance. The spider was more than happy to charge at him, closing the distance between them in a few seconds. 
"And here I thought you all were stupid."
It was just the young ones that had that problem, apparently. The older spiders were more strategic with their movements, attacking during the moments when he couldn’t defend properly. 
Status
Name:Theo Locheim
Level: 3
Class:-
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 69/80
Stamina(SP): 78/110
Mana(MP): 109/110

Stats
Strength: 14
Wisdom: 11
Agility: 10
Intelligence: 12
Endurance: 11
Perception: 8
Vitality: 8
Willpower: 8
Toughness: 9
Available Points: -

His [HP] and [SP] were lower than Theo would’ve liked. He needed to do something soon, but what that was wasn’t something he could answer right now. Defending against the endless barrage of lethal attacks was all he could muster.
If I don’t figure something out, I’ll be eaten slowly and painfully for the next few days by a creature half my height. Can I really live with that?
No, he could not. Pushing away the spider again, Theo gave it his all, creating a meter of distance before putting his entire body into the momentum for another [Shield Bash]. 
The lower tip of his shield hit the leaping spider right between the eyes.
For once, blue blood coated his shield, and Theo could see the fear in the spider’s movement. For all their persistence, they were cowards in the end. Cowards who weighed their own lives above anything else. Even the idea of food meant nothing if they didn’t live long enough to get it.
Sadly, there was no place for the spider to go. If it had the opportunity to run, Theo was sure he would’ve been in the clear. Since they were in an enclosed area, however, he was given the chance to figure out how a rabid spider would react.
Forgetting all forms of defence, the creature threw itself at his shield over and over again. Theo deflected, stepping back more and more as time progressed, but he could do basically nothing against the creature. Any distance between them didn’t last for more than an instant, and he couldn’t prepare an attack in that time. He was tiring himself out by simply not dying.
Food for a spider. It’ll eat your organs first.
"Oh, I didn’t even realize that!" Theo shouted at the hopefully confused spider. Confused enemies probably wouldn’t attack as violently, though he couldn't tell the difference at the moment. Each strike to his shield was just as hard as the last one. 
"Maybe I should try a turtle strategy?"
He’d been forcefully pushed into the far-off corner of the room, unable to do anything but follow the spider’s wishes. As he looked back in quick glances, he didn’t spot anything that might save him from his imminent death. 
The beast thought it could force his demise if he had nowhere to run. It wasn’t expecting the possibility of him acting like a desperate animal. Maybe that was the correct assumption. He didn’t have the [Stamina] for such a feat. His current count was nearly drained already.
When he reached the corner and squatted down, the shield at least worked as a makeshift wall. He held it slanted so that the spider couldn’t get at him in from the top, and the width of the metal was just enough to stop the fangs from reaching him. 
While Theo’s legs burned from exhaustion, the spider couldn’t attack him at all. The turtling strategy had been somewhat successful.
Now he just had to figure out how he could win from this position.




Chapter 11







A Dangerous Position


"Is there any chance I could bribe you to kill yourself?" Theo asked the spider, briefly peeking over the top of his shield. The fangs trying to bite through his skull before he ducked below again told him everything he needed to know.  
"Let me know if you change your mind, please!"
The humour did perhaps help his mental fortitude, but his body was no longer working at its peak. 
After another minute, the spider slowly stopped its attacks. Theo was greeted with the fact that he wouldn’t be getting out of this easily. The spider was perhaps not attacking him at the moment, but it stood ready to do just that whenever he tried to move. The fight had turned into a war of attrition.
It was waiting until he could no longer hold up his shield. It was a long-term strategy that would most surely work—no doubt about it. Theo couldn’t do much but shuffle his feet around in the enclosed space.
Actually, why is the floor so uneven?
Peeking down as the spider still stood guard, he saw a small iron plate just under his left foot. Awkwardly shuffling his foot, he pulled it out and was greeted by the sight of a weirdly drawn symbol. It looked like a circle inside a triangle with a line drawn through it, with jagged edges where the circle and triangle met. Theo almost threw it away, but for some reason, it continued to occupy his attention.
The spider took his shuffling around as weakness, though, and he had to brace himself as the creature jumped on the shield and tried to get through it with its venom. 
Theo was not happy with that strategy at all. He forced his [Mana] into his fingers. Holding onto the weird iron plate, he commanded [Regenerate Shield] to commence. Theo dropped it in surprise as the symbol on the plate gave out a golden glow.
His sudden twitch made it fly out of his hand, landing right next to the spider. The beast was likely as curious as he was about what that iron plate was, and the monster briefly stopped its assault and approached the plate that only glowed more and more.
"What the—" Theo half-shouted when the beam of fire shot out of the symbol, instantly charring the head of the spider and burning off four of the eight eyes on its face. He could feel the heat from the flame, and then it was gone before he could fully comprehend what had happened. But it was beautiful, giving the spider more wounds than he’d managed with his shield. 
"How do I do that again?"
As the spider ran away, clearly shocked and frightened by the plate, Theo grabbed for it. There was a slight heat to the metal, but it wasn’t anything too serious. 
As he focused on the plate, trying to make heads or tails of what had happened—the [System] suddenly became interested as well.
[Rune] Detected!
Booting [Rune-Protocols]. System-Categories unlocked.

"There’s an entire category for this stuff?" Theo said out loud, looking back at what he now knew to be a [Rune]. If this was a [Rune], what were all of those endless lines in the original room? 
Theo was confused, and he noticed the spider didn’t seem so frightened now that he was talking. "Go away! Let me figure this out!"
[Rune-Protocols] activated!
Information about [Runes] can now be accessed upon [Full] physical interaction.
Due to your [Student] clearance, you are only allowed to gather information about [Runes] below [Tier 7]. To increase this limit, please consult your [Mentor].

Just as soon as that message came up, another blue box appeared. Theo grinned from ear to ear. Here he was, with his very first [Rune].
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 65%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 0/10
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 37/50

"What does that even mean?" Theo said, angry he wasn’t getting a straightforward explanation from the [System].
Request for information about the [Rune] command detected!
Do you want a [Basic] or—

"Off with you. I’ll just figure this out myself." 
He cursed, not wanting to use the [System] more than he already had. He noticed the [Capacity] stat in the blue box. That had to be how much [Mana] the [Rune] had. He couldn’t imagine any other explanation that made sense.
The spider grew tired of being scared, charging at Theo once again. He responded by huddling back into his little turtle shelter, holding the shield with one hand while he focused on the steel plate.
If it just needs [Mana], I can give it [Mana].
The threads of energy came out of his left hand instantly, the [Rune] instantly soaking up the blue light. It was a slow process but it worked steadily. He ignored the spider as it bashed against his shield—it was actually working.
Then, the said shield broke in two, Theo having forgotten about his need to repair it. He was left with a steel plate, staring at a very angry spider still dazed from succeeding in ripping the steel in two using its corrosive venom.
He took the opportunity to kick the spider before Theo ran for the hills. He forced more and more [Mana] into the [Rune] until it finally began to glow. Once it did, he was already in the other corner of the room, the spider hot on his tail.
"Come on you stupid thing," Theo shouted, clutching the steel plate as the spider continued to charge at him. The monster was getting close. "Just fire, you—"
Timing was something the [Rune] knew well, apparently, and the beam of flame appeared as the spider leapt at his face. The remaining eyes were burned right off, leaving the entire head burnt to a crisp. 
The [Ignis Rune] was empty, but who cared? Theo had just used magic to kill a beast. 
[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 4].

"I would have preferred an increase in my level, blue box, but this is fine I guess," Theo muttered, looking at the mildly smoking [Rune] in his hand. It was empty yet again, the charge of [Mana] he’d granted to it entirely spent. Needing to power it up each time was somewhat annoying, but the benefits were incredible. It was instant death for any creature stupid enough to get close to him. 
"I need to make another one of these."
His shield was still broken, only the top half and the handle still sticking to his arm. The larger, lower half was on the ground in the corner, ripped off by that damned spider’s venom. 
Theo wasn’t happy thinking about what kind of damage the poison could do if it touched his skin. The smaller spiders only left some stinging after their bites. But the cuts this spider had left on the top of his face still burned.
Pushing out the venom from his wounds as he sat down, he willed forth his [Skill Collection].
Skills
[Throw]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to throw a projectile with a higher accuracy.
7SP/Use

[Shield-Bash]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield.
14SP/Use

[Transform Shield]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to transform a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Regenerate Shield]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to regenerate a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse.

[Iron Stomach]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the stomach of the user to digest organic material more effectively.

[Shield-Mastery]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to use shields with more finesse.

It was good progress, though Theo would’ve loved another increase to [Shield Bash]. That [Skill] needed a few extra levels if he needed to kill the larger spiders on a more frequent basis. His entire being felt tired, both his mind and his body, and he had only fought one beast. If he had to fight several at once… yeah, there was no chance of that happening.
Maybe with this, I can figure something out.
Holding up the [Rune], he studied the indents on the steel plate. What was so special about it? It wasn’t too different from what he’d seen on some vector art websites, though the latter did have slightly smoother edges. This one had more than a few imperfections, and the material itself seemed strained. Was that because the durability was low?
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 63%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 0/10
Activation: Trigger 
Durability: 36/50

Both [Mana-Purity] and [Durability] had fallen from his last use. Theo’s wishes for a perfect weapon were destroyed, but he still hoped he could remake the symbol on another steel plate. If he could figure that out, he could beat all of the spiders from a distance. While Theo appreciated his shield, he would prefer being safe and far away from any spider fangs.
"Let’s see if this still works well enough," he muttered, letting one hand fill up the [Rune] while the other held his shield, slowly pulsing energy into with [Regenerate Shield]. The amount of metal that needed to be regrown before he could use it again was significant, and Theo expected to stay in the room for a while. 
"Actually… [System], can I leave now?"
Request for information about [Evacuation of Experimentation[159 "Primal Spider"]] detected and accepted!
Former [C-Rated Infestation] no longer detected. Clearance to leave the area has been granted.

The two doors on either side of the room unlocked with a click, and Theo sighed a happy sigh, even if he had no intention of going through either of them. Here he was with a massive source of food, a broken shield, and a [Rune] that he wanted to study for more than a few hours. Why would he want to leave?
He let his mind wander as the [Mana] left his body at a steady pace, but Theo stopped the flow just before the [Rune] reached its capacity. Putting it back on the floor, he gave all of his remaining energy to the [Shield]. It would be a long time before it was back to its former weight, but the man could see the steel weapon slowly lengthening. Metal grew from nothing as his [Mana] transformed into the material.
It was incredible, but it was so infuriatingly slow. Luckily, patience was something he had in bucketloads. Letting the rest of his [Mana] seep out, he looked over at the [Rune] again.
"You don’t fire out as long as you aren’t at full of [Mana]," Theo considered, looking at the steel plate again. "But the second I give you the slightest bit above capacity, you fire out instantly. Not the smartest way to operate, but I can work with that."
Giving the plate the last piece of energy, it instantly began to glow. He pointed it at the corpse of the spider as he took a few steps back from where he sat. 
The burst of flames danced in his eyes. It was perfection incarnate.
The range was nearly ten meters, though the heat seemed to lessen by the end of its output. Theo could certainly work with that. He walked over to inspect his food for the day. It wasn’t as evenly heated as he would’ve liked, and the hairs on the body had turned crispy. At least the skin was easily detached and let Theo get his hands inside the corpse.
"Heated food has never been better and easier to make," he muttered, fishing out a good chunk of fairly hot flesh and eating it with a grin on his face. Step by step, he was regaining the conveniences of the modern world.




Chapter 12







Another Place at Another Time


In the past. 
The grand [Citadel] was a place of study, worship, discussion, and a place where alarm clocks always howled too loudly in the early mornings. That constant, ringing tone cut perfectly into Elgriva’s brainstem, refusing to stop no matter how many curses were thrown at it from beneath her thick blanket. As a student, one who was meant to have risen up ten minutes ago, she wasn’t happy with the daily requirement to leave the warmth of her bed.
Of course, her ears weren’t happy about that ringing either. Cursing her own inability to use one of the [Directed Explosion Runes] for something they’d be very useful at—that being the destruction of the ringing clock her [Mentor] had given to her as a pre-emptive graduation gift last week—Elgriva groaned as she slowly removed the covers. 
The cold air assaulted her body as the windows opened automatically, letting the natural light spring into her eyes. No matter how painful, the [Movement-Detection Runes] wouldn’t give her a pass once she admitted she was awake. 
Yawning loudly, she could at least feel triumph in the fact that the alarm clock had shut up. Charles would’ve been unhappy if she broke it anyway. If only it could ring a little quieter. 
"What classes do I have to look forward to today, Blue?" Elgriva said into the empty air as she leaned on the windowsill, looking down onto the open waves from atop the floating castle in the sky. "Anything I have to be concerned about?"
The grand citadel looked to have moved more to the east, if she was estimating the time of the day correctly. Adrian had been ranting about it for a while, so there was little surprise there. Floating castles hardly had made sense to people who didn’t follow the latest developments on [Gravity Runes], and honestly, it was only the most loose-haired who wanted to study that field of magic. Harnessing a harness was a headache the precocious student hadn’t seen a point in.
Good morning, Elgriva Dulka!
The [Citadel Weather Reports] promise warm temperatures today.
The [Student Cafeteria] is offering the Vrasis list of menu options for breakfast as well as—

"Skip ahead to where you answer my question, Blue," Elgriva requested, wondering who had made the weather reports the standard morning message. It was always good weather inside the citadel. Why was there an entire system for letting people know of that, and why was it a requirement to hear? 
"What’s on my schedule?"
A few more seconds passed until the blue screen flickered, new words and numbers appearing in short order.
Request detected and accepted!
9:15 You are expected to meet with your designated [Student Class] for your final class with [Rune-Master Ezra Irfan].
14:30: You have an hour to begin initial discussions with your [Mentor] concerning your [Personal Project].
Additionally, you have an unofficial agreement to meet with [Rune-Crafter Adriana] to trade miniaturized [Octanitrocubane-based Direction-Focused Explosion Runes] for—

"Quiet now, Blue. You weren’t meant to listen in on that part," Elgriva chided, wondering how that [System] had gone around her direct order to enter sleep mode. Just how many safety precautions did [Students] have on their internal matrixes?
Looking over at the clock she had wanted to destroy, she noted that the time was getting dangerously close to eight—the last call for breakfast in her sector of the citadel. While Elgriva was one who occasionally skipped out on such meals, having skipped dinner the previous night had left her stomach in painful knots. There would be no skipping today, even if a mild sprint was required.
As she worked on her shoes, her feet slipping into them properly for once, the [Student] glanced over at the pile of books on her table. The sight had become so very common in the last ten years but… to see the titles change so radically over time was jarring. The subjects had taken a major shift in their focus, and Elgriva felt a little stupid for even having borrowed most of these books.
If Charles says yes, then this line of thinking will get old quickly enough.
Not wanting to test whether or not she could convince an automated food machine to offer breakfast later than the designated breakfast period, Elgriva began the calm and dignified full-on sprint down the hallway. Keeping up appearances was important, sure, but so was having a full stomach.
Weaving through the halls, stairs, and lifts at the speed of an enchanted arrow, the woman found herself a victim of her own lacking reaction time. Before a yelp could escape her throat, she found herself on the floor next to one of the older [Rune-Crafters]. 
The old man looked to have forgotten the importance of sleep, with dark bags under his eyes harrowing to look at.
"Sorry, Monty!" Elgriva got out as her lungs worked back into a pant. 
She barely heard the tired muttering of the bushy-bearded man as she continued her run. Going up and down the stairs, the clock was only a minute away from her deadline once she reached the cafeteria. 
The pristine, hand-carved wooden tables and chairs left no doubt about where she was, along with the mess that’d been left on top of them. Used plates and cutlery filled the otherwise half-empty room, only a handful of students still remaining to chat and enjoy their drinks before the classes of the day. Many waved to Elgriva as she walked past, who did her best not to stop her hasty walk toward the automated food dispenser.
"Give me the usual, please," Elgriva requested, trusting the white-and-black machine to know what she’d like. 
A ceramic plate quickly appeared out of thin air, slowly filling up with a variety of fruits, bread, and an assortment of toppings. The medium-sized purple fruit juice wasn’t bad either, and she nodded in approval as the warm plate was released and her breakfast was well-and-truly acquired. She had done it with five seconds to spare! 
"Sometimes, my genius… it almost astounds me."
"It astounds everybody else around you as well, I promise," Adrian fired back. 
The other student under Charles looking unimpressed with Elgriva’s late appearance as he sipped on the remains of his weird blend of ground beans and water. Jason and Sara looked to have similar opinions about her tardiness, their eyebrows wiggling like conspiring madmen. 
"It’s the last true class of your career,” Adrian continued, “and you were two deep breaths away from not making it to the most important meal of the day."
"I think the fact you need to focus on is that she made it, Adrian,” Jason reminded the four-strong group. “I remember several times where you failed to do the same." A few chuckles bubbled up as Elgriva started on her breakfast. 
The food was made to perfection, as was expected from the newest fabricators. While it was all artificial, there was no way to tell without an [Adept] rank in [Mana-Sight]—or an analysis machine with similar capabilities.
"When you’re working on important projects, the time of the day shouldn’t be a considered factor," Adrian said, and the other three were sad to see he actually meant it. 
Adrian was what you got when you mixed a [Student] with a love of [Gravity Runes] together with sleep deprivation. Many could still remember when the [Director] came down to personally scold Adrian about making an entire floor weightless for a full minute. Charles still hadn’t returned the controls to the [Anti-Gravity Generator], no matter how much he and Elgriva had been subjected to countless apologies and rounds of begging from Adrian. 
"Anyhow, I’m somebody who is doing pre-work on their project,” Adrian said. “Some of us  are apparently spending their study hours on other subjects. Isn’t that right, Elgriva?"
Elgriva, her mouth half-full of a sugary pastry, gave the [Gravity]-addicted jerk the stink-eye. At least Elgriva didn’t fall asleep during class due to her so-called ‘dedication to her craft.’
Jason had been saying he could fix sleeplessness soon, though, since the [Healing]-focused student’s [Mentor] apparently had granted him limited access to some of the [Citadel]’s resources in that department. Elgriva felt a twinge of jealousy, even if the granted access had been for good reason. 
They all had their own specialty. All four of them—Adrian with his [Gravity], Jason with his [Healing], Sara with her [Mind], and Elgriva with her… well, she was rethinking her own title nowadays.
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Evidence of Excellence


[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 4] to [Beginner 5].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Regenerate Shield] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 4].

Another six hours were spent inside the large room, Theo spending his time wisely. The first couple of hours he focused on training his magical skills. [Mana-Mastery] was used to its fullest extent, with [Regenerate Shield] likewise becoming further refined as he regrew the shield. The entire process took a good two hours of constant channelling, but the result was a perfectly smooth plate of metal, its reflection letting Theo see his still-white teeth. 
He hadn’t brushed them for days, yet they were still as perfect as always. He wondered how that might work but couldn’t think of a likely answer. 
Anyway, it certainly seemed like he couldn’t do more on the [Mana] side. That led him to focus on exercise. 
With a larger room to work with, there were more physical exercises he could spend time doing. Sit-ups and push-ups were still the standard way to exhaust himself, but running was also an option. With twenty meters to either side, he could run in circles for a good while. [Agility] was still nearly impossible to train, seeing as he couldn’t pick up speed before running face-first into a wall, but he was making progress with [Endurance].
[Stat] increase detected!
+1 to [Endurance]
+1 to [Vitality]

"My sweet, sweet muscles, how I can’t help but love you," Theo muttered as he lay on the floor again, his lungs working overtime to get him back into shape. It was incredible what the body could get accustomed to. 
He couldn’t remember a single time he had pushed himself this much. Was the secret to a good workout routine truly just boredom and entrapment? No wonder people in prison were so fit if this was all they could do. 
"Or maybe there’s more protein in those spiders than I thought."
Another few hours were spent just resting, the man’s mind needing sleep as well. While Theo had thought himself resistant to such weaknesses, he was sadly forced to let his mind go into the world of dreams. He remembered little of what he dreamt, luckily, but it seemed to be more of the same. Just running around, kicking spiders, and trying to eat their flesh.
If it had been a nightmare or a dream about eating to his heart’s content, he wasn’t sure. 
Is that a good or a bad thing?
Status
Name:Theo Locheim
Level: 3
Class: -
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 79/90
Stamina(SP): 120/120
Mana(MP): 109/110

Stats
Strength: 14
Wisdom: 11
Agility: 10
Intelligence: 12
Endurance: 12
Perception: 8
Vitality: 9
Willpower: 8
Toughness: 9
Available Points: -

His physical stats were increasing nicely, the mental ones only holding up due to their relatively high levels. Theo was still annoyed that he hadn’t gotten a [Profession] yet, though having a [Title] or a [Class] wouldn’t hurt either.
Just when did the [System] mention either?
"Hey, blue box, when do I get some more stuff in my [Status]?" Theo asked the empty air, knowing that the [System] was always listening. It could read his thoughts as well, though it didn’t do that as often anymore. He liked that about the blue box. "Like, when do I get a [Class]?"
Request for information about [Class Selection] detected and accepted!
Your [Class] is used to show what [Affinity] to a specific branch of Magic you possess. The [Class Protocol] is enacted either by the apprentice or by the [Mentor] during the physical introduction to the [System].

"… Wait, so I could have just gotten myself a [Class] this entire time?" he asked. He didn’t like the fact that he might’ve not gotten some bonuses because he hadn’t bothered to ask. And if that stuff about [Affinities] was correct, would he get to learn what kind of magic he had inside him? 
Thoughts about wielding fire at his fingertips—or maybe even time—almost made Theo drool.
Request for information about [Class Selection Requirements] detected and accepted!
Due to [Classes] being an entire [System-Based] category, there are no requirements for the process and it can be enacted at any—

"Do it then!"
[Class Selection Protocols] have been enacted!
Scanning [Mana-Veins] for any [Affinity Residue].

…
Scanning [Mana-Core] for [Affinity Residue].
…
Scanning [Mana-Gates] for any [Affinity Residue].

That was an awful lot of scanning. Theo scratched his head at the slowly appearing messages in the blue box, wondering if he’d done something wrong. Wouldn’t one scan be enough to find what the [System] was looking for? This seemed like a bit of a waste.
"Well, it wasn’t me that made this thing so I can’t complain too much."
[Class Selection] success!
Your [Class] is: [Mage].

Theo gave the blue box another few seconds to make sure there wasn’t anything more. He was just a [Mage]? No [Fire Mage], [Time Mage], or [Ultra-Cool Enhancement Mage]? Just regular old, no [Affinity] class?
He fully understood he hadn’t spent money on this, but he wanted a refund regardless. This couldn’t be everything there was. Theo rejected the idea that he was just a [Mage] with nothing else attached. Where were his cool fire powers? He wanted cool fire powers!
"Blue box, what [Affinity] does a [Mage] have?" Theo asked innocently, trying to reason with himself. Maybe he didn’t have a specific [Affiniy] because he was equally good at everything. He hadn’t soaked in the mana for most of his life, so it could be that his body was like a superconductor or something.
Request for information about the [Mage Class] detected and accepted!
[Mages] are people with [Magical Talent] but no [Affinities] of any kind. While they can activate and use [Magical Tools], anything beyond that is currently deemed impossible.

Not exactly showing off his dignified maturity, Theo hit the shield against the floor. Cracks formed and the [System] popped up with a warning. Giving said blue box a piece of his mind through a series of offensive hand gestures, he paced around for a while before finally calming down.
Theo, a lifelong fan of all things magical, officially belonged to a rare breed of [Mages] who couldn’t do magic! He was blessed to be a cursed person. Oh, how much he laughed. 
Or… wait, no—those were tears.
"I hate this place."
He picked the spider clean of everything at least semi-eatable before he left the room. Theo didn’t want to spend more time inside there. His heart was broken and shattered, and an air of tragedy had infested the room. Truly, the [System] hadn’t even let him down gently. He almost thought it inhuman for a moment.
At least he had the [Ignis Rune], though. The weird shapes on the steel plate still brought his mood up. Theo was prepared to use it on just about every spider he could find. If he could hide behind a door while charging it and come out firing at the creatures, he would have the greatest extermination tool known to man. Fire.
That thought was the perfect mood enhancer, and Theo felt slightly better as he opened up the previously locked door on the other side of the experimentation room. It was forced shut, rust getting the better of it, but he got it open in the end.
The lights flickered inside, but he was just able to tap the ceiling lamp from the entrance. Watching the laboratory light up, however, the [Mage] who could not use magic was met with over a hundred eyes. Spiders, of the same size as the one he’d just fought, stared at him.
I guess they do make nests together.
"Hello and goodbye!" Theo shouted as he closed the door again, trying his best to fully shut it as the massive spiders pushed their bodies against it. They were more than happy about the idea of a snack, but the man knew there was zero chance of him letting that happen. 
And… if they got inside this room, he’d have to kill them all before he could leave. Simply running over to the other door would be impossible. 
"Get those legs back in with you, or you’re gonna lose them!"
The spiders didn’t care for his warnings, the rusted and sharp door edge pushing against their weak flesh while Theo hit the appendages with his shield. The spiders thrashed around in pain, their desperate energy nearly destroying their bodies as they tried to force Theo to open the door. 
Sadly, he was the one who’d been training his [Endurance]. A few spiders weren’t going to stop him from enduring.
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Mad Pyromancer


A lucky hit with the shield finally broke the skin on one of the spider legs, the mild fracture tearing the limb apart as he continued to push on the door. To their credit, the spiders did try to pull back their legs at that point. It didn’t work, of course, but Theo didn’t belittle their attempts to help him survive. It really did mean a lot. 
The door closed fully, the spiders losing the limbs they’d crammed through the door. Theo stomped on the twitching things until they stopped moving. He couldn’t outright lock the door himself, but that didn’t matter. Walking over to the way he’d originally come from, he headed back into the laboratory. While Theo did want to try his luck against more of the larger spiders, he preferred to take on one at a time.
And I do need to bring that glass bottle back to my room.
The flat-bottomed piece of glassware stood exactly where Theo had left it, next to the door that led into the hallway. Grabbing the heavy bottle, he cracked open the door and peeked out.
Nothing to the left and the same empty passageway to the right. He gave the webs a few test pulls, waiting for the results, but no horde of spiders rushed out to get at him. While he couldn’t see all the way down to his room, he felt confident he could get back without being attacked.
"And if I do, I can always just scare them a little," Theo chuckled, looking at the [Rune] in his hand. It was almost full, just another drop of [Mana] needed before it would start burning everything before it. 
"Nobody walks over to the person who can spew flames, after all."
Swiftly but carefully, he walked down the hallway, stepping over the piece of web in the middle that had alerted the horde last time. 
Theo was making good progress. There were a few small spiders here and there, but they weren’t able to do more than screech at him before his shield hit them in the face. 
Another few minutes and he was back at the rusted iron door he called home. Nothing had sneaked inside while he was gone, luckily, allowing him to get the large chemistry glass inside and settle it under the dripping water source.
"You, old friend, are coming with me from now on," Theo said, cradling his water bottle like it was a baby as he put the cap onto the container. "And I see you already have more than enough for today."
Splashing a bit of the water onto his forehead, he alleviated the nasty headache he’d been feeling since his fight with the larger spider. For all the help his initial treatment had done, washing the wound was just too powerful.
A few minutes were spent resting while making sure his new water container worked perfectly. The top was wide enough that the water from the ceiling could drip down without losing any potential drinking water. Theo didn’t have any issues with the setup. 
With everything ready to be left alone for another day, and a water bottle ready to be used, he supposed the time had arrived for him to battle some spiders.
Opening up the door once again, he plucked the web and felt an instant response on the line. The spiders had moved since he last saw them, though there were only a handful this time around.
Stepping into the middle of the hallway, he saw one large spider and four smaller ones. Theo welcomed them with open arms as they ran towards him. He was more than ready to run inside his room again if this failed, but looking confident was half the battle. It was a shame he couldn’t attack them all at once, though, the larger spider running on the side of the wall while the smaller ones preferred the ground.
"Beggars can’t be choosers I guess," he said with a shrug, giving the [Rune] its final piece of [Mana] once the creatures got within twenty meters. In the few seconds it took the beasts to run another ten meters, his [Rune] already glowed pure and hot.
When the large spider hit the seven-meter mark, the fire sprung out towards it instantly. Aiming while holding a shield with one arm was rather annoying, but Theo made do. The moment the hot flames hit the large spider head-on, its face melted away. The eyes were instantly scorched, and Theo could see the flesh beneath boiling as it popped to the heavens. It was an instant death, and the large spider fell from the wall and down to the floor.
The smaller spiders were too stupid to realize they’d been had, the four creature simply crawling over their dead mother and leaping at Theo from on top the carcass. He deflected the first three spiders easily, pushing the last one directly into the floor and killing it with a [Shield-Bash]. Another tried to go for his thigh, but he had already prepared with his handcrafted spider armour. The spider could do nothing but sink its teeth into its fallen brethren.
Taking care of another that was still slightly dazed, the last spider still fighting managed to leap onto his shoulder successfully. Ripping it off before it could use its fangs, Theo forced his fingers into its body until the spider just popped open. Blue blood spurted everywhere, but that hardly mattered. Grabbing the other spider and pushing it off his leg, another [Shield-Bash] killed it as well.
"That was fun," Theo said, rubbing the fingers of his open hand together. While filling up the [Rune], he’d noticed a weird kind of static inside his flesh. That was certainly new, though it couldn't be too bad.
Forcing the energy to run through the [Rune] quicker this time, he focused on the sensation of it leaving his fingers and entering the steel plate. Theo was surprised when the [System] reacted with not one, but two messages.
New [Skill] learned!
[Internal Mana-Sense] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

New [Skill] learned!
[Barehanded Mana-Channelling] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

What’s the difference between those two?
Since the fight itself hadn’t given him anything new, Theo just dragged the larger spider corpse inside before closing the door. He put it in the corner and promised himself to look at it later. For now, the [Skill] screen had his attention. 
[Barehanded Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of an [Conduit]
Variable Costs.

[Internal Mana-Sense]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to sense [Mana] internally

Skipping along until the final two popped into his vision, Theo skimmed the descriptions. Both didn’t have any attached costs, meaning they were about as passive as the [Mastery Skills]. 
Theo didn’t understand why he hadn’t gained [Barehanded Mana-Channelling] earlier. He should’ve certainly been qualified for it, seeing how many times he’d pushed [Mana] into the [Rune] and his shield. Was there something about performing the action under pressure or had something just not clicked before?
Trying it out again, he was certainly a little better at it now. He was much more efficient when filling up his [Ignis Rune], and the [Mana-Purity] didn’t decrease this time around. Maybe there was something to his  pressure-based theory, the [Internal Mana-Sense] fitting into that spectrum as well. Theo could feel the energy coursing through his body, now more than ever. How hadn’t he noticed it before?
[Skill] increase detected!
[Internal Mana-Sense] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

That’s going to be easy to level up.
Based on the [Internal] part of the skill’s name, it took no amount of guesswork for Theo to assume there was an [External] one as well. For feeling the [Mana] in the air, and not just the mana that he had in himself, though that sounded somewhat more complex than what he was doing now.
Was there [Mana] in the air? He could feel the chill in the air and pretty much nothing else. Maybe he just needed to give it some time or something. Filling up the [Ignis Rune] once again, Theo prepared himself for another round and stepped into the hallway.
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Mapping out the Future


Hitting the webs a few times, another small group of spiders popped up. It again consisted of just one large spider, though the number of smaller ones had decreased. Firing off the [Rune] once they got within range, he managed to burn them all. The large corpse was dragged inside and the smaller ones were thrown a bit further into the hallway. Theo didn’t want to deal with them as he repeated the process again and again. 
The hallway never filled with massive amounts of monsters, letting him just pull a few spiders each time. It was easy thanks to his [Rune]—the hardest part of the fight was aiming the slab of steel towards four sets of eyes. They never learned that one trick, and few survived past the first hit. Theo was having an easy life.
After another ten or so times, the creatures stopped appearing altogether. The [Rune] was still more than happy to be used, of course, so he ventured further down the hallway in the hopes of finding more creatures to kill.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Barehanded Mana-Channelling] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

The action of refilling the [Rune] took little to no skill, really. The only strain he felt was the a mental one. With the constant use of [Mana], Theo felt a headache starting to grow. His [MP] did fill up as normal, but the pain never quite disappeared. Since his health wasn’t going down, though, the man just took it as fake pain. It was like being sore—his brain was just the muscle this time around.
Pain is just the body telling me I did a good job, right?
It was when two large spiders decided to come around a corner that Theo found himself in a bit of trouble. The [Ignis Rune] fired off as usual, but it only killed the first of the two large spiders. While the second was certainly frightened by its former friend’s instant death, Theo could see the gears working in its mind when he didn’t repeat the attack. He took a few steps back while rapidly refilling the [Rune], but Theo was forced to stop as the half-burned spider charged at him.
"You can’t just wait for your turn?" Theo asked as he used [Shield-Bash] on the spider. It didn't hit as perfectly as he planned, his mind not moving in rhythm to his body. He’d exhausted his mind too much. 
"Ah, shit." Even after Theo took off a chunk of its flesh, the spider got under the shield and took a good bite just above his knee. Even with his spider corpse armour, the fangs were large and cut through his skin, delivering its venom instantly.
Gritting his teeth, another [Shield-Bash] came into fruition, the sharp steel striking down from above. While the creature was large, pure momentum gave Theo the advantage he needed. The first hit made it try to escape, but he was having none of it. If it wanted to kill him, he would try to kill it just as much.
Stomping on one of its legs to stop the spider from moving back, another [Shield-Bash] impacted its head. It didn’t die, but the brain was clearly damaged, and the next two hits made it lie still with only the occasional twitch. 
"You are all too frustrating sometimes," Theo muttered, refilling the [Rune] fully before burning the half-dead corpse. After that, his mental frustrations disappeared, and he focused on cleaning his new wound. "Just how big are those damned fangs?"
[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Bash] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 4].

[Stat] increase detected!
+1 to [Intelligence]

Now that wasn’t too bad, actually. Theo’s mind felt a little lighter, though the pain in his head was still omnipresent. Pulling out his water bottle and removing most of the venom by pressing on the wound, he almost didn’t notice the rather large leg appearing around the corner of the hallway. It was only once some rather large eyes stared at him from a distance that he stood up straight.
This one wasn’t as large as a pony. It was barely small enough to qualify as a horse.
Who made these hallways wide enough for monsters to run through anyway?
Retreating back as fast as he could, Theo ran for his life, filling up the [Rune] at the same time. Only when it was half full did he allow himself to peek over his shoulder, surprised to see… nothing following him?
Instead, the very large spider just grabbed the two other corpses before dragging them back the way it had come from. 
Just… what? Theo wouldn’t have guessed that cannibalism was on the menu for these creatures. He knew they needed to eat something, but they had all seemed so peaceful towards each other when he’d seen them before. There was no way that they would all nest together if there was a chance they’d eat each other’s kids.
"Maybe it’s just the bigger ones who are like this," Theo mused, wondering if he could set something up so the smaller spiders fought the biggest ones for him. Forcing the two sides into combat didn’t sound too bad, honestly. It would be some quality entertainment for his pounding mind. 
"No chance of that for now, though." There weren’t any more spiders in the hallway, and Theo couldn’t say he wanted to fight more at the moment. His [Rune] was starting to look quite damaged anyway. What was its durability sitting at? Those minor fractures at the edges couldn’t be healthy.
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 51%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 5/10
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 2/50

… Ah. 
Letting the [Rune] fall into Theo’s improvised bag, he decided that using the [Rune] was off-limits. He still hadn’t figured out a way to replicate its effects, so he couldn’t let himself lose his only working copy of a [Rune]. 
He wanted to grab that scrap of steel that had been ripped off his shield yesterday, actually. It would be a good base for slapping on a [Rune]. Maybe. Unfortunately, Theo didn't actually know anything about the rules for drawing those magical shapes.
Walking slowly back towards his room, he made sure to avoid the webs in the middle of the hallway. He also tapped the flickering lights in the ceiling. Some of them were running out of their added [Mana] quickly. That was annoying.
"Just what’s stopping you from saving a little?" the man asked the lamp that needed an extra-large boost before its light stabilized. 
Standing below it, the thought of being lost in endless darkness didn’t make Theo too happy. "Just illuminate the ground and cobwebs, dude. I’m not asking you to do anything—"
Actually, there was something more. Furrowing his brows, he looked at one of the walls that had been covered by an extra thick layer of webbing. Through the cobwebs, Theo saw the hints of a handle. 
He spent a few minutes getting all the webs off the area, after which he was greeted by a door once again. The spiders were too good at hiding secrets.
Opening it up, he found himself in a room occupied by a table, a few chairs, and what looked to have been a sofa at some point. All the fabrics had been eaten away, and the only thing left were the steel foundations and rusted springs.
It looked to be a break room of sorts, though it was lacking in any actual food. Looking through the half-destroyed cupboards revealed nothing but sparse mould and a few empty bottles. Glass shards littered the floor as well, as if something had burst from several containers. Theo wondered what that could’ve been, but found nothing of importance.
A good resting place, at least.
His thought about leaving lasted for about a few seconds until he saw a much narrower door on the side of the kitchen area. It was clearly not meant to be walked through. Theo opened it up to reveal a long line of… Was that clothing?
Grabbing a set and putting it on the floor, he felt the still-solid fabrics. Ignoring a few of the bugs he was able to brush off, it looked to be made of a very hard leather. Was this a break room for guards? Theo couldn’t see a smaller spider easily biting through something like this.
I should take this… 
It wasn’t stealing if the original owners were dead, and grave robbing was basically legal as long as nobody found out about it. Stripping out of his ruined office shirt and pants, Theo changed into the new set. The perk of being average height was that it allowed him the fortune of fitting into almost anything, though the shoulders of the jacket were a little too large. Hopefully, he could fill it out in due time.
It was a little itchy on the back, though. Shaking it a bit more, the last few bugs fell out. Theo was more than happy to see that. He didn’t want any squatters living on his equipment without paying him.
[Armour-Set] detected on user!
[Low-Rank Guard Outfit] has been equipped. The [System] requests that only proper personnel wear this [Armour-Set].

That answered his previous thought. 
Leaving the break room, he let his old clothes stay behind since he didn’t need them anymore. 
Theo moved along once again. He needed some food before he could do much else, his stomach pleading for sustenance. 
The knowledge he couldn’t burn the spiders anymore soured his mood, the sight of a living spider up ahead only ruining it further. Here he was, planning to take a break—and yet a spider couldn't help but stand in his way.
"Oh, you’re approaching me?" Theo asked the spider that couldn't even understand what he was saying. Or maybe it did and was just playing him for a fool. There was no way to know. 
"Instead of running away, you come right at me?
The spider didn’t answer him, making his mood even worse. Readying his shield for battle, he held the [Rune] in his other hand, just in case. 
He set his battle stance. His body just needed a bit of momentum and he would have this over in no time. His mistake before when fighting the larger spiders was letting them take an aggressive stance. If he was forced to defend instantly, he’d have no chance to do anything else. But if he was the first to attack, the enemy would be the one recoiling and trying to distance itself. 
Offence was truly the best defence.
As the spider leapt at him, he met it mid-air with [Shield-Bash]. Theo followed through and forced the spider down into the ground. The beast tried to push towards him anyway, but a kick to the face made it recoil. It tried to get away, just as he predicted, but Theo wasn’t going to let that happen. Even when it tried to run, he jumped on its back and hacked at it until the monster ceased to move. 
At that point, it was just over.
[Spider] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [3] to [4]. [2] points have been granted.

Finally.
Theo had been wondering if he wouldn't be able to level up at all anymore. He’d gone through nearly thirty of the large spiders without a single level increase. Were the number of creatures needing to be killed really increasing exponentially, or was his theory about enemy variety true after all? Killing that massive spider would answer it but… yeah, Theo was saving that for another day.
Putting the two points into [Strength], he moved on, taking the large spider corpse along with him. When he reached his room he put it inside. 
Looking around the hallway, there weren't any creatures around for him to ambush. Throwing out all the smaller corpses for any creatures that wanted them, he closed the door and settled down to eat.
"Just how big is this place anyway?" Theo muttered as he dug through for any good bits of flesh, flushing it down with some water. "A hallway easily two hundred meters long one way, and likely just as long down the other direction. No sign of stairs anywhere, and this place is meant to have multiple floors."
This [Facility] was likely too big to remember on his own. It was going to be a nightmare to explore, but he needed to do just that if he wanted to find the exit.
Looking at the surface of his shield, Theo got an idea. Picking up a rock, he began to grind it against the steel, making a few quick lines.
A map wouldn’t hurt.
It would certainly help him stay sane.
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Increases in [Everything]


Making a map of the floor was an enlightening and very dangerous experience. It led Theo to explore more than he’d thought possible without dying. Creating his sketch on the back of the shield was quite fun as well, though the act of finding semi-accurate measurements of the long hallways was annoying. When everything didn’t match up in his diagram, he almost pulled out his hair in frustration. 
It still allowed him to gain a bit more experience in fighting the larger spiders, of course. Not having the [Rune] was quite annoying at first, but it had been a handicap that stopped him from gaining more experience in close-quarters fighting. After a week, he’d killed hundreds of spiders, his body becoming nothing but a tool for exploration and battle. 
Theo was a little tired, to be honest, but he was progressing. Every day he would take the map on his shield and inscribe it onto the wall in his small room. It looked simple at first, but it eventually expanded into a complex, maze-like outline—it looked like a work of art. Truly, whoever had built this [Facility] had no idea what symmetry was called.
"How did people even find their way around this place?" Theo muttered, shaking his head when he imagined the mental anguish people must’ve felt. 
He slapped his face slightly. His cheekbones were more pronounced than he remembered. 
Had he lost weight? "No, that can’t be. I’ve been eating more than enough."
He was not feeling his hands properly anymore. His mind was getting a little loopy. 
At least the [System] had rewarded him for his efforts a few times now.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Bash] has been increased from [Beginner 4] to [Beginner 5].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Bash] has been increased from [Beginner 5] to [Beginner 6].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Regenerate Shield] has been increased from [Beginner 4] to [Beginner 5].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Iron Stomach] has been increased from [Beginner 4] to [Beginner 5].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Iron Stomach] has been increased from [Beginner 5] to [Beginner 6].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Iron Stomach] has been increased from [Beginner 6] to [Beginner 7].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 3].

[Iron Stomach] had really started to increase after Theo switched over to a diet of only the larger spiders. It had become his highest ranked [Skill] oh-so-quickly. [Shield-Bash] was a close contender, but he hadn’t been able to increase it in the past three days of fighting. He probably needed to make a bigger push soon.
On the topic of levels and pure [Stat Increases], the blue boxes had also granted him a few boons. Days of biting, being bit, and smashing a heavy plate of steel into creatures did him well, though the most surprising detail was how scanning the dark hallways had also benefited him.
[Stat] increase detected!
+2 to [Toughness]
+2 to [Vitality]
+1 to [Endurance]
+1 to [Perception]

[Spider] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [4] to [5]. [2] points have been granted.

The two extra points were put into [Strength] like always, Theo’s body once again gaining another half-inch of height. Just as he had promised himself, his shoulders now fit into his armour set perfectly. There was no doubt that his body was becoming more akin to steel, his muscles harder than he thought possible.
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 5
Class: Mage
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 109/110
Stamina(SP):  130/130
Mana(MP): 104/110

Stats
Strength: 18
Wisdom: 11
Agility: 10
Intelligence: 13
Endurance: 13
Perception: 9
Vitality: 11
Willpower: 8
Toughness: 11
Available Points: -

"Maybe I can actually take on that massive spider soon," Theo muttered to himself as he finished putting in the last few details on his updated wall map. He had just about every corner of his current floor down, and he’d located four stairwells as well. He hadn’t been able to move or down them, sadly, the areas too infested with spiders of all sizes. 
"Getting close enough to spot them wasn’t fun at all."
He’d been forced to waste one of the few remaining charges on the [Ignis Rune] that time. The [Rune] was a breath away from breaking entirely, with only a single durability point left. Theo didn’t trust himself to even fill it with [Mana] without breaking it, that last point threatening to erase his most valued possession.
He’d considered the idea of just copying the [Rune] over to another plate several times. Theo had even retraced his steps and had found the torn part of his shield. Trying to perfectly replicate the size, depth, and shape of the [Ignis Rune] had certainly been a challenge for the [Mage], but he had somewhat succeeded. It had been crooked, sure, but Theo had been proud of his work.
Sadly, it hadn’t done shit. It was… just a few etchings on a steel plate. To his untrained eye, both of them looked exactly the same, down to the imperfections where the triangle and circle touched. He didn’t understand why it wasn’t working, but he couldn’t do anything but be restless about it.
New [Skill] learned!
[Map-Engraving] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

"Nobody was talking about you!" he half-shouted, throwing a rock through the blue box. He sighed deeply as it hit his map. A few of the looser bits fell off, a section of it crumbling and falling on the floor. Picking up the rock, he began to redo his work.
Another day or two passed—Theo was unable to keep count too well. Time blurred together too much, while his mind focused on the task at hand. He would go outside, note down the details of the floor on his shield, and return to copy it all onto his wall. Every inch was put down, each rework making his map more precise. How he wished he could make it just a little better.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Map-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 3].

It was in the early morning, or at least what he thought of as morning, after a good few hour of sleep that Theo furrowed his brow, not expecting to see something unusual. The increase wasn’t by one but two? That wasn’t normal. Opening up his [Skill] screen, he took a look at just what he was working with.
Skills
[Throw]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to throw a projectile with a higher accuracy.
7SP/Use

[Shield-Bash]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield.
14SP/Use

[Transform Shield]
[Beginner 1]Allows the user to transform a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Regenerate Shield]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to regenerate a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse.

[Iron Stomach]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the stomach of the user to digest organic material more effectively.

[Shield-Mastery]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to use shields with more finesse.

[Barehanded Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of an [Conduit]
Variable Costs.

[Internal Mana-Sense]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to sense [Mana] internally.

[Map-Engraving]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to create [Maps] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing secrets passively.

Secrets?
Sitting up from his makeshift pillow made of spider fur and skin, he looked up at the gargantuan map he’d made. Taking in all the details at once made his head hurt, but he supposed there could be something he hadn’t noticed before. Standing up, he began to look through the countless rooms he’d surveyed in the past few days.
The hallways were as barren as he expected, though some of his corners were clearly off by a few degrees. The break room where Theo had stolen his guard armour was likewise too far down, not representative of the number of steps necessary to get there. And that wasn’t even starting on—
Oh, wait a minute. With his left eye nearly touching the rock wall he’d spent so long engraving, Theo spotted a weird spot in the room he stood in. In the left corner from the door was a small off-shoot. He most certainly couldn’t remember engraving that—yet the detail was clearly marked and looked intentional.
Looking at the actual spot, Theo supposed the stone wall looked slightly different at that spot. Getting even closer and down on his knees, he had to admit it didn’t feel like stone at all. 
It was a fake wall!
Not seeing any obvious way to open it up, he employed the age-old strategy of using [Shield-Bash]. The sharp metal went through easily, though the rather shallow indent in the wall stopped it from entering too far. Digging out the remnants of the fake wall by hand, he managed to put his arm inside. It was rather dry and dusty, and his hand was getting smudged by the debris. He’d need to wash after this.
There! While he wasn’t able to look in too far, Theo was able to get his hands on something. It had the shape of a rather short stick, about the length of a pencil but thicker. And the end was rather sharp, Theo feeling some blood fall from his fingers as he finally got a good grip around the item and pulled it out.
[Soul-Bond] Detected!
[Engraver 847] has been added to your list of [Bonded Items].
Inspecting the object, Theo supposed that it looked like a rather thick pencil as well. The material seemed metallic, but it was too light to be thought of as such. And the edge at the end… No, it couldn’t be some kind of plastic or wood, either.
"And what do you mean by [Soul-Bond]?" he muttered, not remembering when he agreed to that. "System, define what a [Soul-Bond] is. And while you’re at it, what is [Engraver 847]?"
Request for information about the [Soul Bonds] and [Engraving Tools] detected and accepted!
[Soul Bonds] are most commonly spotted between a user and their item of choice. These types of [Bonds] grant the user more skill and power when using their item, while also stopping other users from using the item in question for a prolonged time. [Soul Bonds] are likewise valued due to the user’s ability to repair [Soulbound] items through [Mana].
[Engraving Tools] are the bread and butter of skilled [Rune-Crafters]. While the true masters create [Runes] in the air, those merely proficient in the trade use [Engravers] to carve [Runes] out on surfaces directly. These [Engravers] are created to allow the [Rune-Crafter]’s [Mana] to flow through the material of choice while engraving, giving the shapes the mythical properties that [Runes] are known to possess.
After reading through the text twice and looking at the half-metallic object in his hand, Theo was more than happy to shout some rather distasteful things in the name of joy and rainbows. Here he’d been, complaining about the [System] ruining his life while it was actually granting him the gift of the ages. With this… well, he could maybe make it past the spiders beside the stairs now.
"I just need to imbue the [Engraver] with [Mana] while I’m making the shape." Theo said, slapping himself on the forehead. A small scar from a fight with a spider a few days back met his fingers, and Theo touched it as he laughed himself silly. How stupid of him! This was… this just made so much sense! 
Sitting back down and pulling out the ripped-off piece of the shield he’d gathered a few days back, he began to think. "Simply putting energy into this… It’s going to take some practice."
Making shapes with the [Engraver] was easier than with random rocks he found on the ground, but it still forced him to grow accustomed to some new hand motions. Holding it like a pencil while forcing it scrape out lines of the steel was likewise quite hard on his fingers, his forearm cramping as he tried out making a simple circle. It was a small one, only half the size of the one on the [Ignis Rune], but he was more than able to do it.
New [Skill] learned!
[Rune-Engraving] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]
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 [Rune-Engraving]


A smile fell upon the [Mage]’s lips. It was all coming together. He’d already learned the first of two required skills. He had the actual shaping down, but he needed to imbue it with [Mana] as well. He repeated the earlier exercise but this time began filling up the [Engraver] with energy.  
It was a constant flow from Theo’s side, sitting at about one point of [Mana] spent every two seconds. Making the energy go through the tool and into the steel was quite hard to do while still moving the [Engraver] at an even pace. Theo had to restart because of that a few times, his mind forced to split its attention until he was familiar with the two tasks.
And, much to his joy—and after another twenty minutes of feeling his hand cramp—he was able to do it cleanly.
New [Skill] learned!
[Conduit Mana-Channelling] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

Theo wasted no time opening up his [Skill] list again. Joy washed over his face as the two [Skills] listed at the bottom brought him one step closer to salvation. The power of fire would soon be in the palm of his hand.
Skills
[Throw]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to throw a projectile with a higher accuracy.
7SP/Use

[Shield-Bash]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield.
14SP/Use

[Transform Shield]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to transform a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Regenerate Shield]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to regenerate a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse.

[Iron Stomach]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the stomach of the user to digest organic material more effectively.

[Shield-Mastery]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to use shields with more finesse.

[Barehanded Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of an [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

[Internal Mana-Sense]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to sense [Mana] internally.

[Map-Engraving]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to create [Maps] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing secrets passively.

[Rune-Engraving]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.

[Conduit Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person with the use of an [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

He really did need to clean up the [Skill] list soon, however. The [System] allowed him to move around his [Skills,] so separating them into active, passive, and mastery skills was on his to-do list once he finished up the [Rune] stuff.
But first, [Rune-Engraving]. He finally had the tools and skills needed to make this work. Letting his fingers rest as his [Stamina] and [Mana] replenished, he took a couple of swigs of water to top it off. Finally, Theo looked back to the steel plate he would work with.
A good chunk of the steel had already been used for practice, though he’d left one sizable square pristine. Using a rock to scratch off the top layers on both sides of the spot, he made a rather deep indent to start. Theo then twisted the [Engraver] around until the part was possible to rip off outright. There was no need to have more than that for now, at least.
Can’t mess anything up now.
Picking up the original [Rune] from his bag, Theo imitated the carving a few times, letting the [Engraver] rest just a few breaths above the plate. He could only do this once so practising for a bit didn’t hurt.
Relatively sure he had the movements down well enough, the carving commenced. Theo bit his tongue in concentration as chunks of steel fell into his lap. Making the initial triangle was easy with the simple lines, though the sharp turns were nearly impossible while keeping the corners straight and sharp. The third and final corner didn’t quite turn out as he wanted, but it would work for now. 
Starting out on the circle inside the triangle was easy afterwards, as the man had already practised the symbol several times. Then, there was the line inside the circle that moved out through the triangle and into the circle that wove itself around the borders of the triangle. Finally, a slightly bigger circle wrapped around everything, perfectly even with the second circle.
It took nearly fifteen minutes in total, Theo’s hand shaking frantically by the end. His [Mana] was nearly gone, only the throttled speed on his output saving him from running out in the last stretch.
Yet, lying on his back as he breathed heavily, his head pounding from concentration, Theo still managed a wide smile. The [Rune] he had made, while not as elegant as the original, flashed a deep blue before becoming as colourless as all his other attempts. Theo didn’t care though. It worked!
"I’m a fucking [Mage]!"
With a final push, Theo felt as if his body experienced a minor implosion as the rest of his [Mana]—and what felt like even more energy—was sucked out of him. Ten or so of his [HP] was also taken, and his heart felt like it had just taken a beating.
So much for a celebration. He looked down at the [Rune]. At least it was steadily glowing blue again.
[Rune] creation detected!
The [System] congratulates you!

"Oh… thank you?" he managed to reply before another set of boxes appeared.
New [Skill] learned!
[Rune-Empowering] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

New [Skill] learned!
[Rune-Manipulation] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

New [Skill] learned!
[Rune-Mastery] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

Five more [Skills] in one day. Taking one look at the [Skill-Collection], Theo knew he couldn’t accept looking at that jumbled wall of text. It was time to change things around a little, since the box of information was quickly becoming a headache to look at.
It took a bit of time, but Theo managed to get the list sorted into Active, Passive, and [Rune] [Skills]. Though it would take a bit more mental thought, he could summon each category as he wished instead of having to deal with them all at once. Maybe he could even bring out just one [Skill] if the [System] wanted to actually listen to him. 
"Nevermind that, though," the [Mage] said, waving away the blue boxes as he turned back to the [Rune] in his hand. He could feel his energy coming off it, Theo’s mana still loosely connected to him. It was an intoxicating, almost otherworldly feeling. Would it be like this forever or just at the start? He didn’t mind either way. 
"Just how well did I make this one?" Theo wondered. He let the [Ignis Rune] open up and inspected its information. 
To say the least, he was a little disappointed. 
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 28%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 6/9
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 34/35

This certainly wasn’t the answer he’d been hoping for. The [Mana-Purity] was utterly terrible. The previous one had been settled relatively high at [62%], though it fell to the lower fifties the more he used it. Theo’s ability to actually insert more [Mana] wasn’t as good as he’d hoped.
Also, the [Capacity] was one point lower than the other [Ignis Rune]. Comparing the two for a few moments, the self-titled Rune-Crafter was dismayed to find that he’d made his a little smaller, the circles slightly narrower as well. Looking from the side, the depth hadn’t been even either. There were too many imperfections to deal with and he was barely starting to have a good look at it.
Then again, did it really matter? Theo had created an [Rune]. He had just replenished himself with a tool that had previously allowed him to cut down larger spiders like it was nobody’s business. So what if it was a little worse? It could still shoot out flames!
Wait… 
Can it shoot out flames?
Not wanting to leave that question in his head, Theo decided to test it. Standing up and opening the rusted iron door, he peeked out to check for spiders. There were none, though the latest batch of spider corpses had been dragged away yet again. He didn’t know who or what was doing it, but the long smears of blue gore made it clear what had happened. Something was cleaning up after him every day. Theo told himself he didn’t mind at all.
Getting a few rocks, Theo got the [Rune] propped up on its side, the runic symbol pointing down the hallway. He could’ve just held it, but he didn’t want to lose his hand if it blew up. It probably wasn’t going to, but anything involving flames and explosions had risks. 
After making final checks that everything was as it should with no problems spotted, the mighty [Mage] began to fill his [Rune] with [Mana]. It took no time at all, as the man had gotten quite skilful at it. As it started to glow, he took a few good steps back.
The blast of fire that spurted out afterwards made his lips curve upwards. It barely shot three meters forward, but who actually gave a fuck? Theo had just reinvented fire. Unfortunately, nobody but him was there to witness his mad power. 
Doing a few quick dance steps, he returned to inspect the smoking [Rune]. The [Durability] had dropped by two points from just one use instead of the usual one. That wasn’t great, though Theo didn’t let it get to him. Looking at his shield, he knew he could make another ten before the end of the day.
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Brute [Force]


[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 3].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Empowering] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 3].

"Shut up, [System]," Theo said. His body nearly moved on its own as he began on the second-to-last circle for this [Rune]. It was beautiful, his best work yet, and he just needed to get it done before his hand started shaking or his [Mana] dropped too low—it would be decimated in the [Empowering] stage.  
He had gotten this close three times now, but this time it would actually work. He could feel it in his bones, and that wasn’t just because his legs were shaking. "You too, legs. Shut up."
Theo hit his stride in the second-to-last circle, his hand moving in a perfect circle. The [Engraver] in his hand was consistently at a near-perfect depth. Theo was sad to admit he still hadn’t found a way to make the height of the [Rune] perfect yet, various contraptions made being too uneven. He had to master this by hand before he could progress further. Right now, all he needed was silence.
The spiders trying to break into his room through the rusted iron door almost distracted him, but he pulled through. He let out a final breath of relief, and the largest circle was finished. The [Engraver] was put away, and Theo smiled at his work as the [Rune] surged with power through for a moment. It did nothing for a few deceptive seconds, before it pulled from the man’s [Mana-Reserves]. Theo had learned that trying to resist the [Rune] would decrease the [Mana-Purity] by up to five percent. Not providing enough [Mana] could lower by a further ten. He had learned that the night before when he had been too slow, losing nearly thirty [HP] in the process and creating a [Rune] with a purity of [5%]. It was a good lesson in preparation and an awful [Rune], barely usable as even a paperweight.
Another second passed, the [Rune] pulsing one more time before that small but consistent connection formed. Smiling widely, Theo knew he hadn’t done it too bad this time around.
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 53%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 0/10
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 42/42

"Above fifty!" Theo shouted, putting his arms in the air excitedly. 
The spiders that finally broke into his room didn’t seem to find his outburst funny. The small horde of tiny monsters were too concerned with wanting to eat his flesh. 
He sighed. "You guys are just the worst audience, you know."
Picking up his shield and squashing each of them without the use of [Shield-Bash], Theo just smiled more. He’d pushed through a few too many days of work, and several cuts had appeared on his hands because of it, but he could finally brag to be the owner of a [Rune] powerful enough to be used effectively. The [Mana-Purity] determined the power and distance for a specific [Rune,] and Theo needed that distance to be close to seven meters or higher. A purity of sixty percent gave nearly ten meters, but he couldn’t manage anything that high. 
This… was good enough.
"But I’ll sure as heck do better next time, right?" Theo asked, looking at the small spider under his boot. Twisting his foot into its face, it finally stopped moving. Looking around, all the other spiders seemed well and dead. "That was quick."
Gathering up the corpses and throwing them outside, Theo looked around while wondering why they’d decided to try and attack him so blatantly. There hadn’t been too many times where they’d tried to break into his room anymore, most of the creatures nearby having all died.
Going light on the exterminations might’ve let the population regrow I guess.
[Rune-Crafting] had been too high a priority for him, he supposed. He shrugged at the situation. Right now, he needed food. While the low-purity [Ignis Runes] were utterly useless in combat situations, they were incredible for slow-roasting flesh. With their low heat, it was possible to get a decently even cooking temperature.
Sitting down, he took out some food he’d cooked the other night and took a bite. For the day’s entertainment, he opened up the [Runic Skill-Collection] as he ate.
[Rune] Skills
[Rune-Engraving]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.

[Rune-Empowering]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to empower a [Rune], fulfilling the final requirements for [Initial Activation].

[Rune-Manipulation]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations.

[Rune-Mastery]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.

[Rune-Manipulation] still hadn't increased at all, but the others were getting better. Theo supposed the [Skill] would improve with time, seeing as he would need it often. Cutting more steel out of the shield was getting harder each time, as his hands kept getting cut while doing so. His current idea was to explore the floor and see if he could find some more of the plates like what the original [Ignis Rune] had been carved on. If he had a massive amount of those, he wouldn’t need to worry about material running out for a long time—while likewise not having to cry about his hands bleeding from taking out chunks of his shield. [Regenerate Shield] was perhaps improving, but his [Mana-Capacity] still complained quite fervently at his repeated use of it.
Maybe a break from all that would help him mentally. Shovelling the rest of the food into his mouth, and enjoying the taste more now that he could actually heat it properly, Theo checked on his water collector. The glassware he’d taken from the chemistry lab had broken for some reason and spilled gallons into the room a few days ago. Finding another one that worked just as well had been annoying, but at least this one seemed much sturdier.
Almost full as well. That’s easily three days' worth of drinking water.
"Keep up the good work, Clear," Theo said, giving the glass a good pat on the side before he moved out into the hallway. Stuffing all of the semi-decent [Runes] into his pockets, each on the brink of release, he tapped the webs in front of his room. 
He waited a minute or so, but no spiders seemed to be around. "Always good to check."
Going down the hallway and towards the original chemistry lab he’d located, Theo found himself having a grand old time. He whistled a little, kicking every web he came across in the hopes of bringing out more spiders, but nothing ever took the bait. Sure, it wasn’t the safest way to go about life, but he needed to keep his fighting spirit alive in his heart. He could probably outrun the massive spider that still roamed the floor sometimes—once he fired off a few dozen [Ignis Runes] at it—so there was no real danger.
As long as they don’t come from both sides, at least.
Another few minutes of walking and he reached the door to the chemistry lab. Noting that it was a bit more broken than the last time he’d entered, he pushed through the rusted iron and made the hinges grind themselves silly as the door opened. Closing it again and giving the lamp in the ceiling a quick tap of mana with his finger, he sighed.
There werent any signs of things having been moved around, but the appearance of several new spiderwebs in some of the corners was clear as day. The door to the other laboratory was likewise opened, and the lower end of the door bent slightly. Something had forced itself through from the other side. Something big.
Waiting for a few minutes, Theo guessed that whatever it was wasn’t going to jump out at him from somewhere. Only the smaller spiders could hide around corners in this lab. While they could most certainly be annoying with their small fangs, Theo dying from their attacks wasn’t really on the table anymore. They were the ants that the larger spiders trampled.
Going down on one knee to search through the cupboards again, Theo remembered to check the corners of the room as well. Spotting the fake walls with only his eyes was a challenge, but he knew there had to be more than one in the entire [Facility]. Who would make a secret wall in only one place? They were too cool to only be used once.
Sadly, the designers of the laboratory seemed to have deemed safety too important. While there wasn’t any ventilation in the room, neither were there secret doors to be found. That rusted door that Theo hadn’t been able to open last time he was here though… 
Now that was something to consider.
Giving it a few love taps with [Shield-Bash], he quickly destroyed the handle, allowing Theo to look inside the inner mechanism of the door lock. Scraping away debris with the tip of his shield, he could see the lock clear as day. It was quite a big one, the width of the door working against him. It wasn’t something he could just push back with his fingers.
Luckily, some brute force worked just as well. Nearly emptying his [Stamina] in the process, Theo widened the hole into the lock to the point he could see all the mechanisms at play. There was a wide array of [Runes] powering the door, though he couldn’t understand anything about them. 
The [System] was just as unhelpful, sending him an urgent message asking him to stop.
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Dual-Casting


Warning!
Further damage to the [Facility] will be noted in your permanent record. Any repairs will likewise be docked from your monthly wage.

"You don’t pay me at all," Theo replied, putting all his body weight into the last hit. Like clockwork being smashed against a brick wall, the lock shattered from the years of exposure—and the fact that a twenty-kilo shield hit it from the side.  
Shrapnel nearly got in Theo’s eyes, luckily only hitting his left ear. It was still enough to make him bleed, but he got over it quickly enough. "I better not get tetanus from this."
With the lock destroyed, he was able to open up the door and go inside. It wasn’t just another laboratory that had been quarantined. Instead, rows of various expired chemicals filled his vision.
There had to be something filling up his eyes as well, as tears instantly started to form. Holding his breath in the hopes of not breathing in any weird fumes, he went inside to take a look at just what he was working with. 
Hundreds of bottles and tanks were lined up along the walls, each one having specific labels and warnings on them. Theo couldn’t read the words, the labels not translating into English as he’d hoped. There was no epic translation power for him this time around.
There are a lot of skulls on these things, though.
Giving one of the bottles a sniff, he was met by the strong odour of ammonium. The menthol-like smell filled his nose and made him cough on instinct. The bottles close to it had outright crystallized. Comparing the labels of one of the larger tanks to the ammonium in his hand, however, it seemed these people had several gallons of it. Crazy bastards.
Theo took inventory of the room: Some kind of nitrate, white powder, black powder, something that looked like magnets, a tube with splitting gas inside, and… a washing bucket on wheels and a lot of white-labelled bottles. Tapping some of the weirdly coloured ones, the material almost seemed like plastic. A bit heavier plastic, but plastic nonetheless.
Relying on his very safe sniff test, Theo was greeted by something that seemed close to chlorine. It made his body shudder, a headache starting to form as well. Seeing that there were no [Rune] plates to be found inside, and that his [HP] had started to fall, he cut his losses and left the room.
Closing the door, however, Theo promised himself to return soon. There were a lot of things he could make with some of those chemicals. His education in that area was at the public high school level, but he had seen a few TV shows here and there. While he might have zero ideas of the safety requirements to use any of it, making something lethal was as easy as mixing it all together. 
I have always wondered what would happen if you did that.
He imagined his weapons of mass destruction as he walked into the other laboratory. Once inside, Theo looked around for any obvious hints of an intruding spider. That door couldn’t have been broken by just any eight-legged creature, and it hadn’t gotten into the hallway. Either it was in here—
"Or it’s trapped inside that room again," Theo guessed, using his armour to wipe at the dirty glass. While the other side of the window pane could be cleaned, his interaction with the glass was enough for the monster on the other side to take notice, bashing its body against the glass with barbaric ferocity. 
"Okay… big one in there."
Not the biggest, however. It was bigger than the common large spiders, but it wasn’t the size of one of the massive spiders he’d spotted from a distance. From a scale of small pony to a diesel truck, it was around the size of a two-person car. Big enough to send him flying when hitting him at forty miles an hour, but big not enough to pulverize his bones instantly. That was otherwise known as killable.
That wasn’t the first goal of this visit, however. Theo spent another ten minutes looking through the room again and again. Every table was moved around to check for hidden openings in the floor, every corner in the walls was pushed on, and the cabinets were outright ripped out of the walls where their position looked suspicious. Granted, that was more likely to be Theo’s desire to find something hidden rather than it having any reason to be hiding something. Tunnel vision was annoying like that.
"I really don’t want to go back with nothing, though…" he muttered, looking out through the window again. The large spider was hanging out on the ceiling, its eight red eyes staring him down. The lamps inside the room flickered, letting the bioluminescent properties of the spider glow eerily in the darkness. 
Theo’s fear was through the roof. And yet, he really wanted to see what the laboratory on the other might offer him. He could remember there being around ten spiders in the joining room. He had more than ten [Ignis Runes] ready to fire in his pocket. When inside an enclosed space, it wasn’t hard to imagine him killing them easily. "First problem is this one, however."
The best part about having ranged weaponry not needing to actually get close to the massive monsters. Laying out his [Ignis Runes] on the floor next to the door inside the [Experimentation Room], Theo sat down and began to prepare his [Mana]. Circling it around a few times inside himself, he let it stretch as it began to reach his fingers. He felt more ready than ever.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Internal Mana-Sense] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 3].

"Not a good time, [System]," Theo replied as he swiped away the blue box. Sitting on his knees, the first and best [Rune] starting to glow in his hand. He opened up the door into the room with the spider. 
The reaction was instant. Fetid air pushed out into Theo’s face, the stench of rot and corpses filling his nose while the large spider rushed at him. 
It clearly hadn’t bathed in its life. "Maybe a flash bath for you."
The timing of his words and the [Ignis Rune’s] activation was perfect, the first blast of flame flying out just as the creature got within range of the attack. Theo grinned wickedly as it instantly began to twitch its legs around in order to get away from the heat and light. The lack of the spider’s retreat didn’t help his mood, however. As the [Rune] ran out of [Mana], the he hurriedly grabbed the next. He nearly had no time to charge it up before the spider was already in his face.
Maybe the larger ones can survive some fire to their face.
That was the assumption Theo had to work with as the monster got within three meters. His second [Ignis Rune] finally started up, firing point-blank at the spider’s face. Already forcing [Mana] into the next one, Theo stood up and began to walk backwards and into the laboratory. He hit a table with his back by the time that the third [Ignis Rune] activated as well.
In the brief moments between the fire blasts, the sight of the spider’s burning and charred head met his gaze. The creature was clearly in pain, physically ready to perish. Yet it didn’t stop its attack in the slightest, instead just moving forward through pure conviction and the desire to kill him. While Theo fully understood its reasons, he assuredly didn’t want any part of it. 
He jumped over the table and ducked behind it just before the massive spider leapt at him. Theo crawled beneath the gap and made his way back toward the collection of [Runes] he had so perfectly set up by the entrance. The large spider was luckily dumb enough to try and follow him under the table, forcing itself through the narrow gap and destroying the workbench in seconds. That gave him just enough time to run over, grab a few of the [Ignis Runes] and bolt into the [Experimentation Room] before the spider could reach him.
"Come on, you damned things," Theo shouted at the [Runes], cursing inwardly that he hadn’t grabbed his shield. The man had thought it prudent to have an offensive capability instead of just a purely defensive one, but that wasn’t working out for him right now. 
The spider forced itself through the door once again. and he had only semi-broken [Runes] to work with. "Just work!"
His desperate order finally seemed to have an effect on the symbols, and the two [Runes] in his hand glowed in unison. Not considering whether he could fire off several at once, Theo just aimed both [Runes] at the rapidly approaching spider. 
The massive creature was doing its damnedest to sprint, not wasting a single moment. Theo didn’t appreciate that. He braced himself as the two steel plates in his hands fired off beams of flame and light toward the spider at point-blank range.




Chapter 20







The Bane of Rust


It didn’t exactly hit the spider’s face this time, the recoil too unwieldy when only using one hand for each [Rune], but the damage on the two front legs was significant. Theo didn’t know what he’d done exactly. but he watched the spider flop down on the floor as it continued towards him. With three of its legs no longer working anymore, he knew he had a chance. 
Moving towards one of the corners, Theo gave the two next [Runes] the same treatment. Since the spider could only move at walking speed, the two were easily activated in time. Theo properly braced himself and prepared for the recoil this time around, and the flames mostly hit the spider’s face. 
That finally seemed to do the trick. Theo felt relieved as the spider stopped moving. Where was that easy fight? This one had been hard as hell.
"I really need a way to hold my shield at the same time," Theo said, putting the two depleted [Runes] down on the floor as he went to gather up the other ones along with his shield. Putting it on his left forearm, he sat down and began to recharge his [Runes]. 
The [System] came along to congratulate him as well, which was nice.
[Giant Spider] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [5] to [6]. [2] points have been granted.

So, the secret to levelling really is to just fight the bigger ones?
Theo wasn’t sure he could do that consistently yet. Putting the two points into [Wisdom], he felt a little relieved. He now had another twenty seconds to work with when carving out a [Rune]. Maybe now he could increase the [Mana-Purity] properly. 
Stats
Strength: 18
Wisdom: 13
Agility: 10
Intelligence: 13
Endurance: 13
Perception: 9
Vitality: 11
Willpower: 8
Toughness: 11
Available Points: -

Enjoying his improvements more than ever, Theo settled into a meditative trance as he filled up each of the used [Runes] to their near-capacity. He only misfired once—he really was getting better and better. The improved sense of how his [Mana] moved certainly helped as well, and Theo was able to move it around more fluidly than ever before. He had to wonder when he was getting a new upgrade to it, though. If this was what it felt like for beginners, what would it be like when he actually mastered it? 
Only time could tell. The energies of the world agreed with him, and with his mind distracted, another burst of fire blasted into the ceiling and burned the webs above him. Even in the short time that the giant spider had been inside here, it had certainly made it quite cosy.
Or cosy for a spider at least. The webs were too sticky for Theo’s liking. The man had tried to bundle a bunch of them together as a makeshift pillow once. That hadn’t worked out too well. Instead, he just had to live with a small bundle of ripped clothes that he rested on every night. His [Toughness] made it possible to sleep properly, at least.
And… done.
With the [Runes] filled up and ready, it was time to strike once again. Positioning the [Runes] against the wall next to the door into the nest-filled laboratory, Theo was ready to settle an old score. Opening up the door with the tip of his right foot, he swung it open as he held one [Ignis Rune] in each hand. 
He felt a smile go over his face once again. "Lorenzo sends his regards."
This time it was just like Theo had imagined. The fire broke into the new laboratory. The large spiders nearest to the entrance had the fire forced into their flesh as they ran around alerting the others. None of them were smart enough to see him as the source, the chaos too much for them to handle properly. Theo loved it, firing off [Rune] after [Rune].
After the tenth and final one, the few remaining spiders alive were too injured to do anything but screech at him. He accepted it as an apology for their former attempts to kill him, before going inside to kill them with his shield. 
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Manipulation] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

There weren’t any other upgrades to his [Skills] to speak of, but Theo didn’t mind, just happy that [Rune-Manipulation] had finally worked properly. So the secret was to just activate them again and again as quickly as possible. Theo wouldn’t have guessed that mental endurance training was the way forward, but he didn’t argue with the [System] about it. Giving the heat in the room a moment to die down, he began to scavenge for supplies.
The door to the next room, which presumably connected the hallway to this place, was locked in place so tightly even his [Shield] didn’t work. That mattered little, of course, since Theo just wanted to scavenge the place for steel plates. It looked to be another pseudo-chemistry lab, though there were too many… What were those machines even?
It likely used to be a machine, at least Theo assumed so from the small glass tubes placed into the middle. The bottom platform was only held together by one iron stick in the centre as well, letting Theo guess it was meant to spin around quickly. A biology-lab place? It wouldn’t surprise him too much, at least.
"You need to study spider flesh somewhere, I suppose," Theo commented, his eyes glinting as he opened up another dozen cupboards, before he finally found exactly what he’d been looking for. "Plates!"
Theo wasn’t sure why the laboratory needed the inch-thick steel plates, and neither did he truly care. There were ten, each ready to be…
Grabbing the loot, the man’s happy mood faltered as he found them clinging onto each other a little too much. When he tried to tear one off to check on it, the [Mage] ripped it cleanly in half. It was almost pure rust. While Theo had perhaps gained strength through the last couple of weeks, there was no chance he could ever do that to regular steel. 
Picking up the entire block of the plates and placing it onto the table with a thud, his mood plummeted even further. The bits and pieces that fell off during the move made it clear as day, and the light from the lamp likewise let him know the material was in bad shape. If he tried to make [Runes] with this, it wouldn’t work. There was a better chance of it just exploding rather than actually working.
"Way to be a disappointment, little plates," Theo commented, clicking his tongue as he looked around some more. "And here I thought you could bring me into the new era."
Another few minutes of searching allowed him to find three more caches of the steel plates, each of them incredibly rusted. Along with that, the venom from the many spiders that had lived in the room easily destroyed the plates. Even if there hadn’t been any rust at all, most of the plate surfaces would have been too destroyed for the [Runes] to be carved out properly.
Walking back empty-handed seemed to be his way of life. Grabbing all the finished [Runes] that he already had on him, Theo resigned himself to return to his room. There was already food to be had and maybe the [Runes] he had now could help him get past the creatures at the staircase. 
No… he would just have to spend some time making [Runes] by ripping off the steel on his shield. It hurt his hands, sure, but it was the perfect material. His [Toughness] would increase and stop the blisters sooner or later.
Then again, I also need to figure out how to hold the shield and the [Runes] at the same time.
That was easily the biggest issue he faced at the moment. Having the shield up to defend himself while firing off the [Runes] either meant sacrificing his accuracy, or it meant having to expose his head and right hand when firing off the [Runes]. Neither was something Theo liked, but it wasn’t like he could just stick the [Ignis Rune] onto the front of the shield and just—
… Looking at the shiny steel surface of his favourite weapon in the world, his mood once again hit an all-time high. Hurrying back to this room, Theo barely gave the smaller spiders in the way more than a glance as he stepped on them. He had an idea to test out.
And if it worked, his days of worrying would more than likely be over.
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The Forgotten


Sometimes, even Theo was frightened by the size of his mind. It truly was something to witness. He looked upon his own work and was astounded at what he’d achieved. There was surely something deeply different about him that others couldn’t hope to reach. 
That something might’ve been the number of spider organs he could eat in five minutes, but Theo liked to think it was his skill in [Rune-Engraving]. Putting the [Ignis Rune] on his shield instead of a steel plate was a slightly different experience, honestly. He couldn’t just hold the shield in his lap, the weapon weighing too much and being way too big for something like that. Instead, he had to settle it on the wall in front of him, letting it hang there while he worked on it from the side.
Applying pressure on it was a little different, but he was getting used to it with time. At least the new positioning was letting him get an equal depth across the engraving, even if the slight curve of the shield made it hard to do so. Having to work with that was both enlightening and stressful, but it was a rewarding experience in the end. 
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 4].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Empowering] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 3].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Conduit Mana-Channelling] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 4].

[Stat] increase detected!
+1 to [Perception]

The end result was more than worth it. Theo felt happier than he had in a long time as the glow on the [Rune] steadied itself, taking mana from him with a pull before activating fully. After quite a few more tries than he’d thought would be needed, he now had a working [Ignis Rune] on the shield.
I could have made it a little bigger, though. There’s too much extra space.
He ignored the idea of making it bigger, for now. The man just wanted to see what it had to offer in terms of [Mana-Purity].
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity:  55%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 0/10
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 42/43

It was his best work yet! Going out into the hallway to test it out, Theo was delighted to see the beam of fire flying a full eight meters or so. The few small spiders around scurried away from the heat before they even got close to him. This day was becoming better and better.
Having to wait around for it to recharge sucked, though. Looking at the front of the shield, Theo ran through some estimations in his mind before deciding on the solution. He had no intention of just deleting his hard work, but who would mind if he added some more [Runes]? Having to wait nearly twenty seconds between each fire blast was akin to an eternity in battle. No, he wanted to fire at least a few times before he had to worry about defending himself.
Many hours were spent [Engraving] four more [Runes]onto the shield. The outer circle of the original [Rune] was too large for anything to be directly beside it, but creating them on a diagonal instead was more than possible. In the end, he had five [Ignis Runes], ready to be used on anything that wished him harm.
That the fires curved a little to the sides was annoying, though. Theo had to orient himself to face the creatures slightly to the side when attacking anything farther away when using anything but the middle [Rune]. That would have to be considered in battle, though he did see the benefits of the curves as well.
An all-out attack was now more than possible. The thought of putting the shield into a doorway and simply activating all the [Ignis Runes] at once spoke to him on a very deep level. Two beams of flames had been enough to disorient a room filled with large spiders. What would five of them do when used in the same manner?
There was only one way to find out. Feeling more than ready for a bit of cleansing of the floor, Theo left his room behind. With his shield fully stocked up on [Mana] in his runic work—and the [Mage] likewise taking a few [Runes] along on the side in case of an emergency—he set out to show off just what he was made of.
The lack of spiders around at the stairwell entrance didn’t worry him as he ran down the hallway with a wide smile. His steps hit the floor hard, each impact echoing further down the corridor. Whether he stepped on webs or not, the spiders further down heard him.
Three of the big ones appeared, all looking at him with eight hungry eyes. Twenty-four eyes, all looking at him like they were ready to feast on his flesh. 
Theo couldn’t be happier to see them hurry towards him.
"Oh, you think you’re getting something today?" he asked, hitting the floor with his shield and letting the bottom tip settle into the stone floor by the slightest amount. "Well, come and get some!"
When they were within fifteen meters of him, the three spiders running along the floor and walls in a desperate bid to get the first bite, Theo activated the [Runes]. Each took a moment to connect with his [Mana], the lack of a line of sight with the other side of the shield making it slightly more difficult. There was no issue beyond that, however. Even without looking directly at them, the glow of blue light that came from the five [Runes] lit up the world.
And with the warm glow came a thundering storm. A firestorm, something that Theo had never seen before in his life. The five beams of flame seemingly blended together, those angled towards the wall making it impossible to dodge. In an instant, the entire hallway ahead was covered in nothing but fire, screams, and burning flesh.
The power of the sun.
When the [Runes] were empty just two seconds later, the three spiders were dead on the ground. Theo laughed, stomping on them a few times to prove his victory. At the start of this ordeal, one of these had threatened his life to the fullest extent. Now? He’d just killed three of them at once, and he knew he could kill even more with the same amount of energy. He had made the equivalent of a magical shotgun that shot dragonfire and he loved it.
"Let’s do that again," Theo muttered, his voice shaky from the adrenaline nonetheless. The air felt a little empty, the fire taking more of it than he’d anticipated. It went back to normal after a few more seconds but… he needed to be ready for it next time. "Maybe I can add something to make the fire bigger."
[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Bash] has been increased from [Beginner 6] to [Beginner 7].

Thinking about what he could do with a can of methane made Theo feel all warm and cozy inside. He almost forget to pay attention to his refilling of the [Runes]. Before he knew it, he was ready to move forward once again.
While the map of the floor was still impossible to remember in his head, Theo was more than capable of knowing the way to the nearest staircase. Taking the closest left turn, he skipped past two right turns before taking the next one. Going straight ahead and following the hallway’s curve, he was greeted by the sight of another batch of spiders.
Four of them this time, each as dumb as the last batch. Theo had no trouble getting rid of these as well, letting the flames light the place up perfectly. The webs were also destroyed in the process, allowing Theo a glimpse of what this place used to look like many years ago.
This place actually looks great once you remove all the yucky stuff.
He wasn’t going to be the cleaner of the century, though. He moved past the smouldering corpses quickly. A few more turns and a few more encounters with spiders left him a little tired but otherwise fine. It didn’t matter to Theo, to be fair. His method of attack was almost perfected. He just had to spend his [Mana] wisely and recover when possible.
And… giving it another twenty minutes of moving through the [Facility], the sight of a hundred eyes made him smile. The hallway ahead widened to allow for a set of stairs, which connected with a few hallways from other areas. Theo had seen the place from every possible angle, though always from a distance. The hundred-or-so red eyes resting along those stairs had made his mind worry too much.
It was actually closer to one hundred and fifty, now that he was counting them. Nearly twenty large spiders, all of them ready to take a bite out of him. Theo had managed to take out ten through underhanded tactics, but these spiders were more knowledgeable about his position this time around. They would be charging him from the start.
How lucky that he had overwhelming firepower on his side. Striking the floor and bracing for the start of the assault, Theo activated the [Runes] as the horde of spiders got close.
"Get fucked, you furry bastards!"




Chapter 22







Run


He nearly stumbled back as the [Ignis Runes] fired this time. Theo almost thought his shout had lent him additional power but, no, it was around the same damage as before. A little less, since the wider hallway meant a good chunk of the heat hit the empty air instead of more spiders. 
Said spiders weren’t all dead either, only six of the twenty having been hit by the initial barrage. Not too good, if Theo was being honest. The others were at least retreating, the heat and light making them reconsider taking a bite of him.
They won’t be that way for long.
Not wanting them to get comfortable about the idea of no fire, Theo grabbed an [Ignis Runes] from his bag. Activating each of them, he didn’t bother waiting for their effect to take hold, instead just throwing them at the enemy. He didn’t care about damage. He wanted the [Runes] to spread fear.
"Let those survival instincts of yours give me a second more," Theo muttered as the light show began on the other side of his shield. He didn’t look at it too much, too focused on filling up the [Runes] on his shield. Each took five seconds, which meant he needed nearly half a minute to fill them all up. Theo wasn’t sure he had the time for that, throwing a few more [Ignis Runes] at them. At least those fried a further two spiders. 
Only twelve left, even if his breath was already caught in his throat. "Just fear, for god’s sake. I’m, what, the devil to you all?"
Theo wasn’t good at making things up on the spot. Once the last of the [Runes] were filled up, the man instantly allowed them to flare up yet again. The twelve spiders were getting more than a little closer this time around, though that was more in his favour than anything. Once they filled up his vision, the shield had nowhere it could truly miss. Those pesky things were even nice enough to fill up the walls and ceiling.
Looking away from the harsh light of the fires, the screeching assured him it was working somewhat. He was able to look back a few seconds later to see just a straggler or two still alive. Having the enemy close to him did make a big difference.
"There’s really no more of you around?" Theo asked, looking at the stairs going up and down as he jabbed his shield into the few survivors. "I’m… a little disappointed."
That was easier than expected.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Throw] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 3].

Not letting the ease of cleaning the stairs hit Theo too hard, he looked at the possible routes. He could either go down and hopefully find the ground floor or… go up in hopes of finding the ground floor.
By this point, he suspected he might be underground. With the lack of windows at any location in the [Facility], Theo had started to get suspicious. He’d found the corners of the floor and had found no sign of a view to the outside. While he understood some liked to be careful about security, and this place was certainly secure when it had been in operation, there was no sign that they would outright have nothing connected to the outside world. Theo didn’t believe it.
Just like that, the choice was made. Looking upwards, he began to climb the stairs, his shield at the ready as he ascended to the next floor. It was a good ten meters of going up, the staircase much longer than normal. With the weight Theo was carrying, he was slightly tired by the time he reached the top.
"Just what is the point of that much extra space?" he complained, taking a moment to breathe once he finally reached the next level of the [Facility]. 
Looking into the entryway, he saw a good ten spiders salivating back at him. "Oh, don’t look at me like that. Have some pride in yourselves."
The lower number of spiders was easy enough to dispatch, a single round of [Ignis Runes] mixed in with some [Shield-Bashes] taking care of the bastards. They were quite feisty, but there was little chance of Theo being hit by such a low amount.
Ten is low now, huh? How times change.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Bash] has been increased from [Beginner 7] to [Beginner 8].

Two increases to [Shield-Bash] in one day? Theo was on a streak!
An initial inspection of the upper floor was had, Theo giving it a once-over and seeing much of the same things that he’d found on the lower floor. There were doors all around, some leading into laboratories, break rooms, and very rarely… conference room? The jumble of chairs and long, destroyed table made that idea easy to visualize.
He did nothing more than look, though. The craving for adventure and escape fueled Theo to no end. Making sure his [Runes] were all topped off, he took a look at the next floor. Thirty-something steps, Theo took each quickly and without pause, only turning around when required. 
Glowing red pupils met him again, and he wasted no time in blasting them to the ends of hell, burning some while beating the surviving spiders to death. An 18 in [Strength] wasn’t to be underestimated, and Theo knew that more than everybody. But having his fist go through the flesh of the larger spiders was something he hadn’t anticipated.
"You can’t bite me with no fangs in your mouth, now can you?" The man taunted with a little bit of sadism as he held the bloody remains of the two sharp bits at the front of a dead spider. 
The corpse wriggled in response, giving him the concise answer of, “Heck off.” 
He dropped the fangs back down. "Okay, you’re just going to be like that? Fine."
Another four floors were travelled up before he hit a dead-end, with no new stairs to let him progress. The spiders were there as always, happy to try and fail in biting him. Some did get closer than Theo would have liked them to, their sharp teeth sinking into his thigh from behind when he wasn’t paying attention.
That the spiders knew to travel up the stairs without making a sound also wasn’t fun. Theo became more paranoid as he walked up, always glancing behind him now. He was so far away from his room that he couldn’t just run back to it anymore. No matter which way he went, he would need to fight at least fifty spiders. Finding a temporary resting place was his next move.
Unless I find the exit.
Since he was on the top floor already, or what he thought to be the top floor, Theo was more than happy to think about just… leaving. If given the chance to walk out of a door and into the sunlight, he would accept it no matter what. This place was doing things to him that he didn’t like. His mind was getting all frazzled. 
"Frazzle and dazzle."
The upper floors were even more covered by webs, with no inch of the hallways left empty anymore. Even the middle of the hallways had a few strings dangling down here and there, to the point where Theo was forced to use an [Ignis Rune] to clear the way so he could proceed. He scared more than a few hundred small spiders that way, stomping around in areas where they were meant to be relatively safe.
That they were just running away from him now must’ve meant he was doing something right.
Tapping the lamps as he walked by, he etched down his route on the back of his shield as well. Theo began to have a good idea of just how big the upper floors were. He’d walked for a good kilometre in one general direction yet still saw no end. It was like a reverse pyramid at this point, the place getting larger the more he moved upwards. 
That was both good and bad. More places to explore never hurt the mind. And yet… It also meant he had to travel around so much more before he could find the exit.
Just find an outer wall and walk along it.
It was easier said than done, but it was a plan Theo could follow. Taking left and right turns as he could, he walked another two hundred meters before he couldn’t go any more forward. It was just a long hallway of nothing to one side now. Perhaps a step towards salvation?
Theo wasn’t sure he could remember the way back to his room anyway. The only way was forward now. His breath was harsh and his throat hurt, his mind pounding as he moved ahead. The light from the laps became harsher as well, Theo barely able to hold his eyes open as he stared ahead. It was terrible.
But that all stopped once his ears picked up something else. It wasn’t the scurrying of the smaller spiders as he passed the hallways to his right. No… it was something behind him, far enough away that he had trouble seeing the shape, but still clear enough for its eyes to pop out in his vision.
Another spider, one large enough to rival most monsters of the world. Theo had only seen one of that size once, and he had thanked every possible god when it hadn’t attacked back then. But now? It was moving towards him and it was moving quickly, those giant legs tapping the floor of the hallway faster than he could move.
"You have to show up now?" Theo shouted at it as he started to run. There was no ounce of him ready to fight that thing . He’d already met its younger brother once, and that hadn’t been fun at all. If he had to fight this one… he wasn’t sure if he could win. It could soak up too much fire before actually succumbing to it. The thought of having to fight against that level of tankiness… 
No, he just couldn’t do it. "A running contest it is."
Not caring about running into anything else, Theo sprinted down the hallway as fast as he could. Each step had him sticking to the web that had settled on the floor, slowing him down. He nearly shouted in anger because of it. His heartbeat was at an all-time high, his ears were ringing, and his breath was becoming harder to hold steady. If he had needed to uphold this kind of speed just a few weeks ago while holding his shield, he would’ve been screwed.
Now? It was possible for him to not stop for a good while. His [Stamina] was draining, sure, but he could manage. If only the spider couldn’t say the same. Theo almost cursed as he looked back and saw it closing in.
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 [Intimidate]


The hallway curved, momentarily blocking the view from behind. Theo didn’t care. He just ran, his legs pushing him forward with fervour. Muscles contracted and expanded at rates worthy of an Olympic sprinter, the wind whipping against his face. At one point, he nearly stumbled onto the floor due to a rather powerful piece of web that caught at his ankles. 
He didn’t fall on that one, of course. That would be stupid.
No, he fell on the one three paces further down the hallway, Theo too distracted by the first to look ahead. His head hit the ground before he could shield himself with his hands, his nose impacting the rock first. It was a miracle of chance and [Toughness] that it didn’t break, though blood dripped down as he felt his vision blur.
A concussion? It certainly felt like that.
How would I even know what those feel like? I’ve never had one, for hell's sake!
Still. A concussion was the most likely answer. Getting up again, he stumbled a little as he straightened his back, leaning by a sharp corner and staring down the hallway he’d come from. The taps of feet hitting the ground were still clear in his ears, though the actual direction was hard to place. Something was wrong with his sense of direction. Wait—was his ear bleeding or was that just his face?
Putting a finger on the right one, Theo swore as his finger came back covered with blood. More accidents, one after the other. There was something about that which made his blood boil, though not enough to distract him from the sight that greeted him a few seconds later.
Something was approaching from the direction he had meant to flee towards. The monster had thought to cut him off. A very bold strategy to be sure, though Theo’s skills related to tripping and nearly killing himself had been underestimated. He was just too smart for the spider.
Too dumb and smart. 
Fleeing was no longer an option. Theo knew his body couldn’t handle it, his stamina already too low. With the corner he was settled next to, there was really only one way to survive this fight.
Turtle mode. Activate.
Going down on his knees and pushing himself as low to the wall as possible, he waited until the massive spider got close enough before spitting out the first volley of fire. The flames soared through the air, the narrow hallway allowing the heat to directly hit the spider and nothing else. Ten normal spiders would’ve died instantly from the attack—a hundred smaller ones probably would’ve suffered the same fate.
The massive spider barely stopped moving towards him. Theo cursed and shouted. It readied its fangs, which were long enough to easily pierce through his thigh.
"How about something from below?" Theo muttered as he pulled his other [Runes] out of his bag, activating them before sliding them under the massive spider. He nearly lost his hand during the manoeuvre, as one of the legs struck down at it. 
"Almost got me there, bud."
Talking was calming him down, though the flames that shot out at the stomach of the spider also helped. The flames bounced off the flesh, hitting his own shield and heating it slightly, but Theo could survive that. The spider was taking the brunt of the attack. If he could kill that eight-legged freak before it killed him, it would be a success on his part.
Webs stuck to his back as he pressed himself an inch closer to the wall. Theo struggled as the spider tried to remove his shield, the beast pulling on it as much as it pushed. It started applying more pressure on top as well. It was trying to get under!
Oh, no you don’t!
The [Runes] on his shield had finally gathered enough [Mana] again, and he fired it off as the spider’s head hovered less than a meter away. Its legs made dents in the bottom of his shield while he activated it. 
He was not having a grand old time.
Heat clashed with flesh once again. The closeness made Theo feel it more than ever, the flames twisting around and pushing against his shield as much as the spider’s fangs. Holding the shield hurt his forearm and fingers to an extreme degree, yet he pushed on. 
Burns could heal. His life couldn’t.
The deep bass of its scream made Theo nearly let go from shock. His remaining, working ear popped due to the deafening noise. The creature on the other side of the shield clearly did not like the damage he’d done to it. Unable to wait another thirty seconds before firing off another barrage, he rolled out a [Rune] from the side and had it fire from the beneath the spider, while Theo recharged the middle [Rune] on his shield. In no time at all, the blast from his center [Rune] had the spider stumbling away from him.
Had he done it?
No, he had not. Theo grimaced as he saw the spider stumble around in front of him, its front legs struggling to grasp at its head. The first layer of skin was gone entirely, its eyes turned crispy and the fangs bleached. It was in pain, but it wasn’t dead. Seeing it turn around to flee brought him relief.
He had survived.
… It’s not enough.
His vision was blurred, one of his ears was ringing, and Theo could taste blood foaming in his mouth along with a multitude of burns across his skin. He was as good as dead if he faced any more attacks. 
But… he didn’t care. He wanted this.
"You don’t get to run!" Theo shouted, sprinting towards the beast. It didn’t look his way, just continuing to stumble forward. 
He charged and leapt, barely managing to get on top of its back but succeeding in the end.
That certainly got its attention. The creature tried to pull him to the front or just get him off in general. Theo didn’t care. He raised his shield with one hand, holding on to the spider’s back with the other. His [Stamina] was nearly empty, but who gave a shit? Slamming ten kilos of steel into its back, he felt it increase the pace. 
He continued to use [Shield-Bash] again and again. His [Stamina] fell below zero and he felt his limbs nearly go slack, but he just didn’t stop. Theo forced his body to stay in his control, gripped the hide of the giant spider, and hit it again.
The monster collided with the wall, and Theo’s head impacted the stone. For a moment his mind went black, but he was over it in an instant. He almost didn’t notice as he raised his shield to hit the creature another dozen times.
It was a slow, painful, and terrible way to die. Theo made sure it was the spider whose death fit that description, not stopping his hits even as the creature sank to the floor. Only when the head was mere mush did he accept the idea of stopping.
The moment that acceptance came, and his body just fell. At least the spider-mush cushioned his fall, though Theo’s mind distracted by the sight of the blue boxes appearing in his dreams. It was good to see spots of his vision that weren’t caused by his concussion. 
[Queen Spider] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [6] to [8]. [4] points have been granted.

[Stat] increase detected!
+2 to [Toughness]
+2 to [Willpower]
+1 to [Endurance]

[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Bash] has been increased from [Beginner 8] to [Beginner 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Shield-Bash] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 6].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Manipulation] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 4].

"I would like to not do that again in a while," Theo said after five minutes of breathing, his mind still unable to command his body. He just watched those blue boxes, wondering how he’d managed to survive.
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 8
Class: Mage
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 39/110
Stamina(SP): -4/140
Mana(MP): 12/130

Stats
Strength: 18
Wisdom: 13
Agility: 10
Intelligence: 13
Endurance: 14
Perception: 10
Vitality: 11
Willpower: 10
Toughness: 13
Available Points: 4

I can go into the negatives?
Theo wasn’t sure whether or not to be proud of that, laying his head back onto the dead corpse. It was a pretty good pillow. If not for the fact that he would almost certainly be killed in his sleep if he closed his eyes, he might’ve taken a nap.
Two of the points were put into [Vitality], another added to [Toughness], and the last getting shoved into [Agility]. The fog that had settled over his head cleared slightly after that, though Theo could still feel a pounding in his skull.
Could his body fix a concussion by itself, or did he need to just live with that now? Sitting up a little to make sure no spiders were getting too close, Theo could feel the pounding in his head. It was like being at a metal concert—if he’d decided to shove himself into the speakers. The reverberating bass in his head was uncontrollable.
"There has to be something that can fix it if time doesn’t," Theo murmured, giving the original set of blue boxes another look. [Shield-Bash] had apparently… ranked up? He should’ve known something like that was possible. "Let’s see it, I guess."
Summoning his entire [Skill-Collection], he looked through the new additions.
[Skill-Collection]
Active Skills
[Throw]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to throw a projectile with a higher accuracy.
7SP/Use

[Shield-Bash]
[Novice 1]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield. Has a chance to [Stun] target.
10SP/Use

[Transform Shield]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to transform a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Regenerate Shield]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to regenerate a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Barehanded Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of an [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

[Conduit Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person with the use of an [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

Passive Skills
[Internal Mana-Sense]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to sense [Mana] internally.

[Map-Engraving]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to create [Maps] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing secrets passively.

[Iron Stomach]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the stomach of the user to digest organic material more effectively.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse.

[Shield-Mastery]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to use shields with more finesse.

[Rune] Skills
[Rune-Engraving]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.

[Rune-Empowering]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to empower a [Rune], fulfilling the final requirements for [Initial Activation].

[Rune-Manipulation]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations.

[Rune-Mastery]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.

[Stun] a target? Theo wouldn’t say no to that. The idea of an enemy stopping its attacks for an instant or two sounded marvellous. He could remember too many times where the enemy hadn’t died from the first hit, countering him before he could defend himself. Too many fangs had entered his arms because of it. He would’ve massaged the old wounds if not for the fact he couldn’t feel his arms much.
The decrease in [Stamina Cost] was great as well, he supposed. Theo certainly didn’t mind being able to use the ability a few more times in battle before he would get like this.
I need to get out of here soon if I want to find the exit.
In his good ear came the sound of scuttling, legs scratching the ground as they moved closer and closer. Looking to his side, he was greeted by the sight of a large, lonely spider moving his way.
"I can’t deal with you right now," Theo said with a tired voice, forcing his body to get up from his lying position. "Leave now or die painfully."
To his surprise, the spider stopped in place. Theo tilted his head to the side. He hadn’t seen that kind of reaction before. Was this one a intelligent, or did he just sound threatening this time? He supposed the tiredness made his voice extra rough. That didn’t usually have an impact on spiders, though. His flesh being exposed and ready to be chomped on was usually their main focus.
And yet, the spider turned around and walked back to wherever it had come from. Theo just stood there, not sure what to say.
New [Skill] learned!
[Intimidate] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

"… I’ll take it, I guess."
The interaction meant he needed to get out of the hallway, however. Limbs still shaking, he grabbed the shield and moved along the floor at a steady pace. Seeing the first possible door, he opened it up and checked for any spiders hiding inside. Finding none, he entered, barricaded the door, and sat down on one of the chairs. 
His eyes were closed before he knew it, his mind off to sleep to make up whatever fantasies he could imagine.
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Technician’s Log


Theo felt better after… however many hours he slept on that stone floor. He drained his water bottle in seconds, and his stomach growled after something to eat, but at least his mind was back to its optimal state once again. The cloud that had fogged over his thoughts was entirely gone now, though his limbs were still a little finicky.  
A slight twitch came over his arm when he raised his shield. Muscle tiredness? Theo hadn’t felt that since he’d gotten here. Why was it happening now?
"Lack of food maybe," the [Mage] murmured as he put the heavy steel shield against the door to hold back any potential spiders that wanted to enter. 
Stretching his limbs in the vain hope of being able to move around properly, he surveyed the room he’d walked into so many hours ago. He had given the place a few glances to make sure there weren’t any spiders nearby, but he certainly hadn’t needed to worry about that. Out of all the rooms he’d explored, this one was the closest to being clear of any spiderwebs. 
"Actually… What is this place?"
Big stone blocks filled the place, three rows of them mildly glowing every minute or so. They seemed to fill with blue light at random, revealing shapes with seemingly no pattern. Theo didn’t understand it at all until his mind caught up with what he was seeing.
This was a [Facility]. Facilities had laboratories which did experiments, meaning they needed some way to keep the data safe. Combining that reasoning the fact that the [System] had been able to answer Theo’s more simple questions, he knew exactly what he was looking at.
Data Servers.
Servers running on [Mana], eternally processing data and sorting it in an optimized pattern. Theo felt giddy as he looked at those blue flashes with new eyes. He understood none of it, the shapes far too small for him to actually discern. Instead, he looked around until he saw a slightly slanted slab of stone sitting at waist height in front of one of the servers. Having a good feeling that he wasn’t being too much of an idiot, Theo pressed his hand against the stone.
[Rune-Crafter] detected!
Connecting the user's internal system to [Facility-3310 "Arachnid’s Paradise"]’s data servers. Please wait while the connection stabilizes.

"That was easy," Theo muttered, watching as lights scrolled down front of him. 
He felt his [Mana] being prodded from just about every angle possible. He didn’t fight it, letting the sensation flow through him easily. Trying to stop it at this point felt a little dangerous, seeing as every push was mirrored by one of the servers lighting up. The idea of some error popping up and frying his brain didn’t sound fun. 
"Easy and stressful."
Connection established!
Initial readings were deemed within specified limits.
The [System] of [Facility-3310 "Arachnid’s Paradise"] greets [Rune-Crafter] Theo Locheim. What does the apprentice wish to know about? Be warned that attempts to access restricted or adult information will be reported to your [Mentor].

"I really don’t like how you phrased that," the so-called [Rune-Crafter] commented, wiping away the tiredness from his eyes as he stared at the blue box. He felt like sleeping another hour just from looking at this. What did it mean by adult content? He was twenty-six, for heck’s sake! He was an adult. 
"What information do you have to give?"
The question deemed unclear.
Does the user wish to know about information they can be informed about or all information preserved on the [Data-Servers]?

"Everything I’m allowed to know about, I guess."
Question accepted!
The user is currently allowed to access: [Infestation-Status], [Facility Layout], [Laboratory Status], [Cafeteria Menu], and [Technician’s Log].
Does the user wish to access any of the data?

Just like that, Theo could feel his heart starting to beat beautifully. His stomach started to flutter as hope grew like never before. He almost laughed at the mention of a cafeteria but held himself calm. He couldn’t waste his time on useless things just yet.
I am saving it for later, though. There is no chance I’m not getting told what the spiders’ meal of the day is.
"Get me the most recent technician’s log, please,"
Request accepted!
This isn’t looking good, if I have to be honest with you all. That damned apprentice, Adrian, had a shouting match with the technician lead last night. He kept ordering that we redirect the surplus [Mana] over to their little experimentation room on the seventh floor, but my boss wasn’t having any of it. That old [Rune-Crafter] with the wrinkles stepped in when the sound of the two screaming echoed through the floors and the people started making bets on who would win.
We have done as requested of us and given them more energy than any project in this facility’s history has ever been granted before. The [Mana-Generators] are more than able to pick up the slack, but some of the other laboratories are complaining. With the lacklustre power-supply, some of our extra protection layers are not getting as much [Mana] as required for perfect upkeep. They’re still working, and they are going to work for another few decades as it is, but accounting is calling it stupid. That apprentice doesn’t seem to care, though. He’s being weird about anything that can affect us in the future.
Nobody actually knows what those two are doing in that little room of theirs. I tried to ask my boss but he didn’t know either. I was told to keep quiet about my questions but that just makes me more curious. Apparently, they’re friends of the [Facility Head] which is even weirder. Why would friends of the top guy be in such a shitty place, right in the middle of the facility? The lower or lowest floors would’ve made more sense, since the [Mana-Purity] is so much better down there.
Just to keep it official, the Data-Servers had a check-up as well. They’re doing fine and dandy. A few efficiency issues were noticed at terminal five with any advanced queries, but we put up a sign to warn everybody. Nobody but us goes in here anyway so it shouldn't be an issue.
That’s about everything. See you in next week’s entry, non-existent person who actually reads these things.
[Age of data entry: 187 years, 9 months, 16 days, 5 hours, 48 minutes, 57 seconds.]

That was about as professional as Theo expected it to be. The amount of complaining didn’t surprise him, though… those laboratory technicians had been right about the protection layers slowly eroding away. If the age listed at the bottom was anywhere close to true, the protection hadn’t lasted as permanently as it should have. 
And the end result? An entire [Facility] filled with creatures of varying sizes, all ready to chomp down on his flesh. Spiders were terrible like that.
But what else was in those notes? Theo needed to know.
"Can I see the technician’s note written before this one?" he asked. 
The blue box popped up again, making him frown.
Request Denied!
User does not have the [Clearance] to see older logs. To be granted access, please consult your [Mentor].

Theo felt like mentioning he didn’t have one of those, but he feared that would just lock him out entirely. He looked back on the original list of things he could ask for. If he couldn’t figure out more from this one, maybe asking about the [Infestation-Status] would help.
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Internal Transfers


"Please give me everything you can about the [Infestation-Status]," Theo said, feeling his throat go dry as the [System] took quite a while to respond. The number of swirling lights on the servers close by made him think he’d said the wrong thing. "It’s fine if it is just a basic—" 
Request Accepted!
[Full Diagnostics Protocol] has been activated in response to your query. Results located: [Facility-3310 "Arachnid’s Paradise"] is currently experiencing an [A-Rated Infestation]. All entries and exits have been fully locked to contain creatures, all servers have been forced into limited operation, and [Mana-Generators] have been put on [Long-Term Operation] to extend life on [Runes] and increase chance of infestation being cleared before [Facility Implosion].
Does the user wish for more information?

"… Yes. What is [Facility Implosion] supposed to mean?" Theo asked, not liking the sound of that at all. Was that the magical equivalent of a nuke? The idea of being thrown into a void or something similar wasn’t on his to-do list if he was being honest. He had tried that once—and once was more than enough for him.
Request Denied!
User does not have the [Clearance] to access [Restricted Emergency Solutions]. To be granted access, please consult your [Mentor].

He didn’t fucking have a—
Taking a deep breath, Theo tried to centre himself. There was no point in being angry. It would gain him nothing. And with the fact that his body was already on the brink of starvation, having his pulse rise wasn’t a good idea.
Instead, he put his mind to work again. The [Facility] had an [A-Rated Infestation], just as he had feared. When he’d been forced to contend with a [D-Rated] one, Theo had been forced to clear the area before being allowed to leave. If Theo needed to do the same now… 
"What are my options for leaving this place?"
The extra time that the server spent loading an answer to his question didn’t bring him much joy.
Request Accepted!
Exit of [Facility-3310 "Arachnid’s Paradise"] will require a [Full Diagnostics Protocol] with perfect results. Due to the severity of the [A-Rated Infestation] and the time that this [Infestation] has been ongoing, [Cleansing Protocols] have been authorized for all individuals currently located inside the facility.

There was a little hope in the first bit of information, even if it only confirmed Theo’s fears. The second part, however… intrigued him more than a little. Maybe this was his way out.
"Define [Cleansing Protocols]."
Request Accepted!
When [Cleansing Protocols] are activated, either through automatic systems or the manual operation of an [Site-Director], the [Facility] will be filled with a gas lethal to all living beings. Due to the daily operations of [Facility-3310 "Arachnid’s Paradise"], the [Facility] has been equipped with specialized material that will be fatal to organic beings. Because of this, all surviving residents of the institution are required to be within the [Facility’s] [Safety Room]. Due to concerns about remote activation, these rooms are the only place the [Cleansing Protocols] can be activated.

Theo’s body shook from joy in its purest form. He controlled himself, of course. He wasn’t some wild animal that would senselessly jump up and down. There was a desire to do so, sure, but that was only temporary in the sense that he did it in his mind.
So I just need to get into one of those [Safety Rooms], turn on the toxic gas button, wait around until everything dies and then leave? This… 
This can be done.
Now he just needed the final piece and he could go. Theo didn’t like how one of the servers was shaking a little. For an operation that required zero movements from the device, any kinetic energy at all had to mean he was doing something wrong. Or, in the worst-case scenario, one-and-a-half centuries of sitting around had done something to them.
"Tell me the locations of the [Safety Rooms]," Theo ordered as he prepared to leave. He wanted more information, but putting the servers back on standby was probably the smartest option. If they shut down, he would have to break through the [Facility's] exit by himself. Since he didn’t even know where that was, there was no chance he was letting his information source kill itself just yet. 
Request Partly Accepted!
[Safety Room 1] is for [High-Clearance Personnel] only and the location is not allowed to be distributed.
[Safety Room 2] is for [Technicians] only and is not allowed to be distributed.
[Safety Room 3] is—
[Safety Room 4] is located on Floor 6, Hallway 18, Number 3 to the right.
Do you want the directions to [Safety Room 4] to be sent to your [Internal Systems]?

"Yes!"
Theo nearly let go of the server as his mind began to hurt like nothing before. Concepts beyond his realm of understanding filled his head. Never before had he been forced to understand three dimensions so vividly. Was it really like that? His hands felt different, his tongue refused to sit in place. Was his foot shaking, or was that just his blood moving about? Oh, hell, he couldn’t feel his—
Request Fulfilled!
Server is currently experiencing high levels of stress and is returning to [Stand-By Mode]. Please remove your hand from the terminal to stop any accidental reactivations of systems.
We hope you have a great day!

And just like that it was over. Theo to the floor, breathing heavily. Grabbing his shield and taking out a rock from the formerly flat floor, he desperately scribbled down what he remembered. His brain couldn’t contain what he’d been just told, but he could understand some of it. He was on floor one, at the moment, and he needed to go five floors down. Then it was directly to the right, forward three times, to the left, to the right, go down a bit more, to the left, and then… he would be there.
Theo looked at his handiwork, not sure that it was even correct. His brain refused to review the information again, and instead it just focused on how much it was hurting. A swig of water from his nearly depleted bottle gave him no more focus. How annoying.
At least it seemed to be right. He sat down and rested his back against a wall. His spine popped a little, helping him relax just enough for him to breathe calmly again. Theo was perhaps not in the best shape at the moment, and maybe he wouldn’t be until this was all done, but he sure as hell was going to see it to the end.
Get down to the room, kill everything at the press of a button, leave this place, and find a way home.
Getting his thoughts in order before standing up, Theo felt a rare clarity. His stomach still complained to the ends of the earth, but he did have a plan for that. A certain massive spider wasn’t too far out in that hallway, and eating flesh that had only died a few hours ago was perfectly fair game. His [Iron Stomach] could handle it.
Opening up the door, however, he was greeted by the smell of a half-eaten and very rotten corpse. Flies had gathered, and a few of the smaller spiders milled under the massive spider’s flesh, eating to their heart's content. Theo nearly gagged at the sight. Only the previous horrors of this place kept his stomach in order. Just… what?
How long did I actually sleep on that floor?
His estimations of a few hours had been far-off. A corpse didn’t get like that in just a day.
Trying to ignore the implications of his maybe-coma, Theo began to walk. He had five floors to cover and potentially hundreds of spiders to kill in the process. With his shield at his side and [Runes] ready to be fired, he felt ready. Nothing was going to stop him.
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Upgrades


Instinct triumphed over his mind as Theo ducked. A spider coming into view above him, flying over his head. That was the third one this fight that had tried that. Activating the [Runes] on his shield, he fired at the five spiders in front of him. He held strong as the shield pushed against his stance. The screams of pain almost distracted him from the fangs that dug through the armour on his legs, pumping venom into his bloodstream. 
"Give me a damned break!" Theo shouted, kicking the spider with his leg and making it back away. When the [Runes] finally stopped, their [Mana] completely dry, he lifted the shield above him before he struck down on the biting offender. [Shield-Bash] made the weapon come down like a sledgehammer, shooting through the frontal part of the spider’s head with no resistance.
It was still alive, walking around a little, but the movement was… hazy. A [Stun]? 
Theo didn’t care too much, using the opportunity to attack as he took out the rest of its head. The two spiders on each side tried to jump him, however, forcing him to throw a [Rune] plate down on the floor. The two spiders collided with each other mid-air as Theo dodged out of the way, falling to the ground and right on top of the steadily glowing [Rune]. Each managed only to get up on their feet and look angrily his way before the burst of flames erupted.
They never learn.
Another group of smaller spiders tried to gang up on him, forcing Theo to stomp his way to safety as tens of small fangs attempted to enter his body. His armour held true, sure, but that didn’t mean he liked it. Shaking them off while taking the more ferocious ones with his shield, Theo was forced to consider his circumstances.
The first floor was rather easy to get through, seeing as the spiders there hadn’t regathered at the stairs after his initial cleansing of the area around it. The second floor… not as much. It had been annoying to kill the five larger ones, though it hadn’t been hard either. 
Now, the third floor, the one he was currently on? Not as easy and not as fun.
"Just stop moving!" Theo shouted at the small spiders as they scrambled around on the floor. [Intimidate] rang clear in his voice. He actually noticed the difference in tone that came through his vocal cords in the moment—and as the small spiders all stopped moving. 
They could actually understand his orders for once? How beautiful.
Stomping on the ones still alive, silence greeted his ears. Not true silence, seeing as the two larger spiders hit by the [Rune] plate still ran in circles a few meters away, but Theo took what he could get. Deciding to get it over with, he went over and lopped off their heads as well. It was surprising just how easy it was now.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Intimidate] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 3].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Manipulation] has been increased from [Beginner 4] to [Beginner 5].

And just like that, [Rune-Manipulation] had turned into his most advanced runic ability. Theo wasn’t sure what to think about that. His usage of the [Runes] was so much higher than the time he spent actually carving of them. He was letting his craft go stale.
[Intimidate] is jumping upwards, though. I wonder how much I can push it.
Letting go of that line of thought for the moment, Theo had a look at the [Runes] on his shield. It had been a while since he’d checked up on them.
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 43%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 0/10
Activation: Trigger 
Durability: 6/43

Checking the other [Runes] on the shield as well, they each gave similar results. The one on the bottom right only had three points of durability left. That was not good. Maybe Theo had grown complacent, assuming they would work forever.
He had jumped on the advantage of the shield [Runes] since they could just be reapplied whenever he wanted, yet he’d forgotten to actually do that. He didn’t bother slapping his face for his forgetfulness, though. Conserving his [HP] was for the best.
Checking out the immediate area around the stairs, he quickly found a break room for the [Facility’s] guards. He took one of the half-burnt spider corpses and dragged it inside, supposing that a lunch break was in order. He closed the door and braced it with a rusted and rotted sofa, before sitting down on the floor to think through his possibilities. 
"So, I need to redo my [Runes] so that I don’t have to worry that they’ll break," Theo supposed, tearing out a chunk of the spider corpse and stuffing it in his mouth. 
A month ago, he would’ve gagged at the taste. Now he just basked in the sensation of food in his mouth. Picky eaters were losers, unable to appreciate the greatness of calories no matter the form. Maybe those people who wanted humans to eat bugs had a point. Protein was protein. 
He returned to the problem at hand. "But doing it with five [Runes] is going to be so damn annoying…"
Theo looked at all the wasted space on the shield. Every area of empty steel between the five [Runes] had no use. He began to think. There was a question that everybody should've thought of by now; why was he always doing the [Runes] at this size? The answer was that he’d found the original [Rune] written that way, and he hadn’t wanted to try something different.
And yet, he had accidentally made the [Runes] smaller several times, and the only consequence was that they had possessed less [Capacity] and range. He had never made them bigger but… who said that was impossible? Theo hadn’t improved his [Rune-Engraving] for a while now, and this felt like the perfect opportunity. With his [Mana] higher than ever, he knew he could actually do it as well.
Some preparations first, though. To actually make the bigger [Rune], he needed the shield to be free of any alterations. That meant removing the original five [Ignis Runes] currently etched on it. That was easy in theory, of course. Using [Regenerate Shield] would bring the steel back to its original configuration.
However, he currently had a perfectly well-made map scratched onto the back. That wasn’t something he had any plans of removing without having a perfect copy sitting close by. Therefore… finding a wall in the room with minimal decorations, Theo began to copy the map over to the other surface. He couldn’t take the wall with him later, sure, but copying it over to the shield afterwards shouldn’t be too hard.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Map-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 4].

"Thanks for the reminder," Theo muttered. 
He spent the next ten minutes trying to tease out every detail he’d made while he still remembered the actual floor plan. Not having the original context of what he’d drawn made the task much more difficult. No… he couldn’t mess anything up by simplifying his original diagrams. Every detail was forced onto that wall whether he liked it or not. 
"Just don’t crumble, please. I need you to be flat and well-made, my sweet map-holder."
The wall didn’t respond, but it certainly held up a little better in the end. By the time the final line was drawn, there was only small pile of dust on the floor. His shoes were still dirty, though.
Never mind that. Theo now had no issues with putting his shield back in its original shape. Sitting down yet again, he closed his eyes as he listened to the steady rhythm of [Mana] flowing out of his body. He didn’t spend more than he regenerated every second, keeping his reserves full. If he emptied himself out now, he would still need to wait for his [Mana] to come back again anyway. To start [Engraving] a [Rune] while not in optimal conditions was the epitome of stupidity.
After another twenty minutes of rest, eating spider flesh and letting his [Mana] do its thing, the [System] rewarded him for his efforts.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Barehanded Mana-Channelling] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 5].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Regenerate Shield] has been increased from [Beginner 5] to [Beginner 6].

That was the biggest increase in a [Skill] that Theo had seen in quite a while. It usually took much more work before he could get it to that level. Had his time doing other [Mana] tasks helped him improve so much?
Has to be.
When he got the chance, he would go through every [Skill] on his list and figure out just how good he’d gotten at them without realizing it.
"Now for the actual [Rune-Engraving], though," Theo muttered, positioning his shield so it sat perfectly in front of him. Fastening it in place so it didn’t move, he began to mentally prepare for the carving. His previous methods and movements wouldn’t really work this time, since he was operating on a much grander scale. And the curvature of the shield he would have to carve across… it was going to be something. 
"I have the [Mana], and I have the time."
With his own version of a prayer made, Theo activated the [Engraver] and began to carve out the initial triangle in the middle. [Mana] travelled through his fingers and into the [Conduit] perfectly, the rate both consistent and low enough that he wasn’t risking not having enough [Mana] for the [Empowerment]. 
Making the corners sharp at this size was easier than ever. The [Mage] grinned at his work as went through the movements near-perfectly. He started on the inner circle. Finishing quickly, the line into the two outer circles was smoother than expected as well. His [Mana] was dropping a little more than he wanted, but he could still manage. It hadn’t gone into the more dangerous levels just yet.
He started the first of the outer circles, the larger movement making Theo wince as the depth of the engraving was thrown off. He tried to hold it steady, but he still struggled towards the bottom part. He tried to ignore it, focusing on the second and final outer circle. The depth was about the same, but the sides were slightly off in the shape. Theo couldn’t tell perfectly, the curved surface of the shield throwing him off.
And yet… the [Rune] was done! The blue glow from the flowing lines was stronger than ever, and Theo was greeted by the massive [Rune] that now covered his entire shield. Raising himself from his position and stepping back to get a better look at it, he had to wipe the sweat off his brow. For once, he’d—
The feeling of the [Rune-Empowerment] was much heavier than expected. Theo nearly stumbled to the ground as all his remaining energy was taken. His [Health] remained untouched, a few points of [Mana] still remaining. It had barely been enough to cover it, though, and the [Rune’s] reaction… 
The shield began to shake, the blue symbol glowing brighter and stronger. Theo didn’t have a good feeling about this.




Chapter 27







Ignorance


Theo took few steps back, but that was all he managed before the shield exploded, every piece of [Mana] inside desperate to escape. It was a good thing he raised his arms in time, as shrapnel flew everywhere along with extreme amounts of heat. The edges of his armour burned and Theo felt his eyebrows singe. It hurt more than ever, and he felt his hands bleeding from cuts as he was thrown against the wall on the other side of the room. 
The entire place shook. He had trouble getting his lungs to work. Something seemed to not sit right in his chest. He spent over a minute just relearning to breathe, his lungs not understanding what he meant when he wanted them to expand. They could push out air well enough, but anything else was apparently out of their limits.
Still, he made it work in the end. His vision had darkened, but he’d survived. The shield… not as much. The handle he had balanced on the wall was still there, but everything else was either dripping from the heat or located somewhere else in the room. The [Rune] had almost certainly exploded.
Maybe bigger isn’t always better?
Theo wasn’t sure. Though the [System] was more than happy to grab his attention. It had something to say.
[Stat] increase detected!
+1 to [Luck]

[Warning]!
Rune(Ignis, 1) [Overload]. Explosion imminent in: 00:00:00

That was a new one. Theo would’ve loved to have gotten a warning earlier, though. Maybe then his hands would be in better shape. Even if they were already healing from the cuts, the stinging wasn’t fun at all.
"[System], please define the causes for [Overload], and, if you can, please explain why the [Ignis Rune] exploded in this case," Theo requested. 
It was a long shot, but he was getting closer to understanding what the blue boxes thought of as vital information. The more specialized it was about [Runes], the more of a chance he had of getting an actual answer.
Request Accepted!
The [Overload Warning] occurs when the [Rune] in question has been overloaded with [Mana] due to any number of reasons. The most common reason for this phenomenon in [Circuits] is due to the feeder-[Runes] having been ordered to supply too much energy to a certain chain, slowly but steadily causing the supplied [Runes] to blow out and cause dangerous effects in their destruction. Other causes can include: Forced manual injection of [Mana] beyond the [System]’s guided maximum for a [Rune], a [Rune] being modified to not emit [Mana] under any circumstances while still being supplied more energy, or a [Rune] being granted more energy than it can handle due to its natural limitations.
In the [Rune-Crafter]’s circumstance, the recorded capacity of the [Tier 1] [Ignis Rune] was beyond 25. The highest recorded [Capacity] of this [Rune], while remaining stable for a prolonged period, has been 13. Any attempts to go past this limit has resulted in immediate explosions and damage to testers.
Recommended Options: Keep [Rune] within its natural [Spectrum].

And just like that, Theo had learned another word. [Spectrum]. It was the size in which he could create the [Rune] without it exploding in his face.
Would’ve been nice to know about that before I wasted an hour on this.
Looking at the very destroyed shield on the ground, the [Mage] took the biggest piece and began to channel [Regenerate Shield] again. He had learned something from this, even if no new [Skills] had been gained. For now, making the smaller [Runes] was his game plan.
At least he had discovered that there was a [Luck] stat. Theo hadn’t seen that one on his [Status Screen] before, and it didn’t show up when he looked at it now either. [Hidden Stats], huh? The [System] recognized it as a term, even if it refused to give him information about it when asked. Those blue boxes were both the smartest and stupidest computers Theo had ever dealt with.
I wonder if I can use it as a calculator. I’m going to need that if I have to figure out the currents in those [Circuit] things.
His high school math skills would have to carry him once he started on that path. For now, however, silence and patience were all he needed. Taking another chunk out of the dead spider, the shield on his lap as he rested his body against the wall, Theo almost felt like sleeping.
He nearly fell asleep as he spent two full hours just waiting for the shield to come back to its original shape. Pumping in [Mana] was hard to do consistently, but the actual practice was more about concentration than anything else. With how deprived he’d been of distractions for so long, Theo was lucky he could still focus so much more now, at least.
When the shield was too heavy to have on his lap without cutting off his circulation, Theo knew it was time to redo his previous [Runes]. Setting the shield up on another wall this time, he etched out how big he could truly make the five [Runes] without getting in trouble. 
But he began to get another idea as well.
That empty space between the big five… didn’t have to be empty space at all. He’d gotten so distracted by making the original [Runes] bigger that he didn’t think of just putting some slightly smaller ones in between. Theo would’ve slapped himself silly if that was all there was to it, of course, but the [Spectrum] of the [Ignis Rune] did make him rethink his so-called genius idea.
Testing was required, as always. Tearing off a small part of the shield and measuring how big the [Rune] would be if put between the others, he spent a little while [Engraving] it. He whistled a little tune as he tried to focus on the minute details. The smaller scale did come with less required movement, but it likewise had the issue of, well, happening on such a small scale. Imperfections and slight hand twitches meant much more, though Theo thought he did a semi-good job at it.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 4] to [Beginner 5].

The [System] thought so as well, though Theo still stepped back as the [Empowerment] phase began. It didn’t take too much out of him, but that wasn’t his concern at all. No, it was the idea of having his head next to a live hand grenade that caused him to take the precaution.
Luckily, the [Rune] wasn’t close to as destructive as the last one. It glowed for a moment, dulled down, and then… just sat there like normal. Nothing melted, and there was no shrapnel to worry about. Just an old, regular [Rune].
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 49%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 0/4
Activation: Trigger 
Durability: 29/30

"Not close to the best, but you’ll do just fine," Theo commented. There wasn’t enough range on the [Rune] to be used in tandem with the big five, the flame barely going from one end of the room to the other, but… it was a good backup plan for emergencies if something got too close. "Now to make the others ones as well."
Theo didn’t need to think much about that process, really. He’d done it so many times that it was just mechanical movement by this point. Sure, the first two were somewhat hard to nail down, due to the slightly increased size, but the last three weren’t an issue in the slightest. Adding the extra four smaller ones after that? It was child's play.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 4].

"I know," Theo said, putting his hands up in the air as he gave the last [Rune] some time to settle down. "I’m perfect. You don’t have to tell me."
Watching the blue box fade away, the self-appointed [Rune-Crafter] looked over his work. He was proud, seeing it all blend into the steel perfectly. There were imperfections at points, sure, but overall it looked great.
Admittedly, Theo did want to try again due to the depth on the top ones not being consistent, but that meant redoing it all. He had already spent more than six hours in the small room. He wasn’t spending any more time here than necessary.
"Just a few minutes more, though," Theo said, equipping the shield onto his arm and putting his back against the wall. "Let’s see how the small ones work together."
Alone, one of the smaller [Runes] hadn’t reached five meters. Together? Well… activating all four of the small ones at once, Theo grinned as he saw them spew fire. The flames weren’t as thick or intense as the larger [Runes], and they certainly didn’t last as long, but he could see them doing good damage to any creature that bothered to get close to him.
With testing complete, and the small [Runes] being refilled in record time, there was only one last detail Theo needed to address. Walking clumsily over to the wall with the map, he sat down and began to note the details on the back of his shield again. Each part of that map needed to be replicated precisely, and he took his time getting the details correct.
His mind felt slow, however. Theo paused for a minute, wondering if he was getting thirsty or something. He didn’t have more water to drink, his bottle long empty, but his mind shouldn’t have degraded from that alone. Tiredness maybe?
I can sleep in the safety room.
It would only take an hour or two of travelling through the [Facility] once he got out of here to reach it. Or so he thought, at least. He jotted down the last parts of the map, double-checking it to make sure he didn’t leave anything out. Then, he stood up from the floor and walked towards the door.
Interestingly, he found his legs not answering his call, his limbs flopping about instead of letting him stand properly. That wasn’t good. Theo was feeling extra empty-headed now. Blood wasn’t flowing to his head, was it?
"Was it because of the fire?" Theo wondered, looking around the room. It was fully enclosed, and any magical ventilation wouldn’t work without maintenance after fifteen decades. Still, oxygen didn’t deplete that quickly. Theo would’ve noticed much sooner. 
That damned bite.
[Toughness] had muted his pain until it was non-existent, and yet the damage had still very much happened. Pulling at the armour around his right thigh, he found the wound that he’d suffered seven hours ago. It swelled quite a lot, clearly not cleaned as he was supposed to have done.
With no water to use, Theo just pressed on the bite in the hopes of getting out the worst of the venom. It had already entered his bloodstream a while ago, but getting some of it was still important. The thick substance that oozed from the wound made him want to gag. Too many fluids in too many colours.
"I’m not built for this," Theo said, leaning against the door. He was falling unconscious and he knew it. There was no real way to know if the venom was lethal or not, but he knew for sure that the enclosed room wouldn’t help. He leaned his body against the handle until it went down, the door opening just slightly. Even if there were corpses out there, he was more than happy to be greeted by something as long as he could breathe properly. 
Then darkness overtook him. If the [Mage] had been able to think properly at that point, more than a few curses would’ve rung out. 




Chapter 28







Learning from History


In the past. 
Banter rolled off their tongues with no end in sight, and Elgriva barely had time to deliver her used plate and cutlery before the clock struck nine and the group had to run through the halls to their classes. As they passed stone pillar after pillar, more and more [Students] followed along. The fifty others in their [Student Class] had the same place and time on their schedule. This was the final time they would all be grouped together for many years, the final farewell, and an opportunity to celebrate their soon-to-be-acquired freedoms.
Reaching the lecture hall, Elgriva and the others seated themselves close to the front. Many chose to stay in the back instead, but a steady wave of people eventually forced the stragglers to sit closer to the ones that actually had the desire to participate. While it might’ve been the last class many of them would attend for a long time, Elgriva saw no reason to waste the potential learning experience.
By the time everybody was seated, the door into the hallway once again opened up to allow an old man to walk in. He carried a cane in hand as he shuffled up to the front of the lecture hall.
Ezra Irfan, one of the few [Professors] that Elgriva had seen throughout her entire time at the [Citadel]. The man was one of the oldest—visually at least—masters that the general population had a chance of seeing. There were likely [Rune-Crafters] older and wiser than Irfan, but they kept to themselves within enclosed rooms, never seeing the light of day.
"Settle down now, students. We don’t have all day and much less this entire hour," the old [Rune-Crafter] said with an already-hoarse throat. While the odd chattering didn’t disappear instantly, the respect for the teacher was present enough for the students to give him their attention after a few more seconds. "The time for you all to progress has come. We all knew this day would arrive sooner or later, no matter if you have prepared or not. No matter what circumstances you find yourself in now, you can find relief in the fact that you are still here."
Elgriva glanced at the rows behind her, the others looking around as well. Three years ago, the class had been twice its current size. So many had dropped the profession, unable to handle the pressure, the requirements, and the fortitude required to continue. Elgriva didn’t blame them for leaving, though she knew she would’ve never made the same choice.
"Is there anything to fear in the future? Are there dangers you will face when you start on your own paths?" Irfan continued when the students focused back on his tired voice. Elgriva wondered how many times he had made this exact speech. It had to have been more than fifty. "Indeed there is. If there weren’t negative sides to this choice, I think I would have more colleagues around to chat with. But… if there was something we could all cherish, it’s the quality of every [Rune-Crafter] who has been taught in these halls, under this roof, and through the teachings passed down during the centuries this [Citadel] has been in the sky. While we might be few in number, those who still stand are more powerful than most mages. We are powerful and we hold strong, much like all of those materials many of you will be acquainted with soon. I know at least a few of you are considering joining me in the material paths."
Groans erupted in the hall, making the old professor chuckle along with a few others who’d seen it coming. Elgriva was one of them, having anticipated this before she’d even stepped into the lecture hall.
"You can’t blame me for advertising the path so often dreadfully denigrated," the bearded [Rune-Crafter] retorted amongst the continuing groans, a few needing some more time to truly die out. "[Materials], the very foundation for all [Runes]—if we ignore those dreadful [Floating Runes]—are important in your lives every day. If we didn’t research the [Iron], [Gold], and [Mythril] in this world, we would never know how to improve our [Outputs]. This [Citadel] would have never left the waters it floated on if not for its platinum [Core], yet so many of you think this path ludicrous. It has allowed countless steps towards [The Final Material-Equation], and we are getting closer."
Elgriva rolled her eyes at the mention of that name. While she didn’t throw jabs at the people who researched [Materials], since their research was effective at increasing the effects and [Stability] of [Runes], even she couldn’t find it in her heart to believe they’d find the underlying system behind what [Runes] could work best on what [Materials]. The results hadn’t made sense for the last two hundred years, and she earnestly didn’t believe that another five hundred pages of experimental notes would make it any clearer. 
This wasn’t said out loud, of course, the thoughts kept only inside her mind. In contrast, a certain Adrian had the gall to whisper some quite unkind words about the profession to Sara. The small chuckle escaping both of their throats betrayed the private exchange that had previously gone unnoticed. Elgriva could see the despair in both of their eyes when Ifran’s eyes locked onto their position.
"Adrian, would you be kind enough to tell me what [Material] works best for a [Tier 5] [Gravity-Spiral Rune]?" the old [Professor] asked the red-faced [Student], who stuttered for a moment as he thought of the answer.
"That would be [Tin], sir," Adrian finally said.
"I’m happy that you at least know how to answer questions, Adrian. Maybe keeping quiet should be the next obstacle that you try to overcome," Ifran commented, the [Gravity]-focused boy growing redder than those fruits Elgriva had tried a few months ago. "But the former does put us down an interesting line of questions. On the topic of [Gravity Runes], Adrian, would you perhaps know what the optimal [Material] would be for a [Tier 8] [Gravity-Vortex Rune]?"
"That’s [Zinc]."
"Indeed it is," the [Professor] confirmed. "Now do tell me… what happens if I swap the materials used between the two [Runes]? What happens when I use [Zinc] on the [Gravity-Spiral Rune] and [Tin] on the [Gravity-Vortex Rune]?"
There was silence in the lecture hall. Elgriva thought the answer was obvious. The [Runes] would work sub-optimally and waste [Mana]. And yet, that reply didn’t reach the dry lips of Adrian, who looked unsure.
"With the [Gravity-Spiral Rune], it would last for under a minute before the [Durability] reached zero," Adrian finally said, the answer not too far-off the mark. "For your other question, I don’t know what would happen, sir. The [Professors] in the [Gravity Hall] explicitly forbid the use of [Tin] on [Gravity Runes] higher than [Tier 6]."
"They forbid its use for a good reason, young man, for the effects of such a mix is catastrophic at the best of times," Irfan replied. "[Tin] doesn’t reduce the effects of the [Gravity-Vortex Rune]. To be entirely truthful, it quadruples the [Output] of the spell, along with requiring nothing more in terms of [Mana]."
It sounded too good to be true.
"On the other hand," Ifran continued, a tired smile growing on the old man’s face. "It likewise reverses the effects. The [Gravity-Vortex] is meant to increase the force of [Gravity] has over everything within an area of about ten meters. When [Tin] is used as a [Material], it instead reverses gravity in nearly a hundred-meter range while also reinforcing it by a factor of 3.14.
I know those numbers because they’re listed in the book detailing the experiment with [Tin] on [Gravity Runes]. That book rests right next to the remembrance plates of those lost to an experiment gone awry. Fifty people thrown into a stone ceiling at the speed of a diving bird rarely ends well."
Elgriva hadn’t expected that. Few of the others had either, and most of the audience wore sombre expressions. [Runes] were powerful, and the wielders had unimaginable power within their grasp. That didn’t mean a small mishap couldn’t kill them.
"As of this moment, it doesn’t make sense to us that [Tin] causes such disastrous results for [Gravity Runes] above [Tier 6],” Ifran said. “Does that mean we should stop trying to figure out its secrets, and try to find the pattern that links this incident together with the thousand of others from the last three centuries? Not at all!" The old man smiled, excited to be bringing the [Students] back into a positive mood. "We risk our lives to figure out the secrets of this magical world, and it would be a dishonour to the fallen to stop now. Our research in [Materials] has taught [Rune-Crafters] everywhere about what to use when, and the list will never stop growing when you begin to include mixed materials. [Carbon Steel] produces different results than regular [Steel], both of those being radically different to whatever other [Alloy Steel] you can think of. There is always some material waiting to be trialled, no matter what others will think of it. I know for a fact that most of you dream of being the one to make the discovery of a lifetime, and [Material Study] is the place to—"
A sharp chime came from the back of the lecture hall, and a sigh came from the [Professor]’s mouth right after. What was normally an hour-long lecture had been cut in half.
"That was those ten minutes gone in an instant, I suppose," Erza Ifrin said, looking out towards the mass of students. Elgriva looked back at the professor curiously. She was perhaps not one of the most intrigued, but she didn’t ignore his words either. Why would she, seeing as a discovery was everything she’d had on her mind for the last three weeks? "I request that all of you consider what [Path] you want to delve down for the next many decades. Making the right choice from the get-go will save you from many sad nights. But… talk to your [Mentors] about it. I know most of you have already discussed it in great detail. Class dismissed."
Just like that, the final class of the year was over, and Elgriva followed all others out of the lecture hall. The [Student Class] that had been together for so many years was now disbanded, the group no longer forced to stay together every day. 
Not that it would stop people from meeting anyway, of course. The four who walked together knew they’d be meeting for breakfast every day for the next many years as well. Walking past the others and into one of the many common rooms, Elgriva found herself lounging on a sofa within minutes.
"For a final speech, I don’t think Ifran did it too badly," Jason admitted from his seat at one of the tables, the others grunting in agreement. "Even if I don’t want to have anything to do with [Material Study], he certainly piqued our interests."
"I’m not sure that honour is found in dying for the sake of unsafe research practices, but that opinion doesn’t seem to resonate with many in that branch of study," Sara retorted, the others seeing her point as well. Elgriva wasn’t sure she wanted to be thrown into an early grave just for testing out some materials.
Especially not when she wouldn’t be able to build on from that test. The grand [Projects] they would each embark on needed to have a final end product, after all, and she already had something in mind.
Looking at her arm, the pale skin looked back at her. Elgriva knew she had something great within her. The aim of a [Rune-Crafter] was to push the boundaries, and hadn’t Irfan’s speech been about that, to begin with? There was no point in trying to research some weird steel alloy when she had something so radically different right in front of her eyes.
And that’s just the beginning.
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 [Security Room 4]


Consciousness came back to Theo’s mind, seemingly in an instant. His head scraped against the stone floor as he was dragged along, waking him up. The sound of his shield sliding slightly behind him—as it was fastened to his left forearm—helped as well, though it was a slight hole in the ground that made him understand his situation.  
Feeling his legs, they were covered in webbing connected to a larger spider. He was being brought somewhere. Not good. 
Status
Name:  Theo Locheim 
Level: 8
Class: Mage
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 125/130
Stamina(SP):  110/140 
Mana(MP): 130/130

Stats
Strength: 18
Wisdom: 13
Agility: 11
Intelligence: 13
Endurance: 14
Perception: 10
Vitality: 13
Willpower: 10
Toughness: 14
Available Points: -

His [Status Screen] didn’t look too bad, at least. For better or for worse, he had survived the venom. Now, though, he needed to survive being tied up by a large spider. It wasn’t one of the massive ones, but it would require some diligence to take care of it.
That is, if he planned to beat it to death. With his [Mana] full, he just had to get it within his firing range. He tried doing that, wiggling his legs to get them closer to the ground. The large spider was quick to turn around. Its free food had started moving.
Theo didn’t care too much, just happy the spider let go as it leapt towards him. The five [Ignis Runes] on his shield activated all at once as he put the weapon above his chest to cover his upper body and his head. The spider climbed on top of it, trying to break through.
That was a mistake on its part, the flames burning off its surface flesh and most of the stuff beneath it. Theo also felt some superficial burns on his lower body as the flames were redirected downwards. It wasn’t serious but—damn—was it not fun.
"Thanks for not eating me immediately," Theo said, pushing the twitching corpse off his shield and onto the ground next to him. It wasn’t dead just yet, but it wouldn’t be moving around. The wounds were both too extreme and too cauterized to heal naturally. Fire was great like that, though it was clearly painful. He would’ve felt guilty if not for the fact that the beast would have gladly eaten him alive. Such was life. 
"If you hadn’t waited to bring me somewhere, you would’ve won."
Maybe it was on the way to bring a gift to its nest or something. Theo didn’t care. He used his shield to get rid of the thick webs around his legs. The spider somewhat tried to escape by wiggling away, but the [Mage] caught up without effort. Mouthing a half-hearted apology, he used [Shield-Bash] to finish it off.
Just like that, he was free to do as he wished once again. 
[Warning]!
Potentially lethal [Poison] detected! Use a [Purification Rune] or seek medical attention right now!

"Always late with the warnings, are we?" Theo asked, shaking his head as he stretched his back. Being dragged along the floor hadn’t done him any favours, though the path back was at least obvious because of it. His shield had left a very long line along the floor from its edge. 
While it was going to take a while to get back, he could at least do it without fear of getting lost. "A walk never killed anybody, I guess."
The third-floor staircase had repopulated itself by the time Theo returned to it, once again making him wonder how long he’d been passed out. His cheeks felt sharper, and he did seem to have lost weight, but it couldn’t have been that long, right? At least his strength was still with him.
Getting through the fourth and fifth floors was easy enough as well. With the extra charges on his shield, getting the remaining survivors after the majority was wiped out by the first wave of heat was easy. Stragglers were killed after that, before Theo peacefully filled up his [Runes] and went down another floor. Life was easy.
But then it decided to get a little harder. About twenty-five larger spiders sat around on the sixth and final floor. Each was more than happy to look his way before he could make up a game plan as well. Theo was forced to just start shooting into the stairway as the twenty-five-strong army of spiders leapt into action and scrambled his way. 
While the large mass of creatures increased his damage output, he quickly had to retreat, firing off the second charge at a few larger spiders who got too close. Twenty had been killed or were unable to chase after him. That left five in full spirits and still willing to tear out his flesh.
Easy enough.
It wasn’t easy at all, of course. Theo felt the stress build as he threw an [Ignis Rune] into the group of five that were still going after him. The first target—who had the [Rune] embedded in their skin—died instantly from the blast, but the others only suffered superficial damage. With no time to recharge his [Runes], and the four last ones ready to pounce on him from all sides, he needed to start using his shield more effectively.
[Shield-Bash] existed for a reason, at least. Theo charged forward at the spider in the front before the others could circle him entirely. It tried to offer up resistance, but the sharp end of his metal weapon dug right through its fangs and skull, into the main body. It died instantly.
Theo had to curse at himself for his strength as the shield refused dislodge from the dead spider. He dropped to the ground, avoiding one of the leaping spiders that tried to push him down the stairs. He stood up again and pulled with all his might.
When the shield finally released, he found himself off balance. Theo fell backwards, though that only aided in his survival as the other two spiders attacked from the side. At least they were all in front of him again.
Hitting the one on the left with his shield, he tried to dodge an attack from the right but failed. The [Mage] cursed inwardly at the non-lethal hit. He’d activated [Stun] but it wasn’t too effective, and the spider that had fallen down the stairs was coming back with a vengeance. Deflecting a bite with his shield, Theo pushed it away again as he used [Shield-Bash] on the other non-stunned creature.
For once, it was instant death. The shield didn’t go through as much flesh and bone, but it certainly accomplished its purpose. The creature died just in time for Theo to grab an attacking spider with his other hand.
"No, you don’t!" he half-shouted as he twisted his grip, shoving it downwards. Raising his shield once again, the third creature died easily.
He’d forgotten about the [Stunned] one, though, which had already recovered from its temporary [Debuff]. With a lunge, it’s fangs nearly reached him.
Theo held back the head of a spider that very much wanted to get its fangs into his face, the venom dripping onto his skin and sizzling slightly. That was some very potent stuff, and Theo didn’t want it anywhere near his head.
Theo mustered the strength to throw the beast off him, grabbing his shield and pummelling the beast to death. Not the most fun day in Theo’s life, but at least he wasn’t dead just yet.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 6] to [Beginner 7].

"Good to hear," Theo said as he sat down on the floor. The final staircase was cleared, but his body was taking longer to recuperate. He considered going down and getting some water from his room, but he couldn’t bear to take on another group like this right now. 
Maybe if he… no, he didn’t have the time for it. "On the road again. Just can't wait to get on the road again."
The sarcasm rang clear in his mildly singsong tone as Theo tried and failed to remember the rest of the song. Grabbing his previously thrown [Runes] and filling everything up to the brim, he stashed them in his bag before moving down the staircase once again. The sixth-floor area was cleared. Now came the hardest part of all.
Understanding whatever the fuck he’d written in his directions.
"There’s no numbering. Why did that piece of crap give me numbers," Theo muttered, going through the movements he remembered. He was to go to the right, directly forward three times, then to the left, to the right, then go down a bit more and to the left, and then… 
He would be in the correct hallway. Hallway eighteen, to be precise. 
Theo felt confident he’d followed the directions correctly. He’d made it to the hallway. "And where the heck is room three meant to be?"
The hallway only had flickering lamps, but even those helped him notice that the corridor was easily a hundred meters long, with nearly a hundred rooms on either side. He’d checked the first five rooms on both sides and none had been useful. The numbering system wasn’t linear here, or else it followed an order he didn’t understand.
If Theo ever met the makers of this place, he was going to give them a piece of his mind. Since there wasn’t any pattern he could recognize, there was only one method that would work. Brute force.
And brute force it was. Theo slowly worked his way through the hallway. He opened each door. Any door that didn’t want to be opened easily was forced open one way or another. Theo left nothing to chance.
And… right in the middle of the way-too-long hallway, after the [Mage] had spent a good twenty minutes walking from door to door, he was greeted by a message from the [System]. 
It happened right as he touched one of the many doors, though this one stood out due to the lack of a handle. It was a common fault on many of them, the piece having fallen off due to age. Yet here it seemed to actually mean something.
Interaction with entrance to [Security Room 4] detected!
Does the user wish to enter [Security Room 4]?

"Yes, I do, you brilliant blue box," Theo said. Was he annoyed that it had taken such a long time to find it? Sure. Did he care, now that he had found his salvation? Not at all! 
"Open up, please."




Chapter 30







A Broken Heart


Request detected and accepted!
Opening up entrance to [Security Room 4].

The [Mage] nearly shook with excitement, his mind unable to process that this was really happening. A click could be heard from the rusted door before a few gears started to rotate. He couldn’t see the effect, but the sound was clear as day. 
Standing back with quiet anticipation and a smile on his face, Theo faced the door as the gears continued to do their work. They were slow, grinding away at the speed of a turtle. That was fine, though. It was a security room, after all. Theo would’ve been annoyed if they didn’t have something like this.
Then the gears finally stopped.
[Security Room 4] has been opened!
The user is free to enter as they please.

But the door hadn’t opened. He pressed on it to make sure that he wasn’t just being stupid, but the door didn’t move a single inch. It seemed like the gears meant to open up the door weren’t working anymore.
… Yeah, no, Theo didn't accept that. He didn’t break down the door outright but… the locks that held it in place were apparently not there anymore. Who would truly mind if he helped it move?
Nobody in the technician’s department, at least. They’ve got their own doors to worry about.
Having justified his decision, Theo leaned his shield against a wall and tried to grip the nearly flat surface. It proved to be a challenge. The door itself did have some dents and bumps in it, a century's worth of curious spiders having an effect. Praying that it wouldn’t make the room itself less secure, Theo began to pull.
It didn’t give way instantly, and soon his back began to hurt. Adjusting to a more proper form, he made another attempt somewhat successfully. The force of friction was conquered, and the door began to open.
From that point it was as easy as breathing. Theo took a few steps back from the a fully opened door. His back complained, and a few of his fingers were actively bleeding. None of which were fun, but he didn’t give a shit. Grabbing his shield, he went inside before the door began to close behind him.
Not that he would allow that to happen. The room on the other side was almost spotless, after all, but Theo had no intention of getting locked in and starving to death. Even if the place itself looked rather fancy.
One of the flat stone terminals stood at chest-height on the wall, and the other sides of the room were filled with more glowing runes. All of it was yet again too complicated for Theo to understand, but he didn’t care. Moving to the terminal, he pressed his hand against it and waited for it to start up.
[Rune-Crafter] detected!
Connecting the user's internal system to [Facility-3310 "Arachnid’s Paradise"]’s [Security Room 4]. Please wait while the connection stabilizes.

"I couldn’t do anything else since you don’t even have a seat in here, but sure," Theo muttered, looking up and tapping the lamp with his other hand. The flickering light stabilised, though he felt a weird jolt in his arm because of it. Were the lamps usually that aggressive when recharged? 
Not letting it get to him, the man just waited for the screen to work properly.
Connection established!
Initial readings deemed above specified limits.
Initial reading analysis overruled due to [A-Rated Infestation]

[Security Room 4] greets the [Rune-Crafter] Theo Locheim. What does the apprentice wish to know about? Be warned that attempts to access restricted or adult information will be reported to your [Mentor].
"Is this room operational?" Theo asked. He felt slightly concerned since the door hadn’t worked properly. He couldn’t set the [System] to do anything if it was open, but he had to be sure that he could actually get out. "And is there any way to open the door to the room manually?"
Requests accepted!
[Full Room Scan] reveals a minor error with the door. Likely a foreign object blocking it. Manual measures necessary to fix. Manual Survey for any material faults is late by: 187 years, 9 months, 10 days, 5 hours, 48 minutes, 57 seconds. No other errors detected.
On the side of the sliding door, there is an emergency pulley system. The [System] warns the [Rune-Crafter] that the door is quite heavy and may take several people to operate.

That was good news. Theo already about that foreign object—he’d placed his shield there himself. Likewise, turning around he spotted a weirdly-coloured rope. It didn’t look like metal, but it wasn’t just twine either. And if it had been the latter, it would’ve been long gone by now.
Removing his hands from the terminal and walking over to it, the [Mage] tugged on the rope a bit. He felt some resistance on the other end. Pulling with all his weight and putting a leg on the wall allowed him to move the door. It was perhaps a very strength-based system, but it certainly seemed capable of saving him this time around.
"Not bad," Theo said, removing the shield from the door and letting it close shut. The click that came afterwards brought a smile to his face. The room was fully locked and prepared to protect him from anything outside. "Not bad at all."
He walked over to the stone terminal and pressed his hand on it. The previous blue box reappeared instantly.
"Engage [Cleansing Protocols]," Theo ordered, his heartbeat through the roof as he grew excited. Once this was done he could finally leave. He would be able to have an actual meal and drink something that hadn’t dripped down from a mouldy ceiling.
The system didn’t respond. Seconds passed and no new screen popped up. Theo wasn’t sure what to think just yet, seeing the lights on the walls flaring like crazy. Something was definitely happening, but he wasn’t sure if it was what he wanted to happen. 
He’d expected some form of ‘yeah, sure, we’re on the case, buddy,’ but there was no communication at all. Theo was more than ready to take his hand off the terminal and lie down for a few hours, but then the [System] finally took the hint and came back with some news.
It wasn’t good.
Requests failed!
[Cleansing Protocols] requires that all possible areas are covered by the [Protocol]. Due to a missing component in the [Bottom Cafeteria], the [System] is unable to authorize the action. Please replace or fix the missing component and try again.

Theo liked to think of himself as a rather easy-going person. He didn’t raise his voice, he didn’t go out of his way to cause trouble, and he didn’t want to do much besides just live his life. But… when he had done everything he could and had followed the steps provided, only to have it all taken away in the end? 
Anger clouded his judgment a little. Screaming, shouting, throwing, and just about every possible stupid, senseless action took place in the room. Theo couldn’t think to try anything else. After anger came sadness. With sadness came grief. And with grief… the inability to do anything but sit down and stare at the blank ceiling. Theo watched the lamp slowly start flickering again.
He was dehydrated, he was hungry, and he hadn’t talked to anybody for over a month. At least he thought it had been a month by now. He’d slept more than thirty times, had been awake long enough to collapse from exhaustion, and was sure that nobody could lose this much weight and gain this much muscle in less than a month. Theo wasn’t sure his sense of time really worked anymore.
And with grief came bitter acceptance, known by many as the worst stage of grief.
"Nothing’s gonna happen if I just lie here," Theo acknowledged, staring at the ceiling. It was ugly, made of the same stone he’d seen millions of times now. "I’m just going to die here if I stay in this spot for more than a day no matter what. I won’t have the strength to pull the rope at that point. A terrible death for a terrible man."
Considering the possibility of starving of hunger and thirst inside a so-called ‘secure room’ felt too ironic. Standing up once again, he ignored the flickering light above him. Theo had one more question to ask the terminal.
"Where is the [Bottom Cafeteria], what component is missing, and how do I fix it?" the wannabe [Rune-Crafter] said. Sure, he only knew one [Rune]. Sure, he had no way to know if he could fix the problem. And, yes, he was going to try anyway. Despair wasn’t in his vocabulary anymore. If it had been, he would’ve killed himself by the end of the first week. "Stop flashing those damned lights and just give me an answer. Please."
Requests deni… accepted!
Previous assessment overruled by [A-Rated Infestation] and [???].
[Bottom Cafetaria] is located on: Floor 10, Hallway 3, Room 21.
Please request for more information if you want the path from your location.
Missing [Component] is the [Synthetic Connection] between Rune(Toxin, 9) 102 and Rune(Windvortex, 8) 105.
Due to your designation as [Apprentice], there is a small chance your [Mentor] has not yet taught you this [Rune].
Due to the severity of current circumstances, the [Protocols] allow emergency implantation of [Runic Knowledge] regarding the [Tier 0] [Rune]. Does the [Rune-Crafter] accept?

"Yes to the path and yes to the… [Runic Knowledge]," Theo said, bracing himself since he knew this was going to hurt like hell. At least the shield was close by so he could note down the important parts about the path quickly enough. As for the somehow [Tier 0] [Rune]... Theo just hoped for the best.
The transfer was instant, but the time it took for his brain to catch up was not. Theo half-gagged, his brain reeling from the foreign intrusion. He tried to ignore it, dragging the shield over so he could note down the information. The path information was already slipping away, but he managed.
"Down all the floors you can, straight ahead until you reach that weird T-turn, and then to the left until you see a big entrance into a massive room," Theo muttered. The directions were much simpler this time, the cafeteria placed in an easily-located spot. At least the architects of this place hadn’t been entirely empty-headed. "Can’t complain now. Maybe I won’t bash his skull in when I meet him."
Not that he ever would meet him, really. The dude who made this place was likely as dead as everybody else who had worked here.
Still. Finishing off the last part of the path with a flourish, Theo fell to the ground and breathed deeply. His heart pounded wildly, ready to fight whoever had made his brain hurt so much. Adrenaline was working overtime as well. He wanted to shout at himself to calm down. But it wouldn’t have done anything, no matter how much Theo wished it would work. Bodies were too dumb to understand anything other than pain, and even that was a mystery sometimes.
"Stupid flesh," the [Mage] muttered. That machine church had a point, sometimes. "Now, how about that damned [Rune]..."
He raised his eyebrows, and for once Theo wasn’t disappointed. The [Tier 0] [Rune] deserved that designation, seeing just how simple it was. The information forced into him showed how to draw a set of parallel lines with only a few extra zigzags at the ends to connect them with the real [Runes]. 
So this is a [Synthetic] Rune, huh? Makes you wonder.
"[System], what are the main types of [Runes] and what do they do?" Theo asked into the empty air as he dusted his pants off. He wasn’t going to the cafeteria directly. He needed a refill on his water before doing another excursion, but he was getting out of this room as quickly as possible.
The blue box finally returned as he pulled on the rope to operate the door. Theo read the text while leaving the room.
Request accepted!
The study of [Runes] is split into 5 main categories: [Synthetic Runes], [Elemental Runes], [Arcanium Runes], [Conceptual Runes], and [Druidic Runes].
[Synthetic Runes] is known for their focus on [Connections], [Throttling], [Capacity-Increases], and [Split-Gates].
Elemental Magic is known for its focus on [Fire], [Water], [Darkness], and [Light].
Arcanium Magic is known for its focus on [Arcane], [Space], and [Time].
Conceptual Magic is known for its focus on [Mind], [Void], and [Patrons].
Druidic Magic is known for its focus on [Cross-Species Communication], [Plant-Manipulation], and [Biospheres].

"Any chance you can explain that last one? What the hell are [Biospheres]?"
Request denied!
Please consult your [Mentor] for more information.
Should’ve expected that. Readjusting the shield on his arm, Theo took another step forward. He was maybe not leaving this place as quickly as he’d expected, but he could live with that. As long as he was getting closer, his hope wouldn’t die.
And yet, there was not an ounce of his body that would accept another delay. He’d had enough of those already.




Chapter 31







Connections


[Synthetic Runes] were kind of cool, now that Theo was in the mood to think about the concept. He descended down a floor with his hands full of glowing [Rune] plates, immediately throwing them into a twenty-strong group of large spiders. The [Mage] just couldn’t stop thinking about it. Fires lit up in front of him and inhuman screeching erupted and yet… his ideas surrounding those parallel lines wouldn’t stop.  
Putting two [Runes] together is just too incredible a concept.
Sure, Theo currently only had the [Ignis Rune] to work with, and yet that was already enough to prove his point. Hell, he was the [Synthetic Connection] when he fired off his attack. That fact was cemented when he manually activated the five large [Runes] once the remaining large spiders started to chase him up the stairs.
Their cumulative effect of heat and flames was incredible. But, Theo knew it could be easier for him. Instead of pressing down on each one with his hand, he could just press down on one spot and have the [Mana] flow to all [Runes] at once. A second or so of time would be saved, and he could spend his time more efficiently. As most fighters knew, a second in battle was equal to an eternity.
And, damn it all, Theo wanted that eternity. He imagined what could happen once he started working with [Runes] at a larger scale, once physical distance became an issue he needed to consider. Being able to connect his [Runes] and control them from one position was just too great an opportunity.
Hell, it’s the cornerstone of this facility.
The [Rune-Crafters] of the past had made the [Synthetic] branch of [Runes] to help control and manipulate the magical sigils and shapes. If generations of people had used them, why shouldn’t Theo?
"Just let me through first, you annoying things," Theo complained as he activated the second wave of fire from this shield. The last few spiders were dealt with easily after that. The idea of throwing down the steel plates to attack from random directions had worked perfectly. Few were killed outright, sure, but enough were damaged in the chaos that he easily dispatched the rest with his actual attacks.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Throw] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 4].

Grabbing one of the less charred corpses, the [Mage] put it over one shoulder before descending the stairs to the seventh floor. Theo knew it as his original floor, however. The place where it had all started.
So much had been learned on this floor. Enough for Theo to almost feel a sense of nostalgia. Walking through the hallways, he wondered how twisted his mind had grown to make that possible.
"Anything can be normalized when you give the human brain enough time," Theo supposed, taking the first left he could as he went down the next hallway, seeing the curve ahead just as he’d hoped. The stairs were so close to his old home. 
"I guess it’s still my home." It wasn’t like Theo could leave the place. His only source of water was in that room. Or above it, technically. Whatever. He just knew that leaving that place would mean an awfully quick death from dehydration. Even being away from it for… however many days he’d been gone was still too much.
Honestly, it was a miracle that he hadn’t just succumbed due to his lack of fluids. Theo had a theory that increasing his physical stats decreased his need to drink, eat, and sleep, though he had no clue if it was correct. 
Rounding the curved hallway, Theo found more and more nostalgia coming his way.
Nostalgia in the form of fifty or so small spiders, but it still counted. Letting the his spider corpse drop to the ground, Theo readied his shield. Fire filled the area ahead of him in an instant.
Nothing like burnt spiders in the morning.
It was closer to lunchtime, going off his sleep schedule, but whatever. After the stragglers were dealt with, he stepped over the fried babies and entered his old room once again.
He opened the rusted door with a simple push, the lower part dragging against the floor and emitting a grating sound. Theo smiled at what he saw. The dripping ceiling had been hard at work filling up his new collection flask.
It was filled to the brim, the outside coated in water that spilled onto the floor. That… was not good, and a clear sign that something Theo was doing had widened the gap where water dripped down. If one-and-a-half century hadn’t done it, how had a man with a shield and some fire [Runes]? Maybe this place was underneath the security room? Theo had no way to find out and no reason to care too much. He had more than six litres of drinkable water and hopefully less than one day left inside the [Facility].
He filled up his bottle and instantly guzzled down its contents. Theo filled it again before relaxing for a moment. He could clearly hear scuttling outside, likely a large spider wanting to ambush him, but he tried to just enjoy the moment.
"I have wondered about you for a while now, Mister Skeleton," Theo said, looking over at the pile of bones in the corner of the room. "There are zero signs of human remains anywhere else in this [Facility], yet you have lasted through all these years without a scratch. This entire room is relatively unharmed when you ignore that dripping water just above us. What is your story exactly?" 
Theo didn’t know, and the skeleton kept its mouth shut. He already suspected that he was a part of the experiment mentioned in the logs as ‘that little experimentation room on the lower floors,’ though he didn’t know what the goal had been. He had clearly been [Summoned] through… means still unknown to him. The [Runes] where he’d found himself were clearly intricate and expensive, hence the reason to direct most of the [Facility’s] energy supply to it.
And Adrian the apprentice. Theo wondered if that was the skeleton he was currently inspecting. Determining the age of a pile of bones wasn’t on his list of [Skills], but if it was, he would know whether or not to berate it for being stupid.
"I have no intentions of being here and we both know it," Theo told the skeleton. 
Since it was a rude pile of bones, it said nothing back. 
The larger spider that had been creeping toward him tried to attack, but Theo just killed it with his shield offhandedly. Ripping off its flesh and taking a bite, he tried to think about it some more. "Yet you wanted me here for some reason. What did you stand to gain from teleporting me? I can’t imagine that the costs was cheap on your end, so there was obviously some extreme potential payback on this investment. What is it?"
Theo nearly thought the skull would respond when it started shaking, but it turned out to just be his hand. A shame, but perhaps a sign that he should calm down. Putting the skull back into the pile, Theo took a few more bites of meat before dragging the two corpses out into the hallway before going back inside. While he had other places to be, there was one final upgrade he needed to get.
Settling down on the ground, Theo put the shield on his lap—ignoring the pressure on his legs—and took out the [Engraver]. There were a few… additions he wanted to make. That being a certain type of [Synthetic Rune]—a [Tier 0] [Connection].
"No time like the present to test everything out," Theo murmured, bringing [Mana] into his hand and through the conduit. He needed to make sure he could actually make the [Rune] before he tried to replace the real component down in the cafeteria. "Let’s just try to do this right on the first attempt. I don’t want to redo this entire thing."
The five larger [Runes] would be connected through the one in the centre, one line going out to each corner. It wasn’t perhaps the most elegant method known to man, but it worked well enough for Theo’s needs. The other four were connected through slightly more complicated methods, requiring curved lines around the [Runes] in the corners of the shield to connect them. Since he’d originally made the outer [Runes] take up as much space as possible, Theo was having the time of his life drawing painstakingly around them.
Yet it worked, and quite well at that. His lips curved upwards as Theo felt the [Mana] flow through and even out the [Connections] perfectly. Letting his mind settle on one of them, his eyes widened in surprise.
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Irony 


[Connection Rune]
Mana-Purity: -
Tier: 0
Material: Steel
Capacity: -
Activation: Passive
Durability: 75/75

An absurdly high [Durability] with most stats entirely removed? Theo wasn’t sure why he’d expected anything else. Seeing a [Passive] activation was interesting though. Now he knew at least two possibilities in that regard. Were there more than these two? 
Time would tell. For now, he had to get his head in the game. After filling his [Runes] with [Mana], he left the room behind. Theo went towards the stairs, his body moving with purpose. He was a bit tired, but the feeling was easily ignored.
At least he wasn’t dehydrated anymore. His mind was clearer than ever, his body felt full, and his fingers were ready to stick themselves into some spider eyes.
Huh. That could’ve almost been a great song name.
With his wits obviously regained—the [Mage] chuckling himself silly being definitive proof—Theo returned to the stairs with minimal confrontations. Looking around, he just knew how it all worked so much better now. He could remember where the hallways led and could visualize it all better than ever. Eating and drinking properly was too overpowered. His [Stats] had apparently carried him for the last few days. He needed to do this more often.
[Stat] increase detected!
+1 to [Wisdom]

Okay, that was more than a little funny. It had been a while since he’d taken a look at his stuff, though. How were his [Skills] doing?
[Skill-Collection]
Active Skills
[Throw]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to throw a projectile with a higher accuracy.
6SP/Use

[Shield-Bash]
[Novice 1]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield. Has a chance to [Stun] target.
10SP/Use

[Transform Shield]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to transform a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Regenerate Shield]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to regenerate a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Barehanded Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of an [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

[Conduit Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person with the use of an [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

[Intimidate]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to intimidate one or more targets.
9MP/Use

Passive Skills
[Internal Mana-Sense]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to sense [Mana] internally.

[Map-Engraving]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to create [Maps] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing secrets passively.

[Iron Stomach]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the stomach of the user to digest organic material more effectively.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse.

[Shield-Mastery]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to use shields with more finesse.

[Rune] Skills
[Rune-Engraving]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.

[Rune-Empowering]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to empower a [Rune], fulfilling the final requirements for [Initial Activation].

[Rune-Manipulation]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations.

[Rune-Mastery]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.

Everything had progressed nicely, except that damned [Transform Shield]. If Theo didn’t know any better, he would’ve thought the [Skill] just hated him. Even after so long, he still hadn’t figured out how to actually use it. Was that thing just stubborn or was he just stupid?
On some level, he didn’t want to know the answer to that question. Taking out another set of five [Ignis Rune] plates, he activated all of them and threw them down the stairs. The eighth floor of the underground [Facility] was, for a brief moment, lit up like the greatest of firework displays.
The spiders sitting around the stairs didn’t appreciate it for some reason, though. Theo couldn’t understand why they were complaining, all of them running towards him asking for refunds—apparently his flesh being the payment method of the day. They had understood the risks when settling down in that place. It wasn’t his fault they were there. He just needed to get through.
"Understand market risks, you fools!" Theo said, the first wave of fire colliding with the forty-strong army of spiders. It was his biggest one yet, but he didn’t give it too much time. He fired off the second volley before the first had even finished. Theo pulled out his remaining [Rune] plates and threw those as well. It was all about decreasing their total numbers, and after all, crowd control was best done from a distance.
Watching the bursts of fire appear at random from inside the mob of monsters was beautiful. Theo almost wiped away a tear—if not for having to defend against an extra fast spider that decided to call dibs on his chest.
"Get in line, pal," Theo replied, using his shield to bounce it right back into the approaching horde. By then, enough time had passed that he’d finally gained back the [Mana] to fire his first wave once again. 
Settling down, he smiled wickedly. "We all love fireworks, right?"
They answered back in screams, grunts, and weirdly pitched screeches, typically known as the language of clowns and politicians. 
The stragglers were easy to take care of. A few were so injured that they couldn’t move, making them easy victims for [Shield-Bash]. The others, the healthy ones, just involved a game of dodging before attacking once the opportunity presented itself.
Feeling the long, bristly hair on the spiders really wasn’t fun though. Even after more than a few handfuls of close encounters, Theo didn’t understand the need. If the creators had the goal of making the spiders as disgusting as possible, they had at least succeeded perfectly. 
42x[Spider] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [8] to [9]. [2] points have been granted.

"Oh? That wasn’t what I expected," Theo commented as he filled up his shield and gathered up all his thrown plates. Some were getting low in [Durability]. It wasn’t dangerously low, but he couldn’t use those them more than another ten times or so. "Not going to complain, though. More points for [Strength]."
With the two points settled in [Strength], the [Mage] gave the [Status Screen] a once-over. He was officially twice as strong as a regular human. How fun.
Stats
Strength: 20
Wisdom: 14
Agility: 11
Intelligence: 13
Endurance: 14
Perception: 10
Vitality: 13
Willpower: 10
Toughness: 14
Available Points: -

He didn’t feel as strong, though. Maybe his own standards were just getting too high. Theo couldn’t be bothered to test it now. When the last [Rune] plate finished filling up, he was back to flying down the stairs. The eighth floor had been cleared. Now it was time for the ninth. 
The same strategy helped once again. The [Rune] plates were thrown and chaos ensued. Theo capitalized on it until he couldn’t, following up by just hitting the remaining spiders to death with his shield. It was a simple strategy, but it worked. 
Nothing’s stupid if it works.
The tenth floor’s staircase area had the same level of success, though the actual size of the enemy force was much smaller. A surprise to be sure, Theo not even needing to retreat up the stairs even once.
The bottom floor had officially been reached. Now Theo just had to follow the directions.
"Just a small walk and then it’ll all be over," the [Mage] said mockingly, knowing for sure that wouldn’t be the case. That smaller group hadn’t been a mere fluke. Something was stopping the standard-sized spiders from grouping together properly. Something that could challenge entire groups. Something bigger. 
"Let’s get this over with."
It was easy enough to start. Theo walked straight ahead until he reached the aforementioned ‘weird’ split in two directions. It was slightly larger than the regular joined hallways, but he supposed the [System] just saw it as irregular no matter what when it wasn’t the standard size. After that… it was to the left until he could see a big entrance into a massive room.
Yet again, there were no difficulties in finding it. The sheer amount of webs sticking out of that massive opening was impossible not to spot from a distance. 
But… going inside? That was a no.
A ‘no’ of the highest order, honestly. Nearly crawling over to the corner to have a look, Theo grimaced at the sight. He could easily spot the part of the wall that was broken, and just as easily see how to fix it. Theo would need five minutes tops inside to re-establish the [Connection]. Then could get back to the [Security Room].
Sadly, there were also two massive spiders sitting inside, and one even bigger spider resting in the back just beside the broken-down area. Theo thought it was too big to stand up in the hallway, only its extra width making it possible to move around. Just how did it even survive when—
Theo wanted to slap his forehead when he saw a machine in the back throw out some weird sludge, the largest spider instantly moving its left front leg to the splatter and bringing the material to its mouth. 
The [Facility] itself was providing it food.
Great. Irony at its finest.
He crawled away before he would be subjected to a chase worthy of Arthurian legend. At least a plan started to form in his head. 
A rather large room where the one exit was quite far away from the actual creatures that needed to be killed. It probably had poor ventilation as well.
Theo liked to think of himself as a fighter and that he would just… fight them all. However, he didn’t bet on ever killing that massive bastard easily. No, he was going to turn to chemistry. He’d always wanted to try that.
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Paradise of a Weightlifter


Chlorine gas was just about one of the worst things that humanity had accidentally exposed themselves to in the modern world. It didn’t happen too often, sure, but the few who did never got to live long, happy lives. At least not those who decided to ignore the smell. 
Dragging the massive container of the mixture wasn’t fun at all. Theo tried his best to not breathe much. He’d spent three days preparing for this moment, emptying the old chemistry lab he’d found of all its contents, and he didn’t want to mess it up now. 
And even then… the step after this would take a day or two to complete. Theo remembered that the gas was supposed to be relatively harmless after a few hours, but he didn’t want to risk it with this level of concentration and amount. Having his own lungs fall apart because he hadn’t been patient enough didn’t sit right with him.
Would this thing just sit still, though?
Breaking his back getting it down all the stairs had been gruelling work. He’d first needed to wipe out all the spiders that had gathered, then carry the twenty-kilo container down the flight of stairs before doing it three more times in rapid succession. The spiders were drawn to the container for some reason, and leaving it alone for any amount of time was an open invitation for it to get damaged and start leaking. With how pressurized the material was in the container, every shake and bump while carrying it made him nervous.
Just a few minutes more of walking. 
He soon reached the T-split on the tenth floor and turned left. Theo couldn’t wait to get this part over with. His choice to enhance his [Strength] had clearly worked in his favour, since he hadn’t collapsed from the sheer weight. His shield still sat on his back while he walked, but it was getting to a point where he would be incredibly sore once this was over.
When he got close to the cafeteria entrance, a few large spiders walked out and went in the direction opposite him. Theo hunkered down, trying not to be noticed as they left the room. That was three large ones. There had been two inside not that long ago. Just where had they come from?
Crawling over and looking inside again, Theo cursed at what he saw. A good twenty large spiders, four massive ones, and the largest of them—all just sitting around where he needed to be. All of them were gorging themselves on the gunk being spit out by the cafeteria machine. It was disgusting to see, but at least they were distracted.
He heard a tapping sound getting louder behind him. He couldn’t stay hidden forever. If any of them saw him, they would screech and alert everybody else. An empty cafeteria wouldn’t help him if he was being chased by an army of spiders, and Theo knew he couldn’t outrun that many.
"Now or never, I suppose," the [Mage] muttered. He lifted up the container yet again, the material feeling more brittle than ever. He carefully took the last couple of steps towards the entrance. The spiders didn’t seem to notice, the deafening sounds of their feasting drowning out everything else. Spiders were truly the loudest of eaters. Some of the bigger ones were just eating the smaller spiders, chewing on their brethren with an awful crunching noise.
Now.
Making a half-turn with his upper body to build some momentum, Theo swung the large container in a beautiful arc. It soared a good ten meters into the cafeteria, fracturing the instant it hit the ground. The mixed fluids were released into the air. A wave of foul odour assaulted Theo. He felt like falling to the ground instantly from nausea. He didn’t, running as fast as possible with his shield at his side. When the spiders inside began to screech louder than ever, he didn’t look back.
"Out of my way!" the [Mage] shouted at the two large spiders returning from their little trip. [Intimidation] worked like a charm, the two creatures hugging the sides of the corridor as he ran past. Theo didn’t give them another thought, utterly focused on getting off the floor. He had no clue how well the [Facility] ventilated air, and he didn’t want to know. Hunkering down far from here for a while was in his best interests. 
[Skill] increase detected!
[Throw] has been increased from [Beginner 4] to [Beginner 5].

Good to know it was a good throw, I guess.
Scaling the stairs faster than most people were able to do in their teens, Theo reached the seventh floor in a heartbeat. Running through the hallways, he easily crushed a few smaller spiders stupid enough to try and stop him. Reaching his room, he entered through the rusted doors. It closed behind him beautifully. Only then did he allow himself to think.
"Two days," Theo said, gasping. "Two days and they should all be dead."
He just had to wait for that long without going crazy. Easy. He’d already spent so long here that it didn’t matter. The mere thought of escape kept him focused. The actual slaughter was already happening, had perhaps already happened. Now he just needed to wait for the gas to disappear, and he could enter unharmed.
A deep cough made him change his estimation to mostly unharmed. Theo wiped away the drops of blood and other fluids from his mouth. The initial exposure had messed with him a little, his [Health] dropping by ten points before stabilizing again. While he being poisoned gave him no joy, it made him happy to imagine what prolonged exposure had done to the spiders inside the cafeteria. 
Maybe these weren't the same chemicals as the ones he knew back on Earth.
The spiders fleeing before they died worried him. He hadn’t received any kind of [Skill-Increases] or [Level-Ups] from their deaths but… Theo supposed the [System] couldn’t count it if he wasn’t the one killing them directly. Throwing down some poison before running away was just about the most indirect way to go about things. He was more than two kilometres from them now. Getting experience at that range seemed improbable.
And if they’re alive after this, I’ll just throw in another container to finish the job.
That kept Theo’s mood up. Sitting down and ripping off a part of his shield, he began to make a few more [Rune] plates. The last ones had finally bit the dust after his last excursion, and he needed some more if he wanted to get down to the tenth floor in two days. Spending the time trying to improve his engraving skills made sense to him.
Likewise, he was able to catch up on some much-needed training. The last couple of days hadn’t been filled with proper physical exercise to a point where the man was happy, but he could most certainly do that now. [Mana] didn’t last forever, and he needed something to do while it regenerated. Squats and push-ups never hurt anybody, and he was lifting more and more weights with time. His consistent improvements were a weightlifter’s paradise.
And so, sitting around for two days training and improving his skill was Theo’s chosen strategy. He had plenty of food, and water was never an issue. Theo could finally say that he was happy with the final result of his [Rune] work. Having the chance to repeat them over and over again helped, and the man now had more [Rune] plates than he could carry or need.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 5] to [Beginner 7].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Empowering] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 4].

[Stat] increase detected!
+1 to [Strength]
+1 to [Endurance]
+1 to [Willpower]

It was a great feeling to have his [Skills] and [Stats] improve. The Theo who walked out of the room was stronger and better than ever. His limbs had gotten the rest they’d needed, and his biceps were looking more defined by the day. The amateur bodybuilders at his old workplace would be jealous of his compact physique, even if the total mass was still a problem. He needed more food—and possibly a more varied diet—to fuel his growing strength. 
That was an issue for later. The one-man army descended the stairs, exterminating the few spiders stupid enough to take up residency on them yet again. Theo quickly found himself on the bottom floor. A very mild, foul-smelling residue remained, but a few minutes of standing at the edge of the staircase didn’t leave him feeling sick. His [Health] wasn’t dropping either. 
It was safe enough to go further in.
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Dig


When Theo reached the T-split, he saw two spider corpses just lying there. The flesh looked like it had been burned, blisters covering most of the bodies. The eyes were harder to evaluate, but they looked a little more gooey than normal. Theo took it as a good sign. 
Getting closer to the cafeteria, he found more and more corpses. It seemed like the spiders had realised the source of the poison at some point, trying to flee before it outright killed them. That clearly hadn’t worked since all of them were dead. Theo’s heart pumped harder than ever as he entered into the cafeteria and saw all the corpses. The massive ones lay completely still, and even the largest of them wasn’t moving in the slightest.
He’d done it. The container he had thrown was empty, and the room itself was filled with the smell of rotting corpses and cleaning supplies, but he didn’t care. Theo had done it! He checked out one the closest large spiders to make sure it was dead. Ripping out a surprisingly soft piece of flesh, the [Mage] was just overjoyed. Blisters, skin lesions and collapsed lungs were a hell of a weapon.
Theo understood why people had made it illegal to use in war. This was too easy!
"Easy and deadly," he commented with a smile, shaking his head as he went around the largest corpse to reach the damaged wall. "Free access to chemistry equipment is just too—"
He didn’t know if it was the sound or a slight flickering in the corner of his eye that made him jump to the side. In an instant, he was rolling on the floor, the space he’d previously occupied filled by the leg of a certain twenty-meter-tall spider. It’d been faking it.
Or not.
It was certainly close to death, closer than it had been before with those blistered eyes and burnt flesh, but it wasn’t dead just yet. The [Boss] spider could move, and it was doing just that as Theo was forced to consider his options. Activating his first barrage of [Runes] on his shield, he tried to think.
Turtling up and hitting it again and again? The spider would just crush him through the shield with how powerful it was. Running away and throwing in more gas? Theo wasn’t sure he could actually outrun it, and nor did he know if that would work twice. Nothing would stop the spider from just leaving anyway. It had just stayed here to catch its prey.
And damned if it wasn’t getting close. Even as flames spewed out towards it, Theo threw some [Rune] plates under it, hoping the attack would serve as a distraction. Spiderwebs seemingly spewed out from under its fangs, covering the shield user and stopping him from moving.
"How’s that supposed to be fair?" Theo shouted at the massive spider, using the second, less potent volley of flames on his shield to ward it off long enough for him to wriggle out of the webs. 
He dodged the next barrage sent his way. "You’re just meant to be stupid and die."
The spider in question didn’t say anything but sent another volley of webs. Theo barely managed to get most of his body out of the way, his left leg taking the brunt of it. Unable to rip himself free in time, a massive leg collided with his shield and sent him flying through the air. He slammed against a wall, bruised and without air in his lungs.
Nothing broken. It just hurts.
At least pain couldn’t do anything by itself. Getting back up as the massive spider approached, Theo saw the lesions on its skin widening with every step. He fired off the next barrage of fire towards it. His armour might’ve been half-broken, but that didn't mean he was going to give up.
He needed to get out of his corner, though. Walking to the side as the barrage of flames impacted the spider, Theo was able to activate the second wave just as the first ended. He dashed across, the spider turning around as he found himself in the middle of the room yet again.
Actually…
As the spider moved to close the distance between them, Theo climbed on top of one of the massive spider corpses, getting to eye-level with the [Boss]. It was a brilliant position to be in, the [Mage] nearly feeling like he had a chance of beating it to death.
And that wasn’t actually a bad idea. As the spider sent out a burst of web, Theo narrowly dodged. The spider’s fangs came for his position to tear him apart, but the [Mage] did the unthinkable and leapt.
He didn’t leap away from the spider but towards it. Climbing over the fangs and onto its head and main body, Theo was more than happy to grab onto its burnt skin and start using [Shield-Bash] on it directly. The spider was having none of it, raising its body to its full height and bashing him against the ceiling.
"Oh, that’s just rude," Theo said, unable to raise the shield over his head. "But you forgot about my hands."
Letting go of the shield, the [Mage] dug in. The spider continued to bash itself against the top of the ceiling, Theo’s [Health] taking a hit each time, but the man’s position was to advantageous for him to care. Grabbing at the small wound that the shield had created, Theo dug both hands into it before widening it. He pulled out chunks of flesh, his [Strength] making it more than possible to do.
A roar entered his ears, the spider not enjoying his assault as it began to shake. Theo did not care, continuing. Blue blood spurted into his face, flesh of all kinds raining down onto the floor, but he never felt like stopping. Organs and guts he didn't know the names of were gripped and ripped out. Theo gritted his teeth as he felt something in his back crunch upon impacting the ceiling. That wasn’t good.
At least it wasn’t good to the spider either. The [Boss] fell to the floor, no longer moving. Theo didn’t fall for that trick again, though, digging into the neck area until the [System] showed up to congratulate him.
In his bloodied state, the blue blood that covered his upper body matched the blue box perfectly.
New [Skill] learned!
[Barehanded Digging] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

[Creature] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [9] to [10]. [2] points have been granted.
You are now applicable for a [Profession]. The [System] will notify the user when—

"Tell me later," Theo ordered, the blue box going away as he nearly fell off the corpse, his body feeling drained. Maybe it was?
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 10
Class: Mage
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 41/130
Stamina(SP): 13/150
Mana(MP): 132/140

Stats
Strength: 21
Wisdom: 14
Agility: 11
Intelligence: 13
Endurance: 15
Perception: 10
Vitality: 13
Willpower: 11
Toughness: 14 
Available Points: 2

It most definitely was. Pulling out the shield from under the corpse of the [Boss] and hobbling over to the wall, Theo stared at the broken [Synthetic Rune]. For all these years it had worked, and yet an accidental hit had damaged it beyond repair. It was sad that Theo had been the one who needed to fix it.
Yet I can do it, so it’s fine.
Delusional or not, the wannabe [Rune-Crafter] began the work of fixing it. He’d promised it would take under five minutes. It barely took three, the only complex part being the jagged lines at the ends that allowed the [Runes] on either side to connect. Making the line so much bigger was somewhat harder as well, the wide strokes difficult to carve on the rocky texture.
[Connection Rune]
Mana-Purity: -
Tier: 0
Material: Gabbro
Capacity: -
Activation: Passive
Durability: 120/120

"You just keep getting crazier with that [Durability]," Theo commented, not having the slightest clue what that material was meant to be. Not letting it concern him, he turned and stumbled out of the cafeteria. His body was hurting, and he needed to get to the [Security Room] so he could get the last part over with. "If you don’t hold up to the new scan, I'm just killing everything in here myself."
As he reached the hallway and turned to the right, the screeching to his left drew his attention. Theo almost sighed as he saw a horde of large spiders moving towards him. The screams of their [Boss] had seemingly summoned them. Could his day get any—
No. No jinxing this shit. I’m done.
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The Curse of Confusion


Firing off a burst of flames from his shield, Theo took the extra time for a deep breath before bolting towards the stairs. He didn’t stop when another group ambushed him, just throwing off one before sprinting forward yet again. He barely looked at the small group by the stairs before he  leapt over their heads, going up three flights of stairs in twenty seconds. He was unstoppable, his adrenaline pushing him forward. 
A spider jumped on his back from the ceiling, digging into his lower neck and making the [Mage] gasp. It wasn’t too deep, but it hurt.
"You little shit," Theo said, not stopping as he went up the final set of stairs. The large spider tried to bite him again, but he didn’t care, taking its head in both hands and ripping it apart. Blood spurted as it died. 
He took a bite and threw it at the others that were behind him. "Lesson learned."
The entry to the sixth floor wasn’t fun either, the group actually large enough to present a challenge. He threw [Rune] plates towards the ones behind him, making the fire spread and distract the followers as he readied his shield at the ones in the front. Flames burst out and charred the first line of spiders. The others leaped towards him, but he just ducked under his shield. Unable to redirect their momentum, they landed behind him. If they wanted to join his followers, he didn’t mind.
Actually, he did. Theo just preferred them being in front of him just a little more. He turned around, activating the second volley on his shield. Those in the front of the horde writhed and screeched, distracting those behind for a few moments. The [Mage] spent those moments gaining a little more ground.
He reached the sixth floor, following the directions to the [Security Room] without even looking at his shield. He turned sharp corners while barely diminishing his speed, steps hitting the stone floor in perfect rhythm as his body surged through the air. There was no hesitation. He had memorized the path through gruelling repetition, refusing to let forgetfulness lead to failure. And, really, who could forget with all those damned lines he’d etched into the wall as a guide?
Leave nothing to chance and see yourself win.
The horde was close on his tail, but Theo was even closer to the door he needed to get through. He pressed on it with the palm of his less shaky hand. A blue box appeared, asking if he wanted to enter. He ignored the stupid question and accepted, glancing back at the horde for a moment.
They were getting closer. Not good. The spiders were less than twenty meters away, and the damned lock wasn’t making any sounds. Theo almost wanted to try bashing it open before he finally heard some sort of response from within.
Finally, it actually works.
Nearly tearing the door open after the [System] finally unlocked it, he closed it before the slightest hint of a spider could enter. Even as they banged and thrashed on the door, Theo knew they weren’t getting inside. Despite his earlier frustrations, the locking mechanism brought a smile to his face that nothing could beat.
He collapsed on the floor before he could get to the terminal, though. His body was tired, his [Stamina] nearly in the negatives again. The wise choice was to wait and let himself heal before doing anything else. He was safe, he had enough food stocked up here for a literal week, and that container of water in the corner would have him drowning before he emptied it.
Yet despite all of that, Theo had enough waiting. It spit in the face of what he’d thought for the past however long he had been trapped in this place, but he couldn’t find himself giving the slightest of shits. Taking a swig of water and stumbling up on shaking legs, he stood as still as he could as his [Internal System] connected with the [Security Room].
Connection established!
Initial readings deemed above specified limits.
Initial reading analysis overruled due to [A-Rated Infestation]
[Security Room 4] greets the [Rune-Crafter] Theo Locheim. What does the apprentice wish to—

"Engage [Cleansing Protocols]," Theo ordered, not wanting to wait any longer. "Do it now."
The swirling blue from the servers around him made his eyes glint in the flickering light from above. Theo just ignored it, staring at the empty blue box in front of him. The [System] was thinking, deliberating. He already knew he had the permissions required, was sure that he’d fixed the errors shown. If this didn't work, he really didn’t know what he was going to do.
A sense of serenity washed over him when it came back positive.
Requests accepted!
[Cleansing Protocols] has been deemed an acceptable decision. No parts of [Upper Management] or the [Site Director] have rejected your order in their allotted response time. Your allocated [Mentor] has not stepped in to refute the decision either. We hope you made your decision wisely, [Apprentice], for there is no going back now.
All in-built [Toxin] and air distribution [Runes] have been activated. [Mana-Generators] have been granted permission to return to [Active States]. The cleansing has begun.
Time until the outer area is safe to enter: 23:59:59

Theo… no, he didn’t cry. He shook, his body unable to process that it was actually working. His lips were moving, not sure whether to be angry, sad, or joyful. Maybe it was a bit of all of them, an elated acceptance that he could finally leave this place. He was tired, his [Health] was low, and his overuse of [Mana] in the past hours was making his mind ache across the spectrum of pain.
But it was all just fine. Letting go of the terminal and sitting on the floor, a bit of laughter finally passed through Theo’s mouth. Pure joy, the feeling of having conquered a beast too big to comprehend. He’d thought he was going to die here. Now? Now he was looking forward to leaving, a literal countdown having been shoved in his face.
The banging on the outside of the [Security Room] stopped after a few more minutes of Theo staring at the time. Staring at it for the entire time he needed to wait didn’t sound too bad, each second passing making him more excited for what was to come.
What would he see? What was actually outside of this [Facility]? It had been clear since day three that he wasn’t on Earth anymore, but he had no clue where else he could be. Another world, yes, but what kind exactly? He hadn’t been the most avid watcher of sci-fi and fantasy stuff. Old crime shows were about everything he knew.
"Maybe I’ll see something interesting for once," Theo said. He’d tired of giant spiders trying to eat him. Having adapted to surviving in the [Facility], he was ready for something new. "Maybe something more fluffy. I want a dog."
Theo had always wanted to adopt a puppy. He’d never had the time because of work but… maybe this time there was a chance. Or just a pet in general would work for him.
Maybe a rabbit. They’re more than fuzzy enough.
Thoughts of cute things stopped when he heard a mild fizzling sound to his side. The first ten minutes had already past and yet… from the right corner of the door, a green smoke was slowly but steadily entering the room.
Age had eroded the seal, and Theo was going to die because of it.
"No, the hell I’m not!" the [Mage] in question shouted. He grabbed some of the extra clothes he’d brought with him. Soaking them with the water he’d taken as well, he ran over to the leak and began stuffing under the door. The webs still stuck to his limbs made for the perfect glue. That seemed to do the trick. 
"Oh, shit.” 
It had stopped the stuff from coming in anymore but it was too late. Theo couldn’t see too well, the green smoke still lingering in the air. And the sight of the clothing he’d stuffed into the leak beginning to move only made him more alarmed. Giving his makeshift seal the best push he could, he opened up his [Status Screen] and invested the two points he’d gotten into [Vitality].
That wasn’t going to be enough. Not even close. Pushing against the leak until it was sealed in as nicely as possible, Theo tried to contain his breathing to a minimum. He went for the torn clothing in the corner once again. Ripping it off into chunks of fabric, he washed it in the water container before wringing it and tying it around his face. He had a bit of trouble breathing through it, but the improvised filter was better than nothing.
He draped the wet cloth over his body, covering his throat and upper body as much as possible. While only a fraction of the green gas was seeping in, Theo knew he wouldn’t survive anything close to a full dose. This [Cleansing Protocol] was meant to cleanse and not just damage. Maybe the promised lethality hadn’t been for the best.
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Deadly


Feeling the green gas touch the skin above his feet was scream-inducing, Theo forced himself to not hyperventilate. That would only add more pain to his already-tortured body. His hands shook as he held them against his chest. Curling into a ball was the safest option when it came to minimizing skin exposure to the toxic air, while also giving him a false sense of security. 
This is what I get for activating it while weak, I suppose.
Theo felt like laughing at his own ineptitude, but he kept quiet, keeping his eyes closed even as tears began to run out. The green gas was easily able to invade through both the wet cloth and his eyelids. It didn’t cause him to scream, but damn was it close. It felt like a thousand needles entering his body at once.
It was almost like the gas wanted him to stretch out and expose his entire surface to the piercing pain. The [Toxin Rune] that had done this wasn’t just a regular weapon, after all. It had been chosen to exterminate through its sheer quantity and quality, killing everything outside the room. 
The sound outside the door ceased within the first couple of minutes, making Theo shake a little.
For how long is it going to continue?
Unable to clog his ears fully, Theo could still hear the small whistling of the gas entering through the broken seal. There had to be quite a lot of pressure on the outside for that to happen. 
How was his [Health] looking? It couldn’t be good at this point.
Health(HP): 32/150

Even with his eyes closed, Theo twitched as his [Health] dropped by another point after six seconds. It was going down quickly, his pulse increasing with every point he lost. If it continued like this, he wouldn’t survive for more than a couple of minutes.
He tried to ignore his unresponsive limbs, his nerves seemingly shutting down. He reached over to the stone terminal and reactivated his connection with it. The blue box appeared before him, as if to inform him that his time had come.
"For how long do the toxins last?" Theo asked, feeling like each word took a piece from his mouth as the green gas forced itself through the wet fabric. It was like it had a mind of its own at this point. "Tell me, please."
Requests accepted!
The [Toxin Rune] is set to be ongoing until the [System] has deemed the area cleansed of any living foreign creatures. Scans to check for this requirement are operated every thirty minutes as a standard.
Time until next scan: 16:54
Do you wish for the [System] to scan the area now in—

"Yes! Scan!" Theo cut in, coughing up blood through his feeble protection. His lungs felt like they were dissolving, liquid gathering in his throat. He was drowning in his own flesh.
He couldn’t feel the hand that was touching the terminal anymore. That couldn’t be good.
Requests fulfilled!
[Scan] started on upper floors: No signs of life located.
[Scan] started on middle floors: No sign of life located.
[Scan] started on bottom floors: Minor signs of [Human]—No signs of life located.
[Toxins] have disengaged. Assumed time until exit can be used safely has been readjusted.
Time until outer area is safe to enter: 14:59:59

The spew of green gas into the room stopped within ten seconds, Theo falling to the floor and curling into a ball as he tried to think of some happier place. The green gas wasn’t as thick after that, but his [Health] was still dropping consistently. He lost another three points within thirty seconds, leaving only twenty remaining. Another five minutes passed by, and then it was down at only fifteen, Theo almost unable to breath as the fluid refused to stop increasing.
It was a living hell which no person should’ve been forced to experience. Theo could feel his body begin to shut down, unable to withstand the pain. He could be pummelled for days, lose a limb, or even have his skull caved in—but a poison this strong was no match for a normal body.
Luckily, Theo’s body no longer functioned like it normally did. If it had still worked according to those standards, it would’ve already shut down due to his meat-based diet and possibly contaminated drinking water. No… the [Mage]’s body had officially switched over to a new source of energy.
Spite.
The refusal to die, the will to live, and most importantly, the desperate need to beat the hell out of whoever had failed to seal the security door properly drove Theo to persevere. Whoever had thought to use spiders in any kind of experiment was an idiot—and everyone needed to know about it.
[Stat] increase detected!
+2 to [Willpower]
+1 to [Vitality]
+1 to [Toughness]

New [Skill] learned!
[Poison-Resistance] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

[Skill] increase detected!
[Poison-Resistance] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 4].

After the next hour, the gas became diluted to the point where Theo’s own [Health-Regeneration] increased faster than the poison damage. Being on the brink of death, only five points away from zero, his body started to improve.
It still hurt, though, and Theo wasn’t exactly sure whether he was fully awake or not. Maybe that [Toxin] was causing hallucinations. He couldn’t remember his former boss being with him in the [Facility].
"… Mister Locheim, you were supposed to give me those reports three hours ago," Lea said, looking down at the drooling and tired man sprawled over the table in the break room. Theo sat upright by the time she finished her sentence, wiping away the drool from his lips as he looked around the room. "Have you really been in here all this time?"
The break room looked just as he remembered. The sterile walls, the dead vending machine, and that small spider web that had scared him a few weeks ago when he’d first noticed it. Theo thought something was off, but the feeling was replaced by regret the instant he realized what he’d done.
"I’m sorry," Theo said, quick to apologize as he looked down at the table. One bag of chips half-opened, the other untouched, and a water bottle which was also not yet opened. No wonder his throat felt so sore. "I’ll get it to you before the day is over. I was just—"
"Just what? Wasting work hours here and leeching off the company?" Lea cut in, sounding like a teacher scolding an unruly child. She was half his height and nearly twice his age, so Theo supposed it wasn’t too far from the truth. "This is your last warning, Mister Locheim. Continue this and I’ll throw you out to where you belong."
Where I—
"And just where is that supposed to be, Mrs Miller?" Theo asked, feeling something break inside of him. He’d listened to her nonsense for too long. "Out on the streets with all the other homeless people you laugh at with that friend you chat with on the phone half the day? Or could it maybe be—"
"Do you want to accelerate your termination that much?" Lea shot back with a sharp tone, clearly intending to intimidate him. The [Mage] couldn’t say it worked. No fear or shame was present anymore. He’d felt so many things, had been forced through so much pain that this was barely a sting. "Fine. Gather up your things and leave this place. If you aren’t out of the building within the next ten minutes, I’m calling the police."
To his brain’s credit, that fantasy world was wiped away before Theo left the door of his former workplace. Suddenly, his mind readjusted to reality, letting him know about a blue box flashing in his sight.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Poison-Resistance] has been increased from [Beginner 4] to [Beginner 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Poison-Resistance] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Poison-Resistance] has been increased from [Novice 1] to [Novice 3].

[Stat] increase detected!
+1 to [Luck]
+1 to [Vitality]
+1 to [Toughness]

"What?" Theo asked. His voice sounded hoarser than the [Mage] thought possible.
Theo tried to raise his head, but his mind protested. The pain felt like his shield tearing through his skull. The attempt was a failure, and the [Mage] instead lay on the ground as he suffered the worst hangover of his life.
How long had he been out? Testing his mobility, he found that his limbs were all still there. His fingers felt off, but the skin couldn’t have been too damaged if he could still move them without crying out in pain. Or maybe his pain resistance had just skyrocketed. He wouldn’t know before his body allowed him to move his head—or eyes, for that matter.
Still, since he’d crumpled besides the terminal, he managed to move his arm around enough to get his hand on top of it. Stretching his shoulder caused him more pain, but he didn’t really care. Information was crucial to his survival.
The blue boxes flashed in front his face for a while, but he didn’t care. Theo just laid on the floor idly, guessing when the [System] would actually finished loading. When one of the boxes seemed to stay in front of him slightly longer, he asked the important question in a tone even raspier than before.
"How long until it’s safe to leave the room?"
Request accepted!
It has been safe to leave [Security Room 4] for: 1 Day, 2 Hours, 31 Minutes, 17 Seconds.

… Huh. Rolling until he faced upwards, Theo looked at the flickering lamp above. It hurt like hell, but it reminded him of the truth. He was officially the only living person in this [Facility]. He was officially the only living thing here.
He touched the terminal again. There was one more question he needed to be sure of. It was the one thing that he’d worked towards, what Theo had been dreaming about for weeks.
"Can I leave this [Facility]?"
The swirling lights around him stayed for longer than he anticipated, making him worried.
Request accepted!
[Scan] for [A-Rated Infestation] has returned with 0 signs of continued reason for previous designation.
All emergency protocols have been lifted. All entries and exits previously barred have been unlocked and can be opened by all levels of [Clearance] through the [Data Servers] on [Floor 1].
The [Apprentice]’s access to [Security Rooms] has been removed. Please evacuate the area at your earliest convenience.
We hope you have a great day!

"Finally."
Theo didn’t stand up. He didn’t do anything but have that single word leave his dry throat. He might’ve slowly crawled and gotten a drink from his bottle, but that was just about everything he could manage for the next twelve hours. 
Yet even then, time seemed to pass so fast. His body might’ve been tired, beaten, and nearly unable to function normally, but his mind was as fast as ever. It understood what came next.
Freedom.
The [Mage] could barely suppress his desire to shout in elation. His body didn’t need any further stress. He’d learnt from his previous slip-up—there was no chance he would leave before everything felt right.
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Thinking about the Future


It took another ten hours before he was ready to move. Finally, Theo’s limbs moved perfectly, and his shield yet again felt practically weightless in his hand. It leaned against the wall just where he’d left it, next to the remains of his former office clothing, complimenting the decor together.  
Theo pulled on the rope, opening the security door and letting the mass of spider corpses outside spill into the room.
"There really were a lot of you buggers," the [Mage] commented as he wrestled through the massive pile-up, nearly swimming in the sludge of flesh and fangs. His new and improved armour protected him from the worst of it, but that mild feeling of needles prickling his skin still didn’t feel good. At least his [Toughness] had improved enough for it to not be dangerous anymore. "Just how can so many fit into one hallway? Did you bastards crawl on both the walls and each other?"
He finally got himself fully out of the pile, falling onto the floor and crawling until his legs were out as well. He was free!
Free from the initial blast of corpses, that is. As Theo continued onwards, wading past corpse after corpse on his way to the stairs, he was granted a perspective into just how many spiders he would’ve needed to kill if he had done this himself. There were more than several few thousand in here.
It was a shame that they hadn’t counted for his own kill count, really. The [Mage] wouldn’t have minded some power-levelling. He knew that quality mattered more than quantity, but the latter had likewise shown its power in certain situations. Sure, he needed to kill hundreds of smaller spiders for the same kind of result, but there were literally thousands around him who’d just died. If even a fraction of the kills had counted as his, Theo would have been stronger than ever.
On that note, how were his [Skills] doing?
[Skill-Collection]
Active Skills
[Throw]
[Beginner 5]Allows the user to throw a projectile with a higher accuracy.
6SP/Use

[Shield-Bash]
[Novice 1]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield. Has a chance to [Stun] target.
10SP/Use

[Transform Shield]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to transform a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Regenerate Shield]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to regenerate a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Barehanded Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of an [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

[Conduit Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person with the use of an [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

[Intimidate]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to intimidate one or more targets.
9MP/Use

[Barehanded Digging]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to dig through hard materials using his bare hands.
4SP/use

Passive Skills
[Internal Mana-Sense]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to sense [Mana] internally.

[Map-Engraving]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to create [Maps] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing secrets passively.

[Iron Stomach]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the stomach of the user to digest organic material more effectively.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse.

[Shield-Mastery]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to use shields with more finesse.

[Poison-Resistance]
[Novice 3]
Grants the user and larger resistance to general [Poisons].

[Rune] Skills
[Rune-Engraving]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.

[Rune-Empowering]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to empower a [Rune], fulfilling the final requirements for [Initial Activation]

[Rune-Manipulation]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations.

[Rune-Mastery]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.

Looking at his [Poison-Resistance], Theo thought it was a little crazy that it had been increased to [Novice 3] in the span of a day or so. His second-highest skill had taken months to get to [Novice 1], and he still hadn’t progressed in it for a while. Just seeing this… it was crazy how the body worked. Now more than ever, Theo understood why the [System] had detected that increase in [Luck] once again. This wasn’t something the body was meant to withstand. This was one lucky dice roll after the other.
Pulling up the [Status Screen], the aforementioned [Stat] still wasn’t present, no matter how much he tried to focus on it in his mind. The [System] could perhaps detect increases to it, but the total score was unknown.
Stats
Strength: 21
Wisdom: 14
Agility: 11
Intelligence: 13
Endurance: 15 
Perception: 10
Vitality: 16
Willpower: 13
Toughness: 15
Available Points: -

His [Vitality] was increasing at a record speed—and once he got out of this place and had a more open area to explore, [Agility] would hopefully follow. That [Stat] along with [Perception] were both too low compared to the others, having barely increased since he’d discovered the [System]. 
For now, though, he had to get through this mess of corpses. There were just too many of them around. Theo hadn’t remembered anywhere close to this number before.
Some of the areas on the tenth floor had to have been really dense with spiders for this to happen.
Failing to comprehend how so many spiders had infested the [Facility], Theo continued up the stairs. He was on the sixth floor at the moment, and the exit was somewhere on the first. But he couldn’t just go along and hope for the best. He would need to go to the [Data-Server] room and have it open the exit remotely.
It was a bothersome step, but the [Mage] didn’t bother questioning it at this point. With everything around him dead, it was just a matter of walking without tripping on a pair of fangs.
Theo had to admit that some of the corpses piqued his curiosity. How the spiders had managed to get wedged into the upper corner of a room and stayed there after dying impressed him. These creatures might’ve been bloodthirsty—and more than happy to rip out his guts—but the workmanship of their webs was admirable. If those sticky white things could carry sixty kilos without the slightest sign of breaking, Theo wondered just what those webs were worth to a craftsman.
Theo wondered what other things in this [Facility] might be worth as well. He was obviously inside a ruin that hadn’t been touched by anybody for over a century. While everything inside was very old, and most of the important stuff had rusted together or rotted away, there had to be something that would let him gain a few extra dollars once he got outside.
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The End of the Beginning


"Just what do you have that’s both very light and very expensive, [Facility]?" Theo asked the stone walls, receiving no response. The [Mage] didn’t need an answer—the man was able to answer his own question. It was a riddle; what was weightless but without equal?  
"Information."
If he wasn’t already going to the [Data Servers], Theo would’ve done so anyway. He would do his best to get something valuable out of those shining blue rocks before it all crashed for the last time. He knew he would be working on borrowed time but—
Reaching the entrance to the room, he noticed it smelled a little funny. Ash? Or something similar to fire, at least. Theo couldn’t see any signs of the servers being destroyed, the rock still glowing with tiny symbols. So, he placed his hand on the terminal and watched the blue box appear in his vision.
[Rune-Crafter] detected!
Connecting the user's internal system to [Facility-3310 "Arachnid’s Paradise"]’s data servers. Please wait while the connection stabilizes.

The shaking of the server on the left made Theo uneasy. It was expected, sure, but the rattling felt dangerous. If it started shooting out stuff, he was leaving.
Connection established!
Initial readings were deemed within specified limits.
The [System] of [Facility-3310 "Arachnid’s Paradise"] greets the [Rune-Crafter] Theo Locheim. What does the apprentice wish to know about? Be warned that attempts to access restricted or adult information will be reported to your [Mentor].

"Open up the exit to the [Facility]," Theo ordered without any fanfare. He wasn’t wasting time with the server acting unstable. "Now."
Request accepted!
[Opening Protocols] engaged. Estimated time until fully opened: 04:59
Does the apprentice wish to know about anything else?

The server was still making weird sounds. Theo took a step back, barely keeping his hand on the terminal, as a new question formed in his mind.
"If I’m able to get it, give me information regarding all nearby [Facilities],” Theo ordered. “I want their coordinates and a brief description about their area of study." Sure, he’d never gotten any obvious hints that more facilities existed, but he refused to believe somebody would use a four-digit designation for something unique. And that they would only study spiders… it was too crazy. "Hurry up."
The sound was getting louder. It was a miracle the server hadn’t shut down yet.
Request denied!
You do not have the [Clearance] for this information. Your [Mentor] has been notified about this attempted request.
[Data-Server] experiencing difficulties in heat management. Stand-by mode activation in thirty seconds.

That was just great.
"Do you have any [Runes] that I have the [Clearance] to access and learn without my [Mentor]’s permission?" Theo asked, trying to get around the [System]’s rules. He needed to at least ask this before it broke down entirely. "That [Toxin Rune] and [Windvortex], specifically. Can I get those?"
He wasn’t even sure he was going to get an answer. The other servers were starting to rattle as well. Something was deeply wrong with them all.
Request accepted!
The user has the [Clearance] for—
The user also has the [Clearance] for the [Tier 1] [Impact Rune].
Does the user wish to have this [Runic Knowledge] transferred? The [System] must warn that repeated use of this technique can cause long-lasting side effects such as headaches, nausea, and—

"Yes, just do it!" Theo almost screamed, dodging a bolt of rock that flew at his head. The servers were starting to self-destruct, and, while he wanted to press on for the more lethal [Runes], he was starting to fear for his own safety. 
"Just—holy shit, that hurts."
Concepts were instantly sent through his mind as the servers shut down, pieces of rock still fracturing and flying through the air haphazardly. Theo already had a good idea of where the entrance was, so he didn’t have to worry about that. Right now, he focused on trying to understand the shape in his head.
"The [Impact Rune]," the [Mage] muttered, shaking his head. It was supposedly able to increase the kinetic energy of blunt weapons. Theo didn’t want to think about how many rules of physics that broke. Even if it sounded very cool to use in tandem with an [Ignis Rune], Theo had self-control. First, he would get out of here. Then he would try out his dumb shenanigans. 
"Down the hall and to the left, if I remember correctly."
Theo assumed that the wider hallways were where large amounts of people would walk through on a daily basis. Either that, or it was where people would travel in large groups. Since the first floor didn’t have anything important enough for the former, locating the widest hallway and walking down it revealed exactly what he wanted to see.
A new kind of room, a wider one an upward ramp. Beyond it, a massive gate was slowly opening up. There was likely an even bigger one hiding somewhere, but Theo didn’t care. The sight of damp earth on the other side of the gate brought a smile to his face.
The geology outside had likely changed in the past century, and the [Facility] was now hidden behind a wall of dirt. Grabbing his shield as he neared the earthen wall, Theo forced it into the material before twisting and pulling it out. Pounds of dirt fell onto the sterile floor, and a little hole formed in front of him.
"I’ve always wanted to make a tunnel," Theo confessed as he began to dig upwards. Though wasn’t the wisest thing in the world, the [Mage] just pushed on as he got further in. Crawling was a necessity within minutes, but Theo didn’t care. He was going upwards, getting closer to his goal. Earth fell into his mouth, the taste of nature coating his tongue, but he just spat it out and continued. Some got in his eyes and nose, but he barely noticed it. His entire will was focused on moving further upward.
And when he felt the dirt become denser, with tiny roots keeping it all together, Theo knew he’d reached the soft grass that everybody knew and loved. Flexing his arm and making a fist, he punched forward.
A foot of dirt was penetrated in an instant, and his hand felt the cold air of night along with the wet grass of on a forest floor. Theo was happier than anybody could possibly understand. He had just dug himself out of his own grave.
Now… looking around, he saw large trees staring down at his body and a night sky filled with endless rows of multi-coloured stars. Seeing a massive moon that Theo knew not to be one he had ever seen before, he felt excitement. He was in a new world, and he wasn’t trapped in its asshole anymore.
His skin shivered, though,  and he supposed it could’ve been a little warmer.
Beggars can’t be choosers.
"But they sure as hell can complain!"
Pulling his entire body up onto the grass, the small strands of green breaking under his boots, Theo grinned wickedly. Cold or not, tired or not, and annoyed or not—he was outside and free. There were very few things that could throw him off this point.
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Free Fruit


Theo really was in a fantasy-like forest. The [Mage] had been too distracted with tasting fresh air to really notice the differences from what he was used to in his old world. The forest wasn’t close to as dense as others he’d been in, but it sure as hell was more ancient. The trees were thicker than any he’d spotted before, the height rivalling redwoods and the number of branches threatening to blot out the entire night sky. Only in rare spots did it allow the light to pierce through. 
And yet those small windows in the canopy were more than enough to light it all up. Theo could see the many-coloured stars and that massive moon staring back at him. It was beautiful, with no artificial light hiding the secrets of distant galaxies from his eyes.
To be honest, Theo hadn’t been outside a major city since his childhood. He had to have been less than ten the last time he’d seen a completely clear night sky, when he’d visited one of the many national parks with his parents. It was a shame he’d never gotten the chance to see more.
And even then, was something like this even possible on Earth? Walking along while staring upwards, Theo couldn’t even remember space photos filling him with so much awe. Swirling nebulas, distant multi-coloured stars, and floating giants moved above him mysteriously quickly as they glowed with bright colours. Some were definitely closer than others, but they all looked like stars from a still image. It was… beautiful wasn’t the right word.
"Mesmerizing?" Theo threw out, not sure why he even said it. Yet, it seemed to fit nicely. "Enamouring, even. Keeps my attention more than anything."
It had rained in the forest some time ago. More than a few hours ago but not more than a full day. The slight hint of liquid on the grass and leaves reflecting in the night sky made it clear. No… Theo could see it all.
His stomach rumbled as he looked around, enjoying the atmosphere as he wandered around. He’d marked the hole into the [Facility] with a few jabs into the ground, but Theo wasn’t sure he would remember its location. Not that he really cared. Returning to that place wasn’t a high priority.
Getting something to eat, though… Theo did have something to remedy that. In his little bag was a full bottle of water, all of his best [Rune] plates, and some spider flesh that hadn’t been hit too hard with the [Toxin]. It had gone slightly bad during the two days since its death, but the man had eaten worse. If he didn’t find anything edible up here, his [Iron Stomach] would handle it for now. It had done as much before. No reason it couldn’t still do its job.
"But not all might be lost just yet," Theo said, putting his shield into the soft ground as he looked up one of the thinner trees, its white bark making him take note of it. The trunk was still thicker than anything he’d seen in the old world but… there were round things hanging on the branches. They didn’t look alive, so he had only one guess for what they could be. 
"Fruits?"
If they were, he was going to have a few. Leaving the shield on the ground along with his pack, Theo put his hands on the trunk. The bark was rough and study, hurting his fingers when he put too much pressure on it. In other words, the tree was perfect for climbing, and one of the low-hanging branches looked to be nearly within reach.
Taking a few steps back, Theo prepared for a running start. Three strong steps were followed by a leap, the [Mage] bouncing off the bark and just barely reaching the lowest branch with the tips of his fingers. Before, he would’ve fallen. Now? That slight contact was more than enough for him to get his fingers around the branch, the man pulling himself up into the tree.
New [Skill] learned!
[Climb] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

"I’ve spent a childhood doing this, dude," Theo muttered as he glanced at the blue box, reaching out for another branch as he looked upwards. Of course the fruits had to be higher up. "Calling me a beginner of any kind is an insult. I better be a [Novice] by the time I’ve gotten those fruits or I’ll start thinking you’re broken."
The blue box tried to reply with something, but Theo was already focused on the task at hand. Reaching out for the next branch, he got his grip nicely secured before pulling himself up yet again. The bark clung against his fingers perfectly. In an earlier life, it would’ve caused instant bleeding. Now it felt like a mild itch. His [Toughness] was just too good. 
Theo felt no fatigue as he moved up and up through the tree, the mild wind pushing against his hair. When did it get that long anyway? How annoying.
Jumping between two branches, Theo once again found his fingers easily digging into the bark as he continued his ascent. The trees might’ve been tall, but he was determined to reach the ripe-looking fruits. He was looking forward to eating something that wasn’t venomous spiders. Sure, a steak would be nice, but… something other than flesh didn’t sound too bad either.
Bad memory association sucks.
The idle thought almost made his grip falter, the wetness on the upper branches making the bark slick and worsening his grip. He began to fall, losing his footing as his hands wildly swung in the air.
A desperate attempt to grab at anything around him had his left arm colliding with a thicker branch two meters down. Theo swung around it slightly before stabilizing himself. His [Health] had lost a decent chunk, and the man was a little winded himself. Theo couldn’t say that had been fun. Wasn’t falling so easy back in the day? As a child he’d been able to fall much further than this without a scratch.
The laws of physics just hated adult bodies. Theo saw it as a warning to continue but… he wanted those fruits. Promising to be a little more steady, he kept climbing. Sticking to the main trunk as he grabbed at the more distant branches, he found a much better grip consistently. No risky jumps were had to save a few seconds, and he made steady progress instead. Theo was getting himself a late-night snack. He wasn’t preparing for the climbing Olympics. The gold medal could go to somebody else this time around.
Another three minutes were spent in that natural silence, the only sounds being his breathing, his feet and hands grinding against the branches, and the mild rustling of leaves as the tree swayed from side to side. Droplets of water fell down, pattering against the leaves, playing them like small drums. The mood was serene, only made better by the fact that Theo had finally reached his goal.
It was about the size of an apple but had the shape of a squash. The colouring was off, the colour a very regal yellow bordering on outright gold. The skin felt just perfect as Theo took it off the branch though. He sat down on a strong branch and prepared to have a taste.
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Smoke and Mirrors


He bit through the skin, though he wasn’t sure if he was meant to eat that part. His [Strength] made his teeth go through like it was room temperature butter, but the texture of the surface was still quite hard. He ignored the thought as a wave of taste assaulted his tongue. Theo had to think of what flavour it resembled.  
"Tastes like kiwi," Theo commented. It had the inner consistency of a banana, his tongue able to mash it up, but the flesh definitely resembled that of a kiwi as well. It was a weird fruit, and his tongue popped slightly as he chewed. There was a chance he was slightly allergic to it. 
"Still tastes great, though."
Popping the rest of it into his mouth, Theo searched for a few more fruits to eat. They were a bit rarer than he’d realized, but the [Mage] was more than happy to navigate across the branches to get what he wanted. Picking off a few more, he actually peeled it this time around. While he didn’t mind the taste of the skin, it didn’t go well with the mushy insides.
All for the full experience.
That certainly improved it, though, even if Theo’s stomach began to complain by the fourth one. Deciding to cut his losses, the man stashed a few into his pockets before scaling down the tree and returning to the forest floor.
"That was easy," Theo muttered, wiping off the fruit juice on his hands in the wet grass. It wasn’t sanitary, but who really cared in this place? If he was happy with it, so could everybody else. He put the rest of the fruits into his bag and threw out the spider corpse. He knew for sure he’d found the perfect snack.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Climb] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 4].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Iron Stomach] has been increased from [Beginner 7] to [Beginner 8].

Did Theo have reason to be worried when his stomach [Skill] had to be upgraded after eating a few fruits he’d found in a forest? Probably. Did he care? Not at all. What he did care about, however, was the [System] not accepting that he was a climbing prodigy. He hadn’t climbed trees in his childhood just to be designated as [Beginner 4].
"You heard that, you blue-boxed idiot?" Theo exclaimed, a few birds flying away from the top of a nearby tree. "I deserve better service in this area. I want a union."
The blue boxes refused to comment, much to the disappointment of the [Mage]. If the [System] had a response to the idea of establishing a worker's union, he would’ve been so happy.
Then again… not having a response means they didn’t deem it important enough to include one.
That either meant people were content with their current job standards, or they hadn’t been introduced to the concept yet. Theo was more than happy at the realization. He had an idea about what he would be doing the second he found any sign of sapient life. He would spread some concepts about worker’s rights!
… Then again, he actually needed to find somebody to talk to about it. Even when sitting on top of that damned tree, there hadn’t been the slightest sign of, well, anything. Trees, mighty as they were, reached as far as the horizon. No buildings, no fires, no signs of life other than the destruction Theo had himself caused. It was a sad realisation, but he should’ve known.
Why the [Facility] was built out in the middle of nowhere was an outright mystery to the [Mage]. He’d expected to see something eventually. An old road would’ve been nice, or some kind of infrastructure. But, no, it was one tree after the other, the only rare difference being the ones with white bark instead of the boring brown.
At least it all looked quite pretty. Theo was still just coasting off the excitement of his escape from the sterile [Facility]. While he didn’t like the idea of living in the wilderness for a few months by himself, it was better than being trapped in an enclosed area.
At least here I can make progress.
All it would take was to choose one direction and move forward. The [Mage] thought that was his best option, though there was another idea he wanted to test out while he was still fully awake. The night seemed young, if he understood the moon’s movement correctly, and there was something he wanted to try.
He’d gotten that [Rune] from the [Data-Servers]. The [Impact Rune], as it had been called, was somehow applied to the tip of a weapon to amplify the kinetic energy upon hitting an object. Ignoring whatever criteria deemed something a hit or an interaction with another item, Theo wanted to try making it.
The [Mage] had initially thought that impossible, seeing as the front of his shield was already covered with [Ignis] and [Connection Runes], but the man could luckily work in three dimensions. Objects had more than one side, and the [Rune] only required to be put on the end of a weapon. Putting it on the back of the shield right at the bottom, the one spot where Theo hadn’t etched on any kind of map or [Rune], should work. Settling down next to a tree, the [Mage] went to work.
Sitting on a root and [Engraving] a [Rune] was quite a relaxing activity. It would’ve been even better if Theo knew the best way to carve the new shape but… it was harder with an unfamiliar symbol.
The initial part could be most easily described as a big ‘X’, the lettering made by only [Engraving] the outline of the letter. Then the sides and the top of it were connected through straight lines, creating a sort of half-box. The bottom part nearest the edge of the shield was left exposed. It was easy in theory, but the near-double layering at certain points made it very hard to keep the depth constant. The required pressure varied wildly across the design. 
In the end, the [Rune] was formed and Theo was able to relax his flexing fingers again.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 4].

"Oh, that finally makes you improve, huh?" Theo said, questioning that [Skill] as he felt some more understanding seeping through his skull. [Rune-Mastery] hadn’t been one of the areas where he’d improved much. The [Skill] had stayed around the same level after the first weeks of having it. But now… 
"I guess I’ll find a few more [Runes] so I can improve you more."
First, however, he needed to see just how he’d done with this one.
[Impact Rune]
Mana-Purity: 39%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 0/9
Activation: Trigger 
Durability: 20/21

The [Mana-Purity] was about as shitty as Theo expected, though the [Durability] was still high in comparison to what the [Ignis Rune] usually had at that level. Just how did those two things work together? He still hadn’t it figured out. The numbers seemed different for every [Rune].
"Smoke and mirrors, all of it," Theo guessed as he started to fill the new shape with [Mana]. It easily accepted everything he gave it, not requiring as much pressure as the [Ignis Rune]. That was… a weird change. The [Connection Rune] was completely open to all types of energy coming into it, but there should’ve still been some form of resistance from a [Tier 1] [Rune], right? Was he overthinking it? Most likely. "Very complicated smoke and mirrors. We’re going into the full-colour spectrum with this one."
Once the [Rune] was nearly full of [Mana], Theo took one step away from his other belongings before giving it the last bit of energy. Expecting some kind of ability to activate instantly, he looked at it curiously.
… No effect. The [Rune] was as passive as ever, with no [Mana] leaking out. Neither did he feel any extra power in his limbs. How strange. The blue box had said it was based on a [Trigger] so Theo had supposed that meant it would activate the moment that it was completely filled with [Mana], just like how the [Ignis Rune] worked.
If this [System] has different meanings for what a [Trigger] is, I swear to god, I am going to stab somebody.
"Only one way to find out," Theo supposed, spotting a rather hefty tree not too far away. With his shield at his side, he stood right in front of it and looked up at the sheer size of it. More tons than he could imagine, a height that reached nearly fifty metres, and an age likely measured in centuries. It had seen many things and it was about to see another. 
Theo hoped it didn’t mind being his experimental punching bag. "If this works, I’m sorry."
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Skill-Fusion


Bracing himself for the strike of a lifetime, Theo’s arm flew through the air as [Shield-Bash] activated. His shoulder adjusted to let him aim at the centre of the thick trunk. At the first instance of contact with the tree, the [Impact Rune] flared. 
It works!
What should’ve been a measly hit towards the thickest of trees turned into an impact worthy of Asian mythos, a crack forming around the small crater where the tip of Theo’s shield had landed. The man nearly fell back from the impact, the energy of his attack seemingly doubled out of nowhere. Was this what that [Impact Rune] could do? 
This… this was awesome!
"Did you break, though?" Theo said, studying his shield for any flaws. He didn’t want it to get destroyed when he had so much [Mana] pumped into its [Runes]. No damage could be seen from the front, but how was the durability of the [Impact Rune]?
[Impact Rune]
Mana-Purity: 38%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 4/9
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 19/21

Surprisingly fine, the [Durability] only falling by—
"Wait for just a second," Theo cut in, looking at that [Capacity] he’d just used from the [Rune]. Why was it still not empty? "Does this thing not spend everything in one go?"
That was… that was more than perfect! Theo nearly shouted in joy at the mere thought. The possibility of fighting several enemies with the extreme force of the [Rune] was incredibly useful. If the expense of each hit stayed the same, and if he could scale up the [Rune] to cover more of the back of the shield, he would be able to deal this level of damage consistently. While it wouldn’t last for more than five hits, even if he was able to cover the entire shield with the [Impact Rune], Theo couldn’t get over what he had already. This was more than revolutionary. 
But does it work with only four [Mana]?
That needed to be tested as well, now that he was thinking about it. Getting back into position, he braced his body as [Shield-Bash] once again activated. While there were mild differences in his position due to his body being a little tired, the dense glow of the [Impact Rune] was clear in the night.
The fractures in the tree grew even more, and Theo shouted in excitement. The hit wasn’t as strong since the [Rune] didn’t have as much energy to work with, but that was entirely fine. Two attacks, each capable of almost assuredly killing any beast his size instantly. It felt like he was living in the future.
Theo was maybe overstating the level of damage to the tree. The structure still stood there just as well after two hits, but the [Mage] knew he was working with something great. If he made his [Rune] a little better, surviving would be much easier. The man could only dream of what increasing the [Mana-Purity] would allow.
He refilled the [Rune] and tried it out a few more times. The [Impact] aspect activated each time he hit something, whether that be the ground, the trees, or some random rock that he found.
Theo, knowing the risks, did also try to hit his own left foot. Not with [Shield-Bash]—it was more like letting the shield fall onto his foot—but it was in the name of safety concerns. If the [Rune] would activate from just falling a few centimetres, he couldn’t take it into a house while the [Impact Rune] still had [Mana].
I can’t afford anything like that.
Luckily, it seemed the [Rune] did have some form of criteria when it came to what counted as a hit. Anything that wasn’t intended as an attack, whether that was a casual grinding of the shield against a tree, or himself—or perhaps just throwing the shield through the air—wouldn’t make the [Impact Rune] activate. It required a very explicit determination from the one wielding the shield. Theo needed to be completely earnest in his intention to cave something’s skull in with that edge of steel.
That did put forth the question of just how the [Rune] understood his [Intent]. That the [System] gave the word that weird aura around it made Theo worry even more, the [Mage] concerned he’d stumbled into some other factor in [Rune-Crafting]. Luckily, there was a set of coloured boxes that was usually happy to answer his questions.
"Hey, [System], what are [Intents]?" Theo asked, needing to know if he had to be worried or not. It sounded vague enough that he could screw something up if he wasn’t careful.
Request for information detected and denied!
[Advanced Runic Knowledge] is not permitted for [Apprentice Clearances]. Please consult your [Mentor] in person regarding any information regarding this branch of [Runic Study].

So, it was like complex numbers, as compared to the standard algebra that Theo was currently working with? That wasn’t reassuring. The [Mage] wondered just when he would be able to push past his current [Clearance]. He needed a [Site Director] or [Upper-level Management] to actually promote him, but there was a fat chance of any of those still being around.
Finding somebody out here in the wilderness who could answer his questions was his best bet. It wasn’t fun, but it was all he could do.
Filling up the [Impact Rune] once again, Theo did his best trying to understand it better. Hit after hit rained down upon the nearby trees, the man bracing for the impact better each time. Learning to work with the recoil was certainly a challenge due to the instant change in force, but this body was somewhat learning to overcompensate right before the impact. It required some different footwork, but he could at least understand it now.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 7] to [Beginner 8].

Always with those [Mastery Skill] increases now. Theo almost felt the need to comment on it before he noticed something else. Something… he hadn’t felt before. [Mana] that wasn’t his own.
As the shield impacted the tree like it had done a hundred times before, the [Impact Rune] activating the moment that the shield touched the bark, Theo could detect a small burst of energy—of [Mana]—coming from the [Rune] itself. It was a strange sensation, but one that had implications.
Trying to force that sensation to increase was a real challenge. Theo had to push for it each time the shield hit, but, little by little, it became more obvious. The [Mage] could even see where the [Mana] flew, his eyes seeming to connect with his magical senses.
And that was all the [System] needed before a series of blue boxes came around.
New [Skill] learned!
[External Mana-Sense] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

[Skill] increase detected!
[External Mana-Sense] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 4].

Possible [Skill-Fusion] detected!
[External Mana-Sense] and [Internal Mana-Sense] are trying to [Fuse]. Both [Skills] have been noted as compatible in [Fusion].
Does the user wish to [Fuse] these two [Skills]? Any increases gained on both will be reset.

… Huh. That wasn’t what Theo had expected from looking at the shiny lights floating out of his shield. Just what were [Skill-Fusions] again? Asking for another blue box proved to be a fool’s game, as the [System] provided no worthwhile information. It seemed he had to take a gamble and hope that it was the right choice. Having one [Skill] for seeing [Mana] within his body and outside of it didn’t sound too bad.
"Yeah, sure," the [Mage] said, instantly recoiling as something in his gut spun around faster than his body normally allowed. A few tears gathered in his eyes before the next blue box appeared. Theo almost didn’t notice, though, as his eyes picked up the weirdest colours.
[Skill-Fusion] successful!
[External Mana-Sense] and [Internal Mana-Sense] have been replaced with [Mana-Sight].

The ‘sight’ part certainly matched the description. Theo was absolutely enamoured with how bright everything became, a whole new spectrum of colours suddenly present in the world. The trees were green along with the grass, sure, but his armour was… he didn’t even know if that colour had a name. It was close to purple but with more strength to it? Theo damned the English language for not having good translations for colours that weren’t meant to exist.
Passive Skills
[Mana-Sight]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to see [Mana] internally and externally.

[Map-Engraving]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to create [Maps] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing secrets passively.

[Iron Stomach]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the stomach of the user to digest organic material more effectively.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse.

[Shield-Mastery]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the user to use shields with more finesse.

[Poison-Resistance]
[Novice 3]
Grants the user and larger resistance to general [Poisons].

Reading the description of the new [Skill], it seemed to just be both of the previous versions along with everything being pressed into his eyes instead of being another sensation. Theo couldn’t blame the world for making it that way. His ability to cross-reference his normal sight with the new spectrum helped him understand a lot. But the fact that the [Skill] processed all the information at once was… not fun. It was creating quite a headache, even when he closed his eyes.
It works even through my eyelids. That’s not gonna help me sleep at night.
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Wolflion


To get through that initial wave of pain and learn how to suppress his [Mana-Sight], Theo began to move around again as he went back to his original task. The [Impact Rune], simple though it might be, had a very interesting mechanism attached to it that seemed helpful. Whenever he used it, the [Rune] sent out a small burst of [Mana] into the air at that specific point.  
After observing it several times, Theo was convinced it wasn’t his lack of craftsmanship but an intended feature. This [Impact Rune] was a glorified button with extra features. That little bit of [Mana] that came out could be used to activate other stuff as well.
He had to try it out. Though he knew that it would take quite a lot of time to fix if he messed it up, Theo connected the [Impact Rune] to the four small [Ignis Runes]. It wasn’t a two-way connection, the [Mana] from the four smaller ones not flowing over to the [Impact Rune]. It was an [Output-Only].
Oh, it’s all coming together.
Filling the four [Ignis Runes] up to the brim with [Mana] and doing the same for the [Impact Rune], Theo prepared himself for yet another round of tree bashing. Letting his body fall into its tired—but optimal—figure, he activated [Shield-Bash] and swung the weapon through the air.
The burst of [Mana] upon impact travelled through the new [Connection Rune] perfectly. As the [Impact Rune] finished its work, Theo was able to put down the shield and blast the nearby target with a round of flames.
His smile was never-ending. 
"Just like that, a chain attack is made," the [Mage] said, raising his shield to the sky before making sure all signs of the flames had cooled down. He had no intentions of starting a forest and… neither did it seem like he could. 
"Damn, is this bark flame retardant? Just how does that work?”
The tree had expanded at the points where the flames had hit it, the burnt section turning foam-like as it sagged off and hit the ground. “That can’t be a permanent change, right?"
It hurt his fingers so he stayed away from it, but it was very interesting to see. Theo didn’t need to wonder how the place had survived for so long if the trees were naturally defensive against fire attacks. It would have to take quite a few axes or heavy machinery before somebody could take down this forest.
Honestly, it would be easier to build a house inside one of those trees than outside it. Theo wondered how people around here lived. Or, that is, if there was anybody around. He still hadn’t seen any proof of that.
Anyway, the [Mage] had a new way to attack creatures—once anything actually showed up. It was a little situation-dependent, and it only worked if both components were fully charged, but Theo like the possibility of having a maximum damage attack.
It also meant he couldn’t hit anything with his shield without using the same [Ignis Runes], unless he manually took out the [Mana]. If that ever became an issue, Theo knew he would have to redo all the [Runes].
I might have to do that soon anyway, really.
The [Durability] of the larger ones was a little lower than he preferred. Eating another fruit and looking over carvings on his shield with a keen eye, the [Mage] settled on redoing it all tomorrow. Maybe he could even figure out a way that he could control if the charge from the [Impact Rune] would power the [Ignis Runes]. It was something to wonder about, at least.
The thoughts of wonders and the possible future were enough to get his brain working properly again. Recounting his experiences from the past few days, Theo realized he had nearly forgotten about one of the messages from the [System]. It was one he had been wondering about for a while before—the one that told him about [Professions]. It had been an empty spot on his [Status] for too long.
"Bring back the level-up notification, please," he muttered into the air, his ears picking up the distant bird calls. It was quite a late hour to be flying around now, wasn’t it?
[Creature] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [9] to [10]. [2] points have been granted.
You are now applicable for a [Profession]. The [System] will notify the user when they have fulfilled the [Requirements] for one worthy of a [Rune-Crafter].

"Does that mean I have fulfilled the requirements to get one beneath a [Rune-Crafter]?"
Request accepted!
The [Rune-Crafter] has fulfilled the requirements for 7 [Professions] with subpar ranking.
For more information regarding these, please consult your [Mentor].

… Of course. Always with those [Mentors].
"Is there any chance you could let me know the names of them?" Theo requested, mulling it over in his head. "Or maybe give me the names of a few [Professions] that are good, including their individual requirements? What do I even get out of [Professions]?"
Request rejected!
Information regarding subpar paths has been denied, to prevent flawed growth patterns in [Apprentices]. Likewise, forced growth towards a certain ideal bears high risk and requires direct supervision by a [Mentor] to be deemed safe.
Regarding the benefits of [Professions], these designations are granted by the world to highlight an entity’s focus in life, whether that be creating dishes in a restaurant or perfecting one’s technique with a sword. This designation will further increase the rate of experience gained in this craft, and will further increase the effectiveness of the person’s actions. It’s because of this that it is highly encouraged for a [Rune-Crafter] to gain a [Rune-Related] [Profession], since the long-term benefits are rather extreme.

"I get that, sure, but just letting me see the other options wouldn’t hurt anybody," he complained. A few more insults to the blue boxes were made, but the [System] didn’t relent. He knew that he could get a [Profession] by fulfilling some form of [Requirements], but he couldn’t be told what they were, and neither could he even get an example of what a possible requirement was.
In the end, this was the only information he could get. Enough fumbling around had to get him somewhere, right? A vain hope, though one he knew would disappear with time. He would become like a monkey with a typewriter, and create a work so beautiful that the [System] would be forced to recognize his glory.
Just have to keep going.
"Too cold," Theo complained when a mild wind washed over his skin. His armour was perhaps enough to take care of some spider fangs, but it was utterly useless for anything else. "I need a wind-free place and then some sleep. I’ll figure this stuff out in the morning."
Under the assumption that he would be terrible at getting a [Profession] if he got sick, Theo searched for shelter. It wasn’t too hard, and after a few minutes he found a half-destroyed tree. It fallen recently, a few branches still in the air while most of it lay on the ground. Just beneath it was quite the comfy hole, seemingly untouched by moisture and rather lukewarm. It was surprisingly roomy, as the [Mage] found out upon crawling inside, and he could see himself living in it for the next few days. The fruits provided food and liquid, the tree provided shelter, and the surroundings would entertain him until he decided his next steps.
It was paradise in its purest form. He closed his eyes and he slept with his shield by his side. Theo felt some degree of calm enter into his mind. It was a brittle feeling, but it allowed his brain to finally relax, even if only for few hours.
He thought only one hour or so had passed before he was awakened by a rather strange sound. It was that of a deep thud from above. Theo hadn’t heard something like that for so long that he’d almost forgotten the sound. It reminded him of his old life on Earth, when he lived in an apartment. It was always obvious when somebody was walking around on the floor above you.
But whatever is above me is not a person.
A mild growling and the fact that he caught the hint of a tail in the moonlight made Theo slowly gather his things. The bag was hung around his neck, the shield was grabbed, and the man prepared to move. 
The sounds around the tree became louder.
There had to be a lot of them outside, more than he could easily fight. Wiping away a piece of dirt, he pushed through the grass with his fingers and peeked outside.
Three yellow eyes stared back at him. The man was briefly reminded of the large cats of Earth—when he saw one of them was in the foreground.
"Nope!" Theo shouted, throwing out a few [Rune] plates. The flames flew upwards and made the animals cower and hiss at him as he crawled out. They were frightened by the heat and angered that their prey was getting away. 
Sadly, said prey had no liking for his current position and broke into a jog.
Or was it a run? There was no way to tell as Theo threw a few more [Rune] plates behind him, glancing backwards at the same time. They were either wolves or large cats following him, either possibility just as frightening. There were nearly twenty of them, with each head having three eyes and rows of teeth. The sight made him squirm. This world, curse its name, was too good at evoking nightmares.
And yet the predators of the night weren’t smart enough to spread out when chasing down their prey. Turning on his heel and gliding across the wet grass as his shield charged up, he pushed his [Ignis Runes] to the max as their flames shut out and engulfed the ten wolflions at the front. Hisses and growls were had all around, those hit running through the flames while the others seemed more willing to retreat.
Theo’s failure to repeat the attack made them stay, however. He threw out a few [Rune] plates, but the wolflions merely dodged and kept watching him. These mammals were too smart, clearly more intelligent than the spiders who’d needed much more time to figure out the same strategy.
He was powerless once they could read his moves.
"Now, just wait a minute," Theo said, hyperventilating as his mind panicked. He needed to think of something. "We can talk this out."
The ten healthy predators started to encircle him. They weren’t listening to reason, hungry stomachs wanting meat and little else. The [Mage] needed to either kill them or scare them away, and seeing as he needed twenty seconds to fill up his [Ignis Runes], he had to think quickly.
"You don’t want me because I will kill most of you before you get to me," the wannabe [Rune-Crafter] warned them, throwing out more [Rune] plates. He tried to aim them at the ones that were getting closer than the established circle. Theo feared they’d pounce the second he got distracted. He needed to be prepared to dodge with the expectation of an attack coming from behind him. How fun. 
"And since most of you will die… oh, never mind. The survivors will just be overjoyed they get to keep most of the meat."
When he stopped speaking the wolflions jumped him. One came at the front, a [Shield-Bash] both stopping it with lethal force and activating the second layer of [Ignis Runes]. 
There was no going back now.
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Reality Check through the Shoulder


Theo ducked and turned as the teeth got closer and closer to his face. A kick kept the wolflion at a distance, giving him the opportunity to focus one of his [Ignis Runes] on it entirely. 
For an instant, Theo and that wolflion were the brightest thing in that forest. The eight surviving creatures seemed scared by the instant incineration. With their tails between their legs, Theo saw a potential opening.
"Run or die," Theo said, putting a good chunk of [Mana] into his vocal cords in the hopes that he’d frightened them enough this time. 
It… worked. With their tails in between their back legs, most of them ran. Their minds, while strong and adaptable, were easy to [Intimidate]. They would happily fight if they thought they had a chance to survive. But, right here and now after his display of power? The wolflions had made a calculation, and they didn’t think they would survive. 
"Most likely would, but what do I know? Isn’t that right, little buddy?"
The remaining wolflion growled at Theo as he kneeled beside it. Its front legs were broken, and its wounds were too severe to survive. Even if he tried to save the very hateful creature, Theo had no chance of helping it.
"You’re a bit like my old dog," the [Mage] said, scratching the half-dog’s ears. The third eye stared back at him, ready to bite off his hand if given the chance. "He was a bit feisty when I was small. Bit just about anybody who got close to me, nearly killed our cat when it scratched me, and… did bite a kid who kicked me. He was a little too protective, and he had to be put down because of it. I don’t expect you to understand this either, but you did a good job, for what it’s worth."
Raising his shield once more, Theo gave the animal a merciful death. A quick snap of the neck was all it felt before darkness filled its empty eyes. The [Mage] tried not to think about it. Killing those monstrous spiders had been too easy. Killing these… God, they just looked like oversized dogs. He was having a harder time justifying his actions in his head.
It’s all for survival. They’re wild animals. If you don’t kill them or scare them away, they will happily tear you apart limb from limb.
Nevertheless, that blood-thirsty animal had been scared when he raised his shield.
Taking one of the more burned corpses and dragging it along, Theo tried to think about what he was going to do. Returning to his little hole in the ground wasn’t an option. That trunk was apparently within the territory where the wolflions hunted.
"What are you even called?" Theo questioned the charred corpse he was dragging along. The flames made it impossible to recognize it as more than burnt flesh, the fur nearly completely gone. "Right, yeah. Corpses can’t talk. I’ll… just keep calling you wolflions. It fits if I have to be honest. Big as wolves. As emotional as lions."
And those claws certainly fit the description of a lion. Theo would’ve lost his arm if they’d landed a blow. The nails looked sharp enough to cut through his armour. It was a miracle that the creatures had only tried to get their jaws around his neck.
Maybe he was leaving his throat too exposed?
I need more armour.
Tired from dragging the corpse along—and the shield not helping his back either—Theo planted himself against at the trunk of a tree, setting down his equipment and trying to relax. Maybe staying awake until morning was for the best. He could almost see a hint of light in the sky. It wouldn’t be more than an hour now.
Really, he could just—
A mild rustling of leaves was all the warning Theo got before something struck him. Something akin to the sharpest of needles entered his shoulder and forced liquid inside. It burned, his body screaming in pain.
A snake. Getting a hand around its neck, he instinctively ripped it off his shoulder and threw it away. It was twice as long as he was tall, likely weighing more than seventy pounds. His strength surprised him, though it was probably just adrenaline that made the snake feel weightless. He couldn’t help but wonder what else was also forcing itself through his body. 
He planted his shield in his hand, ready to defend himself against the long creature. Yet… it never got close to him. It rested a safe ten meters away, just watching him move around. When he tried to approach, it would retreat. When he tried to retreat, it would maintain the distance between them.
"You’re waiting," Theo muttered, sending out a blast of flame in hopes of killing it as he leapt forward. The snake smoothly dodged, its movement fluid as it hid behind a tree and observed him from an even farther distance. Its tongue flicking and tasting the air made him feel an anger like never before. 
"The coward’s way." And yet it was the way that seemed to work too well. 
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 10
Class: Mage
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 74/160
Stamina(SP): 105/150
Mana(MP): 102/140

When had this [Health] fallen so low? Theo couldn’t understand how it had halved so quickly until he saw it tick down once again, the downfall following his increased heartbeat. He was poisoned, the snake’s venom killing him.
It was waiting for him to die. Theo could outright feel the [Poison-Resistance] working, the fluid being pushed out through the wound on his shoulder, but it was taking more time than he had to work with. There was a good chance he would dying here.
Falling on one knee, he faked his demise early. The snake clearly grew interested , its movements turning casual as it slithered towards him. The stealthy predator didn’t know what was coming.
With a heave, the shield fell to the ground and remained there as Theo felt his vision go dark. Before that, however, the snake coiling around his left leg was greeted by hands that still had some strength.
"Even the strongest can’t live without their head," the [Mage] muttered as he grabbed its head just below the neck. The two hands flexed, and the snake used its body as a whip to hurt him. 
The man cared little. He was going to die anyway. "I guess we’re going together, you and I."
Unable to rip off its head, Theo settled for just twisting it around a few times. Its bones cracked and the snake grew lifeless as he fell down beside it. He couldn’t help but chuckle a little. A shame he didn’t get a level from that. It might’ve meant his survival.
When his [Health] dropped to single digits, Theo was unable to see much even with his eyes open. And yet, his [Mana-Sight] was still active until he became unconscious. 
And with that [Skill] of his, he saw… a group of very small people standing over him. 
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Change


In the past. 
Charles didn’t look happy. 
Elgriva’s [Mentor] sat with his elbows on the table, leaning forward. His eyes revealed how much dread the man’s mind was filled with. It wasn’t something akin to betrayal, though, the feeling seemed closer a… distinct sub-branch of impending doom. 
Elgriva didn’t mind that line of thought, really, the [Student] understanding entirely how crazy her idea sounded. Adrian hadn’t liked it either when she’d explained it an hour ago.
"I understand that this seems like a massive undertaking," Elgriva amended, taking a deep breath as Charles stared at her unblinkingly. The old man hadn’t stopped thinking since she’d started her explanation, and he wasn’t going to stop until there was some form of mutual understanding on her idea for her [Project]. 
"By using a patch of ever-changing living skin as the [Material] for a couple hundred different [Rune-Circuits] at once,” she continued, “and having those [Rune-Circuits] work for an indefinite period of time without breaking down would seem impossible, but there’s already research in this area. I have three different papers that state it’s possible to do, and I have at least four papers on each [Domain] I want to use."
She put a stack of books onto the table, which was already littered with papers and other reading material. Charles was quick to pick up the one on top and leafed through it, skimming the pages faster than most could read singular words. 
After only thirty seconds, a sigh escaped his lips.
"They have made it work on human skin, Elgriva,” Charles corrected, seeing the error in his [Student]’s explanation. “They haven’t made it work indefinitely, and there have been no attempts to do as much in the past thirty years. If there was, I would’ve heard about it." 
From Elgriva’s perspective, it was closer to a misunderstood error, and one that she’d already considered. If she was sure that this would work a week ago, she'd have gone to Charles about it then. It was only last night that she had found the right paper to prove her point. 
Her [Mentor] rambled on. "That’s not even trying to implement the ideas of [Enhancement], [Resistance], and what I consider to be [Mental Manipulation] on a level prohibited by the [Citadel]’s constitution. I am not sure I could accept this, even if I wanted to."
There was a moment of silence as another book—this one much thinner, but much more important—was placed on the table. Elgriva slid it past the others, and Charles’ eyes darkened as he saw the title.
"Let’s start with it not being tested for longer stretches of time,” she countered. “Here’s ‘The mechanics of [Runic Regeneration].’" 
As Elgriva read aloud, her [Mentor] looked more and more bitter. "No [Rune] could hold up in [Durability] from infinite use under normal circumstances, no matter how optimized the [Material] is. However, we don’t need to think about that when we have [Circuits] in place to regenerate the [Runes] being damaged over time. As long as there’s [Mana], there’s no limit to how long the [Rune-Circuits] can stay alive."
Technically, it was until the [Material] they were on was destroyed, but Elgriva had already addressed that with the modified [Regeneration Runes]. Finding some that could ignore the damage created by [Rune Engravings] had involved a deep-dive into papers on the ‘Upkeep of Tattoos for Long-term Warriors’—but here she’d found the perfect example of what could theoretically work.
Theoretically. 
"You want to forcibly keep a patch of skin in the same form as when the [Runes] are first applied, but how would that initial process work? The body would shift too much from the damage for those [Runes] to work at all," the [Mentor] pointed out, still trying to find faults.
Elgriva understood as much, but she had spent weeks figuring out everything that could go wrong while finding the solutions in previous works. She was prepared.
"And, even then,” Charles went on, “applying the [Rune-Circuits] manually would require a finesse that only [Masters] could begin to hope for. You’re meant to be able to do this without assistance from superiors."
"It’s meant to be done without outside assistance," Elgriva corrected, knowing the wording could screw up everything for her. 
Was her idea outside regular bounds? Yes. Was it technically outside the bounds of the assignment? Not at all. She brought out another book as Charles’ weary face just grew darker. That grey beard of his seemed to lose a few hairs from the stress alone. 
"The ‘Automatically-Expanding-Framework’ could work in the application. I need to carve out the entire round of [Rune-Circuits] onto another material, and then use this method to make the setup copy itself over to another material—that being the skin of a human. It’s not too far from what we do with the [System] in our brains."
"The [System] doesn’t carve itself out on our brain matter but instead exists in a separate reality connected to our minds, but… yes, this can work," Charles said, shoulders slouching as the man leaned forward. He’d been disappointed to hear of her sudden departure from the [Explosive Domain]. That had been Elgriva’s focus for the past five years, but this was something so much more important. "You have a way to apply the [Runes] near-instantly, you have a way for them to regenerate and adapt to the shape of the human form, and you have a way to make them stay for long periods of time if given the [Mana]. What about the generation of that energy? And, finally, where is the reasoning on why the [Mental Manipulation] of a sapient being should be allowed to this extent? [Runic Influence] on the brainstem is a very serious topic."
"For the [Mana-Costs], it can be stabilized with the removed skin cells during regeneration and using their mass as energy,” Elgriva explained with practised ease. “Along with using external [Mana] in the air, it becomes a constant net positive and allows the body to regenerate everything with minimal costs to internal functions. And for the [Mental Runes]... they don’t have any direct influence on the being’s thoughts or action, but instead works as a regulator for the hormones. If there’s an extreme pulse of stress chemicals, it could cause a surge of activity in the [Regeneration Runes] trying to restore the previous baseline, causing a spiral of increasing consequences until it rips the body apart. It’s the only flaw in the old iteration of the system, and the [Mental Rune] is there to stop any kind of extreme emotion from happening for more than an instant. Fear, anger, and everything close to it can still happen, but it will stop them from having a mental breakdown or feeling murderous rage. It’s not a controller. It's the final fail-safe."
Silence reigned in the room once again. Elgriva wasn’t sure how she’d handled the presentation of her idea. She wanted to put together so many concepts that it was a headache to keep track of it all, and yet she strived relentlessly towards her goal. Aiming high was an understatement, but she couldn’t accept anything less.
And that determination, that relentless pursuit—it could break any mind that thought to get in her way.
"I was so sure you wanted to go into the micro-field for explosion-based mining," her [Mentor] said softly, scratching the back of his head. Instead of rejection came a list of possibilities. "I can’t authorize something of this level, but it’s not against the rules to have something like this as your [Project] either."
That… wasn’t what Elgriva had expected to hear.
"What then?" she asked, unsure of the current state of her proposal. It wasn’t a rejection, but neither was he accepting it. 
"There’s some part in me that wants to stop you from burning yourself out bringing this to life," Charles admitted as he rose from his chair, walking over to the other side of the table. Elgriva rose as well. "But trying to stop you hasn’t worked in the past, and I see no point in wasting my time now. Let’s go. We’re going to talk to Alfred." 
There was no reason or point in arguing about that fact. The [Student] was all smiles as Charles led her out of the office. The small group who’d been listening in winced as the old man stared them down. Adrian suffered the deadly eyes most of them all, since Charles expected better of those who studied under him.
"Did you say yes to it?" Adrian asked, the trio seemingly unable to hear the end of the conversation. He looked between Charles and Elgriva, but neither revealed the answer to his question. "Do you think it’s possible?"
"Is it possible? Yes. Have I said yes to it? No," Charles replied. The faces of the group becoming crestfallen. "But I haven’t said no either. I’m going to let somebody else make that decision."
"Who?" was the question that fell from the [Students]’ lips as Charles moved along, Elgriva hurrying to follow.
"The [Director]," Elgriva answered, the smile on her face betraying her mood. Her case was being taken to the highest authority, and even if it might lead to its rejection, she could respect Charles' dedication to her wish.
She was getting closer.
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A Corpse


"You cheated with that hand and everybody knows it, Stig," Loren shouted as the man of the hour dropped his cards on the table, taking in the coin pool and winning him the game entirely. "There’s no way you were able to get three jacks in one hand."  
Too many of the other guardsmen were broke already, and the last few weren’t going to be putting in their last bids after this. Stig had won it all, and nobody would be stopping him today. 
Everybody except the sore loser of the night, of course. Loren had the reddest of ears and the teariest face of all guards that roamed the wall around the village. The others were already chatting about what the cooks would make for breakfast, and here was Stig, having to deal with somebody who wagered something they couldn’t afford to lose. Sore losers were just spiteful and dimwitted, as was any old fools who thought the game in question was one of chance. The one who shuffled the cards was the one who decided who would be winning, as every wise player knew.
"I am sorry, Loren, but you agreed to play," Stig said, giving the stack of well-made cards to Koul. The dwarf put them in his jacket to save until the next full moon. It was the only time they could play without the aid of the fires. And without the reprimand of the elders who always just happened to pass by when the game got good. 
"If you truly need the coins for your sister,” Stig continued, “I can give you what you—"
"I want you to admit that you are cheating!" Loren cut in, much to the annoyance of everyone else. The others had gone silent, and even those who were supposed to be scanning the forest turned an ear their way. It wasn’t often that the guards fought amongst themselves, but it certainly seemed like the time had come. "You’re just a lousy—"
And here we go with honour being put into play.
"Are you sure you want to put my honour into question, my dwarven brother in blood?" Stig asked. Loren was perhaps a distant cousin, but they were still family. His mother would likely have his head if the two of them even thought of fighting but… it was slowly becoming worth it. If he shouted just a bit more, the others would perhaps see the point in changing the rules over who shuffled the cards. Maybe the others would actually take the time to learn how to do it, forever stopping Stig from getting himself a few more cakes during the evenings. 
Stig, the youngest of the two, grabbed his spear that leaned against the table, ready to settle this with weapons. "If you truly wish for a duel then you shall have it." 
They were perhaps not as brick-headed as their stony ancestors, but pride was still something dwarves had in spades. While Stig couldn't say he felt the same arrogance as some of the others in his family, he had to admit that it was a good way to get a fun brawl going. Adventure was what young hearts strived for—and god, did he want some more of that in his quiet life.
Sadly, Loren’s indignant bluster settled down upon Stig’s expectant look. The guards shuffled back to their posts and the low chatter started up again. Loren left the little hut to begin his watch early. Stig didn’t follow, putting his earnings into a bag and stuffing it in his box. The others wouldn’t steal it from there—nobody dared to do much trickery around him. While being the son of an elder had its perks, it also meant nobody wanted to do anything fun with him either.
At least the night was clearer than ever. Stig could see more constellations than the usual summer months granted them. The gods were either very happy with their efforts to rebuild as of late, or they were expecting something very interesting to happen. While Stig understood that the former was what was best option for his village, as told by his mother countless times over the past twenty years of his life, the wish for the latter to be true was always his dream. 
One day he might be able to ask an expert just what all those stars were called. Maybe he could even find somebody smart enough to tell him what was on them.
"We’ve got some lights!" a shout came from the wooden wall. 
Stig’s dreams were pushed away as he grabbed his spear and ran outside to join the others. They’d spotted some fire and smoke in the distance many hours ago, but it had been too far away to care about. Now, though… 
"It’s not far from here!"
‘Not far’ was an understatement. Stig watched with an excited grin as a burst of flame and ash lit up the night sky. The flames reached above the treetops, and he could hear the yelps and cries of… Panthera Wolves? It was quite a rare breed to see this far south, the species usually hanging around in the northern forest. The young dwarf almost began to wonder why they were so far down here before the next wave of flame reached their eyes. It was close, only about ten minutes of running away.
"Do we leave it alone, sir?" Jull, another good friend of his, asked. The older dwarf didn’t sound sure about what to do. Something was fighting those wolves and seemingly winning, though the fight appeared to be taking a while. Stig couldn’t recall any beast that would attack before running and then repeating an attack. There were very few places in the forest where one could be cornered, and it certainly wasn’t anywhere near here. 
Whatever was being attacked wasn’t a mere beast. Or, if it was, it wasn’t from here.
"No matter what’s out there, the elders will want to know," Stig said, instantly coming up with an excuse to send out a search party. To be honest, his mother would kill him if he didn’t find the source of the anomaly. Anything that threatened the village needed to be dealt with before it got too close. "Gather up another ten of the stronger guards. We’re leaving through the gates in two minutes."
As the gatekeepers removed the massive plank of wood holding the door closed, Stig jumped down the wall. The other guards made their way down the stairs. The young dwarf didn’t judge them for not taking the fast way. 
Jull returned, having followed his orders and brought along ten other dwarves. Loren was one of them, surprising no one. That man had enough upper body strength to wrestle with one of those damned wolves.
"We find the source of the fires, we figure out if it’s a threat, and we exterminate if it's deemed to be as much," Stig summed up as the group of twelve left the village through the wooden gates. 
The wet grass of the wild greeted them as they ran through the forest. Another breath of fire erupted, looking even more massive now that they stood so close to the ground. But it lit up the position of their target. 
"Keep up the pace! We need to be there in two minutes or the tracks will be too old to follow." That was a lie, but Stig just wanted to be sure they caught they saw the beast. 
Running through the tall grass, hearts pounding as they all wore heavy armour along with their spears or axes, the leader felt an emotion stir in his chest. His wish for something new had come true. He only hoped the monster wouldn’t be too hard.
"Sir, a corpse!" Loren shouted. He kept his tone respectful despite running another three minutes without spotting their target. Even with their smaller bodies, the dwarves moved through the forest at record speed while still surveying the forest floor. That was how they spotted the first sign of life during the mission. 
Or, it was better to call it the first sign of death. 
"Or… corpses?"
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Acceptance


‘Corpses’ definitely fit the bill. Not too far away from a fallen tree that Stig had noted down a few weeks ago lay the corpses of ten Panthera Wolves. Their flesh still smoked, and their fur was burned. The wolves had been killed by the fire that they’d seen, the howls of pain suddenly making sense. No regular animal could’ve done this. It was either a magical one or somebody who could use fire. A Mage? Stig couldn’t think of a reason for somebody of that calibre to be out in the middle of nowhere. And all alone at that… 
"Tracks!"
He wanted to call it a lie, but the evidence was clear. The tracks led to the left, most being the paws of wolves with just a single set of… quite large shoes of peculiar design. Stig hadn’t seen anything like it, though the size was noticeable. It was nearly twice his own. It had to be one of the forest elves. Even if they were located on the other side of Vrasis, it was the only explanation that made sense to the forest dwarf. The only other race that fit that size was too far away—along with them never wanting to be found alone by another thinking race.
Stig supposed there was only one way to find out. The chase started once again as they followed the tracks. No more bursts of fire were seen, but the corpses along the path continued. Some were charred and one had its body twisted and broken. A Mage who used weapons to kill as well? How strange.
Stig didn’t know what to think when one of the corpses had been seemingly dragged for a while. He kept his eyes firmly planted on the ground, making sure not to lose the trail—that he forgot to look up and witness the sight himself.
"Contact!" Jull shouted, Stig's widening as he took in the sight. The Mage had been found, seemingly dead along with a half-dead young Nadre writhing on the ground. Its head had been damaged, but the serpent was still alive, still trying to bite down on the fallen Mage. "Watch out for the fangs. Its venom is deadly."
None of the guards needed to be warned about that, the group expertly dispatching of the serpent with the help of their weapons. They forced their spears into its spine, making the snake unable to move its head at all, before an axe beheaded it and caused the end of a very tragic battle. 
Stig should’ve known it was a Mage. Only… he couldn’t remember that any of the Mages would be visiting for the next many weeks. And, even then, he’d never seen one with such a wide face before.
"The wolves are back!"
The study of the Mage’s corpse stopped as Stig turned around to see a pack of Panthera Wolves staring back at the group of forest dwarves. They were quite low in number, only eight in total. Stig couldn’t find any hiding, meaning these were likely part of the group that had been killed off not long ago. They’d returned to take their share of the meat.
And they looked ready to fight Stig and his men for it. While the young forest dwarf was happy to fight, he didn’t like having to use spears. Archery was more his style, as he preferred keeping enemies at a distance.
He reached for his side and found a bottle, popping it open before throwing the glass towards the wolves. It shattered on the ground, exposing the concentrated herbs to the air and spreading the odour throughout the forest. For any dwarf around, it smelled of some lovely flowers. 
To the wolves, they were already tasting the foulest of poisons. 
While there was no chance of the airborne version being lethal, Stig was happy to see them all run away. That was the easy part. Now he had to figure out how to transport the corpse of that—
"He wrinkled his nose," Loren said in a much calmer voice as he looked at the larger body. Stig turned his head to see the same movement on the supposed corpse. The dead could perhaps still move, but not like this. "The bastard’s still alive."
"Then we still have a chance to save him," Stig surmised, bringing out a bag and taking the head of the Nadre. The fangs and everything attached fell in, soon to be examined by his mother. 
Stig was about to order them to return to the village until he saw the others staring silently at the soon-to-be-dead Mage. "What is it?"
Jull stared at the young dwarf with a blank expression. He could nearly guess the words that would come next.
"Can’t you see the ears, Stig?" the older dwarf asked, the younger forest dweller taking a look when asked the question. Like clockwork, all those weird details fit together. The strange armour, the wide face, and… the rounded ears. They weren’t dealing with an Elven Mage. "He’s a human."
That also explained the massive shield lying next to the Mage. Stig had wondered how an elf could carry around such a heavy thing while running. The strides to create those tracks showed off spectacular speed, and though the body was thin it was packed with muscle. Whoever this person was, they had been out in the wild for a long time. The young dwarf felt empathy.
"Four of you, get him off the ground and start carrying,” Stig ordered. “The rest takes his stuff. We need to get him back to the village so we can treat the bite." 
He spotted the bite mark on the shoulder of the human. The liquid pooling around it made it clear that the poison was the cause of the Mage’s condition. It would very soon lead to his death.
And yet… nobody heeded his words, their expressions dark. The older dwarves pretended to not hear him in the slightest. Only Jull had the respect to show his displeasure on his face.
"Stig, he’s a human. Wouldn’t it be better if we—"
"What, left him out here to die?" Stig cut in, his words stinging as the others flinched under his barely contained anger. He didn’t have age on the older guards, but he still had rank. He didn’t always like it but, he was damn well going to use it when he needed to. "Carry him and his things back to the village, now. He is a living person, and we are not as terrible as them."
Being compared to the humans of a bygone era was seemingly enough to get the others moving. Five had to group together to get the body up from the ground, but Stig didn’t care about the disobedience. He just ran with them as they returned to the gates, watching the pale face of the human. He knew his mother could brew the cure, but he wasn’t sure if he could convince her to do it. 
More than everybody else in the village, she loathed humans. They were the ones who’d killed Stig’s grandparents, after all.
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Retrospect


Theo didn’t like how common it was becoming for him to wake up in pain, his head pounding like he’d had the biggest hangover of his life. His left shoulder was ripe with pain, heat soaring up and down his veins like nobody’s business as he desperately tried to lie still on the bed. Truly, it was the worst kind of— 
Wait. Bed?
Opening his eyes, a mild light came through a small window next to him. His eyes adjusted, allowing him to see the very old-fashioned thatched roof above his head. A warm heat—not felt for a long time—kept his bones warm, with a bed beneath him as well as a blanket covering his body.
Looking underneath said blanket, Theo snapped back to reality as he realized he wasn’t wearing his armour. Despite the feeling of calm, despite his body being rested aside from a headache and a painful shoulder, he was somewhere he didn’t fall asleep. Granted, he had already slept and… almost died from being poisoned? 
It wasn’t a full death, at least, lest the [System] wouldn’t jump up and notify him about it.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Poison-Resistance] has been increased from [Novice 3] to [Novice 5].

[Stat] increase detected!
+1 to [Toughness]

A victim of poisoning yet again. Theo fell back into the small bed, nearly hitting his head on the frame as he tried to dull his pounding migraine with his thoughts. Sounds could be heard from outside the window, so he was definitely somewhere with people. How many people? Theo didn’t know. Neither could he go out and investigate, seeing as he had no armour to speak of underneath his blanket. Just where was his armour?
And, more importantly, where were his shield and [Engraver]? Both were too important to be left out of sight. His [Soul-Bound] items meant the world to him. Being kept apart hurt deeply enough that Theo thought the pain wasn’t just in his imagination. 
I need to get out of here.
"Please stop moving around so much," a voice said suddenly from the door into the small room. 
Theo tensed at the voice, gripping the sheets tightly. He thought of possibly using the fabric as a weapon, his instincts telling him to fight for his survival. Finally seeing the figure stumble in, however, Theo was distracted as he tried to understand what he was seeing. 
"If my mother finds out you pulled the antidote out of your shoulder, she might just refuse to reapply it."
Short…?
The bronze-skinned person who walked in with a bowl of warm sludge and a spoon was quite short, more stocky than anything else. Theo nearly didn’t notice them walking up to his bedside, handing him the hot bowl and putting the spoon in his lap. 
God, they couldn’t have been more than five feet tall. He would’ve been easily convinced that they were only four-foot-five, even. It was like looking at a child in height, though they had a face that showed their age. If there had been a beard to go along with it, Theo could’ve sworn he was looking at a—
"Forest dwarf, if you can’t place the race," the short man offered. 
Theo realised he was very rudely staring at the person who’d cared for him while he’d been asleep. Looking at his exposed shoulder, he saw a layer of green… something applied on top of it, and flexing the muscle revealed that it was inside his skin as well. A cure for the poison, maybe? Theo could see something like this being done to fix it. 
"My name is Stig, son of Arila and known by the family name of Goldfeet. What’s your name?"
Theo was not proud to say he looked at the feet of the dwarf just to be sure. Stig expected as much and wriggled his toes. The [Mage] felt more than a little embarrassed, sitting straight in the bed as he looked at his possible saviour.
"Um… my name is Theo? My family name is Locheim, though I’m sure a lot of other families have it as well," the man said, taking a sip of the food he’d been given. It almost tasted like oatmeal if slightly more bitter. And the texture was… off. "Sorry, but what is this?"
"That would be a mix of crushed worms, a few berries we found, and a good handful of pulverised meat," Stig explained with a grin, clearly awaiting a look of disgust. 
And yet, Theo just took the explanation with a quick pause and a shrug, before continuing to eat. It wasn’t bad, and it filled him up nicely. So what if it had worms? Those things had protein. 
Stig looked disappointed at that, as if the dwarf had expected a reaction. He almost looked younger than Theo, or was that just the [Mage] being prejudiced against the dwarf’s stature? 
"Even the elves who come to visit are disgusted by that recipe,” Stig explained. “I take it you’ve eaten worse?"
Oh, how the tables have turned.
"This might contain my first piece of properly cooked meat in a month or two. Until recently, I didn’t have any proper cooking station so… I just ate it all raw," Theo said with an exaggerated expression, enjoying the look of polite curiosity from his caretaker. Raw meat was clearly not a delicacy in these parts. "I have to ask, though. Where am I? My last memory involves being doomed to die because of a very annoying snake, so there must’ve been a bit of transportation in between."
The cheers and laughter of children could be heard outside the closed window, making it clear to Theo that he was in some kind of city. The size of it was unknown but he had most definitely been brought into some kind of settlement. A settlement of dwarves, even. Forest dwarves. Theo couldn’t say he’d heard of that variant before, his only experience with the race coming from skim-reading a book by some tree-loving author. It was weird how they hadn’t had a forest dwarf in that one.
"You are currently sitting inside the medical house of a little village by the name of Zerdyl. It’s about as far away from other villages as you can get while still residing in the eastern great forest," Stig explained, the forest dwarf sounding a little spiteful about that last part. He didn’t like being here? How curious. "Can I ask where you’re from though? Locheim is a family name I haven’t heard of… well, ever, so you must've come a fair distance to get here of all places."
And here came the part Theo had been deliberating over for a good while, the man not exactly sure how to go about it. Was he just meant to say that he was from another world? Seeing how complex it had been for him to get here, he wasn’t sure the forest dwarf would believe him. They might just call him outright crazy. No… there was a better way to go about this.
"I am from Louisiana, though I don’t have any way to explain how I got here," Theo explained, scratching his head with the wrong arm and wincing as the pain shot through his shoulder. The sting was very present whenever he moved. That couldn’t be good in the long term. 
"I woke up in this weird place filled with endless hordes of spiders and basically had to fight my way through to reach the top to escape. Then I ended up in that forest in the middle of the night, proceeded to get chased around by those weird wolflions before being bit by a large snake and promptly getting a ticket to meet my maker."
Stig said nothing as he listened and even less when the [Mage] stopped talking. Theo was somewhat scared that his explanation wouldn’t cut it. He had told the truth, not the full truth, but there were no lies. Yet, he could clearly tell what the forest dwarf was thinking. When the lips of the young man shook, though, he had expected anger.
Instead, the forest dwarf in front of him looked downright excited. 
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Not a Fire-Mage


"There’s no continent my mother has told me about that has a city called Louisiana, but she has only mentioned Vrasis to me, so it’s not too weird. Are there trees over there as well? I’ve heard of places that only have snow or sand." 
That excitement. Theo really did try to keep his face straight and not start to compare a very-obviously-adult person to a child just because they were excited. It was a very normal reaction, especially for a sheltered adult. Theo could personally understand that, as when he’d figured out that there was something more potent than powdered coffee.
"We have quite a few parks so, yes, we have trees. We also have quite a lot of sand, though, since we’re sitting just next to the ocean," Theo recounted from memory, knowing that quite a few of his old co-workers had gone to the beach with their families. "In terms of snow… it rarely happens, but I do remember snow falling when I was younger. It doesn’t happen too often, though."
"That’s still better than what we get here," Stig replied with a shrug, the forest dwarf somehow making the [Mage] feel comfortable in an instant. "Your former life sounds very interesting, though I can’t understand why you would be teleported to one of the dungeons. Then again… those things are too weird to really understand."
What?
"Dungeons?" the [Mage] asked with a confused look, getting a raised eyebrow from the dwarf in response. "What are those?"
"I was told that those were local to Vrasis, but I never really believed that before now. That’s cool, I guess," Stig said with a shake of his head. "Dungeons are these very weird cave systems that have ancient structures inside them along with strange malformed beasts. The one we have close to this village makes the most horrific bunnies you will ever see. It’s what most of the meal there consists of, actually."
Theo looked down at what he was eating with new eyes, once again barely deliberating on it before eating another mouthful. Yet again, the forest dwarf seemed saddened.
"That’s interesting to hear," Theo responded. It seemed the main populace called [Facilities] dungeons instead. He supposed they worked about the same, the spawning mechanism powered entirely by magic. And, if the one he'd ventured inside was a standard example, they were fully automated as well. With no sign of intervention or its continued operation, there was no reason to call it anything else. "Do the blue boxes tell you anything else when you enter? No name or anything?"
"The blue what now?"
… Shit. They didn’t have the [System]. Theo had been very stupid this morning, messing up his first interaction at every step. Of course they didn’t have the blue boxes forced into their heads. Only [Rune-Crafters] had that quirk attached. That everybody would agree to the world of pain required to get that implanted was absurd.
How to explain it away? Theo… couldn’t think of anything. Not good.
"A form of magic that gives me information for some things in the world. I thought more people had it, but that’s likely an error on my part," the [Mage] explained with a few waves of his hand, but the forest dwarf only looked more curious and suspicious. "It doesn’t give me any information about plants or anything—only my own statistics are possible to see."
"Can you see my ‘statistics’ as well?” Stig asked. “That sounds like a rather useful ability."
"Unfortunately not."
"How sad."
With silence filling the room, Theo adjusted his posture in the bed. He was immediately reminded of his significant lack of clothing. While the [Mage] had survived much worse things, the lack of protection made him more than a little uncomfortable. And the thought of that reminded him of his lack of shield and [Rune] plates as well. God, he couldn’t handle them being out of reach.
"This might be rude to ask, but could I inquire as to where my shield and engraved plates are? Also my clothes and other belongings?" Theo asked, wondering if that fruit he’d taken was still good to eat. He hoped it hadn’t gone bad, wanting to enjoy that sweet taste himself. "It’s weird for me to be without them."
"Oh, they’re in the closet over here," Stig said, getting up from his seat next to the bed and fetching the armour. The more vital pieces were thrown his way, and Theo covered his pants and legs while Stig showed off his shield. "That there was a heavy chunk of steel, by the way. It took three of my men to get it into the closet without letting it fall over. For a mage who deals in fire, you are very heavily defended. Can I ask why that is?"
"What made you think I was a [Fire Mage]?" Theo asked with a confused look. He’d gotten his shoes on as well, putting his feet down onto the wooden floor. It was as warm as everything else in the small house, the perfect temperature for the human body. The whole place felt cosy. "If I’m being honest with you, I’m about as useless with magic as it comes."
There came an unsure look across the forest dwarf’s face, Stig turning his head as his lips pressed together. The man was not convinced.
"We went out into the forest because we saw a multitude of flames fly up into the air again and again. That isn’t something regular potions can do, and certainly not something that anything you had on your body could do either," Stig explained, making Theo realise that the forest dwarf had never heard of [Runes].
The [Rune-Crafter] supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised by that. The lack of [Runes] in the room, and the destruction of the [Facilities] he’d heard of, made it clear something had gone deeply wrong with that group of people in the past. By the looks of it, that had happened before this generation—or even the one before that.
"Well, you’re wrong on that last thing," Theo said, getting out of the bed and walking over to the closet. Grabbing the shield with one hand and bringing it over to the bed so he could sit down, he pointed at the [Circuit] on the front. "See those symbols? That’s what created the fire that you saw."
Stig replied to his explanation with laughter, the dwarf thinking that Theo was joking. Not to be taken for that kind of fool, Theo went back up to look for his [Rune] plates. While he had mostly brought along those with a high [Mana-Purity], there was one other he’d taken with him as well. It was one much too weak to use in battle, and yet it seemed perfect for the current circumstances.
"Do you need proof?" Theo said, getting a half-hearted shrug in response. Seeing that as enough of an answer, he began to fill the half-dead [Rune] plate with his [Mana]. "Then look here. You see that glowing symbol on the steel plate?"
"Yeah, that’s kind of weird," Stig said, the dwarf clearly trying to figure out what kind of metal would do that in sunlight. Theo rolled his eyes as the dwarf came closer than he probably should have. "But what does this do to prove that—holy Moredinsammen!"
It was a very small burst of fire, but it clearly did its job well. The flames reached a meter in height before disappearing as quickly as they had come. Stig looked frightened for a moment before the widest of smiles appeared, followed by laughter not soon after.
"Can you do that again?" the dwarf asked, elated by his proof. "Not a mage of fire but…"
"Just a [Mage]. Nothing more than that," Theo answered. Stig looked confused but just shrugged. He was just as enamoured by the next burst of fire just, putting the top of his head a little too close to the firing range. Curiosity truly was a dangerous bane of society. "I have to ask, though. What do you do out here?"
"I’m mostly a scavenger on the weekdays, though I take up guard duties for my uncle every other weekend," Stig answered, seemingly trying to understand the mechanics of how the symbols worked. Theo couldn’t say he hated that, knowing he’d made a similar face about a month ago. "How do you make shapes do that? It can’t be that easy."
Oh, it’s easier than you would ever believe.
"You have to engrave the [Runes] into a hard surface using a [Conduit] that you can channel [Mana] through,” the [Mage] explained. “While the shape of the symbols does control the mechanics of the [Runic Abilities], they need life breathed into them before they can actually do anything. That’s the basics of [Rune-Engraving]." The forest dwarf nodded along, even if it was clear that some parts flew over his head. Too many foreign words.
How did they even understand each other right now? Theo couldn’t remember any fantasy world being adept at speaking English. Had that summoning thing involved a change of language or was there some kind of ongoing magic at play? Seeing as he couldn’t spot anything with his [Mana-Sight], he assumed the former.
"A mage who uses flames but also can’t use magical flames," the forest dwarf muttered, shaking his head as he stood up from his chair. Theo stood as well, towering over Stig by quite a bit. He nearly bumped his head into the straw roof if he wasn’t careful. "My mother asked me to bring you to her the instant you were awake, so I suppose now is a good time to follow that order. If you would follow me, I think she has more answers than I can give."
Going towards the door that would lead outside, Theo was more than happy to follow. He wanted to see just what this place had to offer.




Chapter 49







Origins


Exiting the small cottage, Theo saw a field of crops, buildings made of wood and straw, and kids running around as they played. It was a miniature medieval village practically made of cheer. Dwarven children chased each other, larger ones in the distance were carrying wood to construct another house, and just a few were leaving through a gate out into the wilderness. Though the village itself couldn’t have had more than five hundred living inside, a grand wall of wooden pikes wrapped all around it, reinforced at many points to stop beasts from entering. 
Right out of the books.
"It’s a grand place, I know," Stig stated, drawing Theo out of his internal monologue. The [Mage] looked down at the forest dwarf. For once, he was the one with the casual face. "We live a simple life out here, but we don’t just stand around doing nothing. If you would follow me, please."
With that, the rather short forest dwarf became a being of pure speed, Theo having to walk quite fast to keep up with him. Just how somebody so small could have so much energy was incredible. Yet it allowed the [Mage] to look around and spot the differences among the dwarves. The older forest dwarves, those who clearly stared at him as he walked down the small path alongside Stig, didn’t look too happy. They were equipped with great long beards, small branches sticking out of their hair with birds peeking out to see what was wrong.
Trying not to consider the ramifications of having an ecosystem inside one’s facial hair, the [Mage] turned sharply and followed Stig to one of the bigger buildings. It looked to be two stories, the door large enough for him to walk inside without bending his neck. Inside, the number of weapons displayed made him swallow nervously. Stig had allowed him to bring his shield, but it seemed that the others weren’t aware of that allowance.
"I think your friends don’t like me having something to defend myself with," Theo confessed to the forest dwarf, not giving the very-angry dwarven guards at the entrance a second glance. They looked ready to jump him, and yet they didn’t move an inch. Very weird. Was he meant to attack first? 
"Are you sure this is alright?" he asked.
"I was the test subject meant to see if you are a deadly hater of all," Stig replied casually, the human one furrowing his brows in response. That was not what he expected to hear, and the forest dwarf seemed so nonchalant about it. Was Theo expected to be more aggressive? He supposed he could be passive-aggressive when necessary, but outright aggression did feel wrong when these people had helped him survive. 
"And since they don’t know that shield can do a little more than just defend, I think we should all be fine,” the dwarf concluded. “Just don’t mention it until my mother likes you, please, or she’ll have me doing guard duty at night every day for the next century."
Stig trusted him a little too much with that information. Theo looked back at the dwarven guards with new eyes. They expected him to be generally aggressive or outright spiteful and were making sure they could jump in if that turned out to be the case. The fact that they thought him a [Fire Mage] meant they assumed he was deadly even when not wielding anything but his own hands, so seeing him with a shield would surely make them quite unsteady. Why would he need to defend himself if he didn’t expect to attack first?
Would they believe me if I confessed I couldn’t sleep without it next to me?
Probably not. Kids had their plushies. Theo had his magical flame thrower that also worked as a warhammer at times. Each to their own, though some ideas might simply be incomprehensible to the masses. If the dwarves took the time to understand what it was like to live in one of their dungeons, they would surely understand. It was a hard life for an office worker whose previous experience with battle was trying to not step on an ant when crossing the road, and running from a very angry chicken when visiting an old cousin’s farm.
They entered a small room, the [Mage] hitting his head on the door frame. He’d expected it to be as high as the one at the entrance. Holding his forehead and wincing slightly as he bent down to enter, he was greeted by an older lady sitting on a comfy-looking pillow. From how Stig averted his eyes from the woman, Theo supposed that he was now meeting Stig’s mother, the maybe-leader of this place.
Not the best first impression in the world, but still.
"Sit," the woman by the name of… god, what had Stig called her? It took a second before ‘Arila’ finally settled in his mind. A good name for a dignified lady. 
The woman’s sharp eyes narrowed when Theo didn’t sit down immediately. "The seat will hold your weight as well as the bed did, human. Do not fear on that part."
Stig coughed, and Theo remembered to move, settling down next to the young dwarf as Arila gave her son a very stern look. The [Mage] barely needed to turn his eyes to detect a half-hearted shrug from his side. The young man clearly hadn’t notified anybody about his shield. He tried to place softly on the ground. This was just about the worst time for the [Impact Rune] to activate and potentially set off the less powerful [Ignis Runes] as well.
I really need to change that if I’m going inside more straw houses in the future. This is too damn stressful!
"Well… hello?" Theo tried after silence ruled the room for the next few seconds. A weight finally left his muscles as he got the shield to sit firmly on the wooden floor. "My name is Theo. I assume you’re the Arila that your son mentioned?"
Another short but powerful glare was shot Stig’s way, the younger forest dwarf wincing. Not good. The [Mage] had hoped that part of his words wouldn’t cause too many issues. Was Stig really meant to keep silent about everything? That seemed rather counterintuitive.
"Yes, I am indeed Arila Goldfeet, mother to a son who can’t hold his tongue and whose curiosity has broken enough rules that banishment would be fit as a punishment for his failure in following the simplest of orders," the lady confirmed, sending more scolding words at her son who honestly didn’t seem to mind. They were that common, huh? Theo’s opinion of Stig rose. Curiosity was deadly, sure, but it didn’t hurt to live a little. It was something he was hoping to do as well soon, now that he wasn’t constrained by the limits of what a spider-riddled [Facility] could offer. "Did my son tell you more than just my name?"
Time to try and understate everything, I guess.
"I don’t think he even tried to mention your name, if I’m being honest about it," Theo explained. Stig glanced at him from his side. He was talking a little loudly. Damned two-month-long isolations. He’d been positively screaming at himself before, hadn’t he? "He dropped your name during the initial introductions just as I introduced myself as Theo Locheim. It’s nice to meet you, by the way. I haven’t met any forest dwarves before."
"Quite an achievement, so far into this forest," Arila replied dryly, looking to her son for a response again. A small nod was all she received and seemingly all she needed before she started to talk again. "I am the leader of Zerdyl, this village, and the one who you can thank for mending your wounds. It is not common for victims of Nadre to survive. Their poison is known to cause organ failure in under five minutes, yet you survived for the twenty it took me to brew the antidote."
Huh. Theo once again thanked his [Poison-Resistance] for existing. While he still trembled when thinking about the green [Toxin] he’d been forced to inhale, it had most certainly boosted his [Resistance] to inhuman levels. Without it, there was no chance his body would’ve survived that massive snake.
But ‘Nadre?’ That wasn’t a common name. Very easy to forget, if it wasn’t associated with that very painful bite.
"My body is a little stronger thanks to previous experiences with poison," Theo explained after another moment of thinking. Arila just nodded along to his words. "Thank you for giving me something to fix it, by the way. I am rather happy being in the world of the living rather than moving on so quickly. Still a lot of things to see, you know."
"I can imagine," Arila replied, her tone dry as if bored by the [Mage]’s long-winded explanations. Was Theo getting a little too excited? Yeah… he was. He needed to calm down. "You said that this is your first encounter with forest dwarves, people such as me and my son. Have you met our stone-skinned brethren on Obon or Unan instead?"
I am relatively sure that those names sound like places. Cities? Countries? I think the wording implies another continent or an island, at the very least.
The [Mage] could remember Stig mentioning Vrasis as where they were at the moment. Since there was an ‘eastern great forest’ in that area, he was likely on one of the many continents of this world. Good to know.
"No, I can’t say I have," Theo replied, though one word caught his ears. "And did you say ‘stone-skinned?’ Like… literal stone-skin?"
Was his reaction really that strange? Theo wasn’t sure if he’d messed up when Stig tried to control a chuckle that nearly escaped his throat. Arila furrowed her brows heavily, looking more imposing than anybody her size had the right to be.
" Yes, our brethren, though we may be only related by our ancestors in the last age, are so in tune with the stone under the mountains that they slowly became more rock than flesh,” Arila explained. “They are like us in most other aspects, when you ignore their hatred for the plants and the forests that we here love." She once again gave her son her attention for a moment, but Stig provided no outward sign. "However, your lack of knowledge about our history implies you are from very far away. Very far and with very little reason to have travelled anywhere near this forest. Tell me, do you come from Rilea?"
That’s a no.
"I’ve never heard of that place," the [Mage] said, the leader of Zerdyl seeming more and more displeased by his words. It was getting closer to outright anger, even if her bronze skin hadn’t turned a shade closer to red.
"Then what exactly are your origins?
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The Bare Truth


Theo wondered if he needed to start playing the fool, but then Stig recounted what he’d been told. The [Mage] had almost forgotten that the young dwarf was there. It was as if the dwarf could remove his presence whenever he wished. Was that a [Skill] or a trait gained through lack of height?  
"He said he is from a place called Louisiana, Mother," the young dwarf interjected, getting quite the sharp eye in response. Yet Stig didn’t stop, rattling off a few more details. "It has beaches filled with sand and it sometimes snows. He apparently got magically transported to one of the dungeons nearby that’s filled with spiders and had to fight to get himself out and into the forest—which is where he got attacked by the snakes and nearly died. Ignoring that, however, have you ever heard of that place before? I can’t remember any of the tomes mentioning it."
The information provided was too much to take in all at once. The older lady stared at her son, then at Theo, and then back at her son who looked back with earnest eyes. Theo wasn’t sure what to say, choosing to keep silent and look polite. Giving them reason to be aggressive towards him wouldn’t be good. So, like with most animals, as long as he made no sudden movements, it was clear that he wasn’t going to attack.
Wait. Couldn’t a lack of movement also mean a preparation to attack? What am I supposed to do if both options are aggressive?
"We don’t have anything about such a place by that name, though my grandfather did once mention a dungeon riddled with spiders that threatened to consume this village a hundred years ago," Arila replied after a while. "Tell me, human, how did you leave this dungeon?"
This was a trick of some sort, wasn’t it? She had more information but needed him to give some of his own to cross-reference with. The leader wanted to be sure Theo wasn’t just lucky with one guess. How smart of her. It wouldn’t make sense for him not to oblige. 
"It was very hard to get out of, if I have to say," Theo started, trying to figure out how many details she would want. "The internal rules of the place refused to let me leave since the spiders roamed freely inside. The dungeon, as you know, didn’t want the spiders to escape as they might’ve in the past. Because of that, I was forced to power a mechanism that filled the entire dungeon with toxic gas. It nearly killed me as well, but with the help of a supposed safe room and a wet bandana around my mouth, I managed to survive."
Arila didn’t look too impressed by his story, her form tensing slightly. Theo didn’t like that.
"And the actual leaving?" the leader of Zerdyl asked. "If we requested it of you, do you think you’d be able to locate this dungeon again?"
"The entrance to the actual dungeon is more than a few meters underground," Theo confessed with a scratch to his neck, using his injured arm that complained when he raised his hand above shoulder height. "I tried to mark it last night, but I was rather drained when doing it. If any of your people can follow my footprints on the ground to figure out where I'd run from before the fight, it should be possible, but I promise nothing."
Another look was shared between the two forest dwarves. Theo was starting to suspect that they knew telepathy. From what he knew of magic, it wasn’t impossible. He was pretty sure it was [Conceptual Magic] which had the [Mental] affinity under it. A race of people possessing a minor gift didn't seem too odd.
"You are not lying, human," Arila said, pulling out a small, white gem from her pocket and showing it off. "This is a Holy Gem. It’s not useful for much for non-mages, but it does corrupt slightly in the presence of those who tell lies. As you have said none, it remains to be blemished by darkness. While you bring in a weapon that can easily kill, you likewise show no intention of using it."
So she knows what [Runes] are, huh.
"I really don’t want to hurt anybody," Theo confessed, the leader blatantly looking down at the still-clear gem with a mildly surprised look. "Some people are built for violence, but I’m not one of them. I just prefer the idea of me surviving."
"A very simple goal to be sure, but it is one that most can sympathize with," Arila surmised, putting away the gem when none of his words caused it to grow black spots. "You… are still abnormal, however. Stig, did he mention anything about squares in his vision that you could not see?"
Ah. The light in the younger forest dwarf’s eyes lit up, as Stig suddenly had something useful to share. Theo, on the other hand, felt a little uncomfortable with how much information the older lady knew without any obvious explanation. The reign of the [Rune-Crafters] had ended quite a while ago, and he didn’t have a reason for why their methods for crafting runic systems should’ve been common knowledge to the general population.
"Yeah, he did ask about blue boxes popping up when we entered the rabbit dungeon to the west," Stig replied. "Theo said that they gave him information about himself and a few other things."
"So willing to spill it all, and so lacking in true secrets," Arila muttered, looking at Theo, who wanted to grab his shield for defence. "You’re not a real rune-crafter, but their magic has been cast on you. You might be the first in over a century, seeing as that group of people was meant to be entirely extinct."
"Mother, what are you—"
"Keep quiet, son," the older lady cut in. Stig shut his mouth upon her request. Theo guessed he usually did that, and yet the tone of her voice—calm but very sharp—told him this wasn’t any ordinary situation. "Theo Locheim… who are you really?"
The [Mage] had told no lies up until this point, and he knew that he couldn’t be blamed for anything that hadn’t been mentioned either. Yet, as he was looked down on by those near-golden irises, it felt like his entire soul was being pulled out of him. If he hadn’t stared down death so many times already, his heart might’ve even started beating faster.
Instead, he only felt the stern look of an old lady.
"Believe it if you want, but I am from another world that doesn’t have any magic at all," Theo bluntly put into the air. Stig’s head turned so quickly it might as well have cracked. "I have been in this world for two months, maybe more, trapped in a [Facility] that you keep calling a dungeon. I had not fought before in my life, but every day has been a struggle from that point on. I don’t know why I am here, I carry no special attributes other than dumb luck, and I would honestly like to live a little more calmly from now on."
The torrent of words splashed out at the others in rapid fire, the man breathing a little heavier when he was done. He’d shown too much emotion as well, Theo reining it all in to make sure it didn’t spill out again. He actually had to stay stable for a little while more. He could lash out later in private if he really needed to.
"That is the most honest you’ve been since you walked in here," Arila replied with a half-smile, her hands staying on her lap. 
Weird.
"Aren’t you going to check that white stone to see if I lied?" the [Mage] asked, the woman’s contained smile growing wider. Something told Theo he’d been tricked.
"I am not sure what a piece of quartz could truly tell us," the older lady replied. Taking out the smooth stone again, she threw it at the [Mage]. Catching it with ease, Theo looked it over. While it was rather fancy with how lacking in sharpness it was, it seemed to be just an ordinary stone. [Mana-Sight] gave him nothing. "It holds no special properties other than the ones you trick people into believing it has. That makes them tell the truth willingly, most of the time."
He’d been tricked. The [Mage] wanted to feel angry, but he couldn’t help but smile a little, a shake of his head making him sigh. Stig looked to have been in on it as well, the young dwarf shooting him an apologetic look.
"So you deem me trustworthy now or something?" Theo asked, unsure of how things were going to progress from this point. Was he just going to walk out of here and hope for the best?
"Not outright, but you don’t contain the hatred that the other humans of this world seem to have learned from their forefathers," Arila replied. The older lady seemed to grant him more knowledge now that it had been exposed how little he knew. "Vrasis, the continent you stand on, used to be quite populated by humans, their race making up the majority of the population. It isn’t like that anymore, however. If I remember correctly, we only have one confirmed town of your people left on this continent. It is quite the change in so little time, but there is little that can be done against the great scourge of old." 
Time for the questions, Theo supposed.
"What is that ‘great scourge of old?’" the [Mage] asked. 
Arila didn’t seem happy with the question but clearly expected it. If anything, she’d set him up to ask about it by mentioning the name.
"It’s what killed the rune-crafters, the humans, and just about every other sapient creature on this continent," the old woman answered bluntly. "It was a plague that forced the sigils of the rune crafters upon you. The slightest touch of an infected would have those magical symbols and shapes spread to your own skin, and you would be transformed into a mindless beast of horror, forever cursed to spread the scourge far and wide while enjoying a strength, speed, and toughness that was utterly unmatched. I already know what you will ask next, but go ahead."
You could just have explained the next part as well, then.
"Where did these superhuman… zombies go?" Theo questioned, not sure what else to call what she’d described. It infected everybody who could think, spread by physical touch, and transformed the victims into inhuman forms of themselves that ignored pain and attacked everybody else. "I can’t see how surviving something like that would be possible."
Arila’s grim look made it clear that most that tried to survive had failed.
"Only those who hid well and were the luckiest survived that horde of beasts. The druids helped some of us blend with the trees, but most of the survivors only managed due to pure chance," Arila said with a small sigh. "In the end, the horde that had changed most of this land’s people just disappeared. Some think they went underground but… nobody wants to check to see if they’re right."
"Why would they even go underground?"
"Why would they infect the entirety of a continent to begin with?" the leader of Zerdyl fired back, and Theo had no words to answer. A sigh spread through the air; Arila was clearly tired. "Nobody knows the reasons, but the Rune-Crafters had a hand in it. All their facilities, dungeons as we call them now, were left without precaution and whatever experiments they were running all began to go wild. We’re lucky they only wanted rabbits and spiders here. In the southern parts, the lizard people have to survive constant fights with elementals made of nothing but fire and hate."
Theo guessed he wouldn’t get a warm welcome when it was revealed he was a part of the group that had likely caused the biggest mass extinction in this world’s history. 
Every person on an entire continent… it was unfathomable. 
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Introductions


"Stig, show Theo Locheim where he is expected to sleep for the time he is with us," Arila said when silence came over them once again. "Show him around the village and answer his questions openly—if you haven’t started doing that already." 
Wait.
"I’m allowed to just stay here?" Theo cut in, not sure if he’d heard correctly. That was a very sudden change in the situation. The guards outside had blatantly expected him to attack, and the leader had clearly not wanted him to bring his shield into the room. Yet now he was just, what, being granted a place to stay? 
"We saved you from the clutches of death. There is no reason to force you out and let nature repeat itself," the leader of Zerdyl replied as if her words were the most obvious thing in the world. 
It did make sense, Theo supposed, but it still felt a little wrong. 
"If you truly want to, you can request that I let you stay here,” Arila went on. “I promise that I will at least act like I’m considering throwing you out."
Okay, that was just mean. Accepting the offer that he’d been handed, Theo saw the leader leave through the back and attend to her other duties. What those other duties were was impossible for him to guess. Instead, the [Mage] focused on the fact that he and a certain forest dwarf were alone once again.
And being alone meant that Stig didn’t have to keep quiet.
"Just how did it feel like, when you got teleported from another world?" the young forest dwarf asked.
Theo just sighed as he stood up. He’d been slouching while sitting on the pillow, and comfortable as it was, his thirtieth birthday wasn’t too many cycles away. 
How does this place even handle years? 
"And what was it like in that other place?” Stig continued, peppering him with questions. “Was the magic more advanced?"
"No magic," Theo bluntly answered, rethinking his decision only a second after. "Or another kind, at least. It ran everything you can think of, but I don’t have the faintest idea about how it worked. I was just an accounting assistant in my old world."
"That’s pretty cool. I guess your rune-crafters didn’t decide to become genocidal," Stig commented, standing up as well and walking out of the small room. "Your side must have been rather peaceful."
He noted the tensing of the dwarven guards as they left the room, Theo’s casual grip on his shield barely stopping them from charging at him. He was meant to be a part of this village from now on, but it would be hard if the other villagers kept looking at him like that.
"Yes…" the [Mage] decided to say, not wanting to get into the history of modern weaponry. Some of it was a little too brutal to bring up in polite conversation, and nobody here needed to know what you could do if you had the right technology. Granted, [Mana] likely already gave them plenty firepower, but he had no need to talk about long-range missiles. "How about we save that conversation for another time? You were meant to show me around a little, right?"
"The bare minimum would be showing you the sleeping barracks, but that part can wait," Stig said, pushing open the door and letting Theo through. The sounds of life greeted them, letting the [Mage] feel some sort of comfort. Most didn’t pay attention to him as he stood there, though the few who walked by carrying bags of green produce seemed to move slightly to the side. Were they really avoiding him to that extent? It felt a little weird to see their casual fear made so apparent. They weren’t even hiding it. "We’ve got a lot of stuff in here that’s more fun than the barracks, and I’m pretty sure my mom wants the people to get accustomed to the sight of you."
"I suppose we shouldn’t let your mother's wishes be for nothing then," Theo conceded, following along on the small road as Stig pulled him towards their first destination of the day. It looked to be a rather small market, groups of forest dwarves crowding around stalls piled up with fruits and taking for all they were worth. 
There were a few dwarves inside, actually running the place and making sure everything was stocked up. Theo could see a couple more come running from the small house next to the market, all of them carrying more baskets of fruit. It was a constant challenge to refill before the villagers emptied the baskets entirely. The many tables and chairs close by were filled to the brim with dwarves as well, each trying to get in their lunch and leave quickly to allow the next ones to sit down.
"We all get food from here," Stig said as he led Theo closer to the place, the [Mage] not sure if that was too good an idea. As his steps began to ring out, many seemed to be on guard when they saw him. An armoured man with a very fancy shield was perhaps not the best thing to see on a lunch break. "It’s a rather chaotic operation since we don’t like staying still for most of the day, but it gets the job done. Open enough that you can just run in, sit down and eat, and then just run out before you get bored. Some of the older folks take the food and go somewhere else, but those who don’t already have grey hair growing out of their ears like to be a little more efficient with their time."
The older grey-haired forest dwarf that walked by with a small bag full of fruits grumbled something nasty at the Stig and Theo, before continuing on with his way. The [Mage] wondered if there was history between them, or if Stig was just a little annoyed by the slower folks.
"Are you sure it’s alright that I get close? Those knives look kind of sharp," Theo said. He nudged his head towards some of the workers, who had suddenly pulled out what looked like steak knives. They looked at the [Mage] with narrowed eyes, not letting him out of their sight.
"I didn’t get breakfast because I had to bring some to you so…” Stig shrugged. “They can look as intimidating as they want. We’re going in." The young dwarf had replied after very little thought on the matter. However, he glanced at the towering shield for a moment. "Maybe leave the shield out here in the grass, though. That should take the edge off. Wouldn’t be bad if you can carry some extra gells either."
"Gells?" the [Mage] asked, putting the shield down on the grass as gently as possible as he walked with the younger dwarf over to the market. Most of the dwarves turned their attention back to their food as he unequipped the shield, but a few were still not giving up on their persistent aggression. They would tire out, hopefully. "What’s that?"
Theo got his answer in the form of one being thrown in his face. He caught what looked to be a purple apple in the grasp of his right hand. It was weirdly soft, and he was about to question that until he saw three more flying his way.
Three of the four flying fruits were caught, the last landing on the ground before being hastily picked up. A few chuckles could be heard in the crowd of dining forest people, but when he turned his head, he couldn’t find the source. They were as stone-faced as always, those little gremlins.
It’s like a damn kindergarten in here.
"With that shield, I should have guessed that raw strength was more important to you than finesse," Stig said, taking a bite out of one of the three fruits he had in his hands. "And these are gells. They’re quite delicious, provide most of what you need when it comes to lunch, and they’re found in enough numbers that we eat them almost daily. I hope you like them because they’re quite the snack here. Now, come on. I need you to meet someone."
As he was half-dragged along, the [Mage] studied the purple fruit a little more. It was somewhat squishy, and he was curious about the texture. Was it close to an apple, or was it something entirely new?
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Wanderlust


With only one way to find out, Theo took a bite of the gell in his right hand. And the answer to his question was… it was pretty much what one would expect from biting into an orange, except the skin had the texture of an apple. Maybe closer to a pear or a carrot, really, since the taste was on the sweeter side. 
Not too bad.
Theo took another few bites, walking along the stalls before Stig stopped in front of the dwarf with the longest beard and the darkest expression. It wasn’t because of hatred or anything like that. No, that particular forest dwarf just looked like he hadn’t slept for days.
"Did they force you to stay on guard duty until now, Koul?" Stig asked the long-bearded dwarf, getting a tired grunt in response. The old man didn’t even have the energy for words, making it a little easier to understand why the younger of the two offered one of his fruits. "Eat up then and get some sleep after this."
"Thanks." The old dwarf’s voice positively rumbled, promising great power and will. The hands were delicate as they peeled off a small layer of fruit, before the entire thing fell into the dwarf's mouth. Despite their barbaric tendency with food, the hands showed a level of dexterity and finesse worthy of the mightiest of crafters. It was quite quaint.
"Before you start sleeping, though, there’s somebody I’d like for you to meet," Stig added, physically turning the upper body of the exhausted forest dwarf. His tired expression was briefly revitalized as Koul’s eyes fell upon Theo. "It’s the one we found yesterday, remember? Turns out he isn’t as barbaric and murderous as the others were betting."
The old dwarf looked Theo up and down a few times, seemingly making sure that the [Mage] wasn’t just some statue designed to trick him. Theo almost felt hurt that they would think such a thing.
"You’re going to be very rich when you start cashing in those bets, you know," Koul commented, shaking his head at the younger dwarf. "Everybody else won’t have any coins to use for the games if you keep hoarding all of them with these tricks, Stig."
"I’ll share them with the masses again, don’t worry about that," he assured the old dwarf, taking Theo’s and Koul’s hands and clasping them together in a handshake. "And there! You’ve officially greeted each other. That took a while."
"Hello to you, Koul," the [Mage] said as he bent his back slightly to stop the dwarf from being pulled upwards. "My name is Theo Locheim."
"Greeting, human of stated peace. And I am not just Koul. I am Koul, son of Regnus and of the family of Glarinn," Koul greeted Theo, the [Mage] wondering if he’d been rude in his own introduction. He hoped not. "We are a peaceful village here, and I hope you will live by that value."
What else would I be doing? Burning it all down for no reason?
"I’ll try my best," Theo said with a contained smile as he nodded, the dwarf picking up another fruit from Stig’s little hoard and eating it whole. 
The forest dwarves had an impressive appetite, as they devoured their food at a lightning pace. However, no one around them were eating, but instead eavesdropped on their conversation. As usual, being polite was not something that came naturally to the dwarves.
"Listen, Koul," Stig said, leaning forward to not let the crowd here. Even Theo could barely pick up his words. "This one doesn’t look too shabby, and I think he could join us for next week’s game. What do you say?"
"Does he know not to rip cards in half?" Koul questioned Stig.
"Do you know not to rip playing cards in half when you lose?" Stig asked Theo.
"That would be rude so… no?" Theo answered.
"Of course he wouldn’t!" Stig berated the old dwarf.
"Fine then," Koul accepted, nodding. "Get him on guard duty for that night, and then it should be fine."
"Perfect. Bring the good deck this time around. Those from last night are getting rough along the edges."
"My cards are just fine."
"Sure they are."
Stig pulled Theo along as the conversation finished, the two leaving the market with their hands still full of fruits. At least Theo had three left, though he wasn’t sure he could eat them all. Even if he had adopted a scavenger diet recently, there was only so much he could cram down his gullet. 
"You want one?" the [Mage] offered, the forest dwarf accepting the gell with a thankful nod as they walked back to where Theo had dropped off his shield. A few of the dwarven kids were inspecting it but ran the moment that he could be seen. They really did fear him, huh? 
"This is a strange place."
Picking up the shield with his free hand and putting it on his forearm, Theo adjusted it a until it felt just right. Stig just looked at him until it was done.
"The others aren’t usually so tense. It’s likely that seeing a perfect recreation of an old nightmare walking around is scaring them," the young dwarf provided. Theo’s confused face prompted him explain further. "We… we don't like humans very much. It’s not because we hate other races, but it’s more that with humans we do. They pretty much owned this entire continent and made sure the other races had no desire to try and change that. They killed and did a lot of other stuff. I mean, we have songs about what they did to our ancestors as a form of sport. It’s some crazy stuff that’s been passed down, culminating to this day so that almost every dwarf here doesn’t feel safe having you walk around."
Well, that was something. Hunted for sport, oppressed, and killed on the whims of crazy bastards that Theo shared blood with. It was not a pleasant thought, and his mind struggled to fully comprehend how terrible his fellow humans had been. It was something that the others remembered, but it was an experience that he had never been a part of. In fact, where he came from, there were only humans, and they still fought among themselves. If they had been given distinctive physical features to use as reasons for war, it would have been an even uglier sight.
But one detail still felt weird. One part of the puzzle didn’t sit right with the [Mage].
"Why don’t you have that fear then? Theo asked, taking another bite of the gell fruit. As they walked along the path, another group of dwarves stepped off of it to avoid them. "I’m still just as tall, and I have the same face to everyone. What’s different with how you’re seeing me?"
"If appearances determined one's true nature, I would not be who I am today," Stig replied. "I am a bit more… chaotic than others my age. Those who I’ve grown up with don’t have a desire to learn more about the world. They want to find a partner, raise a family, and make sure the village lives on. I want to see what’s beyond this place, but that’s not something forest dwarves usually think about. It’s nothing awful, but it’s a difference that sets me apart from the others."
"Do you hate that?"
"Why would I? I just feel bad that the others don’t feel the same way as me," the dwarf retorted with a smile. "They lost too much growing up. I want to see the world and they want to know what’s for dinner. I’ll never be able to accept that kind of life, and the others have slowly started to accept that. Not my mom, but she’ll be thinking other things the second one of my nephews grows up and seems more like a leader. One of my cousins’ kids is going to be the new head of this village if we give them a few more decades."
So that dwarf before him was meant to grow up and become the leader of the entire village? Judging by the dwarf's insatiable thirst for adventure, Theo couldn’t see that happening in a million years.
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Bad History


"I get what you’re saying, at least," Theo said once the young dwarf stopped talking. Stig was clearly an adult, having grown out of his teen phase a few years ago at the very least.  
Now, Stig was falling down the very same path as Theo. The dwarf had a desire for adventure that would never be realised due to obligations. Theo had made some foolish bets in his youth which led him to needing money, and as a result, he was forced into a job that he never enjoyed, despite wanting something different.
"You’ve learned to not trust initial impressions, and to find things out for yourself before casting judgment,” Theo continued. “It’s a good strategy that’s worked out, I suppose. I personally try and just hope for the best with people no matter what. It’s often disappointing, but that brief chance of being rude to a possible future friend doesn’t sit right with me."
"Now that is a good way to live your life, Theo Locheim. These people around us don’t agree, but who says we can’t change their opinions about you with time?" Stig offered as his hands rose into the air. "It worked for me after annoying them for two decades without ever stopping. Let’s see if you can break that record."
God, I hope so.
After enjoying their fruits, they quickly made their way down the path to their next destination. It was another food source, but this time it was more of a sweet variant and less of an open free-for-all. Theo could tell that something delicious was being prepared by the overpowering aroma of perfectly cooked strawberry sauce that filled his senses.
Next came a marvellous introduction to the village’s best and only pastry chef, the man having a small piece of the land solely dedicated to grain. The village didn’t do much planting of vegetables, mostly relying on the forest’s natural resources, but the desire to make perfect sweets was just too great and the chef had been granted special permission.
Theo still wondered just how he’d made something so good out of so little, blankly staring at the small pastry as they left the area behind. There had been some dwarfs inside that hadn’t been too appreciative of his presence, but the fact that he understood why made it bearable. He was their boogeyman—or at least a perfect rendition of one. If he needed to be polite to make them change their minds, the [Mage] would do just that. If he wanted to live here, making a good impression was the best strategy going forward.
"So, you only get one or two of these a week?" Theo asked, feeling bad about taking the last bite. The flavor was almost addictive, and Theo saw his [Mana] being replenished as he ate the pastry. It was unreal.
"Basically, yes," Stig said with a sigh. "The work needed to produce it isn’t vital to the village, so my mom isn’t letting him have too much space. He has enough space to use so that everybody can get something, but not enough so that we feel satisfied. You can get a few extra pieces if you have some silver, but only a few have enough."
"And I’m guessing you have a few?"
"I basically have the entire village’s supply. I’ll just lose a few heavy bets soon and get them back into circulation again, though. No fun if I’m the only one benefiting."
Theo was impressed by Stig's heroic way of thinking, but his attention was diverted by the backside of the bakery, where he noticed a small area filled with grain. What were the issues that this village had to deal with?
More importantly, how could he help? The [Mage] didn’t have any obvious uses for the [Runes] at his disposal, but he sure as hell would like to find some soon. He had something that could benefit the masses in one way or another. Who didn’t like being able to summon flames at will? Additionally, the idea of using [Impact Runes] to give the older dwarves a bit more strength in their weapons didn’t sound bad either…
Something to think about.
Stig kept showing him every nook and cranny of the small village. It seemed that Stig knew everything about everyone in the village. While Theo struggled to remember most of the names, one name, Loren, stood out to him.
As Theo looked at Loren, he noticed a dark expression on the dwarf’s face that said more than words ever could. Loren was not only Theo's cousin but also one of the dwarves with more extreme opinions—which could be a dangerous mix, as Stig had warned him earlier.
"Try not to make that one angry," Stig advised as they reached the last part of the journey. The sky had started to darken and fires were slowly appearing around the village. People were staying close to the flames, though Theo couldn’t understand why. The night chill had barely started up. "He’s a bit crass with his words at the best of times, more than ready to throw fists at the worst of times. If he tries to hit you, just get him down on the ground. He usually backs off after that."
"Are you sure giving me advice about fighting somebody who doesn’t reach my chest is that necessary?" Theo asked, getting a wicked grin in response.
"We might not be tall, but we are rather dense," the young dwarf said, showing off his right arm and his corded bicep. If he’d been a foot taller, Theo could easily see that dwarf being a professional quarterback. Likewise… it put the wider dwarves he’d seen in an entirely new light. These people could probably lift twice his weight. "He’ll hit you like a bear and go for your ears. He’s a coward like that. A good kick usually gets him off."
"Good to know," Theo said after a short pause, thanking him for the crash course in fighting wrathful dwarves. With how some of those nearby were drinking, it wouldn't be surprising if it was needed. However, his attention was drawn to the imposing building next to him. It was a long structure, with one side measuring fifty metres and the other measuring thirty. Theo could guess at what it was. "I suppose this is the sleeping barracks?"
Theo couldn't help but feel a bit apprehensive as he listened to the muted roar of snoring coming from within the building. He wondered what it would be like if the doors inside were actually open. Would he have to sleep through that?
"The one and only," Stig confirmed with a grin. The dwarf leaned against the wall of the loud and large building, his body vibrating slightly due to the sheer amount of tremors traveling through the wooden building. "It’s worse than it sounds, though it’s not that much better either. Let’s save that part for later, shall we? I think some of the people next to that fire over there are starting to cook some meat, and I feel an appetite growing."
Theo readily agreed, his stomach rumbling with hunger. He had grown accustomed to a diet of spider meat and little else, but this change was doing wonders for his mood and body. He felt more energized and content, and the thought of properly prepared meat was too tempting to resist. His own cooking skills were subpar, so he couldn't truly enjoy food for its taste. Eating for survival and eating for pleasure were two very different things, and he was about to experience the latter.
Or so Theo hoped. As he accompanied Stig over to the fire, he saw a very long knife pointed his way. The cook had been slicing up the meat into chunks and putting it on an oiled pan over the fire, but now he paused, using the sharp tool as a weapon instead.
"Don’t go a step closer," the long-and-grey-bearded dwarf said in a voice both old and threatening . The old dwarf wasn’t happy, and Theo instinctually felt himself putting his hands in the air. That one of the hands had a shield attached didn’t look too good, though, now that he thought about it—a mistake on his part. "We don’t take kindly to—"
"Prev, he’s a friend. Koul and the others should’ve spread the word already," Stig cut in, stopping the other dwarf from making any more hurtful remarks. Theo would’ve forgiven whatever was said, sure, but the younger dwarf clearly did not appreciate the hostile attitude. "Now, go put that knife of yours to proper use. I haven’t eaten today and I need something in my stomach. You too, Theo. Plenty of seats to go around."
"Didn’t you eat four of those weird gell fruits during lunch, though?" Theo replied as he sat down on a seat cut from a tree trunk. They weren’t too tall, clearly made for shorter folk since the [Mage]’s knees rested above his stomach. Maybe he needed to carve get his own chair when he had the chance. "And I remember you eating at least three of those pastries. Does that not count as the food here or…"
At that point, his words were unnecessary as the three younger dwarves by the fire burst into a fit of giggles. Stig also showed off a range of colors on his face, surprising Theo with how red it could get. It was almost inhuman—the best shopping mall Santa Claus couldn’t have imitated a tomato so perfectly.
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Luxury of Spice


"It feels like I haven’t eaten today since I’ve spent all my time walking around," Stig self-corrected, trying to regain control of the situation. Theo suspected the dwarf had said exactly what he’d intended, but he didn’t mention it. If this was how Stig wanted to play it, he didn’t mind. "You know how it is. Right, guys?" 
"Sorry, Stig, but this one’s on you," one of the other three said, the aforementioned dwarf becoming red yet again and sputtering his words. In the meanwhile, a hand reached towards Theo, the [Mage] happy to return the gesture. "I am Hald, son of Rend and bearing the family name of Drong. What’s yours?"
"Theo," the man replied, before remembering that he needed to be formal. "The family name is Locheim."
"Oh, I haven’t heard of that one before. A special name for a special case," Hald said. There wasn’t as long a beard on the man’s face, but Theo could see something that would become quite big in another year or ten, possibly rivalling the one worn by the muttering cook . "It’s nice to meet you. A friend of Stig is a friend of mine."
"He doesn’t have any coins you can borrow, Hald," Stig cut in as he topped off his plate with some beautifully prepared meat. That it had spices nearly made Theo drool, only the awareness of the others' presence prevented him from displaying such an unseemly reaction. "At least not yet. Maybe in a week or two."
A pointed glance from the cook alerted Theo that a plate was being offered to him. He promptly took it, nodding gratefully. The cook grunted in reply, proceeding to prepare and distribute several more plates before finally serving himself.
Theo could barely contain himself as he began to eat. Oh, god, the spices were divine, the [Mage] finding the flavours filling his mouth to be utterly perfect. A bonfire meal it might’ve been, but it was the best thing since sliced bread to him at the moment. It took a lot of will not to tear up.
"So he’s already joined the games? That was fast," Hald commented, taking another look at Theo—who was very much not crying over a cut of meat. "How’d he sell you on that, Theo? I didn’t think humans liked to gamble."
The [Mage] almost choked on a rather large piece of meat at that remark, coughing to stop the slice from going down his windpipe. Humans not liking gambling? If they didn’t like gambling, the city of vice and questionable business practices wouldn’t have existed. No… humans loved gambling.
"I’m not sure where that line of thought comes from, but it isn’t true for the humans I have known personally," Theo said, still trying to figure out how what Hald had said could possibly be true. "And I haven’t actually agreed to anything. What is it I’m apparently meant to be doing in a few days?"
Hald looked at Stig, the latter trying to look sheepish as he avoided direct eye contact. The older dwarf that tended to the meat muttered a few more words before passing the knife to one of the younger dwarves. He then walked over to another fire, joining a group of elderly folks and continuing to grumble.
"I have been trying to breach the topic and was kind of hoping to do it a bit later tonight," Stig said, the dwarf sounding like he hadn’t even considered needing to ask Theo. The [Mage] didn’t really mind, since whatever they were doing sounded fun but… having a few details wouldn’t hurt. "But I guess that isn’t an issue since the oldie is gone. Theo, how good are you at playing with cards?"
Playing with cards? That could mean a variety of things, though Stig’s conversation with one of the other dwarves earlier that day had made it clear just what type it was. The ‘all or nothing’ kind, where the risk-takers were usually the ones who lost the most. 
"Depends on the game, but I do know my way around a deck," the [Mage] replied, Stig appearing rather excited while Hald seemed skeptical. However, seeing Stig's excitement caused Hald to smile as well. "What of it?"
"I think you might just make the cut then," Hald said, getting a jab to the shoulder for his efforts. "What?"
"‘Make the cut?’ We don’t have enough players as it is," Stig corrected the other dwarf. His focus returned to Theo, who was getting his second helping of meat from the new cook. It wasn’t as evenly cooked, but the [Mage] barely cared. He was on cloud nine, savouring the experience without any fear threats or interruptions. Theo was truly relaxed. 
"The game is technically seen as a game of chance but I, along with many others, see it as the game of skill and deception that it is,” Stig explained enthusiastically. “You get a set of cards, and at the start, you’re allowed to send in bids into the betting pool. A few cards in the middle get revealed after three rounds. If you don’t bet higher or equal to the one before you, you’re out of the game. The one with the most pairs or one of the special sets wins the game and keeps all the coins thrown in. From that, Theo, do you see how you might be able to win with a bad set of cards?"
It was just a weird sort of poker. Theo wondered if deception combined with gambling was genuinely that popular across all realities, or if he’d just encountered a freak occurrence. It was likely a blend of the two.
"Make the others think you have the perfect hand through a few thinly concealed smirks or some other tricks. Bet high, intimidate others out of the pool, and… no, yeah, that should do it," Theo said. 
Stig was grinning by the end, hitting Hald on the shoulder again. "We have a player!"
"We actually won’t have a game at all if you shout like that," Hald said in a heated whisper, glancing around at the fires not too far away. While some of the older dwarves did glance their way, it granted nothing but some more grumbles before they returned to their meals. On that note, most of the dwarves did take another piece of meat when offered. Dinner was seemingly as important as illegal gambling. "Weren’t you the one who wanted us all to be quiet about this so we could keep playing?"
The two kept squabbling as Theo almost bit into his third slice before studying the meat a little closer. It was meant to be rabbit and yet… the shape seemed off. He could clearly see the outline of a back, and with some imagination, the piece resembled an almost-complete rabbit, if one disregarded the missing limbs and head. What puzzled him, however, were the small wings on its back.
Do these people have flying rabbits?
That was certainly something. He decided to try the winged portion first. It was a bit harder to chew than the other parts but tasted pretty decent. He wasn't about to complain; the meal was far too good for him to find any fault with it.
Except for there not being enough, but there was no chance he would be saying that.
"Ah, damn it all," the cook said, drawing everyone's attention back to the dwarf and the gradually dwindling fire beneath him. "All the wood’s done for. This thing is gonna be just embers in a bit."
"Not if I can help it," Theo replied, feeling like the world’s most prestigious doctor as he pulled his bag out from his side and onto his lap. He wasn’t letting that fire die when there was still more meat to be cooked. "I have a solution."
Once again, Stig had the most wicked of grins planted on his face, as if he could somehow foresee what Theo was about to do.
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Impersonation 


"What are those steel plates meant to do?" Hald asked as Theo looked through his bag, trying to find the right one for the job. Most had too high a [Mana-Purity] to actually be safe to use, the heat more likely to char the meat than give the wood the necessary boost of energy. No… he needed the right balance. "I don’t think metal is a good source of fuel—if I remember my natural laws right." 
"I don’t know what kind of laws you grew up learning, but never did I hear that one," Theo replied, finally finding an [Ignis Rune] that looked scuffed enough for the job. How was its [Mana-Purity]?
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 11%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 8/9
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 16/24

It was incredibly shit, perhaps having a high [Capacity], but the purity forced it down to a terrible level of quality. It was useless for combat—it wouldn’t melt the fur of a wolf without prolonged exposure. 
Perfect for cooking, though, because of one strange quirk that Theo had just noticed. He’d messed up the engraving to the point that the flames didn’t come out all at once, instead working like a slowly deflating balloon. It would hold for quite a few minutes if activated—while just barely giving off enough heat to boil water.
"I’d prefer if you would step to the side for a moment," Theo advised the cook who was stirring the meats on the pan. When Hald gave the cook another look, he did as asked. "This one isn’t supposed to be that powerful, but I’m not confident enough that I want to bet on it."
"Just what is it going to do?" Hald questioned as Theo nudged the steel plate next to one of the burning pieces of wood with the help of a stick. This close to the embers, he had no chance of actually getting his hand near it without getting burned. However, the stick in his hand was long enough to push around the plate. Nobody said it wouldn’t work as an [Conduit] as well. "Wait, is that stick glowing?"
Even Theo was a little surprised as he began to direct the mana through it, veins of blue traveling down the wood and into the [Rune] tablet. It looked quite mystical, and Theo felt like a real wizard with a proper pointy stick. He almost didn’t mind when a massive burst of flame leapt into the air.
"What in the—"
A strong initial start, I admit.
He’d really messed up when making that [Rune]. Theo leaned back as he felt for his eyebrows. 
Still there. 
Though not too fun, the flame from the tablet became much more steady afterwards. 
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 11%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 5/9
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 16/24

The [Mana] dropped at a rate of about one every five seconds. Keeping the stick next to the plate allowed him to use it as a semi-permanent [Conduit], channelling more and more [Mana] to keep the fire steady. The natural fire was perhaps close to dying, but the magical one was holding up well.
"I guess you really are a mage who can wield fire. The rumours were true for once," Hald commented, looking at the [Rune] plate with some curiosity. "I didn’t think fire mages needed anything but their hands to use magic, though."
"That’s because I’m not a [Fire Mage]. Just a standard one," Theo explained for what he felt would be the first time of many. A blue box caught his attention, though one half of his mind kept channelling [Mana]. It would take about a minute for the [Rune] to lose all its energy, but he liked keeping it topped off. It was safer, along with keeping the heat steady.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Conduit Mana-Channelling] has been increased from [Beginner 4] to [Beginner 6].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 5] to [Beginner 7].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Manipulation] has been increased from [Beginner 6] to [Beginner 8].

An increase in an active, a passive, and a runic [Skill] all at once? Now that wasn’t something Theo could complain about. He opened up his [Skill-Collection] while the others were still distracted by the fire from the [Rune]. A few others had even walked over to observe as well.
[Skill-Collection]
Active Skills
[Throw]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to throw a projectile with a higher accuracy.
6SP/Use

[Shield-Bash]
[Novice 1]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield. Has a chance to [Stun] target.
10SP/Use

[Transform Shield]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to transform a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Regenerate Shield]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to regenerate a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Barehanded Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of an [Conduit]
Variable Costs.

[Conduit Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person with the use of an [Conduit]
Variable Costs.

[Intimidate]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to intimidate one or more targets.
9MP/Use

[Barehanded Digging]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to dig through hard materials using his bare hands.
4SP/use

[Climb]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to climb structures with greater finesse.
2SP/sec
Passive Skills
[Mana-Sight]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to see [Mana] internally and externally.

[Map-Engraving]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to create [Maps] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing secrets passively.

[Iron Stomach]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the stomach of the user to digest organic material more effectively.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse.

[Shield-Mastery]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the user to use shields with more finesse.

[Poison-Resistance]
[Novice 5]
Grants the user and larger resistance to general [Poisons].

[Rune] Skills
[Rune-Engraving]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.

[Rune-Empowering]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to empower a [Rune], fulfilling the final requirements for [Initial Activation]

[Rune-Manipulation]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations.

[Rune-Mastery]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.

What the man wouldn’t give for increases like this this every day. Theo almost couldn’t stop looking at his improved numbers—until a finger lightly tapping his shoulder got his attention.
"Yes?" the [Mage] asked, turning his head to see quite the crowd staring at him. When had the other dwarves gathered? There had to be a good twenty now, all of them looking at him. A human couldn’t be that interesting, right? "Sorry, I was out of it for a second. What did you say?"
"Are you sure you’re just a regular mage, Theo?" Stig likely repeated, the [Rune-Crafter] not sure if the young dwarf had said anything before. "That there doesn’t look like something any mage that’s visited before could do."
What was he talking about? The [Mage] turned his head to explain that he was just using the stick as a conduit to power the [Rune] plate until… 
Looking down at his hand, he was greeted by the stump of the stick he’d once wielded, the burnt remains withering away on the ground.
However, his [Mana] was still being channeled to the [Rune] plate. It had just switched from the solid material to a mix of floating ash and empty air, with spirals of energy weaving themselves around as they travelled. Theo wasn't even sure what he was doing anymore.
The channelling abruptly stopped due to Theo’s surprise, causing the weaving lights to disappear with a small crack as the last piece entered into the [Rune] plate.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 7] to [Beginner 9].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Conduit Mana-Channelling] has been increased from [Beginner 6] to [Beginner 7].
… Right. 
Looking at his hand as he let go of the stump, Theo wondered just how he’d been able to do that without realizing it. Was having a healthy mind really that powerful? If it was, he wasn’t going to stop eating like this ever again.
The dwarves hadn’t stopped staring at him, though.
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Teaching the Secrets


"I usually use either my hands or, in situations like these where I can’t easily touch it, a conduit to fuel [Mana] into one of these [Runes]" Theo said, bringing out another from his back, making sure not to accidentally fuel it. The one he’d taken was one of the more powerful ones and setting it off wouldn’t be a fun time for anybody. "That [Conduit] is usually something that can handle [Mana] slightly better than a stick, lest…  that happens. It seems I can also use the air to fill up the plates, though. That’s a new discovery on my part, if I’m being honest."
His nervous explanation seemed to settle the crowd’s nerves, some of the elders going back to their fires to escape the cold. The cook went back to tend to the remaining chunks of rabbit meat, sadly finding one side a little blacker than he preferred.
"Can anybody fuel those plates if they have mana?" Stig asked, breaking the silence. He leaned forward to look as Theo tried to repeat his earlier feat of fuelling the plate through nothing but air. The [Mage] failed, though, much to his frustration. 
"You should also be able to make the [Runes] themselves, actually," Theo replied, noticing a glint of excitement in the forest dwarf's eyes. Though he wasn't sure if he liked it, he saw the potential benefits of letting him try. "Do you want to give it a shot?"
If he could teach the village to use and make [Runes], it could bring about significant progress for the village. It would provide them with a new source of energy and protection.
Rooting through his clothing for the [Engraver], Theo didn’t have to look at the young forest dwarf for long before he saw the instant eagerness on his face. The other dwarves close to Stig's age seemed more resigned to muttering about it like the elders, but Stig didn't seem to care.
"Is that even a question?" the young dwarf asked, shaking a little as he looked at what Theo had brought out. When the [Rune] plate in the fire began to die out, however, the [Mage] was forced to pause for a moment, grabbing another stick and filling it up with [Mana] once again. He felt the [Mana] flow through the wood cleanly, though it slowly tore the organic material apart. 
"Get on with it and show me how to do this!" Stig complained.
"Yeah, yeah," Theo said, searching through his bag once again. He was sure that he wasn’t stupid enough to have already… "There! This here is just a plate of steel, right?"
"Yes?"
"It’s also what any [Rune-Crafter] uses when carving out their [Runes]. That and this [Engraver]," the [Mage] said, demonstrating the process of putting [Mana] into the [Conduit]. The tip glowed and blue smoke steadily rose from its tip with no steel to be shaped by the energy. "It requires some finesse, as well as strength to get it right, but through that process you can make this [Rune] and so much more. Have you tried to use [Mana] before?"
Stig’s mood dampened by that revelation, and he shook his head in disappointment. Theo also didn’t want to teach something he had no prior experience with. None of the other dwarves had any knowledge of it either, making the task more challenging than he anticipated. Despite that, each individual here appeared to possess some form of vital energy circulating within them, at least according to [Mana-Sight]. Stig, in particular, had something special just above his heart, but no matter how much Theo examined it, he couldn't discern what it was. He was a little annoyed by that, honestly.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Sight] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

Progress is progress, at the end of the day.
"That’s not an issue at all!" Theo assured the young dwarf when he realized his face had turned sour. "It just means I have to try and get you to activate it. I personally had to train myself by charging a magical lamp. It outright leeched the energy from me so I barely had to do anything at the start. And… while we can’t try something like that here, maybe we can use another method?"
Pulling out a [Rune] plate—and one of the better ones at that—he could see Stig’s eyes light up. They had spotted pure gold.
"Emotion usually helps the [Mana] flow better so let's harness that call for adventure," Theo said, firmly placing the [Rune] plate on one of the unused trunk chairs and making sure it faced upwards. "If you insert your energy into that plate, even just the slighted bit, it will shoot quite the beam of flames."
"Big enough to rival those you made in the forest?" Hald questioned, the other dwarf apparently having heard about that. Either word about Theo’s previous actions had spread quickly, or Hald had just been listening a little more closely than the average dwarf. At the [Mage]’s nod, however, the expected look of excitement didn’t come around. Instead, worry and a slight bit of despair became plain on his face. "Are you sure that’s not dangerous?"
Dangerous? Why would a conflagration of flames hot enough to melt wolves be dangerous? 
"If it’s exciting, it very rarely isn’t," Theo replied. Stig's sounds of excitement made him look back at the [Rune] plate, but the glowing shapes on it caused him to quickly move backwards. The young dwarf mirrored his actions. "Oh, shi—"
The open air provided more oxygen than the fire needed, causing everything in its proximity to light up in a spectrum of bright colours, briefly turning night into day. Theo had to turn away from the intense brightness, only hearing the sound of the flame crackling in the air. Meanwhile, Stig was laughing like a maniac in the background. The young dwarf had certainly used his [Mana] much faster than he’d anticipated.
It took me a few hours. How did he do it in ten seconds?
Theo thought his idea of harnessing the emotion of excitement was successful, seeing Stig’s red and joyful as the flames finally sputtered out. However, the [Rune] plate was now empty, and the nearby dwarves were not satisfied. As they began to rush over, Theo thought they wanted to see it again. 
His worry grew as Stig and Hald positioned themselves in front of him while the other dwarves drew their weapons.
"It’s alright!" Stig shouted, though the crowd just tried to push past the young dwarf and get to the [Mage] behind him. By the looks of it, Theo feared the young one would get crushed by the mob.
Yeah, we’re not having that today.
Deciding that worrying about being seen as a threat was for idiots, Theo took action. He grabbed Stig by the cuff, pulling the dwarf away before he was pushed down by the mob. The [Mage] swung him to the side and positioned his shield in the front before an axe came down on him. However, as he hit the shield against the ground to defend himself, Theo winced as he realized what he’d done.
The [Impact Rune] hit the ground right in front of him, making the earth shake and causing the dwarves in front fall onto their knees as the ground reverberated with force. That was honestly fine. No… it was the round of [Ignis Runes] that worried him.
Not wanting to burn a good chunk of the local populace, Theo quickly placed Stig on the ground again. Meanwhile, the [Runes] began to glow dangerously, lighting up the faces of the dwarven mob. Theo swung the shield up so it faced the sky.
Then he braced, hoping to god that the dwarves wouldn’t see this as an opportunity to attack.
"Just what are you—"
If the previous batch of flames had been enough to put the dwarves on a war path, this was enough to stop them in their tracks. It lasted for only a moment, yet Theo saw instinctual fear on many of their faces. Even experienced warriors were left stunned and intimidated by the wide beam of flames above them. The intense heat made many of them wince, and they stood frozen for a moment, unsure of what to do.
For once, Theo didn’t fear Stig and Hald getting crushed.
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Improvised Peace


When the last spurts of the fire finished, nobody tried to charge again. Many looked on from a distance, those farther from the fires staring at the warzone and clearly shaking. Theo had, for better or for worse, revealed his abilities at a very bad time. 
"You absolute idiots!" Stig shouted, breaking that tense silence. Theo looked at the young dwarf, his face red and positively fuming. The [Mage] almost put down his shield, but his slightest movement made the dwarves take a step back. Deciding that his triceps needed a good workout that night, Theo let the shield stay in the air. 
"You didn’t mind that first showing of fire but when it’s aimed at the sky and nowhere near you, it’s a sudden declaration of war?” Stig berated the crowd. “Just how thick-headed can you be?"
"Stig," one of the dwarves in front said, his long grey beard and hoarse voice indicating his age. "You do not speak to your—"
"My what? My intellectually challenged people? Those who I thought had an ounce of brains somewhere in their skull? Is that it?" Stig challenged, and the dwarf in question grew silent as all the others lowered their weapons. The desire for blood was gone, some sort of understanding starting to arise. "I was the one who made that flame appear, as you would’ve known if you’d asked. If you want to kill the one behind that showcase, be sure to chop off my head so you get it right."
Now that was enough to get the dwarves both angered and confused. Theo just shook his head. He managed to put his shield down during the distraction, wriggling his arm as he felt blood flow back into the limb. His static muscles weren’t quite up to snuff.
Picking up a dwarf with one hand is child’s play, but keeping the shield up for more than a minute is just too hard, huh?
"You aren’t a fire mage, Stig," another dwarf pointed out. The old lady was caught in the crowd among the mass of beards and sweat, but her voice was clear as day. "You aren’t a mage of any kind! How did you do it?"
"I’m not a [Fire Mage] either, but I do it just as easily as he does," Theo said, raising his left hand to get the attention of the crowd. The warriors and axe-wielders hadn’t let go of their weapons, but it seemed their desire for gossip was stronger than any bloodlust. How quaint. The perfect time for an introduction had come. 
"Hello, everyone. I’m Theo, by the way. The one and only regular mage that you wanted to kill a moment ago. I’m—"
"A human!" somebody in the crowd shouted, the sentiment shared among the others. Theo slowly understood how Stig had shouted at them all so easily.
"That is beside the point, but yes I am. Now, do you want to hear how most of you might be able to use that [Fire] as well?" he said, the question making the crowd shut up once again. It honestly sounded like he was trying to sell the foulest kind of snake-oil, but that was beside the point. "Great to hear! I am something akin to a [Rune-Crafter]. I have little actual training in that regard, but I do know enough to make one of these."
Picking up one of the [Rune] plates from his bag, the [Mage] was happy to see most instantly connect the dots as they gripped their weapons tightly.
"This here is a [Rune]. It’s something I’ve carved into the steel with the help of an [Engraver]," Theo continued to explain, trying to hold it high enough in the air that the others could see. "It looks quite simple, but infusing it with [Mana] during the crafting process allows magical effects to come forth. If you would all please not try to stab me during this, let me once again show what happens when I put nothing but regular [Mana]—the very same energy you’ve all got running inside your veins—into this chunk of ordinary metal."
Briefly letting them see the glowing symbol on the front, Theo turned the plate to the sky and watched the dwarves’ reactions as flames spewed out. They’d all seen it several times by now, but the discovery of fire was seemingly as important the next couple times as well. Either that or they didn’t see magic very often.
It’s that, isn’t it?
"I understand that humans might not be… well-liked around here, but please don’t make that the sole reason you want my head on a stake," Theo said after his demonstration ended. "I am grateful for the help I received from your guards and your leader, who saved me from a Nadre’s venom. If any of you want to try and learn this craft, and perhaps awaken your [Mana] like Stig just did, I am more than happy to help you. Are there any questions?"
The field was silent, with no breaths or words spoken. Everyone simply let the air speak for itself. When muttering started, the dwarves furthest in the back turned heel and returned to their fires. Theo just had to sigh. Despite all their wisdom, the elders always returned to their complaining.
A few stuck around, though, regarding the [Mage] uncertainly. Theo wasn’t sure how to respond, instead looking over at the mildly shaken Stig.
"Are you alright?" Theo asked the young man, getting a confused look in response.
"I honestly need to know, Theo," Stig replied, with a serious tone that he was barely able to hide his excitement behind. "Just when were you going to tell me how utterly strong you were?"
"What?" the [Mage] said, barely able to do anything before the young dwarf leapt up and grabbed his arm, hanging on as Theo did his best not to fall over.
"Seriously!" the forest dwarf continued, successfully imitating the act of climbing a tree. It was deeply infuriating as well as challenging for Theo to keep his balance with the constant movement. He somehow managed to stay on his feet despite the shifting weight on top of him. "You’re as thin as an elf, but you’re able to carry twice as much. I knew you had some strength in you when you carried around that shield of yours, but this is just ridiculous."
The dwarf kicked off Theo’s healthy shoulder blade, did a backflip, and landed precisely where he’d stood before. The [Mage] possessed strength and size, while the dwarf had speed and finesse. It wasn’t a match Theo had anticipated, but he could see the usefulness of being small and fast.
"A few months of constant fighting does somewhat force you to get stronger," Theo replied as he rolled his left shoulder. The quick movement made it feel sore, though the wound didn’t reopen. That could’ve been bad. "With a constant diet, however, I will hopefully gain a little more mass to work with as well."
Now that made the others look confused.
"You get wider than this?" Hald asked, the first to breach the somewhat impolite topic. "I didn’t think that was possible."
"Perhaps not for one of those elves that you’ve seen, but for a human? I’m quite thin when compared to the average and very lacking in size when compared to the true strongmen of my race," Theo explained, thinking of those old weightlifting videos he’d binged so long ago. What the human body could be pushed into becoming… it was more than a little crazy. "Getting back to the previous subject, though, it seems you were able to make that [Mana] churn out, Stig."
Sitting down to rest his tired body, Theo was happy to shift the topic over to something he was actually interested in. His mass could be discussed once it had time to settle back into a healthier range. A diet would do that, if given a few more days or weeks to work with.
Making that young dwarf explain how he’d felt when summoning his internal energies, though? That would be slightly harder. Looking through [Mana-Sight], it was clear that Stig’s internal capacity for [Mana] had been put into overdrive. Everything was circulating faster than ever, lines of energy spread throughout the skin and beyond. The dwarf was a [Mana-Generator], pure and simple.
A leaky one who can’t control it too well yet, but whatever. Potential is still potential. 
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Spreading the Talent


"It’s really not as hard as I thought!" Stig explained as he sat down. By now the remains of the cooked meat had been reduced to char, the last servings wasted. Though it wasn’t an issue with the fire already dying. Theo didn’t bother starting it up again, the embers still hot enough to keep them warm. "I just focused hard on getting something out of me. That didn’t work at the start, but the thought of the rune thing leaching from me seemed to trigger something. It was instant, you know." 
"I very much know, yes," Theo replied, rifling through the other [Runes] he had left. Most of them were high-powered enough that they could easily bring out another mob of angry forest dwarves. However, he found one that seemed like it wouldn’t make a pillar of flame taller than three meters. "Try it again, please. I want to observe this properly."
Setting down the [Rune] and letting the forest dwarf have at it, the [Mage] delved into the magical sight. The colours of the world were completely transformed, with certain areas appearing in strange, vibrant hues that almost gave him a headache. It was as if the night had turned into day, and he had entered a surreal, hallucinogenic realm.
Yeah, that’s the stuff.
The surroundings emitted a radiant glow, as if displaying their magnificence to the world. The [Rune] plate shone even brighter, giving a clear indication of its imminent explosion. All it required was a little push, which the enthusiastic forest dwarf was more than happy to provide.
Theo could see as the [Mana] inside Stig began to swirl together, hesitating for a moment before allowing the transfer of energy. It was only after a few more seconds that the process truly began, letting them both breath out a sigh of relief as the [Mana] began to move.
And move it certainly did. Black spots appeared, and the [Mage] almost felt as if they were staring back at him as they passed through Stig’s fingers and into the [Rune]. The actual process was brief, but Theo was happy with the results. The pathways that [Mana] moved through inside one’s bodies were very different for each person but… he could work with this.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Sight] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 3].

The [System] could as well, it seemed.
"It worked!" Stig shouted as he leaned back, looking upwards as the fire lit up the sky for a few seconds. The flame wasn’t as powerful, and it certainly wasn’t as loud either, but the look from the other dwarves made Theo a little worried. He didn’t want to deal with another mob—he didn’t have another grand speech inside him tonight. "I could actually feel it moving in my fingers as well. This is great!"
"And it’s even better because we might be able to do this next step very easily as well," Theo said, handing Stig the [Engraver] along with a steel plate. "Don’t try to make anything special at the moment. Just try out using the [Engraver] without putting in any energy. Once you know how to work it, try inserting some [Mana] into the [Conduit]. After that, we can start thinking about combining the two together."
Their success so far had raised Theo’s hopes, and smiled as the dwarf was tried out the first step. After a minute or two of straining his arms, Stig quickly understood how to properly put pressure onto the steel with the [Engraver]’s sharp tip. In no time, the steel chips were falling to the ground.
It can’t all go so well, though—can it?
With that part over with, Theo and the dwarf were quick to agree that [Mana] should be added to the equation. Just like with the [Rune] plate, Stig put the energy into the [Conduit]. And yet, the ease of the previous task just wasn’t there.
"Does it feel any different to the [Rune]?" 
"I can’t feel anything with this. That’s the difference," Stig replied, clearly frustrated with the lack of progress. The [Mage] tried to help as best as he could, the two switching between the [Runes] and the [Conduit] once again. While it was child’s play to activate the prepared symbols, putting energy into the tool was impossible for the dwarf. How peculiar. "Maybe it’s because you’ve already used this one? These were meant to be special, right?"
It is a [Soul-Bound] item, whatever that means.
"Maybe," Theo agreed. 
The two forced to give up on that front. Stig could activate and fuel the [Rune] plates already created, which was one part dealt with. While the actual creation would have to wait until they figured out a workaround, the [Mage] did want to see if the others could use [Mana] as well. 
"How about you, Hald?” Theo asked. “Do you want to try it? The offer goes to all of you, really. I have a good chunk of low-powered [Runes] we can experiment with."
It took a lot of prodding and coaxing from Stig before the others warmed up to the idea of using magic. The forest dwarves appeared to be resistant to change, and even those who were initially curious about the [Runes] preferred to observe from a distance. When they were forced to get involved, their reluctance only grew stronger.
And yet, the son of the village’s leader had a way with words. Soon Theo was setting up a long row of [Runes] on the unused seats. Each had a dwarf in front of it, touching the [Rune] with their hand and doing their best to call forth their [Mana]. Nobody was able to get it in the first minute, but that didn’t worry Theo. Stig was an anomaly in that regard, no matter how one looked at it.
"Finding the right mental muscle is going to take some time," the [Mage] warned when some of the forest dwarves, including Hald and the other youngsters in particular, became frustrated at their lack of success. "I think all of you have been unconsciously suppressing the movement of your [Mana], so untying that knot is going to take time to get right."
After another ten minutes—and another cumulative inch of teeth being gritted down—one of the forest dwarves yelped in surprise as they stepped back from their glowing [Rune] plate. Those nearby, absorbed in their own work, barely had the chance to react before a torrent of fire and flames burst into the air. The lines of [Mana] had finally been properly aligned, the old dwarf showing an affinity with [Mana] and demonstrating their new ability.
Theo smiled, knowing his guess had been right. That old dwarf had thought himself entirely normal his whole life, but that was far from the case. He could use magic, though it did require the spell itself to be prepared for him.
But then again, who cared? The warrior had been granted a deadly and useful tool for the price of carrying around a small steel plate. Who would say no to that trade?
"Congratulations, Bjorn!" Stig half-shouted to get the baffled old dwarf’s attention. The grizzled warrior looked at the now-empty air with mild confusion. The man had clearly hoped—but he hadn’t expected anything to actually happen. Were those tears? If they were, nobody mentioned it. "You’re now a mage! How does it feel?"
"… Exciting," the deep voice of the warrior said, responding to Stig’s hug in kind. It looked bone-crushing, but the young forest dwarf didn’t make any sounds that would imply as much.
Another few rounds of using the [Rune] plate had Bjorn understanding the process pretty decently, the old warrior able to control his [Mana] competently. Theo felt nothing but the calm spirit of the forest itself when he looked at those spiralling energies. It was truly beautiful.
The same issue as when Stig used the [Engraver] was still there, however, making Theo worry that he was the only one who could use it. The old dwarf didn’t seem to care much, however, just wanting one of the [Rune] plates to use when they went out to patrol.
"If just a single warrior in every platoon has one of these, gratitude wouldn’t fully explain how we feel," Bjorn explained eagerly. When the conversation turned to ways of minimizing accidental casualties, the old dwarven warrior became rather talkative. Even if Stig called the elders thick-headed, their concern for the well-being of everyone in the village was unmatched. They wanted the best for all, and the hope of making it happen burned fiercely within them.
This can actually work.
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 [Teach]


"Try to convince your brethren that testing for an [Affinity] would help them all, and we might be able to make your dream of safe patrols a reality," Theo replied.  
The older dwarf was instantly convinced. One [Mage] could fight off a dozen wolves without suffering any injuries. What could a village filled with them accomplish?
Of the nine others that had stayed, all were saddened by their own a lack of progress. One of the other dwarves was briefly able to move their internal [Mana], but it never reached the [Rune] plate in front of them. While Theo accepted that a one-in-ten success rate was excellent, he was still sad to see so many leave without having a gift revealed. They all had enough [Mana] within themselves, yet the skill to use it was still beyond their reach.
New [Skill] learned!
[Teach] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

He received no instant knowledge on how to improve his instruction methods, but Theo hoped he would get better. Who knew? Maybe he would eventually be able to instantly send out information like those [Data-Servers]. Then he could give them all the necessary information about [Runes] instantly and leave them to practice.
As the others walked off, Theo looked down at his shield. The [Ignis Runes] were mostly drained, though the [Impact Rune] was still half-full and ready to activate again through a [Connection]. Thinking about what had accidentally happened, Theo decided he needed to change how the [Rune] worked.
"How about that introduction to the sleeping barracks ?" Stig asked, the dwarf loudly yawning as the last embers of the fire died down. Theo couldn’t say he felt tired just yet, but he needed to adapt to the sleeping habits of these people if he was to live here. "Anything against that?" 
"Not at all."
That he didn’t feel an ounce of exhaustion did make him worry. His brain had clearly been forced into a strange sleep cycle while in the [Facility]—those rooms of bright white light had convinced his mind refuse rest for as long as possible. Maybe the presence and absence of light was something his brain just completely ignored now? Having to live in constant light could probably have done something like that.
He and Stig just chatted as they went along the path over to the house of snores. It was quite a massive building, with two floors and a basement to store food and drink. The area itself was filled with the sounds of sleeping dwarves. Theo could easily imagine how people were crammed into the large building. Being fifty meters across and thirty meters wide, the building was huge, after all, and the people in the village weren’t taller than a human child. They were perhaps stronger than humans in many ways, and their ability to compress into a space was understated.
"Here’s one you should fit into," Stig whispered as the forest dwarf led Theo through the rows of beds and cots, gesturing toward one larger bed. It was similar to what he’d slept on in the medical house. "It’s usually saved for the parents with new-borns, but there’s nobody in need of that at the moment. If there’s nothing else, I’ll be trying to get to sleep before the older folks start snoring in full. Goodnight."
"Goodnight," Theo replied in kind, watching the dwarf walk away. Looking at the bed, it could have been described as slightly wider but likewise a little shorter than a regular one from his old world. But it was perfect, much better than the stone he’d gotten used to over the last many weeks. 
"This… I don’t mind it."
The sounds of life all around him, of people sleeping and relaxing as the night allowed them plenty of rest—it was just too peaceful. It made him feel serene, and Theo almost managed to close his eyes and fall into a deep rest.
He didn’t, to be honest. The sounds, while calming and all, were still too loud for his sensitive ears. When his life had depended on hearing a spider at any point, he’d become a light sleeper, unable to sleep through the sounds of somebody walking close by.
It’s fine, though. I can live with this.
If Theo actually slept, he didn’t realize it. Most of the time was spent just listening to the breathing, the roaring snores, and the general muttering of those who talked in their sleep. It made him feel a little less crazy. 
Then, a bell sounded out in the distance and chaos erupted in the barracks.
It was the bell of life—if the [Mage] had to put a name to it. Almost all of the forest dwarves out of their beds in unison, not-so-gently pushing each other as they tried to leave the building behind and get outside. The mild smell of fire and food wafted through the air, and Theo could guess as to why they were in such a hurry.
Like many of the elderly dwarves nearby, Theo didn't try to leave right away. His bed was surrounded on all sides by forest dwarves, many of them bleary-eyed and hungry enough that they didn't seem to mind the unusually large figure sitting in their midst. Theo found it amusing how so many years of fearing humans could be erased by the simple power of food. So much animosity could be forgotten for the sake of a good meal.
Maybe the sapient races just needed to eat a little more. Watching a couple sit in bed with the smallest children he’d ever seen, Theo almost didn’t notice the prod on his shoulder. Turning around, he saw Stig standing on the bed to avoid the tide of dwarves. While they all were determined to get out as quickly as possible, the horde had the decency not to dirty the beds by standing on them.
Stig didn’t share that courtesy, his boot prints clear on the grey sheets. 
"Good morning to you, mage of flame and runes," the forest dwarf said, a formal bow accompanying his extravagant greeting. Theo would’ve believed it if not for the shit-eating grin that accompanied it. "Ready to take on the day? From all the shouting, I believe there’s a new batch of eager elders who want to have their shot at awakening their mana."
That got the [Mage]’s mood up, and Theo soon forgot about his less-than-perfect sleep. He might’ve zoned out during the night, at least. Trying not to think about it, he followed the horde outside. Theo received a bowl of the same light-brown sludge Stig had given him the day before, with a few pieces of cut fruit added on top. 
Getting through that early breakfast was quite an experience. Theo was able to sit on the grass and enjoy the morning sun as it broke past the treeline and shined down upon them. By the looks of it, the forest dwarves liked to wake up early. 
Their sleep pattern follows the sun. It’s not a bad way to live.
Winters would probably be very annoying, though. Or… how did winters work here?
After the meal, many of the dwarves started on their work for the day. Many went out with spears, bows, and axes to hunt, gather, and search for anything dangerous. The wildlife around here was both a danger and a great resource to the village, forcing the warriors to go out daily and check on the state of the forest.
"It’s usually boring, though," Stig pointed out, the forest dwarf scarfing down his portion like a starved pig. "You walk around for hours, find nothing but Panthera Wolf tracks, check the traps for any smaller wildlife, and then return in time for a late lunch. After that, they usually have to go out and help repair the wall, or they go out and hunt in the dungeon. Depends on the weather."
It was quite specific information from somebody who wasn't going out with the larger groups. Theo saw several dwarves glancing his way as they walked past, some muttering under their breaths. He wondered what they wanted.
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An Idea


"I take it you’re usually with them?" Theo asked the young dwarf, getting a grunt of affirmation in approval. "That must be fun." 
"It’s a way to pass the time," Stig replied tersely. "Dungeon diving is the only truly interesting part since there’s rarely anything new in the forest. Even the Nadres are only spotted once a month since they don’t usually go this far north. Too cold for most of them."
"So, your only task is to just be helping me settle in for the next while?"
"Pretty much. Call it ‘the perks of being young and powerful.’ My mother would have my head on the chopping board if I stuck my neck out for you and then let you be someone else’s responsibility."
That was certainly one way to think about the current situation.
Theo felt comfortable in the morning breeze, without feeling the slightest bit cold. He could only imagine the heat that must exist in the southern regions of the continent. He’d asked about seeing a map of the continent, but the village hadn’t owned one. Maps were too expensive and too troublesome to find, apparently. Nobody was old enough to know all the parts and much less put them together. 
A few more minutes of quiet eating passed until the bowls were empty and wiped clean. Their bowls were handed to the forest dwarves on dishwashing duty, and then the two returned to the place they’d been the day before during the evening. Theo didn’t understand why Stig needed them there until he saw the crowd of dwarves. Half-dragging his shield up the hill, Theo looked at the forest dwarf with some curiosity. 
"That’s twenty new people," Theo said, Stig nodding with a smile. "I’m guessing they want to test their mana, same as yesterday?"
"Every single person here, yes," the forest dwarf answered, helping the newcomers set up all the trunk chairs so the [Rune] plates didn’t have to sit on the uneven grass. 
Once finished, Stig cleared his throat before addressing the dwarves. "The task is simple! Before you is a metal plate with a rune on it. This rune is almost fully filled with mana, so it only needs the slightest bit added in before it starts spewing fire into the air above. Your task is to give it that mana. Start whenever you want."
"It can take some time, just so you all know," Theo added once the younger one seemed finished with his explanation. "The last one who figured it out yesterday needed a quarter of an hour before they understood what they had to do. As a warning to you all, please understand it can take much longer than that as well. So—as Stig said. Start whenever you want."
[Skill] increase detected!
[Teach] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

Is this one of the easier [Skills] as well? I wouldn’t mind getting another one to [Novice] rank.
The [Rune] plates were put out, but there was just barely enough. With the many curious looks from those walking by, Theo knew for a fact that he didn’t want anyone waiting in line to try it out. He needed to prepare more plates.
Looking at his shield—and his supply of steel—the [Mage] knew what he needed to do. Sitting down on one of the seats, he took a calm breath before activating [Regenerate Shield].
"Hey, the runes on your shield are melting away!" Stig said as the young dwarf finally looked away from the group trying to unlock their [Affinity]. It must’ve looked crazy to somebody not expecting it. Not a bad reaction, at least. "Is that supposed to happen?"
"Indeed it is," Theo confirmed as the last symbol disappeared. Structural damage to the shield could take hours to repair, but something simple like engravings could be mended in the span of just ten minutes. Maybe five if he truly pushed it. "Now I just need to do this part a little quietly."
It was, in fact, not quiet at all. Theo should’ve guessed as much, even if his ears had grown used to the sound of a rock grinding against the metallic shield. Doing the first part as quickly as possible, he lined out the sizes of the plates he wanted from the shield’s surface and began to use the [Engraver] to make some deep lines in it.
"Is that a massive rune or something?" Stig asked, getting a definitive no as Theo stood up, put one foot on the weak point and pushed. With his [Strength] to aid him, it took only a moment before a fourth of the shield was ripped off, the lower part staying on the ground as Theo raised the top half. "Just… what?"
"We need some more [Rune] plates, so I’m getting us the material that I can [Engrave] it on," the [Mage] explained, the others still not understanding why he’d just ripped his shield apart. It took Theo a moment before he understood. "Oh, and the shield can regenerate. I just put some energy into it and the original shape slowly appears. Takes a while but still. Free steel isn’t to be ignored."
Sure, it was a slightly abstract use of his weaponry, but it was also a very good resource. The only costs were time and [Mana], both of which Theo had in plenty. If he had to spend two hours waiting for his shield to become operational again, who really cared? He was in a relatively safe village and nothing short of an invasion from a horde of monsters would change that.
The others seemed to accept that answer, sending him a few half-worried glances as they worked. Marking out the last few slices of metal, Theo easily ripped off the individual pieces. In an instant, he had another batch of ten [Rune] plates to work with. They were slightly smaller than the regular ones, sure, but they were for training. As long as Theo could fill them up with [Mana], they would work.
A few of the forest dwarves had managed to control their [Mana] while the [Mage] sat down to [Engrave] the new plates. The burst of fires happened every ten minutes or so, accompanied by some celebration as the gathered dwarves cheered and clapped. Those not working came around to look as well, curious to see the spectacle.
It was boring most of the time, though. Theo handed out a new [Rune] plate every ten minutes or so, letting another forest dwarf test their luck. But the crowd only grew, and an hour later a good hundred dwarves crowded around trying to see what he was doing.
"Honestly, there’s nothing very special about this," Theo said for what felt like the tenth time that minute. "I put the energy into this [Engraver] and then carve out the shape of the [Ignis Rune]. After I bring it to life, which happens automatically if you did the first part right, and you can then fill and use the [Rune] to your heart’s content. Now, who’s next in line?"
Once Theo didn’t have more plates to [Engrave], very few were happy about it. The crowd grew unruly when spots didn’t open up fast enough, but the [Mage] couldn’t do anything about it. With thirty spots, spots did at least open up somewhat quickly. Those without any results for half an hour gave their spots away, and those with results practice their feats until they could do it several times before stepping away. It was perhaps unwise to let those with the skill stop so others could try but… Theo did feel bad about making so many wait.
"What do you want to do now?" Stig asked, sitting down beside the [Mage]. Theo was spending his time looking observing the progress while using [Regenerate Shield] on his weapon. With so much mass removed, it was taking quite a while to get it back. At the current speed, another hour or two would have to be spent just resting. "Any grand ideas to try out?"
Grand ideas? Theo wasn’t built for something like that. Steady progress and linear growth were much more familiar to him. He didn’t have any impressive [Runes] either, knowing only how to use the [Ignis] and [Impact Rune].
Though… I have been wondering about that last one.




Chapter 61







The Warhammer


"You mentioned that you’ve been using a bow," Theo commented, Stig replying with a quick nod and a curious expression. "I might be able to do something about your arrows. Do you have some around or—and… he’s gone." 
Seeing that small figure bolt through the grass back to the sleeping barracks was incredible. The [Mage] wondered just what time Stig would hit on the one-hundred-meter sprint. It was definitely below eleven seconds.
Waiting around for a few more minutes, Theo regenerated another three inches of his shield before Stig returned with a full quiver. Each of the arrows had a metallic tip, and after a close inspection, the [Mage] knew he’d found the perfect target.
"Are you going to put a rune on them?" Stig asked curiously, leading Theo to wonder what else he could do with the arrows.
"Hopefully," Theo replied, unsure if he could manage something so small. The tip of the arrow had less than half the surface area of the palm of his hand. The [Rune] would need to be smaller than ever and curved. It was a match made in hell. "If it works, you should be able to have arrows that hit a lot harder. If it doesn’t… we’ll find something else I can stick this [Impact Rune] on."
Something seemed to light up inside the dwarf’s head at the name. "Isn’t that what you used last night when you hit the shield into the ground?"
"The very same," the [Mage] said as he began the process of [Engraving]. It took a lot out of him as he tried to draw the [Impact rune]. Its sharp lines were easy on the shield, but curvature of the arrowhead was a nightmare to work with. Trying for a full minute, beads of sweat formed on his forehead as he maintained a shallow depth across the [Rune]. 
Theo finally pulled away as the [Rune] tried to activate. "Let’s see if this works."
A brief, blue light appeared, followed by a sharp crackle. The arrowhead shattered, falling to the floor as the wooden shaft turned to ash. The depth of the [Rune] couldn’t handle the energy inserted into it, but Theo couldn’t make it any larger without destroying the metal itself.
Either that’s the issue or this size falls out of the [Rune]’s [Spectrum].
Thinking about it some more, and attempting it again with another two arrowheads, Theo was forced to conclude that it was the latter. The [System] wasn’t able to confirm the issue—like it had done with the [Ignis Rune] when the [Mage] had tried to increase the size too much—but he felt confident he was correct.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 4] to [Beginner 5].

"Failing really is how you improve," Theo muttered with some annoyance as he looked at the blue box in front of him. Stig gave him a weird look but just waved it off. 
If something wouldn’t work on such a small scale, he could at least try it on something closer to the size he’d already worked with. And since the [System] had shown him the memory of a weapon bearing the [Impact Rune], there was one more thing he wanted to try before going into full factory mode. 
"I know that you mostly use axes and spears but does anybody here use something heavier?” Theo asked. “You know, something that hits with more force like, say, a warhammer?"
"We do have a few, yes, and I can think of one person in particular who wouldn’t mind you having a look at his weapon," Stig said. The forest dwarf started looking around the area before his eyes fell on one specific face. "Hey, Bjorn! Can you get Ulf over here? And make him bring his hammer!"
The older dwarf looked at Stig with a suspicious expression before nodding and walking off. When Theo looked at Stig with a confused face, he only got a shrug in response. After a few minutes, Bjorn returned. However, it was the half-glinting head right next to the old dwarf that really grabbed Theo’s attention. That and the massive warhammer in front of him.
It had to weigh around fifteen kilos, and the wielder's arms were clearly capable of handling it. Those biceps had to be bigger than some people’s heads.
"What do ya want?" Ulf spat out as he looked at Theo. The [Mage] briefly wondered if he wanted to get in range of the dwarf’s spitting mouth. "Bjorn said you wanted to see me."
Theo could sense the clear anger coming from the old forest dwarf, who clearly did not enjoy being so close to a human. While he understood his reluctance, the others clearly didn't. Bjorn, in particular, shot an angry side-glance at the aggressive dwarf.
"Try to be polite," he muttered, clearly not intending for Theo to hear. Though it still travelled through the air just enough for his ears to catch it. "It’ll be worth it."
A tense staring contest ensued between the two elders, with Ulf showing disbelief and Bjorn displaying determination. Ulf clearly had a dislike for Theo, while Bjorn knew there was something to gain. Theo had made it clear he wanted to equip the forest dwarves with proper weapons, and Bjorn was happy to help. However, convincing the others would require more evidence—hence the hammer.
I also just want to see if I can, but who cares about that little detail?
"I have a [Rune] that I'm able to put onto weapons," Theo said, shifting the two dwarves’ attention back to him. "It’s nothing too crazy, but it allows the output of kinetic energy from the weapon to increase for a few hits without requiring any extra effort from the wielder."
"Give me that in clearer terms, fire mage," Ulf outright ordered, though he seemed to understand the general idea.
"I can make your weapon deadlier without you needing to do anything," Theo summed up, making the two old warriors much more interested. "Or… at least not needing anything from you. The [Rune] will have to be refilled since it only lasts for a few hits, but Bjorn here can do that easily."
Ulf looked at his old friend with disbelief. "Since when did you become a mage, Bjorn?"
"Since last night when I was taught how to fill up the mage’s runes, Ulf," Bjorn replied with clear determination in his eyes. "I might not be able to create them myself, but using this human’s work can help us more than ever."
A deep hum came out of the bald dwarf at that, clearly considering it. Looking at the hammer in his hand, he gave the tip a swipe of his fingers as if it was his dearest daughter in the world. 
Ulf looked at Theo with a hard gaze. "Can I use it when there’s no energy in this rune of yours?" he questioned, his tone strong.
"The [Rune] won’t help you hit harder when it’s empty, but, yes, it will work just as it normally would," Theo replied in a quick fashion.
"Then do your magic. I wouldn’t mind a better weapon," the bald dwarf ordered. "And don’t break it."
"I never intended to."
The dwarf gave him the warhammer, Theo shifting his weight as the weapon nearly dropped to the floor. He’d known it would be heavy, sure, but there were limits. The strength of those wide and short creatures was truly crazy. Despite some chuckles from the onlookers, Theo managed to stay composed.
Theo’s mind entered a peaceful and focused state as he looked at the top of the warhammer more clearly. It was a well-crafted tool, obviously made to last. The grip was tight and perfect to be used and… oh, hell. Both sides of the warhammer were used.
This is going to be slightly more complex than I thought.
The [Impact Rune] was interesting since it didn’t just work on the weapon and enhance all of its attacks. No, it only worked when being used in a certain way. In his shield’s case, he’d placed the [Rune] in such a way that attacking with the bottom of the shield would result in a successful activation. However, an attack with the side of the shield would do nothing but give Theo a pain in his wrist.
That same logic had to be used for the warhammer. Both of its ends were being used to attack, Ulf switching which side he used at random. Theo supposed it kept down the wear and tear for a good while longer, but it made his task a little annoying. Instead of carving the [Impact Rune] once, he would have to do it twice.
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The Invitation


"Is there a problem?" Ulf asked when Theo didn’t immediately get to work, the [Mage] instead looking at the weapon with a sour look. "Is My hammer not good enough for your standards?" 
"It’s more that I have to do the [Impact Rune] on both sides of your weapon to make sure it can always activate," Theo replied, getting a lengthy muttering in response. The others nearby didn’t say anything, and the [Mage] got to work.
Since he already knew what to do, it was more of a game of making sure that the size of the two [Runes] would work correctly. The two longer sides of the warhammer’s top would be his canvases of the day, Theo needing to work within their boundaries.
A little smaller than I’d want, but it’s within the realm of possibility.
It was at least big enough to work with his current understanding of the [Spectrum] of the [Impact Rune]. Since he didn’t need to worry about accidentally destroying the weapon this time, Theo happily started out the first [Engraving]. That extra level in [Rune-Mastery] certainly helped him, and the wannabe [Rune-Crafter] felt his hand go through the smaller movements with ease. It was like perfectly planned calligraphy, everything fitting together beautifully. If the material hadn’t been a little denser than what he usually worked with, Theo might’ve even beaten his record in [Mana-Purity].
Finishing the first [Rune]with a small flourish, the wave of [Mana] leaving his body as the [Impact Rune] finished up felt just right. The feeling was a little different this time, and Theo wondered if the material had caused that.
What was the material even? Opening up the screen for the recently awakened symbol, Theo had to wonder. It seemed the dwarves had developed some kind of advanced smithing.
[Impact Rune]
Mana-Purity: 59%
Tier: 1
Material: Carbon Steel
Capacity: 0/9
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 43/44

Carbon steel sounded quite impressive. Theo couldn’t call himself the most informed person on the subject, but he knew it to be a serious upgrade from standard steel.
"Where did you get this weapon made, by the way?" the [Mage] asked, waiting to make sure the newly-made [Impact Rune] wouldn’t misfire. It seemed to fit snugly, luckily, not making any weird sparks. And, really, the [Rune-Crafter] hadn’t expected anything like it with such a high [Mana-Purity]. "I can’t say I’ve seen this kind of steel recently."
"It’s a family heirloom, crafted by the humans during their reign and gifted to my great-great-grandfather Asel, son of Kall," Ulf explained with a lofty tone, clearly enjoying the attention to his weapon. That he was allowing the [Mage] to work on something like this… "As I said before, human, do not break it."
"Message received."
Maybe it was his humanity that allowed him to interact with the warhammer? Putting the theory aside, Theo set to work on the second [Rune]. With the first already done, repeating the previous act wasn’t too hard. Letting his [Mana] regenerate for a moment more, the [Rune-Crafter] focused on the task, his hand moving across the carbon steel. With the [Impact Rune] mainly consisting of straight lines, it was finished in no time at all.
With the [Rune-Empowerment] over with, Theo took a look at its [Stats].
[Impact Rune]
Mana-Purity: 58%
Tier: 1
Material: Carbon Steel
Capacity: 0/9
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 42/43

"And… that should do it," Theo said, doing a final inspection of both sides before handing the weapon back to the mildly stressed forest dwarf. Ulf was quick to take it from the [Mage]’s grasp, inspecting the hammer in its entirety before anything else. "I can technically make a [Connection Rune] between the two sides so you only need to fill it up from one side, but I assumed you wouldn’t want any further engraving on top."
"No, I can survive," Ulf replied, handing the weapon over to Bjorn who started working on filling up both sides. "The [Runes] can be full and not activate by themselves?"
Theo was happy that question was asked, not sure if he’d have to bring it up himself.
"Yes," the [Mage] confirmed. "It requires an actual attack to activate the [Impact Rune], which sets it apart from the [Ignis Runes] which activate automatically when filled with [Mana]. This also comes with the risk of accidentally filling the [Rune] up too much, but you can feel the resistance once it reaches that point and it's easy to avoid if you’re paying attention. Now, how about we step away from the others and try out the [Impact Runes]?"
For once, the bald forest dwarf smiled. Theo noticed several teeth missing and replaced with some weird bronze metal. He tried not to stare as they walked. 
Once out of the way, Stig quickly found them a wooden pole to use as a target. It was a thick piece of wood, having been part of the village wall until recently. Sadly, all parts of the wall needed to be replaced eventually. Theo supposed it was good thing.
"Are they charged?" the [Mage] asked Bjorn, getting an affirmative in response as the warhammer was passed over to Ulf. The bald dwarf tested its weight again, trying to find any difference in its handling. Finding nothing, he nodded sharply at Theo. "How about you try and smash that pole? I’m curious how much of a difference it’ll make."
Theo braced himself as he watched the man prepare, studying the target for a moment first. The wooden pole was about two feet thick in diameter, easily able to take quite the beating. Since it wasn’t too far into the ground, a regular hit wouldn’t make too much damage to the wood. At worst, the surface would crack before it was knocked to the ground.
That, however, wasn’t the fate of this one. Theo could feel the air turn cold as a cloud passed over the sun, revealing the soft blue glint of the activated [Impact Rune] as the bald dwarf swung with all his might. The bald dwarf swung with all his might, giving the weapon a wide arc and relying on his momentum and core strength to build up speed. At the peak of its power, the warhammer made contact with the wooden pole.
There was no struggle. The warhammer hit the pole and just didn’t stop. What should’ve been mild damage turned into utter destruction, wooden splinters flying across the hill and raining down on the path below. No one was injured, but a few complaints were shouted their way.
Not that any them cared, though, as they studied the remains of the wooden pole. It hadn’t been rotten or anything. Besides its age, the pole had been perfectly sturdy. The [Impact Rune] had just done its job.
And, from the looks of it, the [Rune] had overperformed. Theo didn’t think that was a problem, luckily. The look of ultimate joy on Ulf’s face made him smile. The bald forest dwarf had reached nirvana. 
"Can I have a look at how much [Mana] was spent on that hit?" Theo asked, the dwarf quick to oblige his request. Opening up the screen again, the [Mage] just shook his head. This had worked way too well.
[Impact Rune]
Mana-Purity: 58%
Tier: 1
Material: Carbon Steel
Capacity: 6/9
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 42/43

"Each side can make three hits like that before it needs to be refilled," the [Mage] told the warrior, Ulf getting a good slap on the shoulder from Bjorn as they celebrated the news. "Six hits for each battle shouldn’t be too bad, I hope."
"It’s more than enough, my new friend," Ulf replied, dragging Theo down to his level and crushing his lungs as the [Mage] was subjected to a very tight bear hug. "This will do me well as protection when we venture into the dungeon. What do you wish for your payment?"
Wait. Payment? When was that on the table?
"Spreading the word about what this one can do should be more than enough," Stig cut in as Theo stumbled on his words, though the forest dwarf seemed quite distracted by something else. "I have to ask, though, on why you are going into the dungeon. Shouldn’t Loren’s group be doing that today?"
Stig had clearly noticed something abnormal, and Theo was more than happy to listen in on anything related to dungeons. He had wondered what it would be like to fight a horde of rabbits.
"They caught some weird tracks a few paces north of the village," Bjorn explained, the others listening avidly. "The trackers are saying it’s possibly a group of blights, so they’re going to get rid of the monsters before they plant themselves."
"Ah, that makes sense. Can’t have those branching things too close to here. Destroys the walls," Stig said, adding the last part at Theo’s inquiring look. However, their attention soon returned to Bjorn and Ulf, the latter still admiring his old weapon. "If your group is going into the dungeon, though, would you mind if Theo and I tag along? I’m getting sick of just sitting around in here, and I don’t think the tall one feels too different."
Looking at the two old dwarves who were suddenly studying him, Theo wasn’t sure what to think.




Chapter 63







Blights


The path to the dungeon wasn’t anywhere near as rough as the forest Theo had traversed before. The ground had been trampled so much over the years that the grass had given up and no longer grew in the area, creating a clear trail to follow. Although there were some muddy patches and worn areas in a few spots, the [Mage] could still walk without much trouble. 
Birds perched in the branches above them, singing the songs of life. A mild wind blew through the leaves, creating the perfect backdrop to accompany the sounds of heavy breathing as a group of seven dwarves and one human walked along. 
Theo still wasn’t sure how he’d gotten himself into this.
"I really was planning to spend the first couple of days getting everybody tested to see if they had any [Affinity] with the magical spectrum of the world," Theo told Stig, the young forest dwarf striding alongside him as they walked ten paces in front of the others. The two were meant to be the bait for any creatures who wanted to surprise them, though it happened so rarely it was mostly a formality at this point. "Making sure as many as possible could use those plates is important to me, you know."
That he’d needed to take most of the [Rune] plates with him as they travelled to the dungeon had hurt as well. Theo knew how much the forest dwarves wanted to know the truth about their aptitude. While the men and women that made up the village were quite stubborn in many ways, the dream of gaining a bit of magic was seemingly never abandoned entirely.
The most he could leave behind was seven of the steel plates, those not improving his chances of survival by much. The remaining plates he had in his bag had a higher [Mana-Purity] and could cause destruction from a distance with ease. The ones he left behind had very little power and were barely capable of setting fire to a tree.
"They had plenty of hours to test themselves this morning," Stig replied, the forest dwarf pulling back the string on his bow as they walked. There was a very short sword on the man’s side as well, but it was more of an emergency weapon than anything else.. Attacking from a distance was key to a dwarf’s survival. "And with how long you’ve been expected to be at the village, I think you should be able to have everybody tested before the week is over anyway. Stressing about it will get you nowhere."
Theo found comfort in the mutual understanding about patience that was shared between him and Stig. It wasn’t like the forest dwarf had lied. They had already spent five hours having people test their ability to use [Runes]. Over a hundred had already tried and another hundred were waiting for their turn once Theo returned.
They’d had a lot of time this morning anyway, seeing as he had been forced to wait until his shield was fully regenerated before he could carve some [Ignis Runes] and an [Impact Rune] onto it. While he certainly thought of his [Strength] as high, there was something about being able to attack at a range that spoke to the [Mage]. Having two layers of emergency flamethrowers provided a very welcome sense of security.
For once, I finally understand those gun lovers. Overkill is the best.
A loud rustling from some nearby bushes caught the attention of both the human and dwarf, alerting them to the potential danger. Theo's shield, newly equipped with powerful [Runes], was ready to be used as a weapon. The group listened intently for any further rustling sounds, and Theo could see that Ulf was also holding his hammer tightly, ready to demonstrate its new capabilities to the others.
When nothing more came from the sound other than the backside of a frightened deer running off, they all sighed and lowered their weapons. Theo looked back at the main group and saw them walking along like nothing had happened, a few of the other dwarves giving him the stink-eye.
Stig nudged the [Mage] along before the main group could catch up, but Theo barely noticed as his feet started to move. The man’s mind was focused on the others, thinking about how they saw him in comparison to those who’d seen him in action. Stig was more than happy to talk to him, Bjorn clearly knew the [Mage] could prove his worth in granting the village more security, and Ulf felt indebted due to the incredible upgrade to his hammer. But the four others—the ones who wielded axes, spears, and bows—what did they think of him? They had heard of what he’d done, had reluctantly accepted his entry into the group, but showed no joy in his presence. His shield made them uneasy, every small movement making their muscles tense.
Theo didn’t mind it too much, honestly. That his presence distracted them was a sure sign that they were warriors at heart, never letting a potential threat go under their radar. But… that their apprehensiveness still hadn’t stopped after a half hour of walking made Theo feel something. He’d won over others by helping them or giving them hope. With any luck, the [Mage] could do the same here.
"How much more time until we get to the dungeon?" Theo asked Stig, the forest dwarf glancing his way. "You’ve done this quite a few times, right? Does it usually take this long?"
"It shouldn’t be more than ten minutes or so until we reach it,” Stig explained. “We usually take a shorter route, but that path crosses through the area where Loren’s group is hunting for blights. Since they’re quite nasty to encounter in a small group, we take a wide berth around them." The dwarf pointed at the brown patch of the dirt path they walked on. "Hence this subpar footing. On the usual path, we’ve put down quite a few bags of gravel to help. Here we have to tread through mud and everything else that might lie on the path."
The [Mage] nodded, trying to ignore the rumbles of laughter coming from behind. Something had the older dwarves in high spirits, and the [Rune-Crafter] wasn’t sure he wanted to know the subject of their jokes.
"Blights," Theo repeated, that word having been heard earlier in the day, right before he’d started the repairs on his shield. "What are those even? I remember something about them having branches, if that’s the right way to say it."
From the man’s previous experience with slang, ‘branch’ could mean just about anything. Maybe it referred to the monster’s skinny arms or something? The way Stig looked at him made him think that wasn't the case, though. Even the kindest of the dwarves had the gall to crack a grin as he tried to contain his laughter.
"They’re very much the owner of branches. They are branches bundled together, after all," Stig replied with a smile, undoubtedly enjoying the [Mage]’s confusion. "They’re not made of flesh like you and I, but instead are made of the same material as the trees around us. Only… they don’t keep themselves grounded. Not when they’re hungry or the season isn’t winter, at least."
"So they’re trees with legs," Theo surmised.
"Trees with legs, arms, and heads," the forest dwarf corrected, grimacing at the mental image. "They’re a crude imitation of a person, but they’re taller than anything living should be. The younger blights would be about your height, but the older ones can easily be twice as tall."
Four-meter-tall tree humanoids… yeah, I see why they might be nightmare fuel.
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 [Facility-3412 “Arthur’s Enemy”]


The concept of a rough approximation of a human body made of branches and vines didn’t sound too appealing to the [Rune-Crafter], and he wasn’t sure he could resist the temptation of burning one if he ever saw something like it. 
"I can’t imagine having to fight such a hulking beast and certainly not a group of them," Theo commented. His fights with the giant spiders were perhaps of a similar size but they felt different. They didn’t bring the same revulsion that a twisted version of humans could. "How do you fight the larger ones? Fire?"
"We don’t. At that level of infestation, we send a request to one of the other villages and have a mage or a priest arrive to kill it for us," Stig said, the forest dwarf’s words surprising Theo a bit. He’d assumed the village to be quite self-sufficient. "It’s only the way that the blights migrate that saves us. The larger ones can’t handle travelling large distances so we only need to deal with the younger ones. If we take care of them before they settle and grow up, we nip the problem in the bud."
That part did make sense, however. Wanting to know a little more, Theo began to fish for information regarding the many villages of the eastern forest. Though the term many might have been an overstatement considering the vast size of the forest. To put things into perspective, it would take three months on horseback to travel from the western to the eastern end of the forest, and four months if done on foot.
"The eastern forest is the smallest of them all, to make it even worse," Stig added when Theo didn't seem intimidated enough by the vastness of the continent. "The northeastern forest takes easily three times as long to get through. I don’t think I’ve heard of many who made the full journey through it in under a full year. But then again, I don’t think I’ve heard of many who tried either. It’s too large to do in one run."
Theo was also frightened to learn about the other forests, such as the northern, which was similarly massive compared to the one he stood in, and the southern and western forests, which were both too far away to travel to and either just as large or even bigger. The westernmost forest wasn't as large, but the rugged terrain made it extremely difficult to travel through.
Going back to the eastern forest, however, the [Mage] was surprised to learn that there were only five official settlements in the entire territory. While there were a few very small outposts, they either weren’t old enough to be thought of as more than temporary or they hadn’t proclaimed their existence to the others yet. 
"Zerdyl is the smallest one in the eastern forest, surprisingly enough," the dwarf added. "Other than us, we have Gelimir, Firview, and Oslaker. That last one is our nearest neighbour since it only takes about three days of travel to get there."
"And the others?" Theo asked.
"Slightly longer."
In those vague terms, the [Mage] was introduced to the metric known as ‘weeks of travel.’ Since Zerdyl was the northernmost village in the eastern forest, they had quite a while to travel to get to the other villages. Firview and Forvyr were easily one and a half months, and Gelimir was a little less, taking about a month of lonely travelling. 
Someday, Theo really needed to make a map of the place. The [Mage] could see himself getting a few more levels in [Map-Engraving] if he did that. And the rare chance to find something hidden would be great on a—
The rustling of another bush not far ahead made them pause yet again. Stig audibly sighed as he brought forth an arrow and prepared to draw it on the off-chance it was actually something dangerous. 
It wasn’t. Theo sighed with relief as he saw the patch of brown fur running away once again. He could feel his muscles relaxing, but at the same time, a growing annoyance was also taking hold.
Minutes passed, most of it spent in silence, before a small hill was finally spotted in the distance. The path they were walking on combined into another that came from the left, the rough dirt turning into hard gravel. They’d finally reached the last stretch.
"So that’s the dungeon?" Theo asked as he looked forward with [Mana-Sight], easily spotting the steady flow of [Mana] that drifted into the open air. Even if it wasn’t a [Facility], there was definitely something in there taking up the job of a faulty [Mana-Generator]. "It’s rather… unintimidating."
The entrance was just a small cave inside a hill, the [Mage] able to look into the relative darkness as he stood before it. The stone inside was uneven, rubble scattered across the sides of the path that led further in.
Towards the back, just as the hallway began to turn, a small lamp flickered just slightly. Theo had to smile at that. The dungeon was definitely a [Facility].
"You can’t see much from here, sure, but inside it gets crazy," Stig replied. Theo gave him an unimpressed look. This was meant to be a place filled with rabbits, right? Small, ordinary rabbits, perfect for eating and plump enough to bring great health to those who consumed their flesh. "This place gives us food, but the lower layers house some dangerous mutations of the beasts."
Mutations?
"What kind of changes?" Theo asked, curious to know more. The spiders had possessed bioluminescent growths in their flesh that certainly weren’t normal. What did these bunnies have? "Longer ears? Bigger teeth?"
"Sometimes," the forest dwarf said with a mystical tone, chuckling at Theo’s visible annoyance. "It’s usually something more as well. They’re not herbivores and they don’t understand the concept of something being dangerous. If those rabbits are hungry, or if you just look rather tasty, they will try and bite into you."
"Are you telling me to be frightened of a rabbit biting through my armour?"
"No, I’m asking you to consider the fact there are hundreds of rabbits who want to bite through your armour."
… Okay, Theo saw Stig’s point. 
Talking it through with the others, the game plan was rather simple. They would stay near the top of the dungeon and assess the population growth. If it had increased since the day before, they would stay close to the surface and just take the surplus. If it hadn’t, they would delve further down.
"Any questions?" Ulf half-muttered as he looked at the group, giving a glance to the human to make sure he’d understood. When nobody said a word, the warrior tightened his grip on his hammer. The [Mana] had been removed from the [Runes] since they had to keep the meat intact. "Then let’s move."
With the order given, no one paused before they moved together as a group. Lowering his head to dodge the metal door frame, Theo walked down into the dungeon. As his eyes adapted to the low levels of light, he saw hundreds of red eyes pointed their way. 
He swallowed the spit that had gathered in his mouth.
The only distraction from the sight was the [System] popping up. It seemed the [Facility]’s servers were still operational to some degree.
[Rune-Crafter] detected!
The servers of [Facility-3412 "Arthur’s Enemy"] welcome you. We hope you enjoy your stay!






Chapter 65







A Question


In the past. 
Elgriva had seen the [Director] of the [Citadel] only once throughout her decade here. It had been during her first year of being a [Student], where the man had made a speech to all the newcomers who’d made it through the initial eliminations. It had been a short speech, though not one she would ever forget. 
A man who had lived over a hundred years, a man who had seen lands fall into ruin and blossom into greatness, and a man who had stood by it all to help build but never destroy. He was the ideal [Rune-Crafter], the one who had made the new guidelines, and he was the one with the final say when it came to nearly everything.
And he wanted everybody to rise to his level. Elgriva liked that part most of his speech, where the [Director] had encouraged them all to strive towards constant improvement. Honestly, that speech was one of the reasons she even considered that she had a chance at getting the approval for her idea.
"The [Director] will see you now," an assistant said, Elgriva and Charles looking up from their table. 
The old lady ushered them along, her shoes clicking against the stone floor as they walked through the small hallway. Even with [Mana-Sight] active, Elgriva couldn't see past the virtually infinite layers of [Rune-Circuits] surrounding them. Most of them must’ve hit the maximum density within the normal world and some… they went beyond.
This is what the apex has.
"As a standard precaution, don’t use any [Runes] while having malicious intent, don’t try to physically assault the [Director], and don’t try to steal any of the office’s contents. Any possible breaches in the rules can cause automatic reactions from the [System] and the results are rarely pretty," the assistant said as a final warning before she knocked on the door into the office. A curt welcoming was heard from inside before the wooden door opened by itself, revealing a mildly tired face hidden behind a cluster of papers on a desk. 
A very youthful face.
Alfred Butler did not conform to the mage stereotype. While many of the male [Rune-Crafters] around the [Citadel] had bushy beards and grey hair that commonly ran down to their shoulders, the [Director] of the floating castle was quite the opposite. There were no wrinkles to be seen on the human’s face, and no signs of ageing beyond that of a man in his thirties. The history books from a century ago mentioned Alfred by name, but it was nearly impossible for most to accept that. [Mages] might age slower than regular people, but this went beyond what most thought possible. With so few stress-related scars, Elgriva could easily think of him as younger than her.
Yet that was hardly the case, as evidenced by the [Mana-Veins] barely hidden under the man’s skin. Each pulse of his heart caused a soft blue glow to emanate from his eyes, the spiral of energy reaching into the air for an instant before returning into the blood once again. It was the sign of a [Mage] who couldn’t grow more powerful without [Ascending].
"It’s good to see you again, Charles," Alfred was quick to say, offering a hand to Elgriva’s [Mentor] as he stood up from the table. The old men shared whispers for a moment until the attention shifted to Elgriva, a hand offered and accepted by her as well. She tried to keep her arm steady when the two hands met. "I suppose we are here to talk about your proposal for your [Project]?"
The sheer power that radiated from the man’s body made Elgriva tremble for a moment. She felt her instincts tell her to run away from whatever stood before her. It was perhaps not an uncommon reaction the [Director], and Alfred took a deep breath as his presence began to dull. The blue lights that shifted under his skin became a little less bright, and Elgriva felt like she could breathe again. A moment of contact with that energy had made her freeze.
What would a lifetime with it be like?
"Your guess is spot on as always, Alfred," Charles confirmed, placing a hand on Elgriva’s shoulder. The gesture helped ground her, calming her after her strange reaction to the [Director]’s presence. 
Sitting down on chairs that hadn’t been there a second ago, the [Mentor-Student] duo sat on the opposite side of the desk as the [Director] sent Elgriva a calming smile. 
"As you know,” Charles continued, “I was able to procure a rather long list of [Rune-Crafters] in the [Explosion Domain] who wanted to work with Elgriva, but… it seems that her desired [Path] has changed in the last few months."
"We all change with enough time, though some changes are faster than others," Alfred commented with encouragement, still smiling as he looked over at Elgriva. "Would you like to explain your new interest? If I had to guess… is it the [Biosphere’s Domain]?"
Not even close.
"It’s not one [Domain] that I am interested in, honestly," Elgriva corrected. The eyebrows of the [Director] slowly rising as she continued to explain. "I want to use [Enhancement], [Regeneration], [Mental], [Resistance], a few [Sub-Domains] that allow the regeneration of [Runes], and, finally, I want to put all of these [Domains] together onto the body of a person. I have a schematic if you want to see it."
Alfred Butler, a man who had lived longer than most in this world, was more than happy to accept Elgriva’s handwritten dossier on her plans. It was a ten-page summary of each part of the idea, how the [Runes] would be put on the body, how they would be automatically spread across the body, how they would strengthen the muscles while making them tougher, and finally make the body almost halt its natural ageing. Elgriva theorized that the last part would grant a regular person the same ageing speed as a [Tier 8] [Mage], but it was pure conjecture on her part. 
Nobody had actually tried it, after all.
"This… Charles, I understand why you needed to come to me about this one," Alfred said, a small chuckle escaping his lips as he adjusted himself on the cushioned chair. He looked Elgriva up and down again. "Elgriva Dulka… a [Mage] who was discovered when she turned three, turned over to a wandering [Rune-Crafter] immediately once the local gathering of [Mages] figured out how to send us the news. In your class, you are the one who has stayed here and roamed these halls for the longest, though that’s not even close to the reason why Charles was designated as your [Mentor]. Do you know why he was offered the task of assisting your progress, Elgriva?"
The [Student] didn’t miss the side glance from her teacher of three years, though she tried not to break eye contact with the [Director]. Despite his soft gaze, it was able to penetrate through her soul rather cleanly.
"I had the highest scores on my exams, sir, and… I rejected the idea of working under him—if only at first. If I remember correctly, that’s the reason he decided to take on two [Students] instead of one," Elgriva replied. 
A hum came from the bearded [Mentor] next to her, Charles shaking his head at the memory. She’d caused quite a stir three years ago, when she’d insisted on getting a [Mentor] specialized in [Explosive Domains]. 
"That is partly the reason he took up a second [Student] that year, though it’s likewise because I was desperate for [Rune-Crafters] who wanted to be [Mentors] to begin with,” Alfred half-corrected. “Another who was meant to take up such a role fell ill a month before, so I had to make a few changes to the rules." 
Elgriva’s face darkened slightly, a fond memory having a new detail nailed into it. Charles just shrugged at her look. 
"But I digress,” Alfred went on. “Let’s take a step back. Before you entered into this fine castle, you were down on the grassy plains of Vrasis. Do you remember much about life down there?"
"I thought we were supposed to talk about my idea for a [Project]?"
"Yes, yes, we’ll get to that," the [Director] amended. "Now, though, I want to know. Do you remember your former life in the great eastern forest?"
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An Answer


Elgriva wasn’t sure what to say, her mouth dry as she looked at the man who practically controlled her future. Despite everything she’d laid out in her plans, for every answer she’d practised—never had she expected this line of questioning.  
"I… I don’t remember anything about my life before the [Citadel], sir," Elgriva said. Alfred was seemingly not happy with that answer as he waved for her to continue. "I mean it’s all blurry in my head. I know that I wasn’t happy about leaving behind my previous life, but that’s because the workers here told me about it. But if it comes down to only personal experiences, I can’t remember anything concrete."
Was it the wrong answer?
"There are no right answers to this quandary, though I am happy to hear you try so hard," Alfred assured Elgriva, the [Student] widening her eyes as she realized what had just happened. "Yes, sorry, it’s something I can’t control. When you reach ‘such a high power’ like me, the mind becomes able to see the [Souls] of others. And while your mouth might not tell of all the thoughts inside of your head, that stream is directly sown into the fabric that makes up your sense of self. And, no, I can’t turn it off."
"Oh," Elgriva said, unsure if she could even stop her thoughts from running rampant. The idea of concealing the truth from her own mind seemed impossible. "Are any others at that level of power?"
"Not anybody who you can find in the [Citadel], no. You don’t have to fear that your inner thoughts are put on display to all, and, to make sure you understand, I am not one who exposes the opinions of others," the [Director] said. Elgriva’s shoulders felt a little lighter. Her ideas weren’t close to the norm around here, and it wouldn’t be good for all of them to be public just yet. "But those ideas of yours are also so interesting to hear about. Honestly, it has been three decades since anybody has put forth such a grand [Project Proposal] as this while having all the information to back it up. For better or for worse, you are an interesting person to be around."
Wait.
"Does that mean it’s a yes?" Elgriva asked, a smile starting to form in the same moment Alfred put a hand up, the lack of a similar expression on his face betraying the truth. "Or is it a no?"
"It’s neither… yet. I still need you to understand a few facts," Alfred stated, rising from his chair as he slowly walked over to the small window in the office. Opening it up, the ocean air was quick to fill up the room, a few of the looser pages flying off the desk. Nobody made an attempt to catch them. "Every year, we get messages from local [Mages] who discover that one of their own is born without an [Affinity], that a child with magical talent has what is needed to become a grand [Rune-Crafter]. Tell me, Elgriva, how many messages do you think we get each year?"
"Globally?"
"Every message."
That was… Elgriva wasn’t sure where to start. There were several continents, several places that [Mages] could be found. Was the lack of an [Affinity] truly so rare? Granted, she hadn’t looked into that, but it couldn’t be that uncommon.
"A few hundred?" the [Student] guessed. Charles let out a very short bark of laughter before he contained himself. She’d guessed wrong by quite a margin, if that half-concealed smile on Alfred’s lips meant anything.
"If we had a few hundred every year, I would be both elated—and stressed about finding more people willing to be [Mentors]," the [Director] said, finally picking up one of the many papers that had fallen onto the floor. With a flick of his right hand, it fluttered back to the desk. "In the last ten years, we’ve got an average of sixteen children sent to us every year. Sometimes we get fifty in one year. Some years we get less than ten. Since [Mages] with no [Affinity] don’t have the ability to pass on any magical traits, we have to rely on those with [Affinities] instead. It’s a difficult situation for the world of [Rune-Crafters], and not one that we have the ability to maintain easily."
An average of sixteen children were brought in every year. Elgriva put a hand to her face as she considered that fact, thinking back to her own [Student Class] through the years. They’d started out having fifty, and now were closer to twenty in total. Three-fifths had left the [Citadel]. Of the sixteen children brought in, just seven made it to her stage.
I see the problem here.
"With so few people who progress to hold up the title of [Rune-Crafter], we must take care of those who do. We live in peace, we don’t try to offend any nation, and we always remain neutral in dangerous times. Right now, Elgriva, the world is held together by very strained strings," Alfred explained, walking back to his desk and picking up the first page of the [Student]’s summary. On it was a detailed sketch of what she thought the final product would look like, a human with their body covered in [Runes]. "This is something I don’t think I could explain to the leaders of the countries of this world as anything but a soldier. Elgriva, the warmongers of the world would tear down these walls if it meant they could grant their foot soldiers the abilities you’ve listed in these pages. Enhanced strength, fortitude, less pain, inability to break down mentally, and with no need for sleep. Intentionally or not, you’ve given me the perfect sales pitch for the perfect soldier. I would love to hear your rebuttal to this."
His voice sounded angry by the end, and yet Elgriva’s mind already flared up midway through, only some deep instinct in her body stopping her from interrupting him earlier. Her throat tensed and her hands slammed into the desk. Despite her small size, years of magical training lended strength to her movements, the wooden desk becoming slightly shorter on one side.
"It is not a weapon! It’s a damned person," Elgriva nearly spat out of her mouth, wanting to lash out yet remaining half-calm as she stared into the eyes of the [Director]. 
He showed no animosity despite her response—far from it—but that detail was far from her mind at that moment. 
"Do you know why I want to do this?” she asked. “Why do I want to give any person the ability to feel safe? It’s because of those people who want to use this as a weapon, the people who want to conquer, the people who think it’s fine to kill civilians, burn cities to the ground, all of it just so they own an extra stretch of land under their banner. It’s disgusting, and the people who died because they were caught in the crossfire don’t deserve that. This won’t make them into soldiers. It’ll protect them from the soldiers."
"There are three separate departments making barriers over cities,” Alfred replied, “two working on fortifying houses and city buildings, and five different groups in this [Citadel] making easily-used [Healing Tools] that will be distributed all over the world." His tone was neither angry or calm. It was direct—the pretence of a carefree leader gone from his demeanour. "Why is your idea better?"
"Because it doesn’t require the people to be in the city at the right time, it doesn’t require them to rebuild their houses, and it doesn’t require them to survive the first hit from a [Fire Mage] that can burn an entire forest at once," Elgriva refuted, her voice flaring up as her throat began to ache. That hint of energy burned inside the [Director] once again, the blue veins glowing under his skin. The room became covered in blue light, a sign that Alfred was focusing on her words alone, no longer trying to control his presence. 
She was being listened to—now more than ever. 
"It can be transferred from one civilian to another,” she continued, “after the initial application it takes nothing to pass along, and it won’t depend on outside assistance to keep people safe. It’s a permanent boost to the lives of ordinary people who just want to live without fear that their dreams will be cut short by a battle between magical foot soldiers."
The waves of magic bouncing around in the air was crushing, the pressure making Elgriva’s skull feel like it would cave in. But she didn’t care. For that fraction of a second, she looked into the eyes of the most powerful person she’d ever met. 
And the [Director] looked back, satisfied.
"I don’t see a reason to stop you then," Alfred surmised, the lines of blue dissolving into the man’s body once again. "Go along now. Have Charles help you draw up a list of what equipment you’ll need and then send it along. I’ll have it approved."
… Was that it? Elgriva wanted to say something, but that challenging turn of Alfred’s head silenced her. Looking at her [Mentor], the man just shrugged before moving towards the door.
"It’s an interesting project so try not to disappoint with it," the [Director] said when Elgriva put her hands around the door handle. Pulling it open, she looked back at the man. "I have high expectations for you now."
She had even higher ones.
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Rabbit-Killer


Theo threw the rabbit's lifeless body behind him, feeling the crack of its small neck under his fingers. All around him, the air was filled with screeches and the rapid movement of rabbits. Ulf and Bjorn were relentlessly smashing their axes and hammers through dozens of the creatures, but more and more continued to appear. Theo didn't even need to look around to find the pesky things anymore; he just felt sharp stings of pain on his thighs before reaching down to snap another neck. 
At the start, he felt bad for the white and fluffy creatures. Now? Knowing their true nature as rabid animals, Theo didn’t feel much guilt for his actions. Swatting away a good handful of rabbits as they attempted to go for his face, the [Mage] pressed down on the back of the rabbit’s neck until he felt its bones suddenly shift. The teeth were easily torn out of his flesh after that, and another fell into the pile.
"To the right, Theo!" Stig shouted from behind, the sound of a bow’s twang resonating through the air. 
The [Mage] took one look at what was sitting on his shoulder. The red eyes of a rabbit met his own before an arrow pierced it through, the white fur smearing and falling to the floor. It wasn’t dead from that alone but the stomp of his right boot was enough to finish it off. 
"Sorry!" the dwarven archer called out.
Theo just ignored him, a shake of his head being his only response as he ducked under a volley of rather fat rabbits going for his head. They landed on his back instead, falling to the floor as he stood straight. While one of the three managed to bite into his ankle before he could turn around and use [Shield-Bash], two still found their heads separated from their bodies instantly. For the last one…
Kicking up with his ankle, he ripped off the rabbit, crushed its ribs and threw it into the pile before returning to the fight. At least he was no longer getting swamped by rabbits, the horde pouring through the broken doors having slowed down. The dark cracks in the walls no longer had eyes inside them either, no rabbits ready to pounce onto his head when he got close. Other than a dozen or so red-eyed monsters bothering the dwarves, he had nothing to worry about.
No reason to leave them with all the fun, though.
A rather dreamy rabbit ran past the [Mage] and towards the dwarven group. Theo’s boot fell through the air and hit its back, trapping the monster and letting him pick it up with ease. A crack of its neck put the rabbit out of its misery, but the [Mage] was a little curious about this one.
"Flaps," was all that came out of the [Mage]’s mouth before he remembered he was supposed to be fighting. Looking over to the dwarves again, though, they seemed to have it all figured it out. Crushing the last few stragglers with ease, the harvesting phase began in earnest. Rabbits were picked up and thrown into the pile, and Stig began to fill up the prepared bags with the carcasses. There still wasn’t enough to feed the village, but it was certainly a good start. 
However, the sight of the rabbit in his hands, and the quirky additions to its back, made the [Mage] return to his previous thought. "Why do they have flaps?"
"Because a place filled with mana twists the flesh like nothing else." Ulf answered, uttering the words like he was talking to a less-intelligent specimen. "There are many factors but the results are the same. You get flaps and you get fire."
"Fire?"
"Fire-breathing rabbits, yes," Bjorn said, stepping in as Ulf went further into the dungeon to drag the last few rabbits over. "The most common twist of the flesh we find in the deeper levels is a mix of half-formed wings on the back along with an ability to shoot smoke, and fire in some rare cases. It is a real nuisance when fighting deep inside the dungeon."
"But the meat on those bones makes it worth it!" Stig shouted from the front as he helped hold their second bag of the day open. "Whatever this place does, it makes them big. Big as dogs."
"There are very few dogs of such a small size," another dwarf chimed in, getting a round of chuckles in response. "Maybe calling them ‘puppy-sized’ would be more accurate."
Ignoring the laughter and chatter, Theo looked into the [System]. The blue boxes brought him more than a little joy.
[Stat] increase detected!
+1 to [Toughness]

16x[Rabbit] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [10] to [11]. [2] points have been granted.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 8] to [Beginner 9].

Theo put the two points into [Wisdom], increasing the [Stat] to sixteen. The feeling of mental expansion was unlike anything he’d ever experienced. Theo’s skin shivered slightly as he took a deeper breath than ever had before. His body may not have improved, but his internal understanding of it certainly had.
Stats
Strength: 21
Wisdom: 16
Agility: 11
Intelligence13
Endurance: 15
Perception: 10
Vitality: 16
Willpower: 13
Toughness: 17
Available Points: -

That so few rabbits were all it took before he levelled up though… Theo wouldn’t have guessed that the ‘variety’ aspect of his kills would matter to such a degree. He had easily killed a hundred spiders of the same difficulty level, and yet he’d never gotten anywhere close to an increase like this during that time. If variety in kills were all it took, why wasn’t everybody doing this?
Because people don’t travel around that much.
To constantly improve would require the adventurers of the current era to never stop moving, to always find a new dungeon to clear out before moving on. 
As Theo helped pick up one of the rabbit-filled bags to bring to the surface, it became more clear why there weren’t too many powerhouses around.
"Do you ever get visits from people who want to try killing the rabbits?" Theo asked Stig, "Not to eat the meat but just to kill for the sake of killing?"
The forest dwarf looked at him strangely. "We… have mages that want to show off sometimes, yes," he replied, clearly intrigued by the reasoning behind the question but likewise cautious about how he answered. "It’s rare and it hasn’t happened for several years now, though. Why do you ask?"
"Just curious about how the world works."
"If you two can talk, you can walk," Bjorn shouted from further in the dungeon, the old dwarf’s eyes glinting from the few rays of sunshine that pierced into the darkness. "Move it! We don’t have all day."
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Perks of Assistance


Taking a glance at the dark clouds in the sky before descending into the dungeon again, Theo couldn’t agree more. His eyes were at least quick to adjust this time around, the [Mage] able to make out Ulf polishing his warhammer in the darkness. Even without the [Impact Runes], the weapon was without equal. Axes could split skulls and arrows could even kill from a distance, but only a hammer could blend organs into mush before any blood was even shed. While it was quite an annoyance for the cooks to deal with, the hammer was just too efficient in crowded areas like this. When the rabbits had nowhere to dodge, it was just an object going through space without resistance. Flesh and bone were no match against a hammer’s momentum.  
The other dwarves looked a little tired, age perhaps bringing their stamina down. Theo couldn’t say for sure, though he recognized their groans as they got up upon hearing Bjorn’s voice.
"We go down one floor and stay at the ramp," the dwarf ordered with an imposing voice, the words travelling through the half-ruined hallway with ease. "Stay together, don’t run off on your own, and don’t panic if you get overrun."
Words of acceptance and muttering were heard before the group moved along once again. Theo picked up his shield from the ground, unable to have his arms rest any longer. 
It was curious to see such a broken place not having its floors fall together just yet, but the dripping ceiling and the untold amounts of cracks in the walls left him quite worried
Then again, it had likely looked the same in the old [Facility] if not for all the spiderwebs covering it up. Here, there was nothing but rabbit droppings, areas of weirdly glowing moss, and cracks to fill up the space. Trying not to think about it too much, Theo followed the dwarf in front of him down the ramp and into darkness once again.
The red eyes that met theirs were the first sign of what would befall the group. The high-pitched screeching and growing smoke in the air were the other. Theo was reminded of charcoal as the smell hit him, just before a small burst of fire came from a hole in the wall. A rabbit had thought it smart to flank them, jumping out along with a few friends as those in front charged as well. Theo grabbed at the ones in the air, swatting them away or hitting them with his shield as the warriors at the front began to attack.
Axes sliced through the air, the twang of bows sounding every second as well. Looking at the others during a short reprieve, the [Mage] spotted Ulf grinning madly, the bald dwarf enjoying the fight slightly more than the others. The dwarf’s bloody smile distracted Theo for long enough that one of the rabbits managed to bite onto his right ear, its teeth sinking through the earlobe.
Cursing loudly as he forced the rabbit's jaws from his ear, the [Mage] felt countless attacks impact his body and legs as both his hands were occupied. Finally pulling off the rabbit, however, another ten were now latched on to him. Theo was reduced to just pulling them off one by one, crushing their bodies as he did so. The dead rabbits couldn’t hold on, after all.
When another rabbit, one bigger than the others, nearly sunk its teeth into his nose, Theo was ready. Dropping his shield to catch the rabbit in mid-air, the [Mage] thought he’d saved himself.
But when he saw the lower body of the rabbit turn yellow and hot, he didn’t have time to react before the monster just exploded. 
A rabbit, with white fur and only a little fatter than normal, exploded.
"Don’t just hold those," Stig reprimanded him from behind, clearly enjoying Theo’s confounded expression] a little more than he should have. "Throw them or something!"
Theo heeded his advice, at least. After punching the remaining rabbits, he picked up his shield and began to finish off those around him. He couldn’t use his [Ignis Runes] due to the threat of friendly fire, but he could most certainly use the massive shield’s weight. The rabbits were perhaps more ferocious than the standard ones, but they would die all the same.
Minutes passed full of angry shouts and outbursts, but in the end it was finally over. All that remained were the sounds of heavy breathing, too many small bite wounds to count, and a desire to do nothing but go home and lie down.
The worst thing was the lack of notifications from the [System]. Theo supposed he had taken too much of a beating in that fight, not having improved much. The only lesson he’d truly learned was to not trust his skin to protect him from attacks. Rabbits were truly the most dangerous foe of all.
That and debt-collectors.
"Did I mention that the fire-breathing rabbits also sometimes explode?" Stig said teasingly as Theo began to gather up the corpses closest to him. The [Mage] didn’t respond but his annoyed look made the forest dwarf laugh. "Listen, it’s an innocent mistake. Your face is just a little darker than usual."
Picking off a few pieces of white fur that had gotten stuck between his neck and the armour, Theo couldn’t say he agreed. A patch of his eyebrows had burned away during the explosion. At least it wasn’t dangerous. 
"Any other quirks that I need to know about?" Theo asked, grabbing the bag offered to him by Stig as the two began to fill it up with the monster corpses. By his count, and by the fact that nobody had mentioned the need to go further inside, he guessed they had finally accomplished the minimum hunting requirements of the day. It made the thought of going down to the deeper levels much more intimidating, though. The group had only reached the second layer and they were all already tired. 
"The ones with wings can go very fast for a few seconds, the ones with fire deeper down can turn it into a semi-fluid chunk of heat, and sometimes they like to stick to the ceiling and drop down on you. When it’s the last two combined, you need to hope that you’re fast enough to swat them away from your neck," Stig fired off in rapid succession. 
Theo just stared at the dwarf in disbelief, horrified by what the rabbits were capable of. Liquid napalm right down the neck of an unsuspecting dwarf, huh? Those monsters clearly hadn’t read the Geneva conventions.
Or, I guess it doesn’t exist here at all. That can’t be good for large scale warfare.
Then again, [Mages] more than likely had some way to create a magical nuke to throw at people. Since Theo could bring extreme levels of destruction at just the start of his path of magic, he understood fully what he would be capable of soon enough.
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Omnipresent Energies


Nice. 
"Just need to increase my [Skills] and we’ll be good to go," Theo muttered to himself, forgetting for a moment that other people were around. At least his low voice blended in perfectly with the others. Without realizing it, the [Mage] had taken the first step toward becoming an old grumpy dwarf. "At least the improvements are continuing. Just need a few more [Novice] skills before I can take on the world."
[Skill-Collection]
Active Skills
[Throw]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to throw a projectile with higher accuracy.
6SP/Use

[Shield-Bash]
[Novice 1]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield. Has a chance to [Stun] target.
10SP/Use

[Transform Shield]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to transform a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Regenerate Shield]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to regenerate a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Barehanded Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of an [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

[Conduit Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person with the use of an [Conduit]
Variable Costs.

[Intimidate]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to intimidate one or more targets.
9MP/Use

[Barehanded Digging]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to dig through hard materials using his bare hands.
4SP/use

[Climb]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to climb structures with greater finesse.
2SP/sec

Passive Skills
[Mana-Sight]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to see [Mana] internally and externally.

[Map-Engraving]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to create [Maps] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing secrets passively.

[Iron Stomach]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the stomach of the user to digest organic material more effectively.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Beginner 9]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse.

[Shield-Mastery]
[Beginner 9]
Allows the user to use shields with more finesse.

[Poison-Resistance]
[Novice 5]
Grants the user and larger resistance to general [Poisons].

[Teach]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to teach other sapient entities more efficiently.

[Rune] Skills
[Rune-Engraving]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.

[Rune-Empowering]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to empower a [Rune], fulfilling the final requirements for [Initial Activation].

[Rune-Manipulation]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations.

[Rune-Mastery]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.

It was beautiful. 
"Novice skills? Is that another thing that your blue boxes show you?" Stig asked as Theo carried a bag of rabbits up the ramp. The sound of thunder echoed through the tunnel and down into the deeper levels, waking up the rabbits below. Though the sound outside was just a natural phenomenon, the monstrous critters had no understanding of it.
If Bjorn was to be trusted, they would be overrun if they stayed any longer. Now, their only hope was to get back to the village before they were drenched by the rainstorm that was fast approaching. With his lack of weather protection, Theo had no desire to be caught in the storm. He preferred not getting sick from the cold.
"It’s… a part of it," the [Mage] finally answered as he let the bag of meat join the pile of sacks outside. The pile of sacks was large enough that they would barely have enough rope to carry it all, but they would make do. Theo thought that carrying it as a group would be fun, even if it would turn into a long endurance race. With the rain already starting to fall and forming dark spots on the ground, he wondered how long it would take him to recover from any potential sickness. He hoped it wouldn't be more than a few days. 
"I see when I have a major proficiency increase in some areas,” Theo explained to Stig. “Since I’m using this shield so often, the [System] sometimes lets me know that I am getting better at it."
"So it doesn’t help you improve your mastery with your shield and just lets you know about your progress?" Stig questioned, getting a shrug from Theo in response. It sounded about right. "That sounds… useless. If it doesn’t help you improve, how does it help at all?"
"Seeing the progress translated into numbers makes it clear to me that I’m progressing in that area."
"Wouldn’t just being better do the same?"
"Well…" the [Rune-Crafter] said, stalling for time as he tried to explain why he liked seeing numbers increase for the sake of it. "Knowing that an omnipresent being is tracking your progress makes it easier to see if you have a talent for something. It helps me budget my time better."
Theo helped the dwarves bring another two bags onto the surface before the second layer had been entirely emptied of rabbits. Ten bags now stood before them, all filled to the brim and made to last in any weather. Nobody had asked if Theo could manage the coming storm, though, and no one seemed like they wanted to know. Instead, the [Mage] just stood by as Stig and Ulf tied all of the bags together with the rope, making sure that those in the middle could carry the weight.
"Do you think yourself a strong one, Theo Locheim?" Bjorn asked as the [Mage] watched the dwarves at work. He’d been wondering if he would last the entire walk back. "Do be honest."
Theo wasn’t happy to answer that question, the man sighing when he got to the middle spot in the chain of bags. The rope ground on his shoulder as they walked, and every drop of rain that fell down his neck and soaked his clothes didn’t make it any easier. Yet he withstood it all.
Dwarves twice his age walked through the weather without issue. There was only the usual muttering and complaining to contend with, and even that was kept at a minimum. For the next thirty minutes, it was just the [Rune-Crafter], his shield at his side, the rope in his hands, and the harsh breathing from his own lungs that occupied this thoughts. At least he could consider the current activity as training.
I have been meaning to do more of that.
Maybe that was something to consider. Theo certainly didn’t think anything against the idea. Forcing himself through harsh, physically draining circumstances was actually good in this instance. While his legs ached, and maybe were even shaking, but it was most certainly good for him. This was what he needed to increase his strength naturally. Maybe he could even get that damned [Agility] up now, seeing as he had a forest to run through and all the space he’d ever need. There were no more walls to hold him back.
With no excuses anymore, the [Mage] trekked through the harsh weather, letting his muscles shake without comment. Barely able to see more than a hundred meters ahead, he just took one step after the other. When the sight of the wooden gate came into view, he could barely believe it.
"We’ve outpaced the marching speed of thieves without even trying," Ulf commented when they passed through the gates, his harsh voice barely audible through the pelting rain and winds. The forest dwarves guarding the gate nodded as they went through, lowering the gate again when they had all entered. "Might that human be a lucky charm?"
"He’s not a charm of luck, but instead one of endless spite for beings with small legs," Bjorn replied from the front, the older dwarf’s voice coming out in short bursts. Now that the rain had died down slightly, and the walls of the village kept the winds to a minimum, Theo finally noted that he was not the only one panting from exhaustion. Many, if not all of the others, had likewise hit their limits at this pace. "Humans walk too fast."
… Oh.
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 [Mana-Paths]


"Sorry, I just thought I was keeping up with you all," Theo apologized, though his words might’ve been taken as more of an insult based on the sour expressions of the others. At least Ulf was laughing. Nobody stopped walking, though, the group still a hundred paces from their destination. Since the dead meat was already wet, it would help nobody if it was left in the rain. "I’ll try to walk a little slower next time." 
"I’d prefer we just took one of the wagons and pushed it along instead. With that horrific pace of yours, Theo of Locheim, you will be the perfect workhorse," Ulf suggested, the laughter finally spreading to the others. The [Mage] just sighed and shook his head as he walked through the muddy puddles and wet grass. 
The group of dwarven cooks were ready to take the bags off their shoulders, fire already running hot under the open-air huts. Looking at the scene, Theo couldn’t deny the impeccable efficiency of the forest dwarves. Bags were opened up and the skin of the rabbits was removed in a matter of minutes. The people here could truly work faster than anything else. Theo was as impressed as he was jealous. His own part of the work had given him quite the sore shoulder.
[Stat] increase detected!
+1 to [Endurance]

Worth it.
"So what do you plan on doing for the rest of the day?" Stig asked as Theo began to do push-ups, the forest dwarf raising his eyebrows in confusion. "Just… that?"
"Mostly stuff like this for the next couple of hours, yes. I’ll likely be doing more [Runes] afterwards though," Theo said, feeling his arms start to shake after the tenth repetition. That usually took a while longer. His lack of [Stamina] to start, along with the fact he’d been carrying something earlier, caused him to tire much faster. Honestly, the [Mage] couldn’t ask for more than that. "It’s good for your body and ability to fight. Do you want to join?"
As Theo continued to push his body, sweat began to form, replacing the wetness from the rain. He could feel his body heating up as he pushed himself harder, relying on his strong heart and protein-rich diet. But his concentration was broken by the sight of a mildly confused dwarf with raised eyebrows, causing Theo to pause on his seventeenth push-up.
"Will my face be as red as yours is right now?" Stig asked. 
The [Mage] was instantly aware of how much blood was flowing to his limbs and head. This level of blood flow so early into the workout? It was perfect! Magically enhanced bodies were the best. They didn’t need to rest for long and could grant strength-increasing effects several times a day.
"Since it sounds like you don’t normally do this? Most definitively," Theo replied, sending the slightly horrified dwarf a smile as he resumed his workout, pushing his triceps to hold his body steady. 
This was quickly becoming more of an endurance-based exercise, seeing as the [Mage] could easily repeat it many times. He needed more weight and… that shield next to him wouldn’t look too horrible on his back. It would require a small bit of rope to attach it, but the cooking station seemed to have plenty.
"I guess there’s nothing better to do," the forest dwarf responded as he followed Theo to the kitchens, looking on curiously as the [Mage] asked for a piece of the rope. His recent food delivery was enough for the dwarven cooks to not bother rejecting the request, and Theo walked out with a small bundle of rope. 
"So, what am I supposed to do?" Stig asked.
"Doing push ups until you collapse would be a good start," Theo said as he used the handle of the shield to tie it onto his back. It was a bit lower than he wanted, but the weight was about as even as he could get it. It would work. "After that, you can do some sit-ups until you can’t do those anymore. Then try out planking and then… we could ask around and see if there’s anything that could work as barbells. In the worst-case scenario, we’ll go out and use branches for pull-ups."
Theo couldn’t help but feel some enjoyment as he saw the look of horror on the forest dwarf’s face. While this race of people had muscles worthy of a greek demi-god, they gained their muscles through fighting monsters and carrying around back-breaking equipment. Pure exercise wasn’t something they normally did, and somebody as young as Stig clearly didn’t have the muscle definition required to make Theo’s current exercise regime easy.
Yet the dwarf still went along with it, pushing his body off the ground before letting it slowly fall again and again. The [Mage] gave some input on his form, but the forest dwarf had it down pretty quickly. For the [Rune-Crafter] himself… the increase in weight from the shield on his back had certainly increased the difficulty. He felt a strong burn sensation in his triceps that made him grin wickedly. That was a sign of a good day.
Both of them tired around the same time, though the timing might’ve been due to mental fatigue more than anything else. After that came a round of sit-ups, Theo once again using his shield to create more resistance. Then came a bit of running, which was much harder than Theo expected, closely followed by some short-burst sprints. The other forest dwarves may have thought of the two fools running in the rain as stupid, but Theo knew he was following an optimal strategy. While the rough gravel didn’t give him as good footing as he would’ve liked, the speed at which he could run showed off the increases in his strength. Within the hour, his legs were drained and his muscles had experienced an entirely new form of fatigue. 
But the day was still better than ever.
[Stat] increase detected!
+2 to [Agility]
+1 to [Endurance]

Not good enough.
"How are you keeping up?" Theo asked Stig as he stopped moving for a second, his lungs begging for mercy. Glancing down at his training partner, however, the [Mage] was met with empty air. Not convinced that the dwarf had gained the ability to turn invisible just yet, Theo looked around. The rain had almost stopped, allowing him to look fifty paces behind him where he saw Stig collapsed on the ground.
It seemed that dwarven legs weren’t built for constant sprints. Jogging over to his fallen comrade, Theo luckily saw signs of life. While one would think that such an extreme round of physical activity would put stress on the physical parts of the body, that seemed to be far from the truth.
In reality, it was the dwarf's [Mana-Paths] that were being pushed to their extreme. Theo paused for a moment just to look at the void-like energy swirling within the hundreds of veins, silently watching as they formed into peculiar shapes before collapsing. Each break coincided with a pulse from within, as the broken parts attempted to reform into something new. It was both incredible and an act of futility.
"How are you feeling?" Theo asked, repeating his question now that Stig could actually hear him. Not getting an answer immediately, he offered a hand instead. Stig took it within seconds, dragging himself up to a standing position.
"My legs are dead," the forest dwarf responded. Theo could his legs visibly shaking. "I feel nothing but pain down there now."
The shaking certainly confirmed it, and Theo thought it best to keep a grip on the man’s shoulder as they walked back. With the rain finally having stopped, and the other dwarves heading to lunch, maybe it was finally time for a break.
"Pain is just weakness leaving the body," Theo reminded him, getting an unamused look in response.
"If pain is weakness leaving the body, I should be the strongest in the world by now," Stig replied, the forest dwarf shivering for a moment as his body reoriented itself. "Huh… that was a new feeling."
So the [System] finally got to him as well? That took a while.
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Regenerate the Metal


"As I said," Theo commented, letting the dwarf take a few test steps on his own. Stig’s legs still shook like crazy, but there was a new level of grace to them now. "You’ve gotten rid of a bit of weakness. When your muscles finally recover, you’ll be stronger than ever before." 
"… We should do this more often," Stig said, the forest dwarf shocked that Theo could still bend forward and pick up his shield. While the [Mage] had to admit that his arm shook from the strain, a stern look was enough to force it still. "Not now, though. I’m starving."
"Muscles need rest, and, more than everything, they need some food to help them rebuild," Theo agreed. 
The pair moved towards where the dwarven cooks were still hard at work. There were baskets filled with purple fruits as the day before, with every forest dwarf around taking a good handful before scampering off for a place to sit and eat. Stig threw six of them at Theo before grabbing four more for himself.
Not questioning the amount of food he’d been given, Theo quickly began to dig in as headed to one of the tables. He sat in an empty seat, Stig sitting on the other side. 
The forest dwarf looked weirdly at Theo as he filled his cheeks with purple fruit.
"For how cramped it is, nobody understands that we aren’t hogging the seats for anyone," Stig commented with a shrug, biting into the next fruit the moment he chewed the first down to the core. Theo looked around and noticed that none of the dwarves met his gaze. While some were starting to see his value, they were still hesitant to fully accept him into their community. 
"It’s pretty stupid if you ask me," Stig added pointedly.
"They’ll come around soon," Theo assured him, getting some half-hearted sounds of agreement back in between bites of fruit. Looking away from the ravenous dwarf, the [Mage] started to consider a few points. "Once they figure out they all can have a hand in this magic stuff, they’ll be all for it."
Was gaining people’s trust through gifts and abilities a bit underhanded? Maybe. Theo knew it would’ve worked on him, though, so he was fine with it from an ethical standpoint. If somebody offered the prospect of friendship alongside the ability to shoot fire, the man knew that he wouldn’t say no.
‘But Theo!’ somebody would ask sooner or later. ‘Most here can’t use [Mana], so they can’t activate the [Ignis Rune]. Are you going to forcibly activate their [Affinity]?’
No, voice in my head, I am not. I’m going to do something even better.
Granted, Theo wasn’t sure if it was a smarter strategy or not. He just knew it was something he could do with the resources he had at hand. At this moment, he was thinking about the [Impact Rune].
The [Impact Rune] was a great tool to have in any arsenal. It could make a hard hit outright lethal while not requiring anything from the user. With nothing but a [Rune] or two added to a weapon, it became so much more useful in combat with no downsides. The only side-effect was a potential reliance on the [Rune] in the long term, but was that really so bad?
It wasn’t like Theo cared about that main effect of the [Rune] at the moment either. No, it was the secondary effect that truly interested him. He’d used it once before on his old shield setup. When the [Impact Rune] was activated, a small but consistent burst of [Mana] came from its top right side. With the help of an [Connection Rune], that gave the user the ability to fuel an [Ignis Rune] immediately. 
In essence, Theo wanted to make an emergency fire [Rune] that could be activated by anybody. It worked in theory, but he needed to test it before he did anything else. The minimum size required by the [Impact Rune]’s [Spectrum] did make the idea slightly less practical, seeing as the actual activation of the [Rune] would damage whatever the rune was slammed into, but the [Rune-Crafter] would need to see how destructive the effect would be. Theo was sure the dwarves could accept a few destroyed patches of dirt, at the very least.
That was his plan for the next day, however. Once lunch was over the two went to the hillside to resume their work. Theo wouldn’t focus on experimenting with the [Impact Rune] just yet, since he still had to test more dwarves for an [Affinity] first.
"I still don’t understand how you can just destroy your shield so casually," Stig said, observing as Theo scratched lines onto his shield and ripped it apart with his hands. His extra strength was a great gift, the [Mage] not feeling as much strain in his shoulder as he separated the metal into small pieces. "It feels wrong to destroy something so prized again and again."
"If I can regenerate the metal, and if the metal I remove helps others, I don’t see a reason to be sad about it," Theo said, considering a certain Greek ship as he looked at his shield. It was perhaps not all the same metal as the one he’d originally held, but it felt the same. If he couldn’t tell the difference, why would he care? "If you could harvest the materials from that bow of yours again and again without ever losing the actual weapon, I’m sure you would do the same."
To his credit, Stig did look at his bow for a few seconds.
"I’m not sure breaking it would truly be worth the wood and string," the forest dwarf commented slowly, seemingly lost in thought for a moment. "And, forgetting that, where does that metal even come from? I understand that magic can do many great things, Theo, but is it truly possible for you to generate so much valuable metal so quickly? Doesn’t this feel a little weird to you?"
One could reply that it was just a quirk of magic that wasn’t normally touched on and was therefore seen as too powerful. On the other hand, Stig may have had a good point. Theo looked back at the metal he was working on, considering his options.
[Mana] entered the shield, his energy leaving a clear mark on the hard material. The [Mage] had previously assumed it was because he’d created it to begin with, and the shield had always dulled down a few days after its last regeneration. But… maybe it wasn’t true steel. 
Maybe it disappeared. 
If it does, the [Rune] plates are going to break at some point.
The man initially panicked as he tore apart the last piece from the shield, but then he remembered an important detail. The [Rune] plates only lasted for a maximum of forty uses, despite their powerful effects. So, even if the metal disappeared in a few months or longer, it wouldn't matter since the [Rune] would have already been depleted and the steel broken apart. In a way, the issue of impermanence was resolved by the limitation of the [Rune] plates.
"Bugs solving bugs," Theo muttered, briefly looking to the side as he saw another dwarf successfully activate one of the [Rune] plates. Cheers rang out as the growing crowd congratulated the newly appointed [Mage]. Theo noticed the lack of grey streaks in their beard and a smaller dwarf running up to hug them. A young father. 
He looked down at his pile of [Rune] plates. "I need more of them."
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The Final Flourish


The new batch of [Rune] plates were divided between testing his theory and making more [Ignis Runes] that the populace could try their luck with. With eight new plates, that meant four for each side. While it wasn’t the biggest increase, it would let another dozen dwarves through the process every few hours. An increase was still an increase, in the end. 
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Empowering] has been increased from [Beginner 4] to [Beginner 5].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Conduit Mana-Channelling] has been increased from [Beginner 7] to [Beginner 8].

And the upgrades to the [Skills] didn’t make Theo too sad either. While he felt almost no progress when making the [Ignis Runes] nowadays, he was happy to see that he was still improving somewhat.
"Just what are you going to do with that plate?" Stig asked as Theo began to etch out some lines, the [Mage] trying to figure out if he could make a [Connection Rune] work over the two sides. While it had worked when placed on his shield, it had been on a much larger scale. On something this small, it was quite difficult. Doable, but difficult. 
"Trying to make an emergency flame-thrower," he answered as he began to draw the [Impact Rune]. He knew it could work at this scale—if only barely—since he’d drawn something close to it on Ulf’s hammer. The material was different here, sure, but that didn’t mean too much. 
… Hopefully.
Letting the [Engraver] go through the movements in record time, the corners sharp enough to cut the tip off his finger, Theo looked on with satisfaction as the [Impact Rune] [Activated] perfectly. There was a bit of weird leaking at the exit point but that was likely due to the size. The [Mage] was sure there wouldn’t be any other issues on that front.
"How would an impact rune spew flames?" Stig questioned. Theo looked at the dwarf with surprise. He’d been paying attention. "What? There’s only two different ones. The difference is obvious."
"Sure, sure," Theo agreed, taking another look at the [Impact Rune]. It was a glorified square. Since the [Ignis Rune] had two circles on the outside, he wasn’t too surprised that Stig had learned to tell them apart. "Your curiosity just continues to amaze me. The others barely question it."
Even Bjorn, the old dwarf who dreamed of the village being equipped with [Rune] plates, hadn’t questioned much of anything regarding the [Rune]’s design. And then there was Stig, who was curious about anything and everything Theo did.
"When I called myself unusual, I didn't mean to deceive you," Stig replied with a shrug. Just a few meters away, another dwarf managed to activate a plate, making a pillar of flames reach into the sky. The moisture in the air caused a cloud of steam to fill the area above them. It was beautiful. 
"These people want to stay here,” Stig continued, “doing the same jobs, eating the same food we’ve eaten for a hundred years, and talking about the same things year after year. Nothing new happens here and the people I live with all seem to accept that. They want a quiet life without surprises and I want…"
"Something more?" Theo guessed as he carved another [Ignis Rune]. It was a dangerous gamble to do it like this, since both sides of the metal now had dents. If he went too deep, it would collide with the already-created [Rune]. What kind of effect would come from that, Theo had no clue. "Something that’s just new?"
"Yeah, exactly," Stig agreed, the forest dwarf seeing the recognition in Theo’s eyes. Theo had wished for things like that in his youth before he’d just given up. As the bills kept piling up, he’d decided a life of adventure hadn’t been for him. 
"Running away from here and seeing the world has been a dream of mine since I was little,” Stig explained. “Actually doing it, though… that didn’t turn out too well when I tried."
Did he hear that right? Theo had to slow down the carving of the circles to make sure he could talk and [Engrave] at the same time, lest he would make a mistake.
"How did that happen?" he asked as he started on the outermost circle, making sure that the distance to the inner circle stayed equal. "The running away part, I mean."
"It happened after two weeks of planning," Stig explained, shifting in his seat as the words began to come out at a rapid pace. "I had gotten into some kind of disagreement with the others. The reasoning behind it eludes me, but it had to do with my visiting the other villages in the forest. They said it was too dangerous. I said that the wandering traders could do it without a scratch on them. They thought I was a fool for thinking that way."
With a final flourish, the [Ignis Rune] was finished. It took a second more to [Activate] than usual, but the [Rune] was still about as normal as he expected. Now Theo just needed the [Connection Rune].
"I take it that something happened that stopped you from actually leaving?" Theo guessed casually, not seeing the grimace on Stig’s face until he looked up again. "Or… you left but didn’t get as far as you wanted to?"
"A bite from a Nadre to my ankle," Stig recounted, showing off the scar on his left leg. Entire veins had seemingly been burned through. "Would’ve killed me if my mom hadn’t sent out countless search parties the second she couldn’t find me in my bed. That she could even guess that I would get bitten by some dumb creature was incredible. The people I wanted to run from saved me from certain death. It’s… it’s one of the reasons I haven’t tried to repeat that."
His tone made it clear there were a few other reasons as well. Theo didn’t dig for the full truth, however, instead focusing on making sure the [Connection Rune] travelled between the two sides of the steel plate. It was surprisingly hard to do.
"At least this place isn’t that bad," Theo replied, trying to put a more positive outlook on life in the village. "There’s peace, no danger of monsters getting you while you sleep, and the people here aren’t outright rude. At least not to you. I might not be on that list just yet."
"You’re right on the last thing," Stig said. "I can’t understand your view, though. Maybe it’s just because I’ve lived here since I was small."
"Yeah, that could be it. You have no idea of what else is out there," the [Mage] said, a bead of sweat falling down his face as he finished the last line of the [Connection Rune]. The [Rune] activated, and he sighed in relief as it didn’t explode in his face—yet. 
"Before I got here, I lived a life that was the same thing every day. I would wake up, eat, work, eat, work, eat, maybe work again, and then sleep so I could do it again the next day. I had no days where I just relaxed, where I went to do something different. There’s a chance that I might’ve hated being here if this was all I knew, but… being out in the wild, being a part of something bigger that I can actually understand, just makes me so utterly happy. There’s just this constant feeling of accomplishment every time I succeed, and I just can’t let that go."
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 5] to [Beginner 6].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 9] to [Beginner 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].

And just like that, Theo was done with his little invention. It looked relatively simple, but the energy coming off it was more than he’d expected. Otherwise, the [Rune-Circuit] looked safe. 
Now he just needed to test it.
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Risk of Explosions 


"And that’s where we’re both different and alike," Stig pointed out as the two walked away from the dwarves still testing their [Affinity]. "If I’d been thrown into your old life, I no doubt would have loved the newness of it all." 
"Oh, are you sure about that?" Theo said, unable to comprehend the life of an accounting assistant without worker’s rights.
"I would’ve said the same if you hadn’t joined my daily routine, but here we are," the forest dwarf said, spreading out his arms to encompass the village he saw as a never-ending prison of boredom. On the other hand, Theo saw it as heaven on a far-off world. 
Different lives. Different perspectives. 
"You’re an enigma to this place,” Stig said, “and I don’t doubt I would’ve been the same in yours. At least for a while. After some time, I might just hate it as much as you."
"Because it’s a terrible place to be?"
"Because it doesn’t change," Stig corrected as they stopped walking. Theo filled up the [Ignis Rune] and the [Impact Rune] as much as he could. No others were within fifty meters, and there was nothing but wet grass that would burn in the worst-case scenario. "Others might be able to enjoy a life of monotony but I can’t. And, honestly, I don’t think you can either, Theo. You see this place as a paradise but I’m not sure it will last. At some point, I think you will want to leave as much as I do."
Theo looked at Stig. Stig looked back at the [Mage] with an understanding gaze. They silently agreed to drop the topic for now. Theo, for all his willingness to put himself in harm’s way, didn’t want to think about this right now. He was living the fun life that he’d dreamed of during his long days working in that empty cubicle. Making himself hate it here wouldn’t help him.
But will living a lie for a moment longer help either?
"I’m not sure if this [Rune-Circuit] will work as it should, so get ready to run if it goes wrong," Theo said, getting a proper grip on the [Rune] plate. Going down on one knee, he prepared to strike it against the ground. The [Mage] would’ve preferred using his shield but it was still destroyed. "No time like the present to get a few burns, though."
Hitting the enhanced side of the steel plate against the hard earth, Theo winced as the material made a cracking noise. The [Engravings] had weakened the steel, the carvings on both sides making the middle brittle. In a single motion, it fractured.
But the effect of the [Impact Rune] still occurred. The earth still cracked, the [Connection Rune] still flared to life, and the [Ignis Rune] still began to glow.
The chunks of the [Rune] grew brighter. It began to glow more than something of that size should’ve been able to do. Theo felt his hands start to get hot. They were getting burned. This was… no, it couldn’t be...
It is.
"Get back!" Theo shouted as he braced his legs. With a brief moment to gather himself, he pulled back his shoulder and readied himself to throw the steel plate upward. He paused for just a split second, allowing his muscles to tense to their maximum potential, before launching his arm forward with incredible speed. The plate soared up into the air, quickly rising to a height of twenty meters and becoming a small glinting speck next to the sun.
Then it exploded, a cacophony of sound rolling through the grass around them. The sound reached through the entire village, all dwarves young and old looking towards their position and the flaming sphere above them. It only stood up there for a moment before it imploded, the steel fragments falling harmless to the ground, but the truth of the situation had just been found.
Theo had just invented the most dangerous hand grenade known to man. He considered that the requirement of hitting it against another surface might be too unreasonable. 
[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Throw] has been increased from [Beginner 5] to [Beginner 6].

"Not a good time," Theo muttered as he looked at the steel fragments were raining down. They were hot to the touch, but the wet grass helped cooled them down quickly enough. "And this… not a good idea either."
"It just broke apart?" Stig said, running over to Theo. While not too adept at [Rune-Crafting] just yet, Stig could clearly see danger when it was called out and had run for cover. A glowing object of any kind was not to be trifled with. "Your stuff usually doesn’t do that."
"Yes, well, a thinner material and the steel itself being so brittle doesn’t exactly mesh. I hadn’t guessed it would be explosive, though," Theo replied, more than happy he’d never seen something like that happen with his shield. If the lower part just exploded while using the [Impact Rune], he’d be done for. Maybe it was just dumb luck that had stopped him from using the [Connection Rune] once again. "This shows promise, and its main function of causing damage is most definitely working, but I don’t think any sane forest dwarf would ever want to use this."
"Since it might just explode in your hand?"
"Since it might just explode in your hand," Theo agreed. The damage had honestly been more minimal since he’d just struck it again with hard dirt instead of, say, a brick wall. That would have certainly caused much more damage, to the point where the [Rune] might’ve self-destructed instantly instead. "I need both a stronger and thicker metal before I try making something like this again. Having a way to trigger the [Ignis Rune] without hitting the plate against another surface would be great as well, but that would require tools I don’t have at the moment."
Theo didn’t doubt that the [Rune-Crafters] had figured this one out many years ago. If there was a [Rune] that could enhance kinetic energy, there was surely something that could do it in other ways as well. Or, even then, there was certainly a much less damaging way to use the [Impact Rune]. 
If he had more skill in metalworking, he could put the [Rune] on a button and have it activate by pressing down on it. Yet that would also require the [Connection Rune] to work by simply being put against two different objects instead of actually being physically connected.
But… the actual space where the [Mana] would be sent out would always be the same. It would require some very precise control, something that’s basically impossible to do by hand and in the size I want right now—but this could actually work.
Only in theory, though. Theo once again cursed the [Spectrum] of sizes he could build his [Runes] in. What he wouldn’t give to be able to make an [Impact Rune] the size of his thumb. Even if it would take weeks to learn to [Engrave] on such a small scale, the potential of such [Rune-Work] was incredible. The summoning circle that had been used to bring him to this world had worked with [Runes] of that size, which meant there was a way to do it. He just needed to figure it all out.
"Just what are you two doing?" an angry voice said from the bottom of the small hill where Theo and Stig were sitting. 
Looking down the hill, Theo was greeted by the sight of Arila, the leader of the village herself. She looked annoyed.
"I try and have a conversation with the elders over tea and suddenly find the building shaking at its core due to some idiots firing off explosives inside the village. Do you two care to explain yourselves?"
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The Formations of the Path


Theo felt like a child being scolded by a parent all over again. For a moment he recalled the time he’d tricked a friend into eating a snail. Those old memories were certainly more fun than this, the look of anger on Arila’s face not bringing him any joy. 
"I must apologize for that. It’s all my fault, this time around," Theo was quick to say, not wanting Stig to get any part of the blame here. Stig just followed him here and had taken no part in the idea itself. "I was testing out a [Rune-Circuit] and thought that the distance away from the group was adequate. Since it went off rather spectacularly, it’s a mistake on my part. Again, I am very sorry for it."
Owning up to one’s mistakes was the best way to get through the first part of the conversation quickly, and Theo saw no reason to shift the blame. Maybe due to his honesty—or perhaps something else entirely—the face of the leader did seem to soften slightly as Arila regained her composure.
"You should learn a thing or two from him, son," Arila said to Stig, the son in question grimacing at her words. "Giving the entire truth without needing to be pressed for it is a good quality."
"Of course, Mother," Stig replied with a formal bow, exaggerating his leadership role despite just being scolded. "But, really, I should’ve stopped him before this point. Bringing him outside next time he wants to try something like this would be a little safer."
"And it might stop us from having to rebuild one of the houses if a roof catches on fire," the leader agreed, reminding Theo that the roofs were made of dried straw. While it was all most certainly wet at the moment, a blast of flame from the [Ignis Rune] would’ve hardly cared about that. If the exploding [Rune] had shot off in the wrong direction, they would not have had a good time. "I will let this failure slide if you promise not to mess up to this degree again. This village is built on helping each other and, while your little experiments have that goal in mind, harming or destroying the village in the process is unacceptable."
After promising to be more careful in the future, Arila gave them some further orders before telling them about a spot just three hundred paces from the village gate. It was an open circle of grass where they could experiment. Although it was dangerous to go alone, the village leader didn't see any issue in bringing a few others along.
"If it means more can use those runes of yours, Theo Locheim, some leniencies can be afforded," Arila stated, her eyes meeting with the [Mage]’s for a moment. "However, do not try to push it. The others are just barely warming up to the thought of you here, and a full revolt is not something my son or I will be able to stop."
Don’t piss everybody off by doing stupid stuff. The [Rune-Crafter] who’d done one stupid thing already could understand that message clearly.
"I’ll do my best to keep things safe," Theo promised, getting a few words of encouragement before the leader of Zerdyl returned to her house, likely hoping that the other elders would accept her explanation. The idea of a human staying in the village had been embraced more readily by the younger members of the village, while the older generation, with families and loved ones to protect, were more hesitant about having the enemy among them. This thought alone was enough to dampen Theo's mood. 
At least Stig seemed happy though. "What is it with that smile of yours?” Theo asked. “You did just get shouted at by your boss."
The fact that his boss was also his mother might’ve made the scolding feel less severe, but it was still serious. Nobody had gotten hurt, which was a miracle, and yet Theo had expected some form of embarrassment from Stig. Instead, all he got was a go-lucky smile and little else.
"That was the shortest amount of time she’s ever spent chewing somebody out in… a better part of ten years," Stig explained, shaking his head to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. "That her tongue isn’t still verbally lashing you at this moment is just physical proof that she likes you more than me."
Oh.
The [Rune-Crafter] should’ve guessed it would be something like that. Theo’s former leaders and managers had always been the ‘quiet angry’ types, never raising their voices but still making it clear they were furious beyond belief. The things they could say in under one hundred words were both incredible and terrifying. Here, though, it seemed that quantity was the larger factor. 
"Maybe you should just ‘learn from me’ and be a little more honest with your shortcomings," Theo suggested, getting a jab on his shoulder as they walked back to the group of dwarves still testing for an [Affinity]. "Something tells me you’ve tried to shift the blame to somebody else a few times through the years."
"‘A few times?’ Do you truly take me for such an amateur?" Stig asked jokingly. "I have successfully given the blame to somebody else a thousand times just this year."
"I’d believe a hundred, but a thousand times is a little unrealistic."
"That’s because you can’t see my vision!"
For the next two hours, Theo worked on his [Rune] plates while exchanging banter with Stig. Their exchange reached a level where the other dwarves stayed around to listen, finding it the height of entertainment in the chilly afternoon sun.
Theo didn’t have anything against it, of course. Once he and Stig finally stopped their endless showdown, the last of the [Rune] plates having been long since finished and his shield fully replenished, the smell of cooked food reached their noses. They gathered their equipment and headed towards the firepits to bask in the warmth. As they sat down, their conversation continued.
As they sat down to eat, Theo and Stig were welcomed by the dwarves from the previous night. The air was filled with chatter and gossip, with news of a marriage proposal and a unusual bird sighting being the most recent news of the village. It was revealed that Loren's team had returned to the village, having failed in their search for the blight. While the news was intriguing, the lack of information led to the topic being dropped quickly. With so much else to discuss, rapid theories were not the order of the day.
It was a pleasant time, the afternoon sun finally ending as night slowly began to fall. Food was enjoyed, words and fun were shared in plenty, and by the end Theo felt rather tired when he finally walked towards the sleeping barracks alongside the others. 
The [Rune-Crafter], for all his troubles and his woes in recent times, felt happy with his current life.
But what if it won’t always be this way?
That annoying thought, the one implanted into his head by Stig during the day, had finally grown too large to ignore. As Theo’s head hit the soft pillow of his bed, the mild snoring around him slowly increasing, it was clear he wouldn’t fall asleep just yet. Instead, he was forced to consider the possibility of that he would eventually reject his current way of life.
At least, that was what Stig had thought. If he was to be trusted, Theo didn’t want to live a life in the village, to grow old talking with the others as he helped them survive another day. No… he wanted something new, something different, something outside the ordinary. If Stig was to be trusted, Theo had a case of wanderlust that would never truly end.
But he didn’t feel it right now. For all his thoughts about what was to come, Theo did not hear the call of foreign skies and the great unknown. He felt at home here, felt like he was becoming a part of a community. Sure, the forest dwarves weren’t entirely happy about him being here just yet, but he was making progress every day.
And what then? What am I going to progress towards?
The question made Theo pause as he looked up at the straw ceiling above him, not liking where his mind was leading him. At the moment, he had a clear goal, a clear way to attain the aforementioned goal, and he could see the progress he was making to achieve it. Theo was happy, he was focused, and he could feel it all coming together. But, as said before, what would he do afterwards? Would he just choose something else? Was becoming a friend of the dwarves not enough for him? Would he try and reach for stars and become the next leader?
No, he didn’t want that. He wanted to stay independent, helping others but not to a point where he was controlled. Being a leader, needing to always stay in one place to protect and govern, sounded…. too wrong in his head. Theo didn’t like it, but he likewise didn’t like his lack of alternatives.
Growing in skill with [Mana] and [Runes]? That was certainly an idea, though not one that he could hope to continue forever. While Theo was most certainly still making progress in his work, his hands getting used to [Engraving], his lack of knowledge of different [Runes] was making it harder to learn more. He already knew how each one felt, how much he could push them, and what ways they could be used. The [Rune-Crafter] was relatively sure he could push all the [Runic Skills] to [Novice 1] if he had the time, but anything beyond seemed outright impossible with his current level of knowledge.
How would I gain the knowledge to not stop improving?
… The desire to wander and learn more, the need to figure out what else there was to see, and the understanding that he couldn’t stay in one place forever without hating it. Despite the steadily growing volume of snores all around him, the deep bass piercing through his eardrums and directly inserting itself into his mind, Theo could clearly see Stig’s point.
He was happy here—right now. He had found a new place to explore, a place he’d never experienced before, and his mind relished the opportunities granted to him because of that. But, when he’d seen there was to see, he couldn’t say he felt the need to stay for much longer. These people had saved his life, and Theo refused to do anything but repay them twice as much back, but he could see that he couldn’t live with them forever. 
"He just saw right through me, didn’t he?" Theo muttered to himself, unsure if the words even reached beyond his lips. Before he knew it, his eyes had already closed and his mind had started to relax as the worries of the day faded away into the dark night. 
For the first time in two days, Theo slept.
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Comparisons 


The next morning was experienced with a sense of freshness Theo hadn’t felt in weeks. The varied diet and sunshine had made his body healthier than ever, the [Mage] could spread his arms and feel his muscles shout with happiness. Stretching his limbs after getting up, he could tell it was going to be a great day. 
"Is that another one of those weird human exercises?" Stig asked as they stood on the hill next to the sleeping barracks, waiting for the breakfast queue to get a little shorter. Theo just nodded, his lungs pressed together a bit as he did a child’s pose. It did little but steady his breathing, but it was a great way to awaken his upper arms and shoulders. "It looks dumb."
"That’s how most parts of yoga usually are," Theo replied, settling into mountain pose next, his back curved and his arms going backwards. Stig looked ready to laugh at him. "You might think it funny, but this is a great way to wake up in the morning."
"You’re already plenty awake. Do you think there’s some higher level of being awake that you might achieve through that?" Stig asked, unknowingly proposing what so many others believed wholeheartedly. And since Theo could feel his [Mana-Paths] flow much more efficiently at the moment, perhaps the people in his old world had a point.
"It’s more so my limbs can get ready for the day," Theo said as he started on a half-moon pose. "Your muscles aren’t ready the second you step out of bed, you know. Letting them stretch a little before you do anything intense can help you to avoid damage."
The dwarf grumbled a little more about how it looked before curiosity won out. Theo slowed down his movements and even gave a few pointers on how to stand properly as they went through the full sequence. It had been nearly a decade since he’d done something like this. He’d lost most of his free time when he hit his twenties, but a basic yoga sequence was something he could remember quite easily. An easy set of sixteen movements was perfect for beginners.
"Relax your lower back a little more, " Theo instructed as they went into the final part of the sun salutations, the upper body upright while the lower body continued to lie on the ground. It was the perfect stretch to end things off with, but it was important to not flex the wrong muscles. Anything done incorrectly could easily do more harm than good.
Not that it was something they needed to fear, though. Stig was instantly able to understand his words and readjusted his poses. Despite the far-off snickers of the others wondering what they were doing, Theo could feel a sense of accomplishment in his improvements. While no [Stats] were increased from the stretching, his body felt lighter than ever, and another [Skill] received a much deserved rank-up.
[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Teach] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 3].

Getting through the final part of their stretches, the two stood up from the grass and once again looked at the line for breakfast. It still wasn’t empty, a good few dozen still waiting for their first portion, but Theo could accept settling in now.
"So you want to do this every morning?" Stig asked as they went down the hill, both brushing off the patches of grass that had settled on their clothes. Theo left behind his shield on the hill, not seeing a reason to carry it so close to the others. It wasn’t like he’d had the time to put any [Runes] on it yet.
"Every morning we can spare," Theo replied, not thinking Stig would like the concept of stretching every night as well. Stretching the body before and after sleeping wasn’t too bad an idea, seeing as the actual beds clearly weren’t optimal. While [Toughness] made the body much more durable, he didn’t like the idea of messing up his spine or anything else because of poor sleeping habits.
I say that when I slept on a solid rock for two months. Good on you, Theo.
"If my arms didn’t feel so weirdly light, I’d call you a maniac," Stig replied, getting his portion and walking off to find two seats that weren’t taken yet. Theo watched him go, wondering if the dwarf had acquired some [Skill] from stretching. He might have, seeing as the world had [Skills] for other mundane activities. Increasing the positive effects of yoga sounded entirely within the realm of possibility. 
What other effects could come from that, though? In the early stages, it clearly just made the body feel more awake and prepared for the day while also improving the flow of [Mana] internally. At higher levels, what other improvements would become noticeable? 
Could yoga become even more efficient?
Thoughts of gods gaining their ultimate powers through stretching in the morning filled Theo’s head as he followed Stig, settling in on the other side of the table. He was about to say something but stopped when the seats next to him were slowly but steadily filled in.
The forest dwarves didn’t care enough about his presence to waste the open seats. Theo didn’t mention it out loud, but he shared a look with Stig who likewise saw the development occurring in front of them. Deciding to just shrug it off, both had their fill of breakfast before moving along with their day. The [Rune] plates were set up and those who wanted to try it out were allowed to do just that. In the meanwhile, Theo spent his time redoing all of the [Runes] on his shield once again. This time around he had the sizing of it all down to a fine art.
"Redoing it over five times by now just makes this too easy," the [Mage] muttered to himself as he did the nine [Ignis Runes] in record time. With his [Mana] having reached 160, it was child’s play to do the larger parts without worrying about depleting it all before being done. And since the [Empowerment] could take as much energy as it wanted, the effects grew more beautiful every time. 
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 56%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 0/11
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 44/44

The middle one was even made a little larger than normal, Theo’s skill allowing him to carve the [Runes] closer to each other than before without worrying that a shaky hand would break through the sides. And that he was able to reach such a high [Mana-Purity] this time around made him utterly overjoyed. He couldn’t push the size to be much bigger than this, sadly, but it was great to see that something on this scale could work so beautifully. Now all he could truly improve was the purity of the [Runes], that being the hardest battle of all.
At my best, I only get barely under 60%. What will it take to hit 90%?
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Under a Rock


Letting the question wander around in his head as he redid the [Impact Rune] as well, a smile grew on his face at the next announcement from the blue boxes of the [System]. 
[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Rune-Empowering] has been increased from [Beginner 5] to [Beginner 6].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Conduit Mana-Channelling] has been increased from [Beginner 8] to [Beginner 9].

Every [Runic Skill] was now beyond [Beginner 5]. With how the other sides of his [Skill-Collection] were looking, the [Mage] saw it as quite the achievement. Everything was working together beautifully. 
[Rune] Skills
[Rune-Engraving]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.

[Rune-Empowering]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to empower a [Rune], fulfilling the final requirements for [Initial Activation].

[Rune-Manipulation]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations.

[Rune-Mastery]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.

"Are you two going to sit around here this entire morning as well?" Ulf asked, the bald dwarf walking up to them as Theo reviewed his progress. He was getting closer to his estimated limit of growth on the [Runic Skills]. Focusing on something else for a bit wouldn’t be too bad. "It can’t be good for your body to do nothing for so long."
"Hey, I’m hard at work repairing my bow,” Stig defended himself, “and Theo’s carving out those [Runes] again and again." He strained his arms to put the string of his bow back into its place. The bald dwarf looked at them both unimpressed. 
Theo honestly couldn’t blame him. The last hour had been rather dull, the number of people wanting to test their capabilities having waned. There was another burst of activity in the morning, but it had settled back into only being a dozen or so people around now. Those who wanted to test themselves had already gone through with it. Those currently standing around were more just curious about how the [Runes] themselves worked or they were practising activating the [Ignis Runes] again and again. At least the constant bursts of fire into the sky helped warm the area a little.
"Well, both of you seem to be well and done with that," Ulf stated. "We’re going back into the dungeon, and we’re bringing a wagon this time. Since we have no reason to fear the blights attacking us on the main road, it’s a quick walk over there. Theo, have you ever considered working as a donkey?"
What a beautiful way of asking him to pull a wagon. That Ulf meant it in full earnest just made it even worse. Not that Theo rejected the offer. He and Stig quickly gathered up their supplies and moved along to join the rest of Ulf’s group.
The wagon in question wasn’t as big as the [Mage] feared, at least. It had four wheels close together, an open space big enough for about ten full bags, and a moveable wooden bar at the front that Theo could push from while being able to look ahead. The front wheels turned to some degree but the actual twists in the path were easier to just force the wagon through.
"You all are helping me when we’re bringing this back," Theo said as he put his shield in the wagon and got into position. The others half-heartedly accepted his statement, grinning broadly. Even Stig saw some humour in making the guest pull the wagon.
At least some felt bad enough that they went over and helped him halfway. The empty wagon wasn’t too heavy, honestly, the wheels moving through the hard gravel without too much difficulty. Regardless, not tiring out his arms before the fighting even started was still good.
It would’ve been great to have a horse to pull it, though. I’m not built for this.
"Do you see that over there, Bjorn?" Stig asked the older dwarf, some grumbling being heard as Bjorn likely craned his neck to see what the youth was pointing towards. Theo couldn’t see it either, honestly. "Wolfsbane."
"Oh! Good eye, kid," Ulf chimed in, a few of the others giving similar congratulations as Stig hurried over to snip off a few purple flowers that were barely visible through the thick grass. "Your mother should be able to make another batch with those. Supplies have been running low lately."
Supply of flowers? While Theo understood the need for decorations, he didn’t see how it would be useful for a soldier.
"What’s the flower good for?" he asked. 
The name ‘wolfsbane’ reminded him of something. Maybe those three-eyed wolves walking around didn’t like the smell? If so, he could certainly understand why the plant would be useful for a warrior. If the scent of the flower was potent enough to keep the wolves at bay, then he wanted some for himself.
"It’s wolfsbane, Theo," Stig said, making it clear that the name was indeed important. That still didn’t give a clear explanation of what it could do. "Wolves are allergic to the flower itself. Their snouts got stuffy and their eyes began to water. They can also start to vomit, but I’ve never seen it happen when exposed to only the raw form of the flower."
"So there’s more to it than just the flower itself?"
"Of course, there is!" Ulf responded this time around, looking at the human as if he’d never stepped outside in his life. Theo figured that this knowledge was very common. "Just how big is that rock you’ve been sleeping under?"
"Bigger than a mountain," Theo replied with quick wit, getting a few laughs from the others before looking at Stig as he packed the flower into his side-satchel. "What do you do with the flower to make the effect more potent?"
Putting it out there as a wild guess, Theo reckoned that [Alchemy] could exist in this word. That the [System] recognized the word itself made that much easier to believe. Stig likewise didn’t give him a confused look when he asked about it.
"It’s a combination of cutting up and heating the flowers separately, before then boiling them at a steady temperature until all the water evaporates," Stig explained quickly and concisely. "It creates a purple sludge that has a very potent smell to the wolves. We keep it in small glass vials that we buy from the traders who sometimes come by, letting us get this result."
Digging into the small satchel on his side, Stig brought out one of the aforementioned vials filled to the brim with purple sludge. A small cork sat on the top of it, stopping anything from spilling while in the bag.
"It’s not outright deadly to the wolves but being close to it for a few minutes can make them faint," Stig said as he put the vial back into the satchel, being extra careful as he closed it once again. "We haven’t found too many of them lately, so the wolves are slowly becoming more of a threat. Not being able to scare them away without fighting them isn’t too good."
Theo could believe that. He still felt dread when recalling his last fight with those beasts. One could easily be fought off, but having twenty or more roaming together made them deadlier than ever. Quantity was the biggest danger when it came to those beasts.
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Not an Easy Day


Herbology was quite the interesting topic. When Theo expressed an interest to learn more, Stig was happy to ramble about the subject. Since Arila was both the leader of the village as well as the resident healer, it was no surprise that her son had been taught her ways. And, really, there was more to it than Theo would’ve suspected.  
It was somewhat like what one would expect from practical chemistry. Heating, stirring, diluting, and distilling were all common practice. The actual equipment for most of it wasn’t too common in the eastern forest, but many simple remedies could be made with little more than a fire and an iron pot to boil water. 
"The hardest part once you have that is to just find the herbs themselves," Stig said, listing off countless plants that could be found in the forest along with the many uses of each. That many could be mixed together to create enhanced effects just Theo’s head spin. The number of different components and combinations was for too complex for him to remember. The countless hours that Stig must’ve spent just to list all of that in one go… it was unbelievable. 
That Theo couldn’t follow half of it was apparent to Stig, at least. He gave up on telling him every detail after a few more minutes. "It’s just a fun hobby for now, but I’m getting better. In another year or so, I might be able to brew that wolfsbane better than my mom."
"If Arila heard you saying that, she’d force you to make it until you could," Bjorn muttered from beside Theo as the dwarf helped him push the wagon. That Stig blushed at the remark made it clear he agreed. "That mother of yours would be all too happy to hear you wanted to follow in her footsteps."
"We both know that’s not happening," Stig was quick to say, getting a shrug from the older warriors. They saw something that Stig didn’t, and, to be honest, Theo could see where they were coming from. ‘Like mother, like son’ was true in some ways, but they both had different priorities in life. "The only thing I’m able to do better than her is make burn salves."
"And you get no complaints from us because of those," Ulf said, giving Stig a playful jab. "It’s because of you we have a few of those at hand at all times. Saves more life than any bow or axe down in that dungeon."
Knowing just what burns could do to the body, Theo understood why all the dwarves shouted out words of agreement. Wolfsbane could perhaps keep the enemy away but having something ready in the event that the unthinkable occurred was just—if not more—important. Having untreated burns for more than an hour was an easy and painful way to die. Looking at Stig’s satchel, Theo knew he would remember that detail. Preparation was the most important part of survival, lest every foe become a deadly surprise.
Herbology wouldn’t be too bad to know when living on the road, honestly. Theo could see its uses if Stig ever wanted to leave again.
Maybe he grew extra interested when that damned Nadre bit his foot.
The conversation quieted for the next ten minutes or so, the group focused more on following the path to the dungeon. The hill that signalled the end of their journey came into view a few minutes after that. Arriving at the dungeon, the group parked the wagon right next to the entrance to the old [Facility].
"It rained too heavily yesterday," Ulf complained as the man looked down into the entrance. Theo followed his eyes, spotting several puddles of water farther down. It seemed the inside had flooded the day before. Hopefully, it hadn’t done too much damage to the lower floors. He wanted to know what secrets they held. "What do you think, Bjorn? Should we fill up the wagon to its maximum capacity or take another easy day?"
"Is that even a question?" Bjorn replied, both of the old dwarves showing off missing teeth as wicked grins grew on their faces. The other old warriors mirrored the expression, though Stig just shrugged when Theo looked at him for an explanation. It was just the old dwarves being weird again. 
When all were ready and in full spirits, the eight warriors entered the [Facility]. The uneven footing as they walked through the damp dirt was rather annoying, the warriors forced to move slowly until they regained their proper footing. At least the rabbits weren’t too much of an issue to begin with.
While the little monsters might’ve been ruthless and wanted nothing more than to tear through their flesh, rabbits still didn’t like being wet. They huddled together above the puddles on the stone floor, hiding either on top of rubble or in the cracks in the walls. A few were even peacefully eating the moss lying around.
At that moment, Theo thought the creatures were a rather passive bunch. Then, his shield ground slightly against the stone floor, the ears of every rabbit stood straight as they looked at the group. Red eyes, nearly one hundred of them, saw the group and collectively decided that being rabid was a good strategy.
"You just had to let them know," Stig complained as he and one of the other dwarves began to fire off arrows at the approaching horde of rabbits. Theo just shrugged as he kept moving to build some distance from the others. Bjorn and Ulf charged the rabbits to do the same, happily challenging the feral creatures to try and bite into their flesh.
That those teeth didn’t make it past their skin made Theo wonder just how long those two had fought in this dungeon. Those two oldies might’ve been past their peak, but they barely felt a challenge on this floor anymore. How many decades had it required to get to this point?
Too many.
Crushing a good five rabbits at once as he stabbed down with his shield, Theo began the slow process of defending against the onslaught of vicious furballs. Killing one took barely more than a flick of the fingers, though the bites and scratches to his hands weren’t appreciated. Luckily, his shield was more than capable of creating some distance when necessary. 
While the rabbits were fast, their attack patterns were obvious. They went after him in a straight line, with no attempts to flank or dodge his attacks. While some of the rabbits on the second floor had enough intelligence to attack him from the side, these were too stupid for that level of wisdom. No… they only knew how to charge and bite.
There wasn't even any fire to watch out for, even if the rare rabbit did have some smoke leaving its mouth. Theo studied a corpse for a moment, a grey puff hitting his face after he’d assumed it was dead. Breaking its neck properly, he coughed as he tried to get the residue out of his lungs.
A particularly feisty rabbit saw that as its chance to get up on his shield and leap at his face. He managed to bring his hand up to defend himself, swatting the beast away before those yellow teeth could sink into his nose. 
But the rabbits were starting to gather at his feet. While the two archers were doing their best to take care of them, Theo didn’t know if it would be enough.
Shaking the floor a bit won’t hurt anybody.
He hit the stone next to his feet with his shield. The [Impact Rune] activated properly, and the ground shook for a moment. The rabbits stopped their attacks, seemingly frozen with fear as their bodies stiffened. Theo hadn’t expected that, picking off the frozen rabbits with his shield. Was this purely because of the vibrations scaring them or was it [Shield-Bash] transferring its [Stun] effect? 
Either way, he was all for it.
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Baseless


With the advantage of only fighting frozen monsters for a moment, the group was able to clear the hallway and the first floor of rabbits. Despite the rabbits’ constant charges, the group was able to fend them off without suffering any real damage. By the time the last rabbit had an arrow through its skull, even the bites on Theo's fingers had completely healed. 
"Whatever you did before there, with the whole ground shaking," Ulf said as they picked up the corpses, "do it more often. If we can get the rabbits on the lowest floors to stand still like that, today will be easier than ever." Walking over to Theo, the old dwarf put a hand on his shoulder.
"So this is not a thing that normally happens?" Theo asked, the rest of the group shaking their heads in response. "It might be because of the [Impact Rune] on my shield. If we powered up one side of your hammer, you could probably get a similar result."
By only fuelling one of the [Impact Runes], the bald dwarf could still hit the rabbits without pulverizing them. Ulf pondered the possibility as he stood silently for a moment. In just two seconds, though, that grin returned once again. He rushed over to Bjorn to power the [Rune]. Theo just left the two alone, helping fill the first round of bags. 
By the time they were done, two of bags had been filled up entirely. There weren’t as many as the day before, but that was alright. By the time they were done here, the dwarves expected another thirteen bags to be as filled as the first two.
Either the lower floors have double the amount of rabbits or they just grow too big down there.
From what Theo had heard and seen, it was likely a mix of the two. Making sure no random predator could open up the bags while they were down in the dungeon, they placed a tarp over the wagon. Then they once again entered the [Facility] and went down the ramp to the second floor. It was a little slippery from the rain, but Theo managed to keep his footing. 
"To avoid getting fire spewed into your face, make sure to look up and survey the ceiling for rabbits. Call out if you see anything dangerous," Bjorn ordered as the round of fighting began once again. 
Theo did glance up at the slightly wet ceiling to make sure that no rabbits were there, just as ordered. Luckily, he saw nothing but drops of moisture and fractures in the stone.
There were quite a few fractures, though. Theo would’ve thought more of it if not for one of the fire-breathing rabbits trying to repeat yesterday’s flanking manoeuvre. Taking care of it before the rabbit burned his ear, the battle began anew.
Over the next couple minutes, it was more of the same. Bigger rabbits, some able to make him half-stumble if they ran into his legs, leapt and tried to bite into his flesh. He killed each rabbit quickly enough, only sustaining minor injuries to his hands and arms. Theo used his [Impact Rune] to pause the tide twice, each time allowing him to take care of most of the rabbits around him before they started to move once again. That [Stun] effect was too good.
And, perhaps through luck more than anything else, Ulf’s weapon caused the same effect as well. Striking down on the floor, the massive warhammer caused all nearby rabbits to freeze for a moment, allowing the bald dwarf to sweep his weapon across the ground and destroy an entire line of the creatures. It was a shame he could only do it three times. Theo saw the potential of that trick.
"That has to be one of our fastest times clearing the second layer," Bjorn commented as Theo came with more bags. The other warriors grunted words of agreement as they began to fill them up. "There’s fewer rabbits than usual. They are avoiding the rain like the plague."
"They’re affected by it as much as we are," Stig replied, Theo seeing his point. If he had the option to go deeper into his home to stay warm, he would’ve done the same. Hopefully that didn’t mean they would be met by a massive force in the lower floors. If the worst happened, he might need to use his [Ignis Runes]. That would be annoying. "Hopefully, we don’t have to go down too far."
That did bring up a question, though.
"How many floors are there in this dungeon in total?" Theo asked, looking around the place. The two floors they’d moved through this time around were quite large, and the rubble stopped him from seeing the full size. But how far down did it go? The other [Facility] he'd travelled through previously had ten floors. Was that a lot or could it be bigger? Theo was curious about what the baseline truly was.
"We haven’t found the end yet," Ulf replied after nobody answered. The tone of his voice and his professional demeanour made Theo believe he had touched a sensitive topic. "The lowest floor we’ve confirmed is the ninth, and even then it was just us seeing the ramp leading down to it. The rabbits are more numerous and emit too much heat at those depths."
So it was too dangerous to go down that far? Theo found it hard to believe, remembering how easy it had been for the old warriors on the top floors. He supposed he could see the logic somewhat, though. He shivered, remembering the titan of a spider which inhabited the old [Facility]’s cafeteria. 
It was a stroke of luck that he’d survived that fight. If Theo needed to fight something like it in here, he wasn’t sure that he could win. Even a group of this size wouldn’t change their chances by much.
"Let the new warriors try and search for the bottom another day," Stig said, breaking the tense silence as the other warriors reflected on their past losses. "Who knows? The ninth floor could be the last one. If even the mages who've tried to explore this place could barely reach the eighth floor, the maximum must be close to it."
"Implying us all to be equal to a single mage is not too kind, Stig," Bjorn said, his words nevertheless breaking the sombre mood. Packing all the carcasses together, and gaining three more full bags because of it, Theo felt some sense of accomplishment. If the trend continued, they would just need to clear the third and fourth floors before being done for the day.
On that note… looking at the [System], something seemed to have popped up. Theo had gotten too good at ignoring those blue boxes in his vision.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Bash] has been increased from [Novice 1] to [Novice 2].

Now that was a gift and a half. The smile on his face didn’t vanish until all the bags were transported to the top and the group descended to the third floor.
Theo noticed some lamps flickering near the bottom of the ramp and tapped them with his finger to make them steady. The forest dwarves around him looked at him strangely, but he just shrugged it off.
"They run on [Mana],” he explained. “Giving them a bit of energy makes them glow steadily for an hour or so." He didn’t understand the inner mechanics of the lights, but the concept was easy to understand. When one of the lamps started to flicker again, though, a few chuckles rang out. "Okay, it might only last for a minute sometimes."
Theo tapped it again to power the lamp. Stig decided to give it a shot, and after gaining a running start and jumping from a wall, he was able to touch one of the lamps and give it the same steady glow. 
However, the others were just waiting on the oncoming horde. Having reached the third floor, the area should’ve been packed with enemies. Instead, they were greeted by nothing but an empty hallway, water dripping through the cracks in the ceiling. Theo briefly felt a rush of memories but quickly pushed them aside and continued forward with Stig to investigate the branching hallway. There were no rabbits to be seen.
"Does this usually happen?" Theo asked Stig, the dwarf instantly shaking his head. "Then we should probably…"
"They’re here!" Ulf shouted from the other end of the hallway. The two finally noticed how far they’d gone from the others. From a distance, they could see the dwarves engage with twenty or so rabbits. Nearly all of them seemed equipped with fire, flames spewing towards the dwarves. "Damn you, you little furry weasels!"
Theo and Stig ran towards the group, hoping to meet up and help, yet the [Mage] felt a bad premonition as Ulf raised his warhammer and swung down on the ground to stun the small horde.
It most certainly worked, but it likewise did so much more. With the impact zone near the entry point, a fracture began to grow through the wall and over to the ceiling of the hallway. And they were running right towards it.
"No, you don’t," Theo said as he grabbed Stig, saving him from having a boulder fall on his head. Taking several paces back as the other dwarves saw their predicament, Theo wasn’t sure what to do. "We’ll find a way around!"
He wasn’t sure how much they heard of his words. The fallen rocks had filled up the hallway almost instantly. Just like that, the rubble created a solid wall that couldn’t be pushed through.
Not that it stopped them from trying. Letting go of Stig’s shoulder, both of them ran forward to try and remove it. They quickly managed to clear away the smaller rocks, but it was a futile effort as more rocks kept falling to replace them. The larger rocks were even more challenging to clear, and it soon became apparent that it would take more than just their fists to get rid of the debris.
There has to be another way. This is a [Facility]. They wouldn’t just have one hallway leading into one section of this place and certainly not so close to the ramp.
Theo didn't want to believe that his thoughts were just wishful thinking. There was too much at stake for that now.
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 [Enchantments] 


"Well," Theo said, taking a few steps away from the wall of loose rocks, He watched as a rather large one fell down and rolled towards them. "How well do you know the third floor? Any obvious way around?" 
"I can’t say I’ve explored too many different paths," Stig replied, the forest dwarf looking at the wall with dark eyes. He saw death. Patting him on the shoulder, Theo was happy to see the darkness momentarily disappear. "It can’t hurt trying to find something around here, though."
"That’s the spirit!" Theo said, though he did consider the chance there wouldn’t be any clear ways back. This place was filled to the brim with rabbits, so they had plenty to eat, but while he had survived in a dungeon for two months, he wasn’t sure how Stig would fare.
Leaving that problem for later, they began to systematically look through the surrounding rooms and hallways, hoping to find something that could lead them back to the others. Care was taken that they could find their way back to the original spot, of course, Theo even started carving out a small map on the back of his shield. It wouldn’t hurt to have, at least.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Map-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 4] to [Beginner 5].

It was quite the upgrade to see after so long without any improvement in that area. Theo felt his hands move through the necessary cuts so much faster, capturing the details of each new hallway with ease. As they rested for a moment before choosing their next path, the [Mage] opened up his [Skill-Collection].
[Skill-Collection]
Active Skills
[Throw]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to throw a projectile with higher accuracy.
6SP/Use

[Shield-Bash]
[Novice 2]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield. Has a chance to [Stun] target.
10SP/Use

[Transform Shield]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to transform a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Regenerate Shield]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to regenerate a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Barehanded Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of an [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

[Conduit Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 9]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person with the use of an [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

[Intimidate]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to intimidate one or more targets.
9MP/Use

[Barehanded Digging]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to dig through hard materials using his bare hands.
4SP/use

[Climb]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to climb structures with greater finesse.
2SP/sec

Passive Skills
[Mana-Sight]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to see [Mana] internally and externally.

[Map-Engraving]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to create [Maps] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing secrets passively.

[Iron Stomach]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the stomach of the user to digest organic material more effectively.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Novice 1]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse.

[Shield-Mastery]
[Beginner 9]
Allows the user to use shields with more finesse.

[Poison-Resistance]
[Novice 5]
Grants the user and larger resistance to the general [Poisons].

[Teach]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to teach other sapient entities more efficiently

[Rune] Skills
[Rune-Engraving]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.

[Rune-Empowering]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to empower a [Rune], fulfilling the final requirements for [Initial Activation].

[Rune-Manipulation]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations.

[Rune-Mastery]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.

His average [Rank] was rising steadily, with only a few [Skills] still remaining at [Beginner 1]. Of those two, [Transform Shield] was still an annoying mystery while [Barehanded Digging] wasn’t too vital at the moment. Theo didn’t want to level up the latter, honestly. If he was going to be doing any form of digging, he preferred to use a shovel. Getting dirt under his nails wasn’t something he enjoyed.
"I think it’s safe to say that we have no chance of reaching the others," Stig said as they walked down another hallway, stumbling up against another wall of rubble. They had met seven of those, Theo marking each with a clear line in his map. Some parts of the [Facility] had broken down over time, the hallways at those points unable to take the strain. The only one that hadn’t was truly a special case, though it hadn’t taken much before it fell apart as well. Old buildings were just too unpredictable. 
Stig sighed. "This isn’t fun."
"Being trapped inside an underground [Facility] rarely is," Theo said, testing one of the doors in the hallway. When it didn't open easily, he pushed harder, causing the rust to break apart. Inside there was nothing but old chemistry equipment and a dirty observation window into an [Experimentation Room]. No rabbits could be seen. Maybe they hadn’t bothered to slam themselves against the doors? Theo supposed they were docile when there wasn't anybody around to attack. "But you can look on the bright side. Don't some of those round glass things suit your [Alchemy] needs?"
That certainly distracted the young dwarf. Theo looked around the cabinets for anything useful while Stig tried to assess the lab equipment. Some of it intrigued him more than anything else.
"This… this is enchanted," Stig muttered, clearly baffled by what he’d found. "Just how haven’t we found this before? My mother would kill to have this in her laboratory."
[Enchanted]? That the word was given special emphasis by Theo’s [System]. He abandoned his attempt at finding something useful in the cabinets, instead looking at the empty orb-like container that Stig was holding. For the life of him, he couldn’t understand what it was supposed to do.
However, his [Mana-Sight] lit up like he was looking at a fireworks display. While it was muted at the start, a few more seconds of study allowed his eyes to adjust to the spectrum being emitted. This was quite something, though he didn’t have any clue what the [Enchantment] was meant to do.
Were they another category of [Runes]? If so, what was the difference? That he couldn’t see any engravings on it made it clear that there wasn’t anything physically carved into the material, but… there had to be more than that.
"Since we had to break down the door to get inside here, I don’t think anything has visited this place for the past century," Theo guessed. "What are [Enchantments], by the way?"
"About the same as a blessing, but you use your power to grant it instead of using a deity," Stig answered, barely focusing on him as he carefully put the orb back on the table. "You say a few words about how something needs to improve, your voice gets all deep and mystical, and somebody or something gets an enhancement. It can either be temporary or permanent, but I have no clue what controls it other than that. We’ll need to get back to this place once we find a way out. I would be disowned if I just left this to gather dust."
So [Enchantments] had more versatility? Theo could see the usefulness of only needing to speak in English for magical stuff to happen, though that likely came at quite extreme costs in the way of [Mana]. Figuring out how that would work was a task for another day, when he could see a practical application for it.
"We could always just take it with us now," Theo offered. However, the forest dwarf was quick to shake his head.
"It’s enchanted, sure, but it’s still made of glass. A rabbit jumping onto it would be enough to destroy it," Stig replied, stepping away from the table carefully and looking around. "And there are so many other things here that can be used as well. We just need to make sure we can find this place again, and then everything will be perfect."
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Wings


Theo was mildly unhappy about having to backtrack once they found an exit, but if the objects they’d found were as valuable as Stig had attested, it would be worth it. Hope was the most powerful resource here. Giving up meant certain death when nobody could come to save them. Even if the entire village began to move away the rubble, the work would require weeks to complete—time that they didn’t have. Taking their fate into their own hands was the only way forward. 
Using a small rock with a rather sharp edge, the two began to etch arrows on the walls leading back to the laboratory as they walked. It wasn’t too much of an effort, the arrows just being made every ten meters or so. With Theo’s [Strength] and Stig’s endless ideas about what the equipment could be used for, they continued to make good progress.
The arrow markings also made the map less important. Theo still noted it down, though. [Map-Engraving] was too good a skill not to improve.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Map-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 5] to [Beginner 6].

You just can’t hate it.
"The hallway that wasn’t destroyed was very rare for this [Facility]," Theo said. They had found fewer and fewer places to explore on the third floor. They’d spotted a few ramps leading downwards, but Theo hadn’t pushed the idea just yet. Searching every corner of the third floor was their first priority. "If I had to wager a guess, it was only still able to stand because both of the walls on either side were extremely thick. "
And that the hallway was near the centre of the [Facility]’s floor plan made Theo think that those two walls were structural pillars that spanned the entire way down. It made sense for them to exist, each likely reinforced with countless [Runes]. Given how heavy every material in here was, he couldn’t fathom that the dungeon could remain standing without magical assistance.
"So you want to check the other floors under us to see if that same hallway has survived?" Stig surmised, getting a nod from Theo. The forest dwarf seemed to think it over for a moment before shrugging. "Since the alternative is to move away the rubble… why not? Maybe we can even get through the fourth floor without being noticed since we’re going down a different ramp."
"You think so?" Theo asked. On the first and second floor, the entire rabbit population of that layer had been more than ready to leg it towards them the moment they were noticed. Just one screech from a rabbit had sent them all into a bloodthirsty frenzy. Since the pyramid shape of the facility caused each subsequent floor to be bigger, the idea that several hundreds of rabbits wouldn’t notice them felt somewhat idealistic. "I can’t see anything wrong with trying, I guess. And if it gets bad, I can start using the fire to just burn them all."
Since they weren’t trying to harvest the rabbit meat anymore, Theo was sure nobody would blame him for going with the nuclear option. Magical flamethrowers were just too overpowered in enclosed spaces.
"Hiding ourselves isn’t too hard if you know how to be quiet," Stig said. Theo wasn’t sure he agreed. Unlike the dwarf, he hadn’t been doing this for his entire life. "But… yeah, use it when you need to. As long as it doesn’t cause the ceiling to collapse again, I think it should be fine."
"The ceiling only collapsed because of the [Impact Rune]. There was nothing related to fire in that one."
"That’s what they all say."
There was no winning that argument. Instead, they completed their search of the third floor. While they found a few other laboratories, none were in as good of a condition. Shards of glass were scattered across the ground, and every piece of equipment had been chewed on by rabbits. The fresh coating of blood on the ground indicated that a large number of rabbits had recently run past. It seemed they really didn't like the rain.
Puddles were still present on the ground, even so far down. Therefore, Theo was not surprised to find the area so empty. The rabbits on this floor might have been on the other side of the layer when the hallway collapsed. This left the two of them with no enemies to fight, while the other part of their group took the brunt of the attack.
Theo did wonder if they were okay, fighting such a large force alone. He knew they’d done it many times before, and likely with much worse odds, but it still felt wrong not to worry about them.
There’s nothing to do either way. Just move on.
"Are you ready?" Theo whispered as he looked down the ramp to the fourth floor. They could hear the soft tapping of animal feet and the echoes of water hitting puddles as they descended the ramp. The harsh flickering lights of the lamps at the bottom of the ramp hurt Theo's eyes, making him wish they were better maintained. He thought that underground [Facilities] should prioritize lighting more in their emergency protocols.
"Of course I am," Stig responded, the forest dwarf only sounding slightly nervous. From what Theo had heard, Stig had tried to go down to the fifth floor a few months ago. That should’ve made the fourth seem like child’s play and yet his legs were still shaking a little. Adrenaline was running through them before they’d even met their first foe. 
Maybe Theo was just odd, but his pulse hadn’t even risen yet. There was a chance some part of his brain had just been fried by his time in the other [Facility]. Thinking about it, and cross-referencing it with the information from the battle-hardened dwarf next to him, ‘something wrong in his head’ was a clear winner. He was just messed up, wasn’t he?
Best not to think about it. Bending his knees a little more than usual, the two steadily walked down the ramp, Theo remembered to raise his shield to stop it from grinding against the ground. In the distance, fifty meters away from the ramp and straight ahead, was one of the rabbits. 
The creature sat there calmly, nibbling on a piece of glowing green moss, looking peaceful and harmless. However, Theo knew that it wouldn't take much to startle it. As soon as it sensed their presence, it would flick its ears, turn its head towards them, and emit a screech that no creature should be able to produce.
After a small poke from Stig and a glance to the side, they creeped further along. The rabbit disappeared behind a wall, and Theo could feel his breathing becoming a little less strained. He stopped himself just before walking into a puddle, saving them from potential disaster. Stepping around it, he followed Stig before the dwarf was entirely out of his sight.
The hallway they wanted to investigate was rather simple find. The ramp was a constant between the two floors, so they just had to know the general distance between the two locations for Theo to navigate them in the right direction. Even then, just getting past the places where the hallways had collapsed would be a godsend. Surveying most of the area along that path would be the best strategy.
But it was still a strategy that could easily spell their doom. As Theo was about to step into a major hallway, Stig suddenly grabbed him, his wide-eyed look warning Theo of danger. They both stood silently against the wall as the echoes of tapping grew louder in the distance. Theo took a step back when he realized what was happening. Standing next to the wall alongside Stig, they looked on as a horde ran through the larger hallway next to them.
Wings.
The creatures had wings and were emitting black smoke, and Theo could see that some of them could fly now. Or maybe it was closer to a form of gliding, the critters not staying afloat for too long each time. It didn’t matter much, in the end. He would simply need to look up more. That some of those fire-breathing rabbits might hide on the ceiling made it clear that even a careless mistake could result in death.
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Privilege of Experience


"... Okay, they’re gone," Stig whispered after a half minute of silence had passed. He moved out into the hallway, Theo hurriedly following.  
The rabbits moved around in groups now? What was causing them so much stress?
Maybe the rabbits had gone down a floor with the intention of finding another way around. If that was the case, Theo could see the rabbits’ frenzy as a sign of them perhaps having found a way out.
Going through a few more hallways, and hiding from another two small groups of rabbits running past, the duo finally achieved their goal. Cross-referencing the positions of the different rooms around them and how they matched up with the layout of the third floor, Theo was forced to surmise one fact, however.
"We’re at the same place, just ten more meters down," he said, looking at the pile of rubble in front of them. It was at about the same spot as on the third floor, the stone looking like it had moved recently. "There’s a real chance it was caused by the impact from above."
And if that logic checked out, the same could be said for the floor below them as well. Had Theo’s so-called ‘genius’ idea screwed them over? To make the ground shake inside an already-ancient [Facility] was perhaps not the smartest decision, honestly, but this was just making it so much worse.
"So that means we’re just doomed to die here?" Stig asked. Theo wasn’t sure how to respond to that. They most certainly weren’t doomed. If they wanted to, they could just stay on the third floor for a few months and slowly remove the rocks by hand. It would be dangerous, and they’d likely pull a few muscles in the process, but Theo was pretty sure they could do it. And was moving ten-ton rocks that hard when you had the power of friendship on your side?
Yes, it most certainly was. While Theo would be able to live with the diet of raw rabbits and little else, the forest dwarf next to him certainly couldn’t. Going down and exploring the other floors was the way to go.
"We’re both a little too young to be thinking about our deaths," Theo replied with a grin, a plan starting to form in his head. If all else failed, they could go through all the rooms to find the [Data-Server] of this place. The man knew for a fact that something like it had to be around here. The ones on the first floor were perhaps destroyed, but that meant nothing. If power still ran through the [Facility], it meant that the internal systems were still working properly. With a [Terminal], they could get all the answers they needed. This was an [A-Rated Infestation], after all, and a certain [Rune-Crafter] was keyed into the system. "We just need to continue searching this place room by room. We can either find a hallway that isn’t utterly destroyed or we can find a room that has information I can use to find us an alternative route out."
"What, you’re just going to ask the rocks for directions?" Stig asked, the forest dwarf not forgetting about sarcasm despite his mild state of panic. The way his ears perked up made it clear he hadn’t lost his curiosity either.
"Actually yes. The [Runes] of this place have memory. While most of what they know isn’t accessible, basic directions around should be doable," Theo said, wondering if the [Data Server] could understand the concept of a hallway being destroyed. Even if that happened, though, he hoped there would be some kind of emergency exit. "To do that, however, we have to look around for a while more. I have no clue where the room is, and it’s not like there’s a posted map of this place anywhere."
"We have a map of the first four floors in the village," Stig corrected as they began to leave the area once again, opening up any door they walked by. "It’s quite detailed.
"And you didn’t mention that before? I wouldn’t have minded taking a look at it," Theo commented, not too surprised but a bit annoyed considering the fact he could’ve used the information. 
"Since everybody who goes in has been doing it for years, we don’t use it."
"Yeah, well, I don’t have the privilege of experience on my side."
Any further conversation was abruptly cut off as the sounds of a stampede echoed through the main hallway once again. Quickly moving to one of the offshoots and pushing themselves against the wall, they held their breaths as the small army of rabbits ran by. Their screeching was without end.
They can’t be going after the others. They would’ve caught them by now given these numbers.
No… they were going after him and Stig. Either their scent had been picked up or the echoing of their voices had sent them into a frenzy. Maybe it was the puddles or the amount of ambient noise from the other rabbits, but they were luckily able to avoid detection.
"Let’s go," Theo said, opening one of the doors in the hallway and entering some random laboratory. He didn’t even try to guess what this one was, the wide room filled with tables along with a massive platform in the centre. 
That platform might’ve been surrounded by glass at some point, seeing how much broken glass was on the floor, but Theo couldn’t say what the room’s original purpose might’ve been. It honestly almost looked like one of those glass tubes that were used as teleportation devices in old sci-fi shows.
Something to ask the [Facility]’s [Data-Servers] about once they found it. Leaving the room through another door and carefully entering another hallway, the two made sure there wasn't anything nearby before continuing. 
Room after room was looked through, and each one seemed to have the same layout. It appeared that the entire floor was focused on this type of setup, but Theo couldn't understand their purpose. Since it was a place focusing on changing the structure of rabbits, it was perhaps some kind of chamber where the flesh could be manipulated or created. The frequency of [Experimentation Rooms] that were often put alongside the laboratories made that seem like a possible theory. 
But despite the peaceful investigation so far, something had to go wrong. They had looked through dozens of rooms on the fourth floor, leaving each laboratory through opening some rusty door, scanning the area for any critters, and then moving along to the next. It was a simple process that Theo had done countless times without thinking.
And, doing it so many times, he forgot to do the one thing he’d promised himself to do. 
He hadn’t looked up.
When the feeling of heat hit the top of his head, Theo moved faster than he thought was possible. A rabbit had been sitting alone on the ceiling, with wings on its back and fire in its mouth. It was exactly the kind of enemy they’d hoped to avoid. 
Stig was already preparing an arrow from a distance, but Theo was faster. Moving his shield at incredible speeds, he let the sharp end of the metal hit the rabbit just as it began to screech. While it died only a fraction after the sound came out, the cry of doom filled the hallways all around. In the passing seconds, the echoes could be heard from everywhere. 
Something so small had made such a large impact on their fate.




Chapter 82







War Machine


Like a brewing storm, the sounds of small paws hitting scratching stone became prominent from every direction. The floor’s entire population of rabbits was moving towards their location. Theo looked at Stig for some kind of idea of what to do, but the dwarf looked as blank as him. 
I guess we’re doing this the old way.
"Time to run," Theo said, pushing Stig back into the room and closing the door. He put an old table in front of it to help hold off the monsters. That seemed to matter little when the rusted door began to glow, the rabbits on the other side bashing themselves against the metal while others burned it with their breath. It would hold for a few minutes, at least. "Do you remember the way up to the third floor from here?"
"Barely but yes," Stig said, both of them hurrying across the broken glass to get to the other door. Swinging it open, they ran down that hallway faster than the wind could carry them. "You want to retreat?"
"That’s not really what I had in mind, but that wouldn’t hurt either," Theo said. "I just need a choke point where they have to come at us from one direction. Then we might not be as screwed."
Would fire-breathing creatures be immune to flames? Theo hadn’t heard anything about it, the lack of a warning hopefully meaning that they weren’t. If they had fur, it probably meant they could burn.
No matter what, though, the rabbits had great ears and were quick to locate their whereabouts. While Theo and Stig could run as quickly as they wanted to, the four-legged monsters had a distinct advantage.
Glancing backwards, Theo saw a horde of over a hundred critters chasing them. They weren’t close to the ramp just yet, but this was as good a time as any to fire off the first batch.
"Keep running!" Theo ordered as he stopped and braced for the attack. The tight walls of the hallway worked in his favour, the first wave of [Runes] on his shield starting to glow. When there were only nine meters between him and the rabbits, the [Ignis Runes] activated.
Fire-resistant or not, the screams of pain and the smell of burned flesh were clear as day. The rabbit that didn’t care about the flames at first—who tried to jump over them—had their flesh burnt away, the creatures dying instantly. For just a few seconds, Theo was able to slow the tide.
Then the flames settled and he looked at the remaining monsters with despair. Countless had died, but countless had likewise survived. The waves of fire hadn’t reached far enough, and while the flames had scorched off patches of fur, most of the rabbits were certainly still alive.
Alive and happy to throw themselves at him. Throwing a [Rune] plate behind him, Theo ran during the momentary confusion. Catching up to Stig, he wondered how they were going to accomplish this.
Theo could probably survive thanks to his high [Toughness], but he wasn’t sure Stig could do the same. Using a turtle strategy wasn’t really possible either, since the creatures were too small to be affected. He just needed to cull their numbers with the flames until they wouldn’t be overrun.
At least charging the shield is possible while running.
It wasn’t going fast enough, though. The horde, while stunned by the damage to their numbers, were catching up. As other rabbits joined in over time, Theo felt a bead of sweat run down his face. The stress was starting to reach him too.
"We’re here!" Stig announced before Theo even noticed that ramp. The [Mage] threw a few more of the [Rune] plates as he ran up the ramp. The fires hit the first few rabbits perfectly, tens of them dying from the heat. "Whatever you want to do, do it now." 
Bracing his shield at the top of the ramp and pointing it down, Theo took a deep breath as the second wave of [Runes] began to glow. They weren’t close to as powerful as the first wave, but they could put out the same amount of heat at a shorter distance. And with how tight the ramp was, he had high hopes.
The shock of heat that came from the attack made Theo grin. Pained screeches erupted once more, and the smell of cooked flesh reached his nose. Throwing in some more [Rune] plates before the [Ignis Runes] on his shield fully stopped, he signalled to Stig that they needed to move once again. His first [Circuit] still hadn’t recharged.
"Just how many are there?" Stig complained as they started running again. Looking back, Theo could see that most of the rabbits barely resembled themselves anymore. Smoke came from their bodies, their fur was burnt off, and the flesh had charred in several places. Those beasts should’ve been running away or in shock from the pain—and yet they just charged. Whoever had created those mutations had made the perfect war machine. 
"Too many," Theo replied, feeling some relief as his shield [Runes] finally filled up. Bracing for the blast, another fifty were killed just like that. It was a shame that fifty more were instantly ready to replace them. Were they coming up from the fifth floor as well? "Maybe we should—"
"Behind!"
Turning around, Theo was greeted with the sight of Stig firing off arrow after arrow into a horde equal to the size of the one at the front. The enemy had just doubled in size. This wasn’t good.
They moved down another hallway in the hopes of the two hordes combining into one target. While that most certainly worked—another round of [Rune] plates giving them a few extra seconds—Theo felt cornered. He wasn’t sure what to do anymore.
Another wave of [Ignis Runes] shot out from his shield and it did less than before. The rabbits that could fly had learnt from their previous mistakes, going above the flames and diving down at the duo. While Theo was able to break the necks of those who landed on him, Stig didn’t have the same luck.
The dwarf managed to stab most of them with a knife, but one rabbit with smoke in its mouth was able to get its teeth into the side of Stig’s throat before spewing out liquid flame. While Theo rushed over and got the critter away, the damage had already been done, a layer of burnt flesh filling up the surface of the dwarf’s throat.
"You alright?" Theo sputtered out, throwing the remaining [Rune] plates at the enemy as he put Stig under one arm and began to move backwards at an increased pace. The horde was getting closer. "Can you still talk?"
"I can’t breathe," Stig wheezed. His neck swelled up as his body reacted to the burn. While such a reaction to a burn was usually for the best, his airways were forcibly closing and Theo couldn’t do anything about it. 
Stig’s face went pale and Theo could only try to hold back the tide, carrying along the dwarf as he fired off another wave with his shield. There was no chance that he could get another round off before the wave of monsters reached them. A full-on retreat without attacking was the way to go.
"Just try your best not to die, please," Theo told the dwarf under his arm, getting an angry stare in response. "What? I said ‘please.’"
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The Fifth Dimension


Looking down at Stig’s body, Theo could tell something weird was happening. [Mana-Sight] showed him all of the young dwarf’s energy, each part of it slowly expanding and flowing faster than ever. It honestly almost rivalled Theo’s own [Mana], though he could see some cracks in the veins. The stress was seemingly forcing Stig’s [Mana-Pathways] to operate past its capacity. The dwarf was breaking his limits. 
Theo would’ve studied it some more if not for the fear of a flying rabbit grabbing onto his back. Increasing his pace, he tried to consider his options. [Rune] plates were out of the question—attacking was impossible if he wanted Stig to have the slightest chance of surviving, and running away would only help him for so many more seconds. He needed a barrier between the horde and himself, and one that couldn’t so easily be broken.
The [Experimentation Rooms]! Making a sharp turn to the right while likewise trying to hold the coughing dwarf without making him flop around too much, Theo bolted towards one of the few rooms that were still in a somewhat decent condition. Stig hadn’t wanted to do anything with it until they had found a way out, but… he would survive. If this worked, they’d be able to save the room’s contents anyway.
The horde nearly reached Theo more than once. His shield was just barely able to produce another wave of flames, giving him ten more seconds to work with. That was all he asked for as he threw one of the rusted doors open, slamming it shut before the first rabbit could force its way through the opening.
Even as the metal began to glow red with heat, Theo didn’t care. Not stopping to breathe, he went towards the [Experimentation Room] that sat between the two laboratories. He opened the door and entered, moving towards the other side of the room.
"Are you still with me?" Theo asked Stig, the dwarf paler than ever. While the dwarf looked half-dead, a small nod made Theo feel some measure of reassurance. Running over and putting his hand on the door handle to the other side, he began to pull.
It didn’t open. 
Looking back, the rabbits had found their way inside, breaking through the door at record speed. But the one door which he knew would hold wasn’t letting him through. Instead, a group of over a hundred rabbits poured in from the other side, their sheer mass stopping the door from closing entirely. 
He’d fucked up. His idea hadn’t worked. He’d been too slow.
"I am sorry to tell you this," Theo began to say as he huddled into the door frame, using his shield as the final barrier to keep the duo safe from the rabbits. It didn’t work too well, honestly, his arms and feet being bitten at the corners as the rabbits poked their heads through. "I betted on getting through that door, and it seems my math was off. We might die here."
A blast of fire from his shield pushed those closest away, but it did little to stop others from trying again. Looking down at the pale dwarf, Theo didn’t know what to do. Stig was unresponsive. There was still a pulse, but it was nearly too weak to feel. If not for that vortex of energy flowing through Stig’s body, Theo might’ve thought him fully dead.
I wanted to know what he could do.
"You have a gift for something," Theo muttered, his words barely getting out of his mouth as he withstood the bites and bursts of fire sent his way. He couldn’t do much now. If he just abandoned Stig, there was a chance he could fight through it all and win, but… Theo couldn’t get himself to do it. "I don't know what it is, I don’t know what it does, but I know you have it. Your body is already at its peak [Mana] capacity and there’s little else one could do to prepare for trying it out. I’m not even sure if you can hear me anymore but… maybe try to give it a push? Just do like you did when filling up the [Rune] plates, but instead, give it some kind of shape, some kind of message. Order the energies that you have created and give them purpose."
The [Mage] wanted to say more, but a rather annoying rabbit tried to cook them from above. Releasing the dwarf and letting him fall onto Theo’s lap, the [Rune-Crafter] grabbed the critter’s throat, crushing it before throwing it out to the others. The number of bites his fingers received from that movement alone was astounding. Those creatures were bloodthirsty to the extreme.
"Whoever thought that was a good idea was a massive idiot," Theo said, looking down at the dwarf again so he could perhaps say some final words. They never left his mouth, though. 
The sight in front of him was too baffling.
The [Mana] had grown and it had grown big. It was no longer forcing itself to stay within the dwarf, tendrils of void-like colouring touching everything nearby. Theo felt it make contact with his body along with all parts of his shield and armour. It was a peculiar feeling, only accelerated by the fact that the dwarf already looked unconscious. 
"What are you—" he began to ask before he felt a pull from the back of his head. 
Theo had a momentary experience of staring into the face of god, visiting the sixth dimension briefly before the man found himself sitting inside the laboratory again. In front of him was the other side of the door he’d been leaning on, the rabbits screeching from the other room.
They had just teleported two meters backwards.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Teach] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 9].
"… What?"
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Little Vortex


Stig wasn’t sure what he was seeing, feeling, hearing, smelling, or touching at that moment. Everything was fully described to his senses, sure, but the fact that more came with it made him nauseous. That he couldn’t lose his lunch either just made it worse. He wasn’t sure he was even connected to his body anymore, the ethereal state he floated in simply feeling completely alien. 
He could see the dungeon below his feet, the uncountable floors looking just like the maps. The three dimensions of space had been forced into two, but it all made sense. 
However, it all started to go downhill when he looked away from the painting on the shifted wall. The dwarf wasn’t standing alone in that hallway of paintings. He wasn’t the only one looking at the world.
"Turn your head back, and you might retain what little sanity that hasn’t yet been crushed," a three-headed reptile said, its form seeming to shift into a rather long piece of bread before becoming a small rock beneath a vast ocean. It was everything and it was nothing. "Moira, can you make the anchor of your future disciple understand? This one is too useful to fail at the first step."
"Don’t blame me for not being able to control your form, Locus," a woman's voice said. It was soft, speaking timidly from a distance, and yet its power was unquestionable. Stig tried to turn his head to the other side to spot the hidden source, and yet a finger appeared before him. "You do need to understand, little Vortex, that looking upon the higher beings is not for the faint of heart. For now, relax and turn your head and soul back to the planes that your mind can understand. You may delve into the secrets of the world above in the future, yet you must reach your apex first. Now go!"
The hand guided Stig’s back into position before grabbing his arm. Not offering any resistance, he let it pull him towards the painting. Countless similar paintings could be seen in the hallway, yet only this one did Stig understand. When his hand reached inside, the pull became stronger than anything he’d felt before.
"I hope to see you again, little Vortex. For now, please do your best to keep it together."
Stig couldn’t talk or reply, catching the smallest of glances of the tall woman’s red lips before he felt his body being torn apart inside the painting. He needed to scream but he had no mouth. Everything was dissected, burned, frozen, and put together haphazardly. He felt everything at once and his mind couldn’t understand it all. A spiral of light was spotted above, the sky of the void glowing down at him, piercing his heart and making the world make sense to his mind for a moment.
Then everything returned to normal, and Stig had to wonder what he’d been doing floating around. The world was back in three dimensions, though it was all blurry, like he was staring through a thick grey mist. Eyes of gold looked at him from the corners of his vision. They didn’t do anything when he looked directly at them, but the sheer amount of eyes made him nervous.
A small butterfly flew by after a while. It left a trail of silver dust in the air where it travelled, and Stig felt a pull to reach out towards it. When he touched its left wing, a pressure hit his mind and he was forced into a condensed ball, travelling through space at a speed higher than light could ever hope to muster.
And with a hard impact, Stig nearly swallowed his tongue as he coughed liquid out of his lungs, turning over from his lying position to stop choking. His body felt normal again, though his vision was blurrier than ever, and his neck hurt like a thousand needles were pressed against it. But he sensed life in his bones. He… wasn’t dead?
Blinking a few times to force his eyes to adjust to the soft light, Theo came into view. It took a few tries before his ears allowed him to hear clearly.













"How much does it hurt?" Theo repeated as Stig wiped away the sleep from his eyes with his good hand, stabilizing himself  with the other as he tried to sit up. "You might want to relax a little more. The wound isn’t going to like you moving around."
The forest dwarf didn’t listen and hissed in pain as he felt a burning on the left side of his throat and neck. The large wound, one that he’d just barely survived, was easily felt. Even after Theo applied that burn salve it looked as terrible as it probably felt. Theo knew for a fact that Stig would have a nasty scar for the near future. 
"... Did you actually use the burning salve in my satchel?" Stig asked as he smelled his fingers, seemingly able to recognize the ointment from smell alone. The man was truly an [Alchemist] at heart. 
Theo nodded carefully to the question. He’d used it on his hand as well, the burn salve healing a few spots where a rather large splash of liquid flame had hit. 
"I hadn’t expected that."
"Just letting you lie on the ground half-dead without doing anything was the alternative. I think I made the smart choice," Theo said, still reliving the sight of the unconscious dwarf four hours ago. The [Mana-Veins] inside Stig had been extremely damaged, and he’d been unsure if that damage alone would be enough to kill him. Luckily, both it and the fire seemed to not be as serious as he feared. A miracle twice over. 
"How are you feeling?" Theo asked.
Stig grimaced as he rebalanced himself on top of the table, the dwarf slowly realizing where they were. Just three meters away sat that [Enchanted] orb he’d been so crazy about. Theo still wasn’t sure what it did. An hour of studying it hadn’t helped.
"I am feeling like shit," Stig replied, testing out his shoulder again. His lips pressed together as the pain flared once again. The salve was perhaps able to accelerate the healing. but there were still quite a few hours—or maybe even a few days—where it would hurt like hell. "But the fact that I can feel means that we’re still alive. How did you get away from the rabbits?"
"What do you mean ‘get away?’ They know exactly where we are and are using every ounce of their being to get at us," Theo replied with a grin on his face, going over and tapping the glass into the [Experimentation Room]. A burst of flame hit the spot his finger had touched, the man removing the digit before any of the heat had a chance to get through. "We were right in there, with the two hundred rabbits who wanted to eat us."
Stig flinched at the hundreds of eyes staring at him through the glass. The mass of fur pushed against the material, threatening to break through. Theo knew it could handle the pressure, lest he and the dwarf would be dead already. The number of attempts they’d tried to get at the duo was incredible, though the fire-breathing rabbits had killed quite a few of their own in the process. Those critters truly weren’t the smartest.
"So, you managed to trap them? That’s some good thinking."
Now it was Theo’s turn to grimace. Yes, he’d most certainly trapped the rabbits. They wouldn’t be able to leave no matter what. The issue was that he and Stig wouldn’t be able to leave either, the trap being sprung with them still in it.
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A Leap


"I have to thank you for being the main reason for our survival," Theo corrected, getting a confused look in response. So the dwarf really hadn’t been awake at the time? Either that or he’d been too confused for his mind to form any memories of the event. No matter what, though, Theo couldn’t take the honour without lying.  
"You, Stig, are now a [Mage] as well. Congratulations."
"We’ve known I could use mana for a while, you know," Stig slowly said, sounding rather confused. "This isn’t new information."
"Well, that part of it isn’t new, sure," Theo admitted, knowing that the semantics would trip them up. "However, I don’t remember you being able to teleport previously. Unless, of course, you forgot to mention that to me."
Stig laughed, thinking it was a joke. Theo just looked at him silently, waiting for the truth to finally pass through his skull and into that curious mind. When the laughing finally stopped, Stig looking at him with confusion, Theo knew it had finally settled.
"Wait… you’re serious?" Stig asked, bafflement clear in his voice as he looked at his hands, trying to find anything different. Theo just nodded, watching the forest dwarf try to discern any changes. He could see it, [Mana-Sight] providing more insight than ever, but Stig might not have felt the shift just yet. "I can’t feel anything different. Are you sure it was me that did something? And even doing it without me noticing, that just sounds wrong."
"I don’t think either of us should be questioning how [Mana] and magic works since there’s so many different possibilities. And, hey, maybe the lack of feeling is intentional for [Space Mages]," Theo said, putting out the proper name of Stig’s new title. The [Rune-Crafter] had spent thirty minutes finding the right one, having been too focused on making it sound fancy. He had been so sure it was called spatial mage, but the [System] refused to recognize it as a real [Class]. " I don’t feel anything special when I’m not using magic itself either. I don’t have some constant tone in my head that says, ‘hey, you can do magical stuff.’ I just know that I can because I’ve experienced some very weird things and done even weirder things. Are you sure you haven’t seen some weird stuff lately? When you dragged me through space, I am pretty sure I saw my own heart a few times."
At least Theo hoped that had been his heart. It had been darker than he expected the organ to be, but the blood-flow and rhythmic beating had made him assume it was his own. And since he’d been able to experience some long-distance teleporting previously, Theo was rather sure that weird experiences were common place.
And by the look of quiet contemplation on Stig’s face as he stared out into the empty air, it was clear that Theo's words had struck a chord with him. The [Mana-Veins] inside the dwarf began to swell up just at the thought, his [Mana] changing into a perfectly black, void-like colour. Theo still couldn’t describe that stuff and what it looked like, honestly. It wasn’t black, but rather the absence of colour. It was blacker than black, and it was slowly coming out of the dwarf in small tendrils.
"There’s a chance I saw some strange people," Stig said, though the confusion on his face made the statement seem like a lie. "Or maybe not people. Something that seemed like people. Or a dragon. Or a rock. It didn’t make any sense."
"If I had to wager a guess, it’s not meant to make sense for our puny brains," Theo said, having considered what it would be like to see the world in multiple dimensions instead of just what was blasted into his eyes. One would probably see some strange things. "We can just hope to make sense of it. And, if it’s any help, thinking about that experience makes your [Mana] tendrils move."
"Wait—what does what?" 
Stig’s awareness over what was happening was enough to make them disappear, the tendrils sent out to investigate the air retracting instantly. The recoil that Stig’s [Mana] experienced when the last of them entered his body was rather curious as well, the energy seemingly re-joining different sections of his [Mana-Paths]. That Theo could spot those differences was extraordinary. Focusing on them for a few more moments, the detail became incredible. 
Just like that, Theo had forced an improvement through his [System] once again.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Sight] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 5].

Not too bad a leap.
"When you teleported the first time, those tendrils that you just felt interacted with me, my armour, and yourself," Theo explained as the dwarf studied his hands once again, making more progress on moving his [Mana] around. "It came out like a vortex of energy, really. There might’ve been some stage between that and us moving through space in a way that shouldn’t have been possible, but I wasn’t able to catch it. Do you think you can try to get those tendrils moving again?
That Stig was slowly but surely learning magic was incredible. Theo had dreamed of seeing this from an outside perspective. Trying it for himself had been amazing, but being able to spot all the kinks and quirks made him understand so much more. Intuitively, he was able to resettle his own [Mana-Pathways]. Whatever methods that [Space Mages] used to transfer energy more efficiently were now inside Theo as well. 
[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Novice 1] to [Novice 2].

Upgrades were just raining down in bucket loads today, huh?
"This is the weirdest thing ever," Stig said as he calmed his breathing down to a standstill, the dwarf closing his eyes as he sat on the laboratory table. Both of them ignored the window being hit again and again behind them, focusing only on the sound of their breathing. Theo observed silently as the results began to show. 
"Is it working?" Stig asked.
"It most definitely is," he responded, watching the tendrils extend from the the dwarf’s body once more. They didn’t glide as randomly through the air this time around, being much more straightened out. Instead of the moving randomly, they were held to a strict and uncaring standard. Maybe that was why so many of the tendrils went back to the main body after a few seconds, Stig recoiling once again. "Does it hurt?"
If it does, this might need to be further refined before we try anything more.
"Not really? It’s more like a cold hand touching my neck," Stig replied in a confused voice, this time only focusing on getting one tendril out into the air. The tendril began to leave the body and roam just in front of the dwarf. "I can’t see the tendril, but I can somewhat feel where it is meant to be. Is that normal?"
"About as normal as everything else that’s happening right now."
Time passed quickly after that, the two trying to figure out the mechanics of the tendrils. There was no easy button to make Stig teleport or anything, but figuring out the steps to make it happen first was fun either way. The tendrils were a new discovery, and Theo couldn’t wait to learn more.
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An Idea


Theo couldn’t feel anything when physically interacting with the tendrils, but Stig was apparently able to detect their presence somewhat. It wasn’t to the level where Stig could say who or what was touching one, but more that something was. It was a simple ‘yes or no’ situation, but it could be incredibly useful. 
From what they could guess, anything that needed to be teleported had to be touched by one of the tendrils. If what the teleported object was attached to was brought along… that was a harder question to answer without having the ability to do practice tests. Stig had attached tendrils to Theo’s armour and shield as well as him, suggesting that only direct interactions counted for teleportation. But, then, what counted as direct interaction came into question. Theo’s armour had been made of several pieces, but only the chest plate had been touched, neither the pants or sleeves being included. Every piece wasn’t directly connected other than in spirit as Theo’s ‘armor’—and yet that had been enough.
To make it easier to understand, Theo compared it to the [Impact Rune] dilemma. That [Tier 1] [Rune] had been able to determine what was an attack and what wasn’t. Was it so hard to accept that the tendrils were able to do the same?
But if one tendril is enough for an entire armour set, why isn’t it enough for the person wearing the armour as well?
Those were questions that couldn’t be answered, and just as likely wouldn’t be answered until Theo could ask an actual expert on the subject.
After the first hour of trying things out, the two finally figured out that the tendrils spent [Mana] while outside the body. Stig had suddenly come down with a killer headache because of it, which made Theo wonder whether he could transmit energy to others through the tendrils. It didn’t sound too impossible, right? 
"I don’t think space mages are that common," Stig said. "Every mage that visited us only knew elemental magic. Wind, earth, fire, water, and one person who could bend light in some weird way that made him invisible."
"Still, there’s no reason not to ask when we get out of here," Theo said. If there was a mage for every five hundred people, there had to be somebody at least somewhat knowledgeable in a larger city. "Since you have this [Space Mage] thing going on, we need to find somebody who can train you. Maybe your mother will order you to go out and become stronger."
"… You think so?" Stig asked, an uncertain cadence entering his tone.
"Yeah, why wouldn’t she?" Theo asked right back, Stig giving him a low shrug. "Just letting you work by yourself on this kind of thing won’t help anybody. If you can improve, and spend a year or three out in the world learning everything there is to know, you would be able to return to the village and help them in ways we could never imagine. Having somebody around to teleport people long distances would be great. You’d single-handedly connect villages and make transportation a thing of the past."
That fuelled Stig's ambition to the maximum, and he tried everything he could to further his progress. The goal for the hour was to stretch the tendrils out, and Theo guided him through bending them around objects. However, it dawned on Theo that the tendrils were not obstructed by physical objects; they moved through space. Stig just stopped instinctively when a tendril met an object.
After another hour of experimentation, they determined that the tendrils could only extend up to ten meters, with Stig only able to consistently stretch them up to eight meters. Although Theo understood that the manifestation of [Mana] wasn't useful in combat, he knew it would come in handy once they figured out their next steps.
"Is your neck healed enough to look around?" Theo asked, smiling as Stig managed to do as much. Anything more extreme than that was still out of bounds, stretching his skin painfully. The burn had created an ugly gash, but the burning salve was thankfully extremely effective. What should’ve taken weeks of rest seemed to have gotten rather far in only half a day. "That works. Let’s try out this teleportation thing. Something simple first."
An arrow was one of the smaller objects they had to work with at the moment. Sitting down on opposite sides of a table, Theo waited patiently as the tendril smoothly connected with the arrow.
"… Yeah, I don’t know what I’m meant to be doing here," Stig confessed, trying to hit the wooden arrow in different spots with the tendril. Each interaction did seemed to have no effect. Even the feathers on the ends of the arrow didn’t move as the tendril passed through. "It’s not doing anything. I am hitting it but that doesn’t make it teleport."
So far they’d had no success. Theo grimaced as he tried to figure out the secrets of something he couldn’t try for himself.
"We know that some kind of interaction is needed for the magic to determine what needs to be moved around," the [Mage] began, hoping to figure out something by the end of that sentence. He didn’t. "Maybe… the tendrils also direct where the object ends up? Try to create another tendril over there."
It was at least something to try, so Stig certainly wasn’t opposed to that. After another dozen seconds, a tendril sprouted from the dwarf’s hand, pointing over to another table two meters away.
Nothing.
"It’s some kind of mindset that needs to be developed," Theo continued, watching as Stig’s face visibly strained with concentration. There was something he was doing wrong. "What are you thinking about when you try and move it?"
Theo received a deathly glare from Stig in response, but the dwarf's subsequent shrug indicated that he was willing to entertain his inane questions. After all, sometimes it was the seemingly dumb questions that led to brilliant revelations. 
"I’m imagining that the arrow is over there instead of right here," Stig said, shaking his head as he wiped away the tiredness in his eyes. They’d been at this for quite a while. It was weird that Theo still didn’t feel sleepy, honestly. It had to be night time by now. "This should be easy. It’s just not working."
Wait.
"Maybe that’s the problem," Theo suggested, getting another angry glare when he didn’t immediately elaborate. Somebody was a bit grouchy after getting liquid flame poured on them, huh? "You’re thinking of the placement itself instead of how it’s getting there."
"It gets there because my magic tells it to get there?" Stig replied, not thinking too deeply about what Theo had said.
"Yeah, but that’s what I mean. Your magic might be able to twist space around and move the object, but that requires that your magic knows that you want to do that," he insisted, some understanding starting to spark inside the dwarf. "You’re telling it the result you want and not how to get there. It’s like telling a child to brew one of those burn salves. You know what you want, and maybe the child even knows what a burn salve is, but they don’t know how to get the desired result. For that, you have to be the guide."
Stig looked at Theo for a while, the forest dwarf thinking it all over. When he looked down at the arrow once again, the [Mana] inside him started to spin rapidly. One tendril wrapped around the arrow, another moving to the other table. Taking a deep breath, the magic of [Space] exuded from the dwarf’s skin.
For a moment, there was nothing. Then the arrow shook a little, and the air around it seemed to distort. After that, it was gone from its original placement, instantly appearing on the other table without a scratch.
"It worked!" Theo exclaimed, moving over to inspect the arrow while Stig nearly buckled over, sweat pouring down the dwarf’s face. "Are you alright?"
"I’m feeling more than alright. I just used magic!" Stig replied, his hands shaking as he regained his balance on the chair. 
When there weren't any further negative reactions, Theo inspected the arrow thoroughly. The tip was just as expected, the wood entirely unblemished with no scars from the [Mana] flowing through it. The feathers on the end of the arrow were likewise as he remembered, the barbs as perfectly straight as they had been before. 
"Is there anything wrong with it?" Stig asked.
"Nothing at all," Theo said, giving the arrow to the dwarf for inspection. No errors could be found. It had teleported without the slightest issue, the only cost being the exhaustion on Stig’s face. "That did a number on your [Mana], though. How you managed to teleport the both of us earlier is a mystery."
Perhaps a combination of stress and a near-death experience provided some kind of answer. It was either that or the gods themselves that had intervened.
Fat chance of that happening.
Another hour was spent trying to figure out the limits of what Stig could do with his newfound ability. The mass, distance, and state of matter seemed to be the main factors in determining the difficulty. For instance, the arrow barely weighed anything, was only teleported two meters, and was entirely solid. Still, it had caused significant fatigue to the [Space Mage].
A few more attempts helped make Stig much more proficient, but issues still remained. While Stig could reliably teleport the arrow around the room, anything fluid or heavier was near-impossible.
"That bottle is spiteful," the forest dwarf said, muttering curses that Theo had trouble making sense of. "I don’t think I can even make it move. It’s not working."
Trying for another twenty minutes made it clear there wasn’t some mental block that was preventing his magic from working. And when the emptied water bottle worked perfectly… 
They didn’t like the implication.
"You can only teleport solid matter," Theo concluded. This called Stig’s initial display of power into question even more. If Theo was correct, Stig had done the impossible. "The spell you’re using right now might just not be built for anything more than this."
Since [Space] magic was built on the same [Tier System] as the [Runes], Theo would’ve thought it strange if it could actually teleport people starting at [Tier 1]. The [Ignis Rune], taken from a [Tier 1] [Fire Spell], just exploded if he tried to make it slightly bigger than normal. If a [Space Spell] could’ve been so extremely versatile from the start, Theo would’ve known something was broken in the world.
Instead, there was balance.
"There’s nothing to do about it, I guess," Theo said, calling off the practice. Taking another swig of the water bottle he’d brought along, he was forced to remember that it was almost empty. A day's worth of supplies didn’t last as long as he’d hoped. They were going to need to get used to drinking from puddles soon. "Has that shoulder of yours gotten any better?"
Stig did a few test movements, showing off a decent range of motion. Raising his hand into the air was still out of bounds, but most other acts were easy enough. 
"I can use my bow and I can fire an arrow," Stig said, looking at the projectile in his hand. "It should work fine enough."
Theo briefly cursed that they didn’t have too many arrows left as well, until something pierced through his brain. Something just hadn’t connected before, but now it most certainly had. 
"I’ve got an idea!"




Chapter 87







Force


In the past. 
Elgriva felt something in her back pop as she moved around on the stone floor. Her right hand was cramping, her fingers not responding properly, and her left arm was on the verge of giving out. Still, her movements were without error. She’d done this part of the [Circuit] seventeen times in the past week. She could’ve done it blindfolded.
I could’ve done it in my sleep.
That last promise might’ve been put to the test sooner rather than later. She felt her mind slowly darken at the thought of the blissful stillness of sleep. It took a mental shake to stop the rapid spiral of unconsciousness, but she managed to pull through in the end. She had been at this for six years now, and a lack of sleep wasn't going to stop her.
The last epispiral was constructed and fitted perfectly, Elgriva cursing the [Druids] for their love of polar equations. Their [Runes] were the trickiest part of this system, and the part that had been keeping her up for the past two weeks, but… it looked like it wouldn’t be giving her headaches for much longer.
Elgriva activated [Mana-Sight] to its fullest extent, causing a world of colours to flood her mind and intensifying her headache. However, she focused on the desired spectrum to avoid unnecessary information. She didn't need to know about the air particles in the runes on the floor, only the viridescent currents of the [Druidic Runes]. The vortex of green, with its overwhelming [Intent], made Elgriva feel small in the universe but also gave her a sense of infinite introspection. Working with it was a chaotic challenge, as it could destroy without remorse or create the most complex and beautiful structures.  
And, when the proportions were done perfectly, it didn’t leak the slightest hint of energy into the surrounding [Material]. Elgriva had loathed the accuracy needed to fix the leakage, yet she’d finally done it perfectly. There wasn’t a single curve, engraving, or moment of focused [Intent] misaligned. It was perfect.
"Just like the rest of this entire piece," Elgriva muttered as she carefully rose from the stone platform, shuffling off it to prevent any risk of damage. With a diameter of nearly twenty meters, the [Haloctite] had the entire system of [Circuits] engraved on its surface. [Haloctite] itself was a miracle material, and Elgriva silently thanked the [Transformation] department for giving her a viable substitute for skin in the creation of the initial [Rune-Work]. How they'd managed to create an entirely new [Material] that could handle a specific set of [Affinities] was beyond her, but Elgriva knew she couldn’t have done it without them. When her [Project] got its final approval, they were first on her list for a gift basket. "Now it just needs to be tested."
Leaning against the railing and forcing her eyes to stay open, Elgriva wondered why the [Director] had trusted her to finish the initial model before tomorrow. Alfred, that powerful man, was too assured of her success. Sure, she’d finished within the allotted time, but there had been little margin for error. A single wrong incision would’ve forced her to redo it all again.
Maybe I would have learned something new on the 700th attempt.
Elgriva had been working on the piece for so long that she couldn't recall how many times she had remade it. Six years was a substantial amount of time, and it had taken a toll on her sleep schedule. Looking back, sacrificing her sleep had been a mistake, but there was no going back now. She had finished the final version of her creation for testing, and she needed to rest before the presentation.
… Looking over the schematics one more time wouldn’t hurt, though. Letting go of the trusty hand-railing, Elgriva wobbled over to where her plans covered the floor. The entire schematic for the [Rune-System had been painfully drawn with pen and paper before being fastened to the stone tiles, letting her look at the whole design from above. Adrian had made fun of the attempt to visualize her work, but it helped her understand it better. Some of the papers had been getting a little brown on the edges, however. Maybe redoing them would help give—
"I believe you promised Alfred and I that you’d get at least five hours of sleep before your big day," Charles said from the entrance to the large room. Elgriva noted that she hadn’t heard the rusty hinges creak when he opened the door. Was her sense of hearing deteriorating or had somebody fixed them without her noticing? And how would they have done that while she was in the room? "If you want to keep that promise, partially at least, I think you should finish up for the day."
It hadn’t been ‘day’ for a good handful of hours by now, but Elgriva didn’t bother correcting him. Wiping at her eyes, she glanced through the window on the northern wall. The sky was pitch-black, the moon and stars hidden behind thick clouds. The only lights around were created through her own [Mana], and even those were starting to grow dim.
When did I become so empty?
"That… isn’t a bad idea, I suppose," Elgriva said, straightening her back for the first time in hours, maybe days. 
Charles just huffed, an eye roll accompanying the action as he opened up the door once again. The bearded [Mentor] waited until his [Student] shuffled through before closing it again, the two strolling down the dimly lit hallway together.
There was some distant muttering from other late-night researchers, but it was nothing when compared to the shouting during the days. This section of the [Citadel] housed only the most dedicated—or ‘crazy’ as Adrian had put it during last year’s winter dinner—so being passionate about work was to be expected. With the average age around here being in the seventies, however, nearly all respected the night-day cycles. The nights were meant for rest and only the days were meant for work.
If only there wasn’t so much time during the night that could be spent on extra research.
"Have you talked to Adrian recently?" Charles said after a few minutes of walking silently. Or maybe it had been a few seconds. Elgriva’s sense of time hadn’t been working properly lately. "He’s made another breakthrough on his own [Project] recently."
"Oh?" Elgriva replied, her brain needing a moment to catch up. Her eyes widened when it did. He’d made progress on that blasted idea? "But… weren’t you trying to change his mind about continuing it? I thought you called his concept ludicrous."
Adrian, the [Student] that had stayed under Charles’ wing for as long as Elgriva, hadn’t appreciated being in the shadow of her [Project] when she’d first gotten it accepted. That idiot had always been competitive no matter what, and few had been surprised when he’d put together a framework for a project that would bind the [Gravity] and [Space Domain] more than ever before. Elgriva didn’t understand the methods, but she understood the purpose of going beyond the three dimensions that they normally experienced. Charles had initially accepted it as well, seeing as the theory had been sound, but years had gone by without much discernible progress, and the lack of a physical product made many worried. 
"Yes, well… a proof of concept made me, and many others, think otherwise," Elgriva’s [Mentor] muttered. She looked him in the eyes to make sure he wasn’t laughing. Even with her own tired mind, she could see no deceit in the man’s face. "He made a fracture in space, albeit a temporary one, held stable through immense magnitudes of [Gravity]. The [Citadel]’s automatic safety precautions shut down his work because of the sheer magnitude of power being drained, but that doesn’t stop it from being true. For five seconds, your fellow [Student] made a hole through dimensions."
It wasn’t hard to hear the tinge of pride in Charles’ voice, the old man clearly proud of Adrian’s accomplishment. Elgriva could easily say she felt the same. She respected her friend’s dedication to the craft. Both of them were pushing the boundaries of what was possible.
"What did the hole look like?" Elgriva asked, "could you look through?"
"Sadly not," Charles answered. A pity. "Light and physical matter, in general, was distorted as it came through, becoming a sponge-like mixture that was a headache to look at. The [Mana-Traces] sent through haven’t ever been seen before, though. It was completely different from anything we’ve witnessed. Adrian might have a team assisting him by the end of the week because of it."
An entirely separate—yeah, Elgriva didn’t need to doubt that. Maybe she was the one who should be jealous this time around.
Charles brought her to her room, the two briefly exchanging goodbyes before Elgriva was allowed to collapse in her bed. She finally closed her eyes, though sharp rays of sunlight were quick to intrude once again, somehow appearing mere seconds after she’d fallend asleep. Or maybe it had been a few hours.
Whatever the case, she was forced out of bed once again. Her body was at least a little less tired, Elgriva not needing to fight to hold her eyes open. In fact, if she allowed herself to be overly optimistic, she might’ve even called herself well-rested. Her presentation would go as smoothly as ever.
"… Oh shit, I have to present it all," Elgriva half-shouted, somewhat mindful of those walking outside her door as she scrambled to prepare herself. There were still multiple hours until she was meant to start, but that didn’t mean she didn’t need to get ready. With this, Elgriva refused to cut corners. "Where did I put that damned brush?"
She fought with her hair, a battle she nearly lost, but the [Student] found herself looking half-decent when she left her room once again. She wouldn’t be scaring any children just yet.
At least not instantly.
As Elgriva rushed down the hallway, memories of the past flooded her mind. She leaped down staircases and dodged groggy faculty members as she sprinted towards her workspace.  Opening it up and looking inside, the newest iteration of her system was still in mint condition. Nothing had touched her work while she’d been away, and she was still good to go for the presentation. 
"Terrence is meant to get here soon anyway," Elgriva murmured to herself as she glanced at the time. It was just thirty minutes after breakfast hours, though the workers in the [Citadel] had been kind enough to bring an assortment of pastries to her desk. For her presentation, she was supposed to be joined by her helper. Or… she supposed that ‘test subject’ was more accurate. 
But that just feels too wrong to say.
As was with all practical products, they needed some actual testing. Since Elgriva was meant to present her work, more precisely the [Rune-Transfer] process and the initial acclimatization of the system on a human body, she needed a body to put it on. She’d originally planned to put it on herself, but complications about self-applying the [Runes] had quickly become apparent, forcing her to find a volunteer. That willing person was, in the end, Terrence Walker, a rather bright young man who worked in the [Citadel]’s kitchen as a cook. He wasn’t a [Mage] of any kind, but Elgriva’s rambling about her work had made him interested enough to offer himself for the demonstration.
She had made the potential dangers apparent, but Terrence didn’t seem too worried. Why the man wasn’t concerned about having an arm regrown didn’t make sense to Elgriva, but she hadn’t pushed him too much. She had somebody who wanted to try the experience and she wouldn’t blame them for it. The idea of having safety and control over one's own body at the cost of a brief moment of pain didn't seem like too bad of a trade-off.
Three sharp knocks on the door made her jump in surprise.
"Excuse me, is anybody here yet?" a youthful voice said from the entrance. The bright blonde locks of hair were first thing Elgriva saw as Terrence walked into her workspace. His shoulders looked tense, though they relaxed when it was clear only Elgriva was present at the moment. "I see you got here early as well."
"I am always early," Elgriva said with some small amount of pride. "I can’t say the same for you, however. Why are you here… twenty minutes before the agreed time?"
"You nearly passed out from stress when I showed up on the dot last time," Terrence replied, shrugging as he looked over at the large circular stone. "So, this is really the entire thing? We’re not just trying with an arm or leg like last time?"
"No, we’re doing your entire body now," she said with some displeasure in her voice. They had been conducting small-scale tests for the past year, fitting the [Runes] onto his lower arms and legs as best as possible. None had been anything less than perfect, but working with a full body was an extreme leap in difficulty. The smaller stuff was only possible because those limbs could be cut off, and… Elgriva had no desire to replace Terrence’s entire body for fun. She needed untouched skin for her [Project] to work, and she wanted the process to be as painless as possible. "If it helps, this should probably be the last time. After this, you’ll just be around for researching the long-term effects of having the [Runes] on your body."
"‘Long-term effects,’ huh? That whole spiel about decreased ageing and such?"
"That and a few other things," Elgriva replied, not finding it worth mentioning the whole list of possible side-effects from constant regeneration. Decreased ageing was barely the top of that iceberg. "Sit down now. I need to check your vitals."
Terrence grumbled a little but sat down nonetheless, letting Elgriva prick and prod at him for the next hour or so. It was a dance done more than a handful of times now, one that was important to make sure everything worked properly. Inspecting the skin for any malformations was vital to ensure the initial [Rune-Transfer] wouldn’t malfunction. After all, Terrence was meant to be the ideal case, and Elgriva wouldn’t allow him to be anything else.
Luckily, there was no need to involve a scalpel today, to the relief of both of them. There was only one step more, and it wouldn’t happen until this afternoon when the onlookers arrived.
"How will you even get that massive stone slab into the presentation room?" Terrence asked as he got his shirt back on. "I don’t see how you’re going to fit that through the door."
"There’s a transfer system built into the floor," Elgriva assured her loyal test subject. His question had reminded her that she needed to start it up. Swiftly moving over to the railing, she touched the nearby [Terminal]. After the brief inspection of her internal signature, the machine was more than happy to assist her. "Come and watch, actually. The process is quite pretty."
[Student] Detected!
What can the [Citadel Transfer System] help you with?
"I need the prepared [Haloctite] to be transferred to…" Elgriva began, glancing over at her notes to be sure she remembered the room. "[Presentation Room 16-968]."
Request accepted!
The [Engraved Haloctite] will be transferred to [Presentation Room 16-968]. Estimated time until arrival: 00:11:46
With a slight groan, the stone floor began to give away, the [Engraved Haloctite] slowly sinking downwards. Terrence muttered some very colourful curses at the sight, but Elgriva disregarded it, simply observing the process until her [Project] was out of sight. Once the process was complete, the stone floor rebuilt itself as if nothing had happened. Watching the timer count down on the blue screen, she was assured of a successful deployment. 
"This place can do just about everything," Terrence commented as he shook his head in disbelief. Elgriva laughed, reminding herself that the man had only been in the [Citadel] for five years. There was always something new to discover around here. "So what is the plan now?"
Now? It took the [Student] little time to figure that one out, a smile creeping onto her face.
"Now you get to be my practice audience, for the next… five hours," Elgriva replied. Terrence laughed at her words. She didn’t. "Sit down. I need to make my speech perfect."
Terrence stopped laughing, though mirth was clear in Elgriva’s tone as she went through the same set of words again and again. She practised her movements, how she raised her voice, how she looked at the audience and made sure Terrence understood when he was supposed to do what. It was a dance meant to be perfected. In only a few hours, she’d be standing before a crowd of people who would decide whether she would be allowed to take her [Project] to the next level. The scholars amongst the highest floors of this place would be judging her performance, and many of them were strict in their ways. The slightest mispronunciation could spell utter disaster for her future.
At least, that’s what Elgriva personally thought. Charles tried to comfort her by saying they weren’t too harsh, but she refused to take it easy with her superiors. Slipping up wouldn’t do her any good.
When the afternoon did arrive, the duo were quick to move out of the room and down a few floors to the [Presentation Halls]. There was another handful of [Students] who would be presenting alongside her in other rooms, but she tried to focus on her own for the moment.
Especially when all of them seemed nearly twice her age.
"Are you sure that tiring out your helper before the presentation is a good idea?" Charles questioned from out of nowhere. Elgriva had missed his entry and jumped at the sudden voice. "Jogging here isn’t a good idea when you’re meant to have the perfect mindset."
She looked over to Terrence, a red face meeting her eyes. The man took in deep breaths the moment he was allowed to rest. People who weren’t [Mages] easily tired, though Elgriva acknowledged that not remembering that fact was her own mistake.
"Sorry about that, Terrence," Elgriva apologized, getting a wave of his hand in reply as he focused on getting his pulse down. Looking over to Charles, the [Mentor] holding the door open to the [Presentation Room], all three walked inside. Already, there were ten older [Rune-Crafters] standing around chatting with each other. 
"Is that everyone or should I expect a bigger crowd?"
"It’s about half of them," Charles replied, mumbling as he counted people as well. "We need another two [Masters], Alfred, and then… we are missing most of the guests from the outside world."
The outside?
"I thought the presentations of [Projects] were for [Rune-Crafters] only?" Terrence commented, seemingly having regained his calmness at the perfect time. That Charles nodded only made him and Elgriva more confused. "Why the change?"
"Some of the human warmongers have recently been discussing peace deals with each other, and Alfred thought it a good idea to show off what the [Rune-Crafters] could provide if the times became free of battle and death," her [Mentor] explained, Elgriva’s eyes lighting up with understanding. If her presentation was a success, and the warlords agreed to a truce, could her work be sent out so quickly? "Be careful about your wording in the presentation, by the way. We don’t want any of them to get funny ideas."
Elgriva nodded, knowing full well that she wouldn’t be changing a single word in her presentation. Everything was going to work as planned. She'd done so many partial tests of the [Runes] with the help of Terrence, that everything just needed to be fit together in this moment. The first full demo of her [Project]. It was going to be glorious.
However, her eyes couldn't help but notice one of the others who’d recently entered. It was a very large man who stood nearly two heads above all others in the room. He had long black hair that complemented the thick leather armour on his body. The man carried no weapons, but it didn’t look like he needed them anyway.
That isn’t a [Mage].
"Who is that?" Elgriva asked her [Mentor], not even needing to point since Charles was looking at him as well.
"That would be… Draven Wulfric, one of the more powerful people you’ll see here tonight," the [Mentor] replied softly. The tall man glanced their way for a moment, a muted smile on his lips for a moment before he engaged in conversation once again. "He’s the one with the largest army on Vrasis and likewise the one who brokered for peace. If he talks to you, do your best to be polite."
She was always polite, thank you very much. Seeing that her [Project] had been transferred through the [Citadel] properly, Elgriva started preparing the final few steps. Terrence followed along, not commenting about her final check-ups on his arms and whatnot. Everything looked to be in order.
"Everyone to your seats, please!" Alfred announced to the room after another hour of Elgriva pacing around, making sure her [Runes] were still as perfect as the night before. They were, of course, and she stood by silently as the guests sat down and the [Rune-Crafters] focused on her and the [Director] on the stage. 
"Today, you will be observing a multi-year [Project] from Elgriva Dulka, a [Student] here at the [Citadel],” Alfred explained to the audience. “Questions are to be asked after the initial presentation of her work, any kind of [Spell] or [Rune] higher than [Tier 2] is not to be performed while the demonstration is ongoing, and we ask for a general level of respect. With nothing else, I give the floor to our [Student]."
There was a polite round of applause, Elgriva readjusting her spot on the stage as the small crowd studied her. The [Rune-Crafters] all seemed more interested in the 20-meter tall weave of [Rune-Work] behind her, but those from the outside were looking her way directly. Warriors from below, some clearly more powerful than others—and one who was outright bigger than everybody here—stared at her with those piercing eyes. She tried not to let it get to her head as she cleared her throat.
"My [Project] has, for the past six years, been a study into the ways a civilian can be protected from war. The warriors and [Mages] of a battlefield already have several layers of protection on them, but a stray arrow of a [Spell] can easily find itself taking an innocent life. My goal was to make sure that nobody would be killed in the crossfire," Elgriva began, taking a deep breath as the silence permeated through the grand hall. Nobody was saying anything, patient eyes looking upon her. "We already have walls that can survive the breath of a dragon, healers who can bring back people from the brink of death, and mighty warriors who would do anything to protect innocents, but there’s little to protect a person when those initial safeguards are removed. There’s no guarantee that a civilian will find themselves behind a wall, that a healer has anything to save after they’ve already been wounded, or that a warrior will be there to defend them at all times. A civilian, a person who doesn’t know how to swing a sword, fire a bow, or wield the magical forces of the world is in danger at all times. Their bodies aren’t built to survive in war. 
“And that’s why I worked on in my project."
The lights from above focused on the massive work of art behind her. Next to Elgriva, Terrence stood patiently without a shirt on. There was a small round of muttering from the warlords in the back rows, but a look from Alfred quieted them.
"I have made a system of [Rune Circuits] which can be applied to any person at any time, can be spread from one person to another without effort, and can protect them from nearly all injuries below [Tier 6 Spells]," Elgriva continued. 
This time, Alfred needed to stare down at the [Rune-Crafters]. The rules of presenting [Projects] might’ve been the same for nearly two centuries, but that didn’t mean they would respect them. Questions were clear in their eyes, and Elgriva would do her best to explain. 
"There isn’t a single [Rune] that can protect against all kinds of damage, but there are countless [Runes] which can be applied to the skin without issue,” she went on. “By using nearly 89 different [Rune-Circuits], this system increases the body’s [Resistance], [Regeneration], and physical prowess go beyond what an ordinary person could ever hope to reach. With the help of [Runic Regeneration], the [Runes] are never destroyed permanently. The entire structure is built within an [Automatic Transfer Framework], one of the many written about in Graham Futhark’s work, allowing the [Runes] to be copied over on another body without causing any destruction to the original work. This is further helped along through the [Automatic Proportional Scaling], a listed set of rules created by Kveldulf Grundy, which makes it possible for the [Runes] to be fitted onto damaged and differently sized people without an issue. For the powering of the [Runes] in the long-term, it uses the—"
"Oh, get on with it!" one of the warlords in the back shouted, the old man’s hoarse throat making Elgriva wince. Alfred sent out a controlled wave of power, but it didn’t seem to do much to stop the man’s complaints. "All of these bold claims don’t mean squat when you haven’t shown it actually works."
"Quiet down now," a surprisingly deep voice said. Elgriva watched as a massive hand rested itself on the shoulder of the shouting warlord. The latter looked over to find Draven staring him down. The tall man only gave him a short nod before the heckler sat down. 
Draven looked over at Elgriva with an apologetic look. "Please, continue."
Momentarily stunned, a cough from Terrence brought Elgriva out of her stupor before she continued to list the various abilities and functions of her work. Her movements and words fell back into those she’d practised, and she found herself growing confident over the next half hour. When she finally finished talking about the modified [Regeneration Runes] and how they were applied to the spine to cushion against blunt damage, the [Rune-Crafters] looked more than ready to see the product in full. 
And, truthfully, Elgriva was too.
"Are you ready?" she asked Terrence as she prepared the man one final time for the [Transfer-Process], giving him a mouthguard to make sure he didn’t bite his tongue off like last time. The man couldn’t answer properly with the thing in his mouth, but a sharp nod was enough for her. "Good. Get your hand onto the [Rune] properly and we should be good to go."
Transferring the [Runes] from the original [Material] and over to a living body had always been a delicate process, one that Elgriva had worried about for years, but she trusted Terrence in holding his cool throughout it. Engraving thick [Runes] onto nearly all parts of his skin was a very painful process, and they’d done as much as possible to mitigate his reaction to it, but there were always dangers. Nevertheless, Terrence gave her the final signal. He was ready to begin.
"If you direct your attention to my assistant, the example for the [Runic Transfer] will begin," Elgriva said, putting her hand on her [Activation Rune]. Inserting her mental codes to begin the process, a rainbow of colours lit up across the material. With one mighty wave of energy that travelled through the room, it began in full.
And so did the muted screams. Elgriva winced as Terrence opened his eyes wide, a painful sound escaping his throat as his right arm began to be covered in mystical sigils which glowed in a wide assortment of colours. She nearly went over to stop the process herself, but Terrence stared daggers at her in response. Letting go of her instincts, she watched as the [Rune-Circuits] were copied over perfectly. Once the two-dimensional copy of a cuboctahedron engraved perfectly into his chest, Elgriva’s pulse rose as the last few details began to settle. Ten more painful seconds passed, though Terrence looked more than ready to remove his hand in the last three. In the end, though, the original [Runic Formation] stopped, and the [Transfer] was completed. 
She’d done it. Whispers erupted in the crowd, but Elgriva ignored it all as Terrence fell to the floor. He wasn’t unconscious, stopping himself from face-planting by holding up his upper body with his arms, but he looked more tired than ever before.
"How are you feeling?" Elgriva asked, using her [Mana-Sight] to study his internal structure. The [Runes] had completely covered his skin without issue, allowing for the long-term changes to his organs to begin. It would take about an hour before the internal transfer would be done, but all of the basic functions were up and running perfectly. Even with just half a minute of exposure to the system, Terrence’s musculature had been toned into that of a fully-fledged warrior. "We might need to get you new clothes after this."
Something akin to weak laughter escaped Terrence’s mouth. At least Elgriva thought it was laughter as she attempted to help him up. The [Rune-Crafters] in the crowd were chatting amongst themselves with excitement, while the warriors in the back were completely silent.
The instant reversal of roles stupefied Elgriva for a moment, unsure of why that was—until she felt pressure on her side.
It was more of a punch actually. The [Student] blinked as she found herself flying through the air. Only the protections on her clothing stopped her spine from fracturing as she slammed against the wall. There was only confusion in her mind, Elgriva unsure of why the [Mages] in the crowd had so suddenly attacked her.
And then it hit her. They hadn’t attacked. Terrence had.
What?
"Terrence, what are you doing?" Elgriva shouted as she tried to stumble onto the stage. Alfred pulled her back when the eyes of the blonde man locked onto her. That sparkling light in them was gone, replaced with the improvements that her [Runes] had implemented to grant him night vision. "Your movements are a little stronger than we anticipated."
They were much stronger, actually. Throwing her such a large distance with such power was unheard of for ordinary people. Terrence had barely been able to lift the larger pots in the kitchen before. This was incredible!
There was no reply from the blonde man, those eyes just staring at her unblinkingly. Her excitement about the unexpected improvement slowly dimmed.
"... Terrence?"
The mouthguard fell out when the bones on the man started to crack, his body growing an extra head in height as well as increasing in width. That wasn’t meant to happen. Elgriva’s eyes widened when he reached around two meters in height. This shouldn’t have been possible, but the extra energy from the [Transfer] was seemingly being spent for this. Just how—
When one of the people in the crowd moved a little, Terrence’s focus instantly shifted as a roar came from his lips. It was deep and powerful, travelling through Elgriva’s body. She paled. She wanted to shout again but found herself at a loss for words when her friend of the past two years lunged at one of the [Rune-Crafters] in the audience. It was an attack.
The [Intent] of the movement was instantly detected by the [Citadel], which tried to interfere as an assortment of [Containment Runes] were activated. None were allowed to form properly, the artificial [Resistance] in Terrence’s body preventing their proper creation. The [Rune-Crafter] in question tried to dodge, but it was too late. A hand found itself around their throat, while another squeezed their innards into a pulp instantly. 
A man who had trouble skinning rabbits had killed an [Mage] in cold blood. A person at the peak of their craft was dead. Elgriva didn’t know what to think.
"This could’ve been better," Alfred muttered to himself as he continued to hold onto Elgriva with one hand. He raised the other as Terrence tried to leap towards one of the fleeing [Rune-Crafters]. Spears made of nothing but [Mana] travelled through the air in an instant, piercing the body of Terrence without a hint of resistance. The spears shifted into chains that embedded themselves in the ground. "Much better."
Elgriva didn’t take her eyes off the dead man on the ground, and neither did many of the others. This wasn’t meant to happen. None of this was how it was meant to happen. Terrence wasn’t supposed to do this. He was supposed to wave and smile, show off his [Resistance] to various [Tier 2] spells that had been prepared, and then bow before going over to the back so Elgriva could answer questions from the audience. They had practised it all. This wasn’t what was meant to happen.
"What are you doing?" Elgriva asked as she was released from Alfred’s grasp, running over to Terrence. She stood just beyond his reach, but those dull eyes quickly focused on her. He roared at her. "Can you hear me?"
If he could, he didn’t seem to care. Using [Mana-Sight], she studied everything once again. There wasn’t anything wrong with the [Runes]. All the [Circuits] sat perfectly, there wasn’t the slightest hint of a [Leak], and the system itself was doing everything it was meant to be doing. If anything, it was working much better than the prediction models had said. Her work had gone beyond what should’ve been theoretically possible. 
It had gone so right and so wrong. Now one of the ancient [Masters] was dead, Terrence had turned into a mindless monster, and all eyes were on her once again. Elgriva wanted to break down and cry.
Then the chains created by Alfred seemed to fracture, and Terrence jumped towards her without warning. Without the ability to stop him, Elgriva panicked. 
But [Mana-Sight] gave her a way out.
The [Runes] in his brainstem. They hadn’t even activated yet, weren’t manipulating him in the slightest, but Elgriva could force them to do as much. She could force them to go beyond anything that she’d planned. She could give him an [Order].
"Let go," she ordered, and Terrence obeyed instantly. He stood over her silently with no movement in his body. It worked. It was a gross over-manipulation of the [Mental Runes], one she could only do because of years of study, but she could do it nonetheless. 
A mindless beast she could give orders… If not for the many people shouting at her, she would’ve broken down in that instant.
"Go to sleep, Terrence," Elgriva ordered, watching the man she had promised everything fall to the ground. He had just wanted safety, and she had done this to him. "Please, never wake up." 
There was silence, for a moment, as they all took in the scene. Then, when they looked at the corpse of the [Rune-Crafter] again, many were horrified at what they saw. The corpse was twitching, [Runes] starting to form on its limbs.
"Not today," Alfred commented from behind Elgriva again. A wave of his hand cut up his former colleague into hundreds of pieces. The pieces were incinerated for good measure. 
It had been able to take over the remains of the dead. Elgriva supposed it was possible since the body itself was mostly fine, but the implications weren’t appreciated. 
The [System] has detected a new [Title]!
The world deems you the [Bringer of the Apocalypse]
Elgriva looked blankly at the message, her mind unable to process it. Looking around, haunted eyes met hers. Charles’ face was drained of blood , the [Rune-Crafters] looked fearful, and so did the human leaders. All of them looked ready to run except Draven, the large man who towered above all.
He looked intrigued. 
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Hidden Paths


While Theo had gotten the idea of a lifetime, he’d expected it to be a bit more effective. The concept of combining space manipulation with ranged weaponry just sounded too good. An arrow could be dodged when fired from a distance, but nothing could be done if it teleported into point-blank range. Stig could already teleport the projectiles several meters through the air, so it would just be a matter of firing the arrows off the bow. 
Right?
"Relative momentum is a factor in [Mana-Cost]," Theo muttered. "Kinetic energy makes the transfer more costly."
Standing beside him, Stig fired off an arrow that flew through the air and hit a lone rabbit that had been sitting around. The fact that the rabbit had been eating the half-burnt corpses of its brethren was surprising, but at this point, Theo didn't even care anymore. 
"Weren’t you the one ranting about balancing low-tier runes ten minutes ago?" Stig questioned as he held out his hand. After a moment of concentration, the rabbit eight meters away appeared in his hand, the arrow still attached. It looked effortless until the bead of sweat fell through the locks of his hair. "At least I can retrieve the arrows without bending down. If only I could get it out as easily."
While Stig twisted the arrow around a few times to free it from the rabbit, Theo wondered just how they could progress from this point. [Space Mages], or any other [Mage] with a [Affinity] for that matter, gained more [Spells] naturally. Once they had killed enough, the world just pulsed a little and let them see deeper into how their [Affinity] worked. That meant Stig would eventually learn a [Spell] and be able to do more—if they could live long enough for that to happen. For now, it was just limited to this.
We won't be teleporting all around the world just yet.
Looking around the hallway for a moment, Theo sketched out more of the fifth floor. They’d descended a while ago, slowly moving through the area yet again. With the rabbits previously found on the floor either dead or trapped, it wasn’t too hard to avoid the few wandering around alone. And they did make good practice for the archer, so it wasn’t too bad either way. If only Theo could’ve gotten similar perks.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Map-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 6] to [Beginner 7].

That was at least something.
"Is there anything here or should we just go down to the sixth floor?" Stig asked after another hour of wandering. Theo had covered most of the shield’s backside with scratchings by now, the entire fifth floor noted down almost perfectly. That it was even readable was a miracle. "There’s nothing but rubble here. Just burnt rabbits, broken stones, and two wandering fools."
There had to be something here, something that Theo could use. Studying the map for the fourth time, he tried to look for anything he hadn’t noticed before. The new increase in his [Skill] made his eyes easily travel across the etching. It might’ve even made his spatial memory better. He could almost imagine himself in the different rooms and corridors.
But… Now, what was that? Just three hallways down the one they were in, there was a weirdly rounded indent on one of the walls. Theo would have previously assumed it was his terrible skill in drawing straight lines, but this was too specific. Luck had struck.
"I wouldn’t say wandering fools. Come and look at this," Theo said, showing Stig the small dent in his etchings. "What do you see?"
"That you are not able to draw correctly when walking?" Stig guessed, clearly not trusting the [Rune-Crafter] when it came to working on the move. A fair assumption, but Theo had to shake his head. "Then what is it?"
"The last time I saw something like this, it was a hidden wall that contained the [Engraver] I use to make [Runes]," he recounted, looking at the wall again. The proportions were different in this case, but that hardly mattered to him. "This is about twice as wide as that and it’s out in an open hallway. I think it might be a secret door."
Stig gave Theo a disapproving look, but he shrugged it off. They had a lead and he wasn't going to ignore it due to reckless optimism. They traversed two hallways, killing a rabbit along the way, before they reached the location in question. 
The walls of stone looked entirely ordinary to the naked eye, to the point that Theo had to reference his map to find the actual position. It didn’t inspire confidence in Stig, but he played along with Theo’s whims. 
"Are you sure there’s something here?" Stig asked after five minutes of searching, both of them lining their hands against the walls. Theo knew he had to find it at some point. "You can see mana so you should be able to just… look around and check for anything that could be a hidden door. It can’t look the same as just plain rock, after all."
"Any [Mage] can get [Mana-Sight] so I doubt that they didn’t make some kind of protection against that," Theo retorted, even if he did start to use the [Skill]. The world lit up in beautiful colours as he looked through his third eye. "Although… fifteen decades of no repairs can’t have helped this place. It wouldn’t be fully broken, but cracks should’ve started to form."
Looking around the bottom of the wall, Theo checked for any corner or colour that seemed out of place. He muttered a curse as he spotted a faint line of light green that was almost imperceptible. Focusing his [Mana-Sight] on the colour, the wall began to reveal more and more cracks as he honed in on that specific part of the spectrum. After a few more moments, a rough outline of a door became visible.
It is a bloody door without a handle.
"Found it," Theo said, pressing his hand against where the handle was meant to be. Instantly, the [System] recognized it. The [Rune-Crafter] knew he’d pressed his palm against that point several times already, but they hadn’t counted at all. "You needed to know it was there beforehand. Just having a rough location didn’t work, I guess."
Emergency Entrance to [Creation Hall 5] has detected [Rune-Crafter]!
[Credentials] not sufficient to be granted access.
Rejected access overwritten due to [Facility-3412 "Arthur’s Enemy"] experiencing an ongoing [A-Rated Infestation].
While the [Apprentice] has been granted access, your [Mentor] has been notified of this behaviour. Remember that any manipulation of devices within can result in further restrictions put on you.

With a flash, the green lines that outlined the door became visible to the naked eye. It slid back by a hand's width, revealing a tunnel behind it. Stig gave him a confused look, but Theo just shrugged before walking into the narrow tunnel. It was wide enough to let him spread his arms, but anything more than that was out of the question.
"We have been going into this dungeon for nearly a hundred years, but never has anybody talked about anything like this," Stig commented as they came to a set of stairs. It all looked so pristine, the lamps lit up as they should and the walls painted white. It looked more and more like the modern laboratories that Theo knew, everything perfectly sterile. If he’d only seen this part of the [Facility], he wouldn’t have believed that it had been abandoned for a hundred years. "Is this what it looked like back when this place was still in operation?"
"Maybe? I don’t think the rabbits got into this part of the [Facility], at least," Theo replied, looking around. The corners of the walls were untouched, with no bite marks to be seen. The ceiling didn’t have moisture either, with no moss growing anywhere. This place was properly ventilated, or the air was at least being cleaned somehow. "Maybe we can find a way out from here."
Reaching the bottom of the staircase, Theo guessed that they were either on the sixth or seventh floor. More than that, they were in an area that wasn’t connected with the rest of the floor. The hall ahead was much wider, the walls not made of stone either. While pillars separated the rooms, everything else consisted of glass panels. If not for the fact that they were underground, Theo could’ve easily imagined himself on the top floor of some skyscraper. There were even scribblings on each door to the laboratories alongside the hall. Scribblings that Theo didn’t have the ability to read.
"‘Mentor Ildrun’s Space. Don’t enter without permission,’" Stig read aloud as Theo looked through the glass wall into the laboratory. All kinds of gadgets sat on the different tables, most of them unrecognizable to him. Just how many spinning disks were necessary for a single room? "This was a place of study."
"It was also a place where [Rune-Crafters] figured out just how much they could mess with the world," Theo added, wondering how many students had been taught in this hall. There were five of laboratories on each side, and one massive chamber ahead as well. "Is there anything inside that room you think your mom would want to have?"
Theo tried the door to the study in front of them but found it locked, and the [System] was not allowing him to bypass it this time. He internally debated whether to try and break the glass until he noticed the small line of [Runes] all around the panel. They glowed a dangerous red when he lifted his shield.
"Since I haven’t seen most of it before, I wouldn’t think so," Stig answered with a shrug. "There’s something that looks like a rather fancy alembic, but we already have an old one of those in the village. I wouldn’t risk destroying the glass and setting off an alarm to get it."
All of the other doors into the smaller laboratories were locked as well. While the way they’d come from had some other off-shots and stairs downwards to explore, one room remained to be checked out. It was the massive one at the end of the hall, a large, opened gate of steel letting the duo glance inside.
Their feet hit the floor again and again, carrying both forward. Soon, they were more than just looking.
You have entered [Creation Chamber 6]!
The [Facility] urges you to touch nothing without permission from the attending [Floor Supervisor].
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The Last [Log-Entry]


Theo could recognize that massive glass tube from one of the earlier laboratories they’d visited. This one, however, was much bigger. It towered above them, reaching nearly fifteen meters in height, and the five-meter width made the machine a very imposing figure inside the large laboratory. 
Blue [Runes] glowed on the bottom of the tube, and Theo could see them faintly shifting in focus. It looked undamaged, just like everything else in the room. [Terminals] similar to those he’d seen in the [Data-Servers] were all around. While tables and seats littered the area, there was nothing that reminded him of the [Alchemy] and chemistry in the earlier rooms. No… this looked closer to what he’d expect from a digitally-focused area. With how many blocks of glowing stone there were, countless lines of [Runes] seen on each, he should’ve known it would be something like this.
"This here might be the most complex room we’ve been in," Theo said as he touched one of the glowing chunks of rock. It sat in the middle of one of the tables and was mildly warm to the touch. The stone didn’t burn but neither did it welcome his physical touch, a stray bolt of static electricity forcing his finger away. "It’s… incredible."
"But there’s almost nothing here," Stig retorted, the forest dwarf not seeing what Theo was talking about. The flow of [Mana] in this room was unlike anything he had ever seen, with lines of vibrant red, green, and blue connecting the tables, walls, and the central tube, which glowed with blue [Runes]. The [Terminal] in front of it was large and imposing, pulsing with its own energy. It was clear to Theo that they were standing in the midst of an interconnected realm of shared information, where every object was connected and had a purpose.
And he wanted to see it all. The entire room had been preserved in an almost pristine condition. He could look, touch, and ask any question he wanted. 
"That’s because everything here isn’t stored physically," Theo explained as he walked toward the centre, noting that every step sent small pulses of energy through the floor. The [Facility] was watching them, measuring how they put pressure on the ground. A security feature perhaps? Something this valuable should have even more. "It’s stored in the [Runes] you see around you. I don’t know how it works, and I don’t have the faintest idea of what the engravings do, but I know the concept enough to understand what we’re seeing. This is meant to be a [Creation Chamber], and I think I can guess what it is they were creating."
The [Terminal] glowed a bright yellow when Theo put his hand onto its surface. He could feel his skin fully encapsulated by the magic that filled this place. He was being examined, scanned for everything there was to know about him.
"Rabbits?" the forest dwarf guessed. "These so-called geniuses created all of this technology to make rabbits? Give me a cage and some feed and I could’ve done it cheaper."
Theo didn’t feel the need to add that Stig would’ve had issues with the wings and making them breathe fire. Adjusting his eyes to the blue screen that appeared, he smiled at the confirmation.
Interaction with the [Main Terminal] for [Creation Chamber 6] detected!
The [Apprentice] does not have [Clearance] to access the [Terminal].
An [A-Rated Infestation] detected. Rejection overruled.
Hello, [Rune-Crafter]. What do you wish to see today? Be warned that any requests will be forwarded to your [Mentor].

Always with that [Mentor] business. 
"Do a check on how this room is holding up," Theo ordered. The waves of blue light emanating from the stones increased three-fold. Stig looked at the results with a puzzled expression, and Theo could only shrug in response. "The [Terminals] allow me to control this place a little bit. It’s another perk of being keyed into the [System]."
Stig was not one to let mysteries go unsolved, so he quickly went to another [Terminal] and slammed his palm onto the stone panel. A brief flash of golden light emanated from the stone before the dwarf withdrew his hand with a curse.
"Damn thing tried to take my skin off!" Stig swore, waving around the hurt hand as if that would make it any better. "When you figure out how to control this place properly, give me some of those blue screens as well."
The [Mage] wasn’t too sure how he was meant to do that. His own introduction to the blue boxes had been less than pleasant. Even as he stood there in relative safety, his body shuddered at the thought of millions of needles digging into his mind. Never had he felt so much pain, even the sting of the massive spiders hadn’t been worse.
[Full-Scan Protocols] for [Creation Chamber 6] complete!
[Mana-Generators] are working at [Sub-Optimal] capacity.
[Connection-Circuits] are working at full efficiency.
Zero of the seven mandated [Technicians] are currently present.
Ongoing [Project] is on standby. Attempt to [Perma-Summon] [Entity-5f575c] ready to begin.
[Log-Entries] for the previous 9823 weeks not found. The [System] requests you to fill one out at your earliest convenience.

Okay… taking it from the top, the room was perhaps not in as perfect condition as previously hoped. The room seemed to have its own [Mana-Generators], which wasn’t too bad an addition, seeing as the other parts of the [Facility] could barely keep its lights on. That the [Connection-Circuits] were functional—whatever such a complex amalgamation of [Connection Runes] might be—was great to hear as well. That everything was being given the energy required meant nothing would break down.
He ignored the parts about the positions not being filled and focused on the note about the [Perma-Summon]. From the sheer amount of numbers and letters next to the [Entity] part, the [Rune-Crafter] couldn’t guess how many attempts they’d made to make those rabbits. But now… how did they truly look?
The glass tube seemed quite sturdy, but Theo had no desire to test out how this new version looked. Instead, it was smarter to move over to the last part of the [Scan]. It had been nearly ten thousand weeks since the last [Log-Entry].
"So? What does it say?" Stig asked as the [Rune-Crafter]’s eyes darted across the screen again and again. "Anything worth sharing?"
"The generator that makes [Mana] isn’t working too well, but the actual circuitry isn’t damaged. The [System] doesn’t like that nobody here is qualified, there’s an ongoing [Project] to summon a rabbit, and… there’s a complaint about the documentation for the last one hundred and fifty years not being filled out," Theo surmised, dismissing the screen that wanted him to type the newest entry. That it was using the standard keyboard layout was pretty interesting, seeing as the language he’d seen around here didn’t even have Latin lettering. "All in all, it’s a terrible mess."
But it was still possible to gain more information. Focusing on the [Log-Entry] again, the [System] was quick to understand his wishes. There was a moment of silent whirring before the next blue box appeared.
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[Familiars]


Request accepted!
As of this moment, it is four in the morning. The other four have already left for the warmth of their beds, not realizing we’re so close to getting a working model. Making the actual [Familiar Bond] work has been the focus of these past three months, and while that department has been a success, the actual assimilation of the two components has been a rather long and painful struggle.
We have made the body and we have made the bond. Making the body bonded? That’s where we’ve been in the past… I can’t even remember how long it's been anymore. Joan commented that it had been before the last war started, but I can’t help but pray it isn’t so. If it is, that means we’ve made almost no progress in too many years.
If the board of directors were still around for their yearly check-up on our activities, there’s no chance we would have been allowed to continue. But, for better or worse, the citadel was destroyed and we’ve been left to our own devices. The [Director] says somebody will be around to see how we’re doing soon. It’s meant to be some high-ranking [Elder], one that’s hoping to stay out of sight for the few months. We’re still unsure if they’re going to be here or with our neighbours, but time will tell. Those spider-fixated freaks always did prefer to hide inside their weird webs.
I’m just rambling on in what’s meant to be an official document, so I need to call it a night as well. The latest version is meant to be somewhat stable. The goal was to have it be at its peak growth and strength from the start, but Koul suggested that we put in an artificial connection between its physical age and current strength. While this would leave us having to deal with only balls of fuzz for a while, the theory does seem to work rather well when it comes to building up the connection. The stronger links always break down within a few weeks since both bodies haven’t adapted to the artificial bridge.
It’s something to check out in the morning. Everything is ready but I need a few others to help with the actual [Mana-Cost]. For now, I just need to get some actual sleep.
[Age of data entry: 188 years, 3 months, 4 days, 3 hours, 26 minutes, 3 seconds.]

Theo read out the log to Stig to avoid having to explain everything, and the forest dwarf seemed just as puzzled as he was about the situation. Not being professional in the documentation of their work seemed to be common among these so-called [Technicians]. For all the complexity of their work, keeping a serious tone seemed to be their greatest challenge. That and whatever was wrong with the linking. 
"[Familiars]... I have heard of them before," Theo said, thinking back to the fantasy books in the old world. "Are they common here?"
"My mother has mentioned the word when describing demon summoners, but I’ve never heard it in this context before," Stig responded with a shake of his head. He was becoming more curious by the minute. "It’s a natural creature, so it would be something that the druids delved into, and yet even they don’t have control over nature like the demon summoners. They’re the friends of creatures. Not their masters."
So this was new territory. Theo’s idea of what a [Familiar] was seemed to be spot-on, the designation given to entities who were granted purpose through the control of a [Mage]. He could remember tales of wizards having ravens or wolves, though it had been a while since he’d read a so-called tale. Theo wasn’t the biggest reader.
Still, it was an interesting discovery. The [Terminal] next to the massive glass tube refused to provide any more information, so the duo circled the place a few times instead. There was a small door built into the tube on the other side, but Theo couldn’t open it up.
They didn’t see much else for a few minutes, until Theo made an interesting discovery. One of the [Connection Runes] seemed out of place, not fitting into the complex circuit surrounding it. It was a simple shape, standing out from the rest, and led to a small pedestal about three meters away from the tube.  The top of the pedestal was a half-sphere, with an indentation mimicking the shape of a human hand.
"I do wonder…" Theo murmured as he put his hand on the device. There was a feeling of his body being scanned yet again, though the sensation was more in-depth this time. "Not what I was expecting."
Interaction with the [Catalyst Activation] for [Creation Chamber 6] detected!
The [Apprentice] does not have [Clearance] to access the [Catalyst Activation].
An [A-Rated Infestation] detected. Rejection overruled.
Do you wish to continue with the ongoing [Project]?

Theo couldn’t pull his hand off the half-sphere.
"What is it?" Stig asked. He looked concerned as Theo let go of his shield to try and pull the palm off the stone with the help of his other arm. It would’ve been great if he could move his feet, but those were locked in place as well. "What’s happening?"
"It thinks I want to continue whatever work that the old [Rune-Crafters] did here," Theo replied, mentally trying to disagree with the blue box as much as possible. "[System], turn off the ongoing [Project] now. Bring it back to whatever state it was in before."
The [Mana] around the room began to spin around. Theo struggled to breathe, pressure building on his lungs as the energy surged upwards. The sound of the energy filled his ears with a melody that felt unnatural.
Request accepted!
Current status of [Creation Chamber 6]: Stasis
Previous status of [Creation Chamber 6]: Active
Switching [Stasis] to [Active] status.
[Rune-Crafter Theo Locheim] designated as [Catalyst].
[Perma-Summoning] attempt starting in: 00:00:10

What?
"No, we’re not doing that today," Theo said, cursing his instinctual obligation to touch weird half-spheres inside highly secure facilities. "Disengage. Put [Project] into [Stasis] now. Stop it."
The man tried to pull the hand away with more vigour than ever, Stig helping to no avail. They had a better chance of cutting it off before anything else, and the reply from the blue boxes made the [Rune-Crafter] curse louder than ever.
Request denied!
Removal of [Catalyst], or the deactivation of the [Catalyst Activation] during an ongoing [Project] can cause serious harm to equipment. Please consult your [Mentor] on the proper usage of—
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[Entity-5f575c]


"Oh, fuck off!" Theo shouted, rattling off whatever emergency code words he could remember. More and more panels of blue boxes popped up to reject his ideas. Nothing seemed to work, and the countdown was almost at zero. "Stig, you wouldn’t happen to have any [Mana-Potions] on you?" 
"No?"
"Shit," Theo said as the count reached zero. The instant draining of [Mana] through his arm felt like spikes being shoved through his nerves. "Try to ignore the screaming, please."
If the dwarf had a response to that, Theo didn’t notice it. Pain was all he knew and it was back with a vengeance, surging through his body and soul. Every nerve, every fibre, every bit of hair on his body was shot through, emptied of [Mana], and then seared as if to add insult to injury. Theo would’ve fallen to his knees, but his body was still under the control of the stone. He couldn’t fall, couldn’t pull away, couldn’t do anything that would impede the process.
Warning!
Channelled [Mana-Rate] is too low for the [Project]. Please increase output to ensure no damage is done to the equipment.

The [System] seemed to have forgotten the damage being done to Theo, the [Rune-Ctafter] feeling blood start to well in his mouth. It dripped from his lips as he stood steadfast, doing his damnedest to minimize the rate of [Mana] leaving his body. It was pure pain, the skin of his palm singed thoroughly as he tried to throttle the process, but it certainly became more manageable. This was why several people were needed for this. Doing it alone was akin to suicide.
But he had no choice in the matter anymore.
[Project]: 49%

Halfway and empty of [Mana] already. The slightest hints of energy within Theo were removed at every opportunity, and every other kind of [Mana] was taken as well. When there wasn’t enough [Mana], [Stamina] went next. His [Mana-Veins] protested as the foreign energy was forced through, but there was nothing that could be done. Theo bared his teeth, tried not to scream too much, and held on as tears filled his eyes. Swirling lights lit up the [Creation Chamber], but he couldn’t care to notice them.
Just a bit more time.
[Project]: 76%

[Stamina] was empty. [Mana] was empty as well. There was only [Health] to take from now, the drain on the [Stat] being worse than ever before. His life force, the essence that kept Theo seated on this plane of existence, was steadily removed from his future corpse. Nothing was sacred anymore, and the [System] made sure he understood.
Death seemed closer than ever, and the [Rune-Crafter] could only try to hold onto what he still had. The rate of at which his energy drained was too high for the [Project] to finish in time, and Theo was forced to throttle it more than before. For the briefest of moments, everything was forced to a standstill. Theo wasn’t sure how long it truly was, tears filling up his eyes and blood filling up his mouth, but he knew that it was enough.
[Project]: 99%
[Project]: 100%
Ongoing [Project] has been completed!
[Perma-Summoning] of [Entity-5f575c] deemed successful in the short term.
The connection between [Catalyst] and [Familiar] is [Stable].
Good work, team.

There was no team. There was just the half-dead Theo slumped over and falling to the ground as the [System] finally accepted his release from the [Catalyst Activation]. It had been stupid to touch that half-sphere, and he had felt the consequences for his actions. 
"How do I look?" Theo asked the pale dwarf standing beside him. The [Rune-Crafter] spat blood to the side as he tried to adjust to his new state of being. His arms were a little weaker than before, and in general his body refused to move. Stig handed him some food and drink, but he could barely hold onto it. "Not too much blood on the armour, at least."
"You look like you could die from a mild wind," Stig replied as he looked the [Mage] over again. Theo had done the same for the dwarf not too long ago, the favour being repaid in full. "Let’s promise that we don’t touch anything we haven’t seen before. This isn't good for our long-term health."
"Agreed," Theo said, finally taking a look at the blue boxes that had appeared.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Novice 2] to [Novice 4].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Conduit Mana-Channelling] has been increased from [Beginner 9] to [Beginner 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Conduit Mana-Channelling] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Conduit Mana-Channelling] has been increased from [Novice 1] to [Novice 2].

New [Skill] learned!
[Pain-Resistance] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

[Stat] decrease detected!
-2 to [Vitality]
-1 to [Toughness]
-1 to [Endurance]

[Familiar] detected!
Sending [Request] to [Facility-3412 "Arthur’s Enemy"] for [Familiar-Module]

[Familiar-Module] granted! Do you wish to install it?
[Yes] [No]

… Huh.
Being forced through extremely traumatic experiences was indeed one of the greatest ways to grow; a plethora of [Skills] had improved and one more had been learned. That [Stats] could decrease, however… Theo wasn’t happy knowing that was possible.
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 11
Class: Mage
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 14/140
Stamina(SP): 1/160 
Mana(MP): 1/160

Stats
Strength: 21
Wisdom: 16
Agility: 13
Intelligence: 13
Endurance: 16
Perception: 10
Vitality: 14
Willpower: 13
Toughness: 16
Available Points: -

He had come dangerously close to dying, and this was not how he had expected to spend his day. The previous encounter with near-death had already been enough for a lifetime, and while adrenaline still coursed through his veins, along with a high level of endorphins to deal with the pain, Theo found no enjoyment in it. 
He took a few more minutes to breathe before moving on the next part of the blue screens. The [Familiar-Module]. 
"Yeah, sure, just get that over with," Theo murmured before the needles invaded his mind once again. A part of the right side of his brain felt like it fused and split apart several hundred times in the span of three seconds. It was hell on Earth, and he couldn’t help but sigh a little through the process. The [Mage] had gotten too much pain for the day when this wasn’t too bad. Maybe it was also his [Pain-Resistance] having an effect. "Let’s see what this is."
Stig glanced at him for a moment before going back to eating a bit of the ration they had left. No danger meant no need to intervene, and Theo’s health was regenerating with every passing minute. Soon, he might even be able to stand up.
[Familiar-Module] installed!
Calibrating the [Module] to fit [Entity-5f575c]. Please sit still while this process is ongoing.

Wait, Theo had been an idiot again. If the [Project] had been a success, that meant—
The experience had opened up his [Soul] a bit further than he thought possible, and Theo gasped as he finally felt the [Connection]. Something had latched onto him, something that could explore the bond between them just as much as he could.
A [Familiar]. 
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A Murder-Happy Rabbit 


Through the glass, Theo looked down at the fuzzy ball of fur, two orange eyes peeking out at the front. It was a rabbit with white-and-black streaks, with two small ears just barely perceptible at the top as it looked up at them. Despite its size, the intensity of its gaze felt almost unnerving to Theo. 
"I think you messed up somewhere, Theo. Even the youngest of the rabbits outside aren’t that small," Stig commented, tapping the glass to no avail. The small ball of fuzz just continued to look at the [Rune-Crafter], seemingly ignoring the forest dwarf entirely. "Might also be blind. Or deaf."
"No, it can very much hear and see you," Theo replied, not sure what he was even saying. How did he know that? Why did he have that piece of knowledge in the front of his mind all of a sudden? "She’s picking up every word out of our mouths."
"She? You can tell the gender of a rabbit just by looking at it?"
No, Theo most certainly couldn’t. However, the thoughts that began to surface inside his mind understood just about everything about that rabbit. Senses that had been muted for the his entire life seemed to increase tenfold, and Stig’s tapping of the glass tube became so loud he had to cover his ears.
Just when did everything get so loud? Theo could barely hear his thoughts, the painful sound resounding like a massive gong hitting his forehead again and again. It was different from the usual connection to his ears. He could hear, but it wasn’t in the usual spot inside his head. It was something else.
It was from someone else.
[Familiar-Module] calibrated!
[Passive Calibration Protocols] have been activated to adjust the connection during the main phases of growth. The [Rune-Crafter] is warned that the feedback loop can be strengthened during this time. It is recommended to take up to three months away from active duties to adjust to the new sensations.

Three months? Waving away the concerned forest dwarf by his side, Theo thought he could maybe give it three minutes. His mind still rang loudly, and the vibrations of the glass seemed never-ending as he looked at the small rabbit on the floor.
"I guess this here is my new [Familiar]," Theo said, looking at the hatch to the glass tube. The lock on it glowed purple as his hands came near, a small click letting him know it was unlocked. Theo pulled open the latch and was brought face-to-face with a creature that could easily fit in his hand. "A very small [Familiar]—but a [Familiar] nonetheless."
Hearing himself talk from two perspectives was an enlightening experience. He had to take a moment to adjust to it, the new instinctual knowledge of how he currently looked being… disturbing. The small rabbit seemed to focus on some details more than others, the warmth of his armour being a major priority at the moment. Theo supposed it was a newborn. It wanted body heat.
"Are you sure that’s safe?" Stig asked as he went down on one knee once again, slowly reaching out a hand towards the [Familiar]. It didn’t run away, though its nose seemed to be working overtime as its head poked out a little to connect with his skin. The feeling of fur hitting the palm of his hand made Theo smile, and the tip of its nose reached him as well. "Small or not, it’s still a wild animal."
The supposed ‘wild animal’ was more than happy to wriggle up onto his hand, its small feet and belly hitting his skin. The [Rune-Crafter] wasn’t sure he’d ever felt something as soft as this. The little rabbit looked precious enough to be a luxury pet. 
He’d always wanted one of those.
"No… it wouldn’t make sense for a [Familiar] to bite," he replied as he scratched the side of the critter. Small waves of satisfaction came through his connection, enjoyment clear in how its ears folded back and its body stretched out. "See? There’s just one big ball of fur and love."
Stig didn’t look happy when the [Familiar] looked his way, wincing slightly as those red eyes opened once again. Theo didn’t understand the hesitation. The animal seemed entirely tame. Maybe it was because of his former experiences? Theo wouldn’t blame the dwarf too much for that. The nasty scar on Stig’s shoulder and throat were the result of a rabbit much like the one Theo currently held. Some fears were more understandable than others.
The conflict was clear in Stig’s eyes, but the continued encouragement from Theo eventually softened his concern. Slowly, Stig reached out towards the rabbit, intending to stroke its fur. However, instead of the pleasure they both expected, the rabbit responded with aggression.
In other words, Theo got to see first-hand what the teeth of newborn rabbits looked like, the two on top briefly showing through the fur as they bit down on Stig’s index finger.
The dwarf recoiled instantly and swore like nothing Theo had heard before.
"What in Murmur's grey earth does that little thing think it is?" Stig asked loudly as he gripped his damaged finger, a bit of blood coming out before the wound closed by itself. While the anger of a rabbit was perhaps impossible to comprehend, it didn’t have the teeth to match it. "And you said it was safe."
"I thought it was safe," Theo corrected, looking into the innocent eyes of an animal that exuded nothing but love towards him, the connection somehow allowing the rabbit to request more scratches. He fulfilled the request without hesitation, happiness once again traveling through the connection. The [Rune-Crafter] had to wonder what it truly meant. "It might be an ordinary wild creature. The people here still weren’t done with the entire [Familiar] project so this might be a prototype. They had the body of a rabbit ready, and they just barely had the connection as well. Mixing the two in a way that allowed the critter to gain loyalty to the owner—and not die because of the connection not fitting into the body properly—was maybe all they could do for now."
Making a murder-happy rabbit species love the people it so eagerly tried to eat was already a massive undertaking, even when only applied to one person. Making the change across all people was next to impossible without major changes to the personality and instincts of the creatures. Theo could only imagine the difficulties in taming the critters.
It had taken mankind ten thousand years to tame wolves. How many aeons would it take to do the same with blood-thirsty rabbits?
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A [Bond]


"That might be, though that doesn’t stop my finger from hurting," Stig complained, putting some ointment on the wounded area as well. The dwarf just couldn't trust the new [Familiar] to not carry some disease. "You’re going to figure out how to give that familiar of yours orders before I get anywhere near it again. I like my face and body not mauled, thank you very much." 
Oh, that was a very good question. Looking at the bliss-filled critter with new eyes, Theo remembered that he’d needed to install an entirely new [Module] for the [Familiar]. Ignoring the concept of what [Modules] even were, he instead tried to figure out just what the new one had added. Stig continued to rant angrily as Theo searched through his mind for any kind of mental commands that worked. He sighed in relief as something finally appeared before his eyes.
[Familiar Status]
Familiar Name: -
Level: 1
Profession: -
Health(HP): 48/48
Stamina(SP): 64/64
Mana(MP): 33/33
Stats
Physical: 16 
Mental: 13
Soul: 7
Available Points: -

And that was something he could work with! Granted, it was most definitely a simplified version of what he usually had for a [Status]. The [Class] and [Title] were outright removed, and all the [Stats] had been compressed into [Physical], [Soul], and [Mental]. It was somewhat confusing, though Theo was happy that the [Levels] still remained. That counter at the top meant the critter could level up. Though it would take more time, the [Mage] knew he would have a crazy-powerful beast in no time.
"You might even be able to fly," Theo mused, pushing up one of the miniature wings with his fingernail. They were mere stubs at the moment, with no real muscle to them yet. He could feel the rabbit try to flex them upon his touch, but it was barely enough for a single flap. A tragic fate, but not one that would last forever. It would just require a bit more time, and he would be able to look upon the flying rabbit from below.
On that note, what more could he see? If there was a [Familiar Status], could there possibly be a [Familiar Skill-Collection]? His guess wasn’t wrong at all.
[Skill-Collection]
Active Skills
[Bite]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to bite a target with more power.
5SP/Use

[Sprint]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to run at a faster pace.
3SP/Second

[Dig]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to dig more effectively.
4SP/Second

Passive Skills
[Biting-Mastery]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to bite with more finesse.

[Flying-Mastery]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to fly with more fluidity and skill.

Five skills from the get-go? Theo could already see the mighty rabbit standing atop a mountain of its enemies, blood smeared on its face.
"She needs a name," Theo finally said, drawing the attention of Stig, who’d grown bored of watching a human fawn over a small critter for ten minutes. "Something to show off just how bloodthirsty she can be."
"Not challenging you on the ‘blood-thirsty’ part," Stig said, scratching the finger which had gotten a small scratch that he refused to forget about. It was ages ago! "But are you sure that thing even wants a name?"
The instant mental response confirmed that the rabbit did want a name and that she could understand speech to some degree. Theo wasn’t sure whether to be intrigued or terrified as he gave the rabbit a few more scratches. Maybe both? 
"She does very much want to be called a name other than ‘thing,’" Theo replied, noticing the mild anger that came from Stig’s disrespect. Quite the royal, wasn’t she? And with the black spots on the skin… the [Rune-Crafter] began to brainstorm a few ideas. "How about Spot?"
The small bite on his thumb answered his question. It didn’t draw blood, but it was enough for an obvious rejection, one that Theo felt entirely unnecessary. The critter had been able to formulate an opinion about being named, but a simple ‘no’ was too much? 
Certainly a drama queen.
"Cassandra?" Theo tried, getting similar results. This was going to take a while, huh? "Queenie? Oyster? Thalia? No… you want something with a bit more history, right? Nero then?"
It was the name of a famous ruler of olden times, one with arrogance enough to rule an empire. That little detail, and the shallow understanding of the violence incurred because of that mythical person, was enough for the rabbit to gently nibble on his hand instead. 
Nero it was.
[Designation] for [Familiar] detected!
[Familiar-5f575c] will now be known as "Nero."
"Aren’t you just the cutest, most brutal royal ever?" Theo murmured as the rabbit went half on its belly to let him scratch it. Stig looked on from the side, simply shaking his head before looking away. "Don’t judge me. It’s cute."
"It’s also an animal that you nearly died to create," Stig added. Clearly the dwarf had never heard of trauma bonding. It was quite literal in this case, even, the [Bond] between the [Rune-Crafter] and the [Familiar] being stronger than ever. As the waves of positivity washed over him again, he could feel the binding between them strengthening and solidifying further as small imperfections were smoothed out. And as the connection slowly became denser as well, Theo knew there was more to discover. "It could be dangerous."
"A one-inch puddle of water can be dangerous," the [Mage] responded, trying to access one final screen at the same time. There was no way the [Rune-Crafters] of old would’ve had just a general list of skills be all that could be gained from a [Familiar]. There had to be something more. "But that doesn’t mean we have to let it be."
Stig wasn’t satisfied by that answer, but the offer to pet Nero again was enough to ward him off. It seemed a rabbit could growl as well, which was surprising. The sound was a little more high-pitched, but the energy was certainly there. Neat.
He searched for the final list of qualities for the [Familiar]. Or, as Theo was quick to realize, he finally located the details of the [Familiar-Bond].
[Familiar-Bond]
Bond-Status: Stable
Ranking: Bad
Bond-Type: Passive Two-way
Durability: 50/50
It wasn’t too bad, information-wise. There was a [Ranking] for the [Bond] overall, which was great to know. That he was apparently in possession of a bad bond…. wasn’t as good to hear. Theo could at least rejoice that it was both stable and fully [Durable], even if that fifty flickered between fifty and forty-nine. Nothing was becoming damaged for long enough to matter, but it made him fear the consequences if that rate increased. Having the connection be self-healing was still a good thing, though.
But the last detail on the screen, that being the [Bond-Type], made Theo pause. He could hear and feel the rabbit trying to figure out why he’d stopped scratching, could feel it feeling him feeling it, the returning feedback spiralling into an eternal loop that caused a headache. Two-way communication wasn’t too fun, Theo feeling like he’d put too broadcasting radios together. The static alone was deafening.
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Emergency Exits


The [Durability] dropped to forty-eight for a moment and made Theo pull himself together. Pushing the limits of the [Familiar-Bond] as it was at the moment wasn’t smart. The rabbit nibbling on his finger was in agreement, clearly more than happy to see if it could take a bite without him noticing. 
"I’d rather you didn’t," the [Mage] said, putting the finger just out of reach of the relaxing rabbit. Nero sent him some complaints, but Theo ignored them in favour of having five fingers on each hand. "We’ll get you something to eat when we leave the room. What do you eat, anyway?"
The mental image of Stig’s hand made him chuckle. He decided it was for the best to not share that detail with the dwarf. The [Familiar] was a carnivore through and through. Some more questions did allow Theo to make sure that Nero had nothing against eating other rabbits. In fact, it seemed rather happy about the idea.
That certainly won’t bite me in the ass later.
"Are you all rested, since you’re acting so giddy?" Stig asked, watching Theo put down the [Familiar] and stretch his limbs. His arms felt like dead weight still, but life was slowly returning to them. A few push-ups would get the blood flowing, even if he was still missing a quarter of his [Health]. He only noticed a slight light-headedness once he stood on his own two feet.
A rush of sensations, all informing him of his location in relation to the floor, made Theo readjust instantly, however. Looking down at the rabbit quietly nibbling on Stig’s boot, Theo was a little surprised. Nero could seemingly help make his footing more certain. The rascal certainly had many uses.
"I am fine enough that we should be able to move on soon," Theo said. They’d manually searched through the rooms and everything close by, Stig having done a few rounds himself while the [Rune-Crafter] had been busy fawning over a certain ball of fur. "But, there might be another place we should search before we leave this floor."
"And what might that be?" Stig asked, trying to lightly push away the rabbit who was more than happy to fight back. For something so small, it had more courage than a lion. If its roar could only be slightly lower in pitch, it might have seemed imposing. "Tell your familiar to stop trying to get on my toes."
The promise of a large helping of cooked meat was enough to get Nero running over to Theo. It made a small jump to his palm, before the rabbit started getting another scratching treatment.
"Well, this place is one of the few places that are still operational inside the [Facility]," Theo said. It had been possible to install the [Familiar-Module] while inside this room. There had been no need to find a [Data Server] to get the information, everything seemingly stored in one place. "And since it has more than a few [Terminals], I think it’d be prudent to ask a few questions. If this place really has an emergency exit or three, the inside of a high-clearance laboratory should be the perfect place for it."
Granted, there were no signs of such an exit. The walls were as filled with symbols as anywhere else, and the multi-coloured pulses of [Mana] never formed the outline of a door. If there was something akin to an exit in this area, it was certainly well-hidden.
"If you think there is one, go ahead and ask the rocks," Stig said, stepping aside and letting Theo contact the [Terminal] once again. After the customary wave of energy passed, Theo felt his mind searched more thoroughly this time around. The little shake of Nero’s body made it clear she’d been looked through as well. And she didn’t like it.
Interaction with the [Main Terminal] for [Creation Chamber 6] detected!
The [Apprentice] does not have [Clearance] to access the [Terminal].
An [A-Rated Infestation] detected. Rejection overruled.
Hello, [Rune-Crafter]. What do you wish to see today? Be warned that any requests will be forwarded to your [Mentor].

"Are there any emergency exists in this [Facility]?" Theo asked, the lines of the [Terminal] glowing heavily for a moment before another screen popped up in his vision.
Request accepted!
There are 17 emergency exits built into the [Facility] that a [Apprentice] is allowed to use.
14 of the 17 emergency exits have been deemed [Inoperable] due to an unexpected [Collapse] of adjacent hallways.
Does the [User] wish to know the locations of the remaining emergency exists? Be warned that one or more are found in locations that an [Apprentice] may only enter with the permission of an [Mentor].

Theo’s smile embarked on a rollercoaster ride as the words appeared on the blue screen. The [Facility] was well-equipped with escapes, but so few could still be used. And, even then, he wasn’t too sure about the remaining three.
"How many emergency exits are operational and I don’t have to get permission from my [Mentor] to enter an adjacent room?" Theo asked the [Terminal], lines once again firing up as the query was analysed. It was a harder one, though the [Rune-Crafter] needed it answered. If there weren’t any exceptions, he wasn’t sure he could get into all of the areas around here without a [Mentor’s Approval]. When he finally found another living [Rune-Crafter], he was going to force them to give him a [Promotion]. "And give me its location while you’re at it."
Request accepted!
There is 1 emergency exit built into the [Facility] that a [Apprentice] is allowed to use without the permission of a [Mentor].
It is located in Room 27 of Hallway 13 on Floor 10. Do you wish for the directions to the location?

Accepting the offer, Theo was quick to take out his shield and start etching over the previous map, making sure the main points were written out perfectly. The information seemed to stay in his head a little longer this time around, but it was still barely enough for for him to get it all down. When all was said and done, however, a full map of their path was made.
"That’s the path we need to take to get out of here," Theo said as he pointed at the back of the shield, breathing heavily as he looked at the impressed forest dwarf. Stig was quiet for a moment as he studied the drawing, nodding deeply as his eyes traced it. "What do you think?"
"I think you need to lead us through this path because I don’t have the slightest clue what you’ve drawn," Stig replied. Theo grimaced at his words. Looking at this handiwork, it wasn’t that bad. Maybe somebody who hadn’t spent a full month looking at his maps might’ve had trouble deciphering them, though "Are those weird boxes meant to be stairs?"
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[Gale Rune]


"They are steps, yes," Theo said, faintly remembering that he’d put down something about the steps being fractured at a few points. That the [System] even notified him about that made it clear why his brain forgot the information so quickly. Remembering an extreme amount of detail would overload his mind, possibly killing him. He’d leak blood before being able to recall anything properly. "There’s a nob over in that corner which will activate a door, allowing us to move down another few floors. We’ll be put right at the entrance to the ninth floor which means we have to slog through about… nine hallways before we reach our goal. It’s a bit of a challenge, I know, but the exit at the end will let us leave this [Facility]." 
It was certainly a risk, but there was little else they could do. They had another few bites of bread and dried meat before their rations would be gone. Waiting until the village had cleared the rubble was impossible since that would be at least another month or two . Staying in one place meant death. Only through action could they survive to see the sky once more.
"Then there’s no question about it," Stig said, readjusting the bow on his back as he looked at the spot Theo had pointed out. The small door handle had been missed the first time around, but it most certainly was there now. "The time to leave has arrived!"
"Actually," Theo cut in before the forest dwarf could get too excited, putting one hand onto the [Terminal]. “There’s one more question I have to ask the [Server].”
Letting the screen reappear in his vision, a final question left Theo’s lips.
"Are there any [Rune] plates nearby?"
It was perhaps a dumb question. Theo had only seen one in the many months he’d spent inside the other [Facility]. While there had been several steel plates, none of them had ever been [Engraved], bearing no magical marks other than the passive ones granted by being inside the magical environment for so long.
But here… it was another story entirely.
Request accepted!
There is 1 emergency [Gale Rune] located in [Creation Chamber 6] for use against escaped low-powered [Entities]. The [System] advises that it should not be used while standing next to exposed machine parts in the event of splash damage.
The location of the [Rune] has been highlighted for the [User]’s benefit.

Out of nothing, a small yellow orb glowed right above one of the tables only five meters away. Stig instantly ran up to it and inspected the floating sphere of light. Theo, on the other hand, finally noticed the hidden drawer beneath the table.
"Either we have the worst eye-sight in the world or there’s something magical at play to stop us from finding this by ourselves," Theo commented as he pulled open the drawer. Inside was a small steel plate with no rust. However, there was certainly a shape engraved on its surface, one that had a green aura around it. The [Gale Rune].
[Gale Rune]
Mana-Purity: 65%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel 
Capacity: 4/6
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 45/45

It was a delicate slab of metal. Theo noted how sharp the sides were when he glided his fingers across them. It wasn’t enough to make him bleed too much, at least.
Some inspiration had been taking from the [Ignis Rune] with this one, Theo noting a triangle in the middle of a circle once again. A line went from the middle of the triangle as well, going out through the circle at the bottom before creating a sharp ninety-degree angle near the tip of the line. The placement seemed rather precise, making Theo worry he would have to memorize the length and differences on each side. With so many numbers to keep track of in rune-crafting, this added level of complexity was daunting.
What he wouldn’t give to have a few hours with a ruler so he could accurately copy the dimensions.
"So it’s a gale rune, and a rather small one at that," Stig commented beside him, comparing the miniature version to the regular sized plates that Theo usually used. It wasn’t too weird to have it be so small. Theo understood that it was only meant to be used by technicians in the case of an emergency break-out, but there was perhaps also something more to it. Maybe the [Gale Rune]’s [Spectrum] wasn’t built to handle something bigger than this. Every [Rune] had a different pattern it could work within, and a [Tier 1 Rune] having to be this small sounded plausible. "What can it do?"
"Given the name, I’m guessing something related to wind," Theo replied, mindful of not putting [Mana] into the plate at this moment. The [System] had warned against doing that while near the more complicated contraptions inside here. He was certainly going to check out its effects, but doing so out in the hall sounded much safer. Walking into the wider area, he stretched out his hand and gripped the plate firmly. Stig stood behind the shield, in case the effects were wider than the [Ignis Rune]. "Are you ready to see it?"
"Is that even a question?" the forest dwarf said, a glint of colourless light seen in his eyes as they looked on curiously. Theo briefly noted the chance that Stig was internally developing [Mana-Sight] but thought better than to mention it at the moment. "Go on!"
Let’s see what this puppy can do.
Fuelling the last two points of energy inside the small plate of steel, Theo spotted a brief glint of green before the world briefly shook, a condensed blast of air shooting out from the plate and into the room.
There was the power behind it, the glass around them warping about as much as Theo did. The [Rune-Crafter], having braced against the blast, was still pushed back half a meter after it activated. There was power to that [Rune], and the recoil was worse than he expected.
"Being perfectly honest with you," Theo began, shaking his arms a little to get the blood flowing again, "there is zero chance that we’re not waiting here for another hour so that I can put the [Gale Rune] on my shield. I want that."
Stig looked at the steel plate with a small puff of green smoke coming out of it before nodding sharply.
"I don’t blame you," he said, before Stig’s lips pressed together. "Is there any chance you could get me a plate with the rune on it?"
"Most definitely."
Both of them grinned broadly, the [Gale Rune] having improved their moods significantly. Theo was even able to convince the forest dwarf to let Nero have a bit of the dried meat they had left. The [Familiar] had otherwise been grumpy about having to wait for the first meal of its life, nibbling on Theo’s fingers while he reset the [Runes] on his shield. After the path to exit had been noted down elsewhere, of course. While Stig wasn’t happy about sharing with the rabbit, it did at least seem indifferent to him while it was being fed. The beasts of the wild were perhaps more than happy to eat anything they could get their claws on, but they likewise had no care once there was already food in their mouth.
There has to be some kind of meaning to that.
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Testing


Not letting philosophical conundrums go to his head, Theo instead dived into the creation of the [Gale Rune]. He had to decide how it would fit into the system of [Runes] normally present on his shield. The normal set-up already filled the shield to its maximum capacity, and no additions were possible without removing what was already there. A massive [Ignis Rune] sat in the middle, connected to four smaller [Runes] of the same name at each corner of the shield. And then there were four even smaller [Ignis Runes] next to the middle one, allowing a second barrage of fire in the event of an emergency. Last was the [Impact Rune] on the other side of the shield, sitting at the bottom and ready to be used to crack any skulls that came to close. 
This meant that the front was filled and the back was left empty. Theo would’ve loved to put a [Gale Rune] alongside the [Impact Rune] for that reason alone, but that would’ve meant the effects would hit him instead of the enemy. Directional requirements for attacks were truly the bane of his existence. Instead, he was forced to change up the arrangement on the front. Removing [Ignis Runes] was his only option, though he wasn’t sure which one to erase.
The first wave of fire can’t be lessened or the rabbits might survive it.
So it was the second [Circuit] that had to be moved. A tragic tale, though not one that made Theo shed a tear. Instead… it didn’t sound all that bad. The [Mage] had an idea he wanted to try. In fact, mixing the [Runes] at his disposal suddenly seemed like an ingenious invention.
What would happen if the [Gale Rune] and the [Ignis Rune] fired at the same time? Would the blast of air invalidate the fire or would it cause an enhancement of the flames already present? It was something he’d have to test.
It likewise meant he needed to draw the [Gale Rune], though, a task that was rather challenging to do on the first try. Theo thanked his [Wisdom] for giving him so much [Mana] to work with. It drained slowly, so he took his time figuring out the movements. He had no muscle memory to rely on, and the triangle was shaped differently. If he used the one from the [Ignis Rune] on the new pattern, something would almost certainly go wrong. Explosions were the best outcome, honestly.
But, it did seem to work. The lines of the circle were about as even as possible, and the straight line from the middle of the [Rune] was made according to the specifications of the original, though the final line the might’ve been misplaced by a finger-width or two. The curve of the shield didn’t make it any easier for Theo get the proportions exact.
In the end, it did at least [Empower] itself like it needed to. Theo watched patiently as the [Mana] from his veins turned into the green light he’d seen earlier. The [Gale Rune] had been born anew, though it was perhaps not as well-made as the original.
The [System] appreciated his efforts, though.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Empowerment] has been increased from [Beginner 6] to [Beginner 7].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 6] to [Beginner 7].

Now that wasn’t bad at all! Touching the [Gale Rune] and inspecting its screen, Theo couldn’t say he was disappointed with the final result. While it wasn’t his best work, it was more than enough to be satisfied. 
[Gale Rune]
Mana-Purity:  47%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 1/5
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 34/34

"Remember to make me one!" Stig said, Theo nodding along as he began the second part of the test. He engraved an [Ignis Rune] just beside it and used a [Connection Rune] to link them together. A small [Circuit], and one that would work perfectly for the idea in his head.
"If you take an extra step back for a moment, I’ll do just that," Theo promised. He had Nero follow Stig back as well, before aiming the shield down the hall once again. Filling up both of the [Runes] just before their trigger, he added the final burst after properly bracing himself this time around.
Blue light mixed with green for a second or two before the wave of heat reached the [Mage]’s eyes. It was instantaneous. For a single instant, the pillar of flame appeared as it usually did, before the activation of the [Gale Rune] created a devastating twist. Instead of having the flame go a longer distance, everything within four or so metres was just… raised to a boiling temperature instantly. The air was nearly impossible to breathe for a few seconds afterwards, and Theo was forced to hold his breath so his lungs didn’t feel like they were burning up. Even standing behind him, Stig likewise looked a little red in the face. 
Two [Tier 1 Runes] had just been combined and the results were more than enough for Theo to happily change his previous arrangement. This… he would be kicking himself if he didn’t include it in the second barrage. If one small [Ignis] and [Gale Rune] could do this, what would it be like when he doubled the [Runes]?
Only one way to truly tell.
"Do you know how many [Tiers] of magic there are, by the way?" Theo asked as he got to work once more, letting Nero sit beside him as the rabbit happily munched on some dried meat. The salt was a great addition, according to the critter. "I’ve only seen [Tier 1] spells lying around everywhere, but there has to be more than just that."
It was annoying how it worked, honestly. The [Rune-Crafter] hadn’t found anything that could do what the [Facilities] were accomplishing with [Rune-Work]. They could create life, could create [Bonds], could change around the genetics of creatures without issues, and their lives were seemingly so easy that they had made a literal computer inside all of their heads. Theo could make fire come out of a steel plate. They could make an advanced circuit in his brain.
"Honestly? I don’t know," Stig answered, the reply making Theo’s shoulders fall a little as he continued with the [Engraving]. At this point, making the [Ignis Runes] was child’s play. He barely needed to think about it. His mind opened up and allowed him to focus on other things in the meanwhile. The perks of muscle memory were understated. "The mages who come to visit us usually talk about being able to use tier… three? That’s about what most of them can work with, though there are mentions of ‘masters of old’ who could do higher. I think someone mentioned tier twelve when I was a kid, but I can’t remember. We can ask my mom when we get out of here. She should know."
Theo’s worries vanished as he began to wrap his mind around the scale of magical power. Each [Tier] was meant to be exponentially harder than the one before it. Even if twelve was the limit, there was a long way to go before one would reach that peak. And with how much [Mana] was required to activate the [Tier 1 Runes], Theo could only imagine what a [Tier 5] or [Tier 6] would need. Levelling up was going to be a large focus of his life for long time if he wanted to use more powerful [Runes].
I also need to get the [Runes] first, of course. That damned [Apprentice] position is too annoying.
Another thirty minutes passed in relative peace as Theo finished up the rest of the [Ignis Runes]. This time, however, there weren't four of them on the second set, two [Gale Runes] replacing the [Ignis Runes] normally sitting on the left and right side of the shield. If everything worked like he intended, that meant the [Rune-Crafter] now had a [Circuit] for close-quarters and mid-range attacks. There was most definitely no chance of anything surviving those [Gale Runes] easily. At least not without a lot of internal injuries. 
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A Plan


Even ignoring the damage from the flash-boiling temperature, the sheer kinetic energy from the two wind-focused [Runes] was incredible. If used directly on another person, Theo imagined that the impact would be similar to being struck by a car. 
"I don’t have any actual spares for making another steel plate," Theo told Stig after finishing up the work on his shield. He’d added an [Impact Rune] after arranging the [Connection Runes]. The shield was now filled with two [Circuits] and one [Rune] sitting by itself. It was perfect. "However, why don’t you just take the original? It has more power than anything I could make anyway."
"You don’t need it?" Stig asked as he took the offered [Rune] plate, looking at the engraved pattern with wide eyes.
"It requires two hands to use, and I only have one free in combat," Theo said, waving his shield around to accentuate his point. "I could technically throw it like the other steel plates, but this one would likely work best at close quarters. It would be a waste to use it like that so… you can keep it."
The gift brought a smile to the dwarf’s face. After Theo redrew the map into the newly regenerated shield, they could finally move along. While Theo did perhaps want to try out a few more variations with the [Runes], one being to connect the [Impact Rune] with the [Gale Rune] for a devastating combo, such ideas could be saved for later. They had the basics necessary for surviving in the wild parts of the dungeon, and they didn’t have enough food left to linger any longer.
They didn’t have any food left. The rations, while eaten as slowly as possible, hadn’t lasted as long as they’d hoped. Theo’s directions exit noted that it would take thirty-minutes to reach the exit, which was reassuring at least. Even if the rabbit on Theo’s shoulder begged to taste the blood of its enemies, that could perhaps be saved for another day.
That is if they didn’t meet any resistance on the ninth floor.
"This is where they had to turn back last time, right?" Theo asked, remembering the conversation with Ulf and Bjorn before everything had come crashing down. The two old dwarven warriors had seemed burdened by the memories of their previous attempt. "Was it because of the strength of the larger rabbits or the quantity?"
"Both?" Stig replied. "The amount of rabbits don't change, but they certainly get larger. When there are easily two hundred rabbits charging you, and each one is the size of a hound, there’s little else you can do but run. Killing twenty doesn’t stop the next dozen from trying to bite you as well."
That was a good point. Theo didn’t like his mental image of rabbits that size, looking at Nero grooming herself on his shoulder. If his [Familiar] grew to be bigger than a dog… just how much did rabbits need to eat? The [Mage] would have to be extra helpful in order to make up for the amount of food the critter would eat.
They continued through the darkness, their progression down the floors marked by the increased the erosion of the area around them. The [Creation Chamber] had perhaps been untouched, but even the secret walls and tunnels could grow moss when given enough time. In the flickering lights, Theo could spot more than a few cracks alongside the flaking, white walls. Time had not been kind to the lower floors, to a point where he worried about what they’d find outside the unveiled parts of the [Facility].
"We keep quiet and try to avoid detection at all costs," Stig said as they finally found the door into the hallway that would lead them to the exit. There was barely a mile of distance left to cover, but anything could still happen. "From what I can tell, we should be able to survive a small group of rabbits. Anything more than that will kill us without question."
"If we’re detected, won’t that mean they can all find us?" Theo asked. 
The forest dwarf shook his head in response. "With the smaller rabbits on the upper floors, yes, but the size of these beasts means they aren’t as fast. They can be devastatingly quick when it comes to short distances, but anything more than twenty seconds of running will tire them out," Stig explained. "This is a rare case where we can outrun them for a short while. If we are halfway there, and the rabbits aren’t instantly able to find our position, there’s a good chance we can run the rest of the way without being caught. And, even then, the new runes might just save us anyway. Does that make sense?"
"Don’t be caught in the first half, kill any small groups that see us, and run as fast as we can after that," Theo surmised, readjusting the rabbit’s position on his shoulder. There was a little space at the top where Nero could sit comfortably if they ended up having to run. There was little chance of the [Familiar] being able to keep up pace with them so carrying it was his best option.
"... Good enough," Stig said. A few more assurances were made, and then the door into the regular [Facility] was opened up. The duo stepped outside, their feet barely touching the floor before the door closed itself once more. Looking back, Theo couldn’t even tell there was meant to be a door to start with.
If I ever build a place like this, I’ll need a dozen of these.
They could hear tapping noises in the distance, the hallways all around them echoing with the sounds of rabbits walking around aimlessly. The few they saw by glancing around the corners made it clear the large creatures didn’t do much. Some chewed on the moss, while others just relaxed on piles of rubble. There was a surprising amount debris around, and several times Theo saw hallways that had been blocked off.
None of those paths had been where they needed to go, luckily, but it made the [Rune-Crafter] worry.
Coming to another split in the corridor, Theo guided them to the left and past three possible turns, Stig following without hesitation. Nero was surprisingly quiet through it all, the [Familiar] just sitting in her little pocket while sniffing the air now and then. It seemed she could smell fresh meat. Something had died around here recently.
… Does the meat smell like Stig?
Nero took a few more test sniffs before she answered back in the negative. It seemed the rabbits had either died in an accident or there was infighting. Either seemed possible.
Looking down at the map, Theo directed Stig to take a right. The forest dwarf followed along like always, taking a quick glance down the other way to make sure nothing would surprise them.
Their path was cut short, however, when a pile of rubble appeared in front of them.
"Shit," Theo murmured as Stig mouthed some similar words. Looking at the map again and trying to remember the general layout of the floor, the [Rune-Crafter] was forced to accept that he didn’t know another route. "The [System] thought this way was open. We have to figure out another way."
The sounds of life coming from behind made them both turn. Red eyes could be spotted through the flickering light. In the old and wet hallway was a sizable group of critters, their ears whipping around as they seemingly caught onto some interesting sounds.
And just when we were making a good pace.
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Progression


As Theo shifted his position, he accidentally caused the pile of rubble in front of them to tumble down, resembling a small avalanche. Fortunately, neither he nor Stig was harmed, and in the aftermath, Theo noticed an important detail. The fallen rocks had created a small opening at the top, revealing flickering lights on the other side. The sight sparked Theo's curiosity, causing his mind to race with ideas. 
The [System] had designated this a possible route to the emergency exit, not because it wasn’t obstructed by rubble, but because the layer of fallen rocks was so incredibly thin. Pushing himself to the top of the rock pile, Theo was more than able to see the other side.
Likewise, he could see the small group of rabbits approaching their position with utmost haste, screeching and flying through the air at the same time. Running was out of the question. They could only move forward.
"I’ll hold them off while you push away the rocks at the top," Theo ordered as he got a better hold on his shield. It felt lighter than ever as the adrenaline began to pump through his veins. Some of the rabbits coming at him jumped through the air for longer distances than what should’ve been possible, their wings letting them glide through the air. That others climbed on the ceiling didn’t make the situation any less foreboding. "Try to hurry, please."
"Ah, yes, of course," Stig said, the sight of the approaching group momentarily making the forest dwarf pause. He quickly began to dig through the rubble while Theo positioned his shield for an attack. The [Mage] let it grind against the floor as he activated the first volley of flame. 
The screeching increased ten-fold. Rocks fell from the pile of rubble, Stig doing his best to give them an escape from the horde of critters. That’s what Nero told him from her vantage point on his shoulder, at least, Theo unable to look back as he prepared the second wave of flame and wind. The rabbits on this floor were a little more resistant to the flames of the [Ignis Rune] than he’d hoped.
And by ‘a little’ he meant ‘they didn’t care.’ While their fur burned and the skin charred as well, there were seemingly no serious injuries to the rabbits. Their eyes were still lucid and their teeth were still ready to attack. It was a disaster, though one that Theo could still adjust to meet. The group of seven rabbits charging him were now in front of the shield or clawing on it, after all, and those glowing [Runes] of green and blue were just about to activate.
Theo had to shove his shoulder farther from the shield to stop Nero from getting burned by the flames and heat. He felt the wave of heat that came with the attack, the sheer recoil from the two [Gale Runes] making him slide back a full meter before the friction of his boots won out. His wrists hurt from the attack, even after he’d positioned them so they wouldn’t break.
It was fine, however. The rabbits had been hit much worse. Though they weren’t instantly dead, their current existence was about as close to that state as one could get. The rabbits twitched on the floor, spasming as their brains and organs recovered from the shocking heat and force. Not letting the chance go, Theo hurried over and hit each of the seven with his shield, breaking their necks with his chunk of metal and killing them properly.
"How much more?" Theo asked, looking back at the exhausted dwarf standing on top of the rubble. An opening had formed, though it still wasn’t big enough for Theo to get through. He might’ve lost weight, but there were still limits to what he could fit through.
Before Stig could answer, the mental equivalent of a hungry stomach could be heard from Nero as the [Familiar] jumped from its safe spot on his shoulder and down onto the ground, the small legs of the critter working overtime as it charged towards the dead body of one of the rabbits. Theo didn’t even know what to think.
"I need… another few minutes," Stig said between heavy breaths, his arms shaking. As he looked back, however, Stig saw the same sight that had utterly absorbed Theo’s attention. "Is that thing…"
"Digging her way through a corpse?" Theo said, the forest dwarf nodding stiffly. The back of the little [Familiar] could be barely seen sticking out from the corpse as the critter gorged itself on the flesh inside. "It sure does look like it."
Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 6%

… Huh. Maybe cannibalism wasn’t so bad.
The sounds of an oncoming horde in the distance brought the duo back to reality. Theo gripped the back legs of his [Familiar] and pulled her out of the wet corpse. Ignoring both the feeling of her bloody fur and Nero’s mental complaints, he put the rabbit back on his shoulder as he ran to help Stig.
With both of them digging at once, progress was made faster than before. The smaller rocks were pushed away quickly enough, to a point where Stig could just barely fit through. But a much larger rock still stopped Theo from getting through. While the dwarf could escape, Theo was still screwed.
"We might need to consider you running without me," Theo said as he put his back into the massive rock beside him. It easily weighed five times his weight, the boulder refusing to budge. "There’s no chance of us moving this thing."
"What about a rune, then?" Stig asked, pulling out the [Gale Rune] from his pocket. "It might not push it too far, but it should dislodge it."
The sounds of the rabbits were getting louder, and Theo did appreciate the idea of surviving for the next couple of days.
"Try it," Theo said, going to the far side of the hallway to avoid any chance of being hit. A mild green glow came from the opening before a hail of rocks flew through the hallway and echoed through the [Facility]. If the rabbits had any questions about their exact position, they most certainly knew it now. Was it worth it though? "And… no effect."
This wasn’t good. The two spared another moment trying to see if they could move it, but the massive rock was still too deeply rooted. Theo was going to have to find another way around. It was either that or just teleport to the other side, but Stig couldn’t do as much.
But doing the opposite might be possible.
"It’s a bit more than what you’ve been able to do, well, ever, but do you think you can move the rock a meter to the side?" Theo asked the already-pale dwarf. The sheer weight of the stone would’ve made it an impossible feat, but the short distance might even it out. "It doesn’t have to be pretty in the slightest. Can you do it?"
"… Maybe," Stig said, the dwarf’s face entering a world of concentration as his hand reached for the large stone. A tendril quickly connected with its surface, another noting the location a meter away. Less than a meter, even. "Give me a second."
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[Highly Dangerous Specimen]


[Mana] swirled like never before, growing exponentially over the next ten seconds. A spiral became a torrent until—for the briefest of moments—it resembled the strongest of storms. Then the rock was gone, and Stig collapsed to the ground as his nose started to bleed. 
And the rabbits hadn’t stopped getting closer.
"I guess I’ll be carrying you for a while," Theo surmised as he quickly pushed through the narrow gap, putting the dwarf on the shoulder not occupied by Nero before beginning to run. He was perhaps weighed down, but there was no time to care about that. Moving forward was all that mattered, and his feet hit the ground like thunder again and again.
Nero documented the sight of the flying, fire-breathing rabbits trying to squeeze through the hole in the rubble. It looked comical, but Theo distracted himself by trying to keep his breathing steady. Remembering where to go was a challenge in itself, since he was unable to look down at his shield for guidance with Stig barely holding on. He was forced to rely on his memory, but damn was it not working at the moment.
It has to be a left, right about now.
Even his thoughts were confusing! He cursed internally as his feet moved faster than ever, making sharp turns through the space. When the structure of the hallways and its adjacent turns began to look familiar, the [Mage] could finally smile. They’d made it!
Or made it to some degree. He looked at the nearly scratched off numbers on one of the doors. He was close, but Theo wondered if he could make it before the horde caught up to him. Those critters might’ve been fat, but they knew how to move.
Swallowing the spit that had gathered in his mouth, the race was on yet again. A horde of fat, fire-breathing rabbits—versus a man with a shield, a [Familiar] who was thinking about what to eat later, and a dwarf who was going in and out of consciousness. It was the perfect match-up.
Based off the numbers on the doors, Theo could see his exit in the distance. But his hope was short-lived as one of the faster rabbits bit down on his calf, causing him to stop and crush it with his other foot. Unfortunately, this gave the rest of the horde time to catch up to them.
"Sorry about this," Theo half-shouted as he dropped Stig onto the ground. The forest dwarf awoke with a start as the [Mage] aimed the shield at the enemy group. Less than five meters away, they were once again ready to be shown the power of his [Runes].
A brief flash of green and blue hit the white fur of the rabbits before the wave of heat and air came out in full. It was like an invisible barrier hit the horde at once, a definitive line drawn between the duo and the twitching monsters. While it was not all who were caught in the fire, the concussive force of the air had still disoriented most of the sound-sensitive critters. Theo would have to take what he could get.
He reached down to grab the dwarf again, but he was pushed away as Stig rose on his own two feet. While Theo didn’t like the way one of the dwarf’s pupils was larger than the other, Stig seemed to have no issues with running. Not wanting to waste more time than necessary, both ran for the door. It was rather easy to find the correct one, seeing as it was the biggest one nearby.
"A meeting room?" Theo murmured as he held his palm to the door. There were no handles on it, and the outline meant it was a sliding door. He found it to be quite a nuisance. 
Even worse was the fact that the [System] didn’t react when he put his hand onto the surface of the metal, nothing popping up to grant him access. They were at the right door, in the right hallway, on the right floor—but nothing he tried worked to let them in.
"Get it open, Theo!" Stig shouted as he fired arrow after arrow towards the oncoming horde. They had recovered from the blast and seemed angrier than ever. That wasn’t good. "We don’t have all day."
If the [System] didn’t want to open this the normal way, the [Rune-Crafter] would have to find another way. He wedged his nails in between the sliding doors and managed to insert the tips of his fingers as well. He positioned himself next to the door and used his strength to push it open.
His triceps shook and screamed, but the [Mage] did not give a single ounce of a fuck. His veins seemed ready to burst, but he just ordered them to hold it together as the door finally began to give. Gears that had rusted together over decades were forced into action once more, the worst chunks of engineering finally sputtering back to life. The [System] tried to give Theo some information at that point, but he didn’t have the will to read it. He only knew how to push, only knew how to give it his all as the door slowly but steadily opened.
"Get in!" Theo shouted when he got it to be around shoulder width. Stig fired off another two arrows, both of them seemingly reappearing in his quiver, before following the [Mage]’s order. After the dwarf jumped inside, Theo followed as well. The left part of his shield barely made it into the room before the sliding doors slammed shut with a crash, part of the wall being destroyed in the process.
Both of them stared at the double doors with a determined expression. The rabbits hit the doors repeatedly, but there was no sign of damage or fire. The rusted door seemed to hate movement, but it was surprisingly resistant to flames.
"...That somehow worked," Stig said, slowly beginning to chuckle as his adrenaline finally settled down again, the anxiety finding a release. Theo joined in as well after a moment, the duo sharing a feeling of relief.
The blue screen from before did its best to not let Theo enjoy the moment, however. When he finally relented and read the message, Theo’s face grew pale.
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[Improvised Cell Protocols] 


The sudden shift in Theo's facial expression alerted Stig to the potential danger, prompting him to draw his arrow before they even turned to face the room they were in. As Theo had anticipated, they found themselves in a vast meeting hall, big enough to accommodate nearly a hundred people. The area was strewn with broken furniture, including tables and chairs. The most noticeable difference since the [Facility] had been abandoned was the enormous hole in the wall, accompanied by paw prints on the dusty floor. Theo wasn't sure what to make of it all. 
Oh, wait! He did. They were screwed. Nero—who had a better sense of hearing than Theo and Stig combined—could hear the massive beast that was on the other side of the broken wall. It was breathing rather heavily. Perhaps… was it asleep?
There’s a chance we might survive this.
"Nero says it is sleeping," Theo half-mouthed at the forest dwarf, sound just barely coming out of his throat. "Make no noise."
Stig looked at him for a moment before slowly removing the arrow from the bow string and putting it back in the quiver. Standing completely still, they both began to look around for the supposed emergency exit. The [System] hadn’t said where in the room it was, but it had to be somewhere. With limited space and a guarantee that it was present, they both began to prod the walls, trying to notice anything unusual.
They took slow steps and their breathing was calm, and yet Theo felt the blood rush to his ears. The other hidden hallways had only been noticed due to the [Runes] hiding them through the years. While there was a chance that the same was the case this time, they couldn’t be too sure. If they didn’t find it, Theo honestly didn’t know what they were supposed to do.
Accidentally walking into the den of a mighty beast also didn’t help. Theo could see a spot of white fur through the hole in the wall. He didn’t dare go any closer to the sleeping monster, but he could tell that it was bigger than any rabbit he’d seen before. While it didn’t sport the wings of its underlings, the black smoke rising from its nostrils was as clear as day. However, that smell of sulfur might’ve been the only reason that the creature hadn’t awoken just yet. For that, Theo praised the workers who’d once tried their best to create the [Familiars].
Now, if you could’ve stopped them from wanting to kill everybody, that would have been even better.
The light tapping of a foot made Theo look over at Stig, who tilted his head towards a section of the wall. Had he found something? The urgent look on his face made it seem like it, so Theo hurriedly waded through the rubble. It was a difficult process, though the he managed to get over there somewhat soundlessly.
"I think this is it," Stig whispered, pointing out the small lines of purple along the bottom of the wall. It was barely perceptible to Theo’s sight, but Stig’s tendrils had picked up on it rather strongly. "Can you open it?"
"Maybe," Theo said, activating his [Mana-Sight]. That the [Runes] of this place could hide [Mana] from him was more than a little disconcerting, but he didn’t give up, letting the minute details show themselves in the passing seconds. Honing in his spectrum of sight took more effort than it usually did, but the outline of a door appeared in due time. Pressing his palm against it, the [System] recognised the inter[Rune-Crafter] detected!
Access to [Emergency Exit 104] denied.
The [Emergency Exit] in question is directly linked to [Improvised Isolation Cell 21]. Due to a lack of a [Director] to authorize the release of the [Improvised Cell Protocols], it is impossible to unlock any entries that exists. The [System] urges the [Apprentice] to contact their [Mentor] or the [Director] of the [Facility].action.

Shit.
Theo attempted to use the same method as before, but this time there was no crevice or corner for his fingers to grip onto. The wall was seamless, with only the outline created by the flow of [Mana] indicating the presence of a door. Functionally, the door did not exist until the [System] permitted it. He had nothing to force open, nothing that could be pulled out. 
"How do you stop [Improvised Cell Protocols]?" Theo asked the [System], the forest dwarf next to him growing weary. If this didn't work, they’d have no easy means of escape.
[Request] detected!
The [Improvised Cell Protocols] is in use where a [Highly Dangerous Specimen] is located in an enclosed location. The ceasing of this [Procotcol] is normally expected when the [Specimen] is killed, when the location is destroyed in its entirety, or when the [Director] of the [Facility] orders the release of the [Protocol]. Any [Rank] higher than a [Director] can likewise order the release.
The [System] urges you to evacuate the area.
The way was truly blocked. Theo considered their chances of returning to the [Creation Chamber] without being caught by the rabbits outside. They could survive on the monsters themselves for a while, and from there they could plan for a safer way to get out. Since Stig had proved himself capable of teleporting large pieces of rubble, they could even try to go through the upper floors again.
The ideas kept flowing as Theo shook his head, making it clear to Stig that they couldn’t get out of here at the moment. The requirement to use the [Emergency Exit] would be to fight the massive creature still sleeping on the other side of the wall, and there was no chance of that happening. While Theo was unhappy to give up, they would have to find another way out.
"Let’s go," he said, signalling towards the door. The horde seemed to have left, Theo no longer detecting their presence through the walls, so they should be able to leave without any problem. "We’ll try again elsewhere."
Carefully walking through the rubble on the floor, they reached the sliding doors again. There weren’t any methods to open it manually in an emergency, so Theo would need to do it by hand once more. 
It was going to be hard to jam his fingers into that small space again but—
Theo’s head whipped up as Nero sent him a mental message. The [Familiar] brought devastating news. There was no need to tell Stig, the dwarf already drawing an arrow from seeing the [Mage]’s reaction.
The heartbeat of the sleeping beast had changed, and it was wide awake. They could hear it clearly through the hole in the wall, the rocks that had fallen on it earlier dropping to the floor as it got up from its slumber. Although its movements were slow and cautious, the weight of its paws made Theo grit his teeth. He knew that if Nero could hear the beast's heartbeat, there was no way it couldn't hear theirs as well. 
A rabbit the size of a family car had awoken, and it had a hunger for blood that couldn’t ever be quenched. They were screwed.




Chapter 101







A Fight


"Did you fill up the [Gale Rune] I gave you?" Theo asked the dwarf as he raised his shield in front of him. The dwarf would need it in a moment, the red eyes of the massive rabbit peeking through the hole in the wall. The [Rune-Crafter] briefly considered escaping through whatever room they were adjacent to, but he decided against it. There was little chance they could run if the [System] didn’t recognize it as a breach of [Cell Protocol]. "Fighting that thing looks like our only option." 
It was a miracle the creature hadn’t charged at them yet, the massive rabbit simply staring at them as black smoke wafted from its mouth. Did Theo’s eyes betray him or was the amount of smoke slowly increasing?
"I did while we were looking around, yes," Stig answered in only a slightly lowered voice. There was little point in trying to hide now. "What do you think our chances of killing that thing are?"
The amount of smoke in the room was growing, and it was starting to fill up towards the top.
"Depends," Theo said, his eyes focused on the body of the [Boss] in front of him. It looked ready to attack, the swirling red colour inside its stomach growing exponentially. "It can breathe fire, and it’s going to do as much within the next few seconds. Dodge to the left. I’ll dodge to the right. Try to hit its eyes with your arrows."
"Got it."
Another breath found its way into Theo’s lungs before he dodged as quickly as he could, his right side hitting the floor as a wave of burning fluid hit where he and Stig had stood a moment before. The rabbit had spat fire from the other side of the room without issue, and it looked more than ready to do it again.
Stig managed to dodge as well, the forest dwarf firing off a volley of arrows at the rabbit’s eyes. The beast didn’t take that lying down, however. Its bulky body started to move through the rubble towards them. The hole in the wall widened even further, the strength of the rabbit great enough that stone could not restrict it. 
Theo was in for a treat with this one.
On the other hand, Stig was forced to run as the beast's pace increased, with the rabbit seemingly wanting to sink its teeth into the dwarf. Despite its size and weight, which rivalled that of a medium-sized elephant, the creature moved with incredible agility. Theo wondered if this was due to some magical aspect, but he couldn't focus on it for too long as he tried to catch up to the rabbit from behind. He had a plan.
It was a simple plan, but a plan nonetheless. A [Shield-Bash] would likely do little to the rabbit’s thick fur, but adding two [Gale Runes] could likely make a difference. If he planted his shield directly on its fur as the [Runes] activated, he could potentially turn its insides to mush. 
Maybe. Powerful monsters seemed to defy physical laws in Theo’s experience. He wasn’t sure what to expect as he jumped into the air and landed on the lower end of the rabbit’s back.
As he tried to push his shield into the rabbit so he could activate the [Runes], the monster tried to shake him off. Only his right hand was able to hold onto the fur, but just barely. Theo was tossed around like a rag doll and slammed into one of the walls, causing something in his back to crack. His eyes widened in pain and he could feel the pressure in his blood rising.
However, he still held on. Stig was doing his best, firing off arrow after arrow at the head of the rabbit. Most did little, but a rare shot landed in the rabbit's left nostril. However, instead of causing pain, it only seemed to enrage the monster further.
The shaking grew too strong and a quick turn forced the fur out of Theo’s grip, his body flying through the air in a small arc before crashing onto one of the broken wooden tables. His landing was somewhat softened, but it still left him dazed as the rabbit ran towards him, its mouth ready to gnaw on his body.
Screw this.
The plan to use the [Gale Runes] on the rabbit’s back was impossible now and surviving at any cost was his top priority. Finding a way to kill the beast could come later. Living long enough to figure that out was more important.
Theo activated the [Gale Runes] on his shield and braced himself as the rabbit charged at him. The shield bent slightly upon impact, but the [Runes] began to glow in their signature blue and green.
"Please don’t explode," Theo pleaded to the steel in his hands as he saw the jaws of the rabbit open up. The beast was going to literally bite through his shield. That wasn’t good. "Please just—"
The [Runes] did their job effectively, and the heat blasted through the monster's opened mouth like a funnel, flames spreading across its body. Theo felt the skin on his arms boil, though he knew that the rabbit was likely suffering even more. The creature was designed to endure high temperatures going through its mouth, but a combination of an air blast and intense heat was not something it could withstand easily.
Definitive damage had come to the shield, and Theo cringed when he looked at it. 
The rabbit retreated a few steps, seemingly trying to recover from the burns in its mouth. While the attack had worked to some extent, Theo was unsure if his [Runes] would hold up after the effort.
[Gale Rune]
Mana-Purity: 49%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 2/5
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 9/34

If the shield doesn’t break in half, it’ll work. Maybe.
Theo prayed to whatever gods were around that they would survive this. The [Familiar] on his shoulder seems to respond to the plea, Nero requesting that he hurry up with the fight. At least one entity in the room had full confidence in their victory.
With a shake of its head, the rabbit regained its former strength and will to attack, black smoke flowing from its mouth once more. Theo anticipated its attack and quickly moved to dodge before even a hint of flame could be seen.
The beast tilted its head to adjust in response, the liquid fire flying towards him. Theo’s eyes widened in surprise. He raised his shield and moved back to dodge the brunt of the fire. It was partly a success, though some of the liquid still hit him beneath the knees. The intense heat caused his muscles to seize up and he was unable to move.
Meanwhile, Stig had made good use of the distraction caused by Theo’s attack. Theo looked up and saw the dwarf standing next to the creature's stomach, holding a [Gale Rune] in his hand. Stig had done what Theo couldn't, and the sounds of pain coming from the rabbit implied that some damage had been done.




Chapter 102







[Emergency Exit 104]


It wasn’t enough to stop a counterattack. The dwarf’s attempted dodge was cut short as the monster's rapid turn threw him into the air. Stig’s flight was shorter than Theo’s, but the hard landing on the stone floor looked painful. He was still moving, however. 
The rabbit moved towards the dwarf. With Stig still out of it, Theo couldn’t let that happen. The [Gale Runes] on his shield was still recharging, but the first wave of [Ignis Runes] was as strong as ever. Aiming for its stomach as he got within range, Theo fired it off with everything he could muster.
Pillars of flame and blue light collided with the white and black fur of the monstrous rabbit. Hair turned to ash, and its flesh turned black. The damage wasn’t more than skin deep, but the pain was noticeable enough that Theo once again had the rabbit’s attention.
Theo's knees shook as he stood before the enraged and bloodthirsty [Boss], his [Runes] drained of energy. 
This is going great.
"Are you alright?" he shouted at Stig, who was slowly getting up. The forest dwarf grabbed his bow off the floor, giving him a shaky nod that made him feel somewhat at ease. "Nothing broken?"
"Nothing!" Stig responded as an arrow appeared in his hand, ready to be fired off towards the massive beast. 
Theo was forced to pause the conversation as he dodged another blast of liquid flames, the table next to him disintegrating from the attack. Stig still had enough [Mana] to teleport objects over a larger area. Seeing that, Theo had an idea. It was a stupid idea, but an idea nonetheless.
He activated [Mana-Sight] to its full potential, honing in on the residue of red energy travelling through the body of the rabbit. He traced it to a specific source—a sac of fluid located on the right side of the rabbit where he had burned off the fur. It appeared to be no more than half a meter wide.
As the rabbit charged him again, another blast from the [Gale Runes] seemed to ward it off for long enough for the duo to gather.
"There’s an organ just inside the spot where I’ve taken off its fur," Theo said, grabbing the [Gale Rune] from Stig’s hand and filling it to the brim before giving it back. "It’s where the fluids used to spit liquid fire are stored. It’s about half-filled and there’s a good chunk of space on top. Do you think you can teleport this [Rune] plate inside if you get close?"
Theo didn’t have the slightest idea if teleporting an object into a living being was more difficult. He was honestly gambling on the short distance and open space inside the creature making it possible. 
Stig likewise considered several factors before nodding sharply. "Get me close to it without the monster focusing on me, and I can do it," he ordered, Theo grinning for the first time since the start of the fight. They had a chance, and despite the damage to their bodies already, they would win. The [Rune-Crafter] refused to consider any other possibility. "Let’s go."
The rabbit became impatient with their lack of movement, but it relished the opportunity to attack them while they were grouped together. It launched a fourth attempt to burn them alive, but Theo was quick to respond. He moved to the right and unleashed a powerful blast of flames using the newly refilled [Ignis Runes]. The fur and hair on the front of the rabbit's head were completely singed, and the creature let out a furious screech. Although the eyes looked a bit drier, the damage seemed only superficial. It was clear that this creature could take a beating.
Theo winced as the beast charged him without flinching. He fired up the [Gale Runes] in response, timing it perfectly so they would activate as the beast got within range. However, to his dismay, the attack didn't go as planned.
When the blue and green light appeared, the rabbit stopped and waited patiently several meters away, having learned from the previous attack. Theo tried to approach to ensure that the attack would have some effect, but the rabbit took an equal number of steps backwards. The [Gale Runes] spat out their attack with nothing in its range. Only a strong wind reached the fur of the beast, and the rabbit could advance without issue.
Gritting his teeth, Theo stood in place with his shield raised. No smoke came from the [Boss]’s mouth this time instead, its mouth salivating instead. The time to eat had come.
That’s what you think.
"Come at me!" Theo shouted at the top of his lungs, commanding the rabbit’s attention. It was the perfect distraction, the roar of his throat reaching its peak as the teeth of the [Boss] chomped down on his outstretched shield. It was the cry of war, the cry of desired victory, and, most importantly, the cry meant to distract the [Boss] from Stig, who stood on its right side with his face deep in concentration.
Once the dwarf’s features lit up and the green energy began to emit from the [Rune] plate, Theo didn’t feel so bad as his shield was compressed and dented. He could barely hold on to it, finally deciding to let go and run for cover as the [Gale Rune] disappeared from Stig’s hand.
The [Boss] was quick to notice that something was off, letting go of the shield and raising its head high. There was a moment of silence before Theo saw the side of the rabbit briefly expand, the liquid flame suddenly spewing from the monster’s throat. Its throat expanded and the skin underneath the fur began to glow dangerously red.
There was no escaping death, the rabbit writhing on the floor as it began to burn up from within. Its stomach was already growing holes as hot gasses were forced out, but Theo didn’t accept the slow death of the beast. No… he needed to be sure.
Grabbing the bent shield from the ground, he took a deep breath once again. Despite the burns on his legs and the pain in his back, the [Rune-Crafter] stood. Stig moved towards the rabbit as well, a dagger in his hand.
Raising his shield, Theo struck down the creature’s neck. When that wasn’t enough, [Shield-Bash] was repeated again and again. Theo forced his [Stamina] to run out until finally the neck cracked and the limbs of the creature stopped twitching.
The [Boss] lay motionless on the ground, its body destroyed and the area surrounding it engulfed in flames from its remains. 
"And… that’s one more dead rabbit for the count," Theo said, collapsing in the rubble as his body decided enough was enough. Stig sat down in a much more controlled manner, though his limbs still shook. "Nothing bleeding on your side?"
"My shoulder is hurting like crazy, but I don’t think it’s bleeding internally," Stig replied, taking off the shoulder guard to let them have a look. The bruising was clear, and Theo wondered how the dwarf had used a bow despite his injury. "Okay, this hurts more now that I can see it."
"Adrenaline is one hell of a drug," the [Rune-Crafter] agreed as Nero jumped down from his shoulder, her small feet hitting the floor rapidly as the [Familiar] travelled towards the corpse in front of them. "Don’t get burnt, little one!"
They both watched silently the [Familiar] ate her fill, the creature having spent oh so many calories sitting under Theo’s armour. The [Mage] wondered how much Nero would grow from eating the big rabbit’s flesh.
After pointing out to Stig that his nose was bleeding a little, the blue boxes finally decided to show up. Theo had been wondering when they would arrive.
[Volat-Ignis Rabbit] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [11] to [12]. [2] points have been granted.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Pain-Resistance] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Sight] has been increased from [Beginner 5] to [Beginner 7].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Manipulation] has been increased from [Beginner 8] to [Beginner 9].

[Stat] increase detected!
+2 to [Wisdom]
+1 to [Perception]
+1 to [Toughness]

Now that wasn’t too bad. It had been a while since Theo had gotten any additions to [Perception], and he most certainly didn’t hate it. The usefulness of noticing details in the [Mana-Currents] floating around made him nearly upgrade the [Stat] once again, but… he held to his previous strategy. Putting the two points into [Vitality], the man felt the ability to breathe clearer than ever, the stale air of the [Facility] no longer clouding his mind anymore.
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 12
Class: Mage
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 122/160
Stamina(SP): 56/160 
Mana(MP): 103/180

Stats
Strength: 21 
Wisdom: 18
Agility: 13
Intelligence: 13
Endurance: 16
Perception: 11
Vitality: 16
Willpower: 13
Toughness: 17
Available Points: -

That wasn’t too bad, the increases stacking up once again. If not for the injuries he’d sustained in the fight, Theo might’ve felt closer to the superhuman he was slowly becoming. 
That thought kept his mood up as Nero’s head stuck out of the corpse, her mouth moving rapidly as the [Familiar] slurped up a thin string of meat. For a creature so small, it sure could eat a lot.
Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 98%

… I’m feeding that rabbit a wolf after we leave this place.
"Don’t you think now would be a good time to get out?" Theo asked after a few more minutes, his body regaining the ability to move somewhat. His legs were still shaking, but he could endure it. With Stig’s nod, he raised himself from the ground and helped the dwarf up as well. "Let’s see if the [System] is smart enough to recognize a dead body."
Walking over to the [Emergency Exit], the outline of purple revealing its position, Theo smiled at the message.
[Rune-Crafter] detected!
Access to [Emergency Exit 104] authorized.
Your departure has been noted in the [Data-Logs].
Safe travels!

The door opened up without issue, allowing them to look at the long set of stairs ahead of them. Grimacing at the strain the steps would put on their legs, the duo moved along. Through pain and toil, they had escaped.
They were out.
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The Fate of Those who wanted to Help


In the past. 
It was meant to have worked. Everything was supposed to have been perfect. Elgriva knew it to be so because she had spent every day of the past six years making sure of that fact. She knew her system inside and out, she could redraw it all in her sleep, and she didn’t understand why it hadn’t worked as it should. Her idea, meant to save the world against those who wished to end it, was going to bring the apocalypse instead. 
Or maybe it wasn’t. The world certainly thought so, throwing the [Bringer of the Apocalypse] title into her hands. Elgriva wanted to cry, honestly. Her life’s work had done the opposite of what she’d intended. Her dream had turned into a nightmare, and now she was paying for it. Apologizing wasn’t possible at this point. She could only sit quietly in the small cell, wondering what had gone wrong.
The system was perfect. There’s just some missing factor.
"… And that missing factor is going to haunt me for the rest of my days," Elgriva muttered, wondering how many days that truly would be. The [Citadel] was filled with people who preached peace, but she was the reason one of their most respected [Rune-Crafters] was dead. For better or for worse, she’d done more damage to their hierarchy than any foreign entities had been able to do for the past century. That couldn’t be ignored. "Hey, blue, do [Rune-Crafters] have a history of using the death penalty?"
Request rejected!
Your clearance for using this [System] has been revoked by your supervising [Mentor].
If you believe this is an error, please seek them out in person.

"Should’ve guessed," she commented, resting her hand on her chin and leaning forward. She let out a loud exhale to calm her racing heart, but it only served to emphasize the rumbling in her stomach. Lunch had been skipped in favour of the presentation, and dinner had been missed for obvious reasons. Her only source of sustenance was the air, but even that was becoming stale and unpleasant. Despite the room having a window, the air quality remained poor. "There’s probably a [Rune] for that, even."
There was a [Rune] for nearly everything. There were [Runes] to heal, to kill, to create, to destroy, and to do almost everything else the human mind could think of. But… there wasn’t a [Rune] to redo the past. She might’ve regretted what she’d brought into this world, but there was no undoing it now. It would take the combined power of the [Gods] to do something like that. Maybe more.
When she heard a pattern of thuds coming from outside the bars of her cell, Elgriva straightened up from her seat. She didn’t bother to stand, however. She could recognize the sound of those shoes hitting the floor anywhere.
"Wallowing in self-pity yet?" Adrian asked from the other side of the steel bars, a muted smile on his face. She could see his small beard from her seat. When had he grown such an awful-looking thing? "I heard what happened. It doesn’t sound like it went according to plan."
"That’s the understatement of the century," Elgriva muttered, keeping her mind calm so she didn’t lash out at the first person who’d visited her. With how things had panned out, Adrian would likely be the only person who would visit her. She had seen how her former [Mentor] had looked at her when Terrence was ordered to sleep. It still haunted her. "How are things out there? Do the others know what happened?"
"I would be surprised if somebody didn’t," Adrian replied bluntly, ignoring the unimpressed look on Elgriva’s face. She would’ve appreciated some kind of white lie instead. "This isn’t the worst accident in the world, but the issue is the human leaders’ involvement in it. Alfred is getting demands about being allowed to talk to you."
What?
"Why do they want to talk to me, of all people?"
"Because you had some good ideas, even if things went a little awry at the end?" he replied. "The other [Rune-Crafters] who saw your presentation all said that your theory made sense, that they didn’t understand why it went wrong either. That the [Director] has been so defensive about you as well just makes this all even stranger. But honestly, it’s the ones who…"
Elgriva looked up as he trailed off, raising an eyebrow when Adrian grew a little pale. Why the long face?
"The ones who what?" she asked, the other [Student] looking down the hallway as he scratched at his beard. "What is it?"
"They say that you made a weapon of mass destruction, that you broke one of our sacred rules, and that you’re meant to be struck down because of it," Adrian said in quick succession, somehow thinking that Elgriva would look shocked. "But it’s all a lie. A misunderstanding. It’s not that bad, right?"
Her hollow look betrayed her thoughts, and she was forced to watch as Adrian lost his balance and leaned against the steel bars. He looked about as shook as her, though he didn’t fully understand the ramifications. It wasn’t just a weapon of mass destruction. It was apocalyptic.
"I won’t be surprised if they get their way," Elgriva confessed, a muted laugh accompanying the statement. "Do you have any food on you? I’m starving."
A small packet of dried meat was thrown her way. Adrian had come prepared.
"Charles and I won’t let it happen, you know," he said after a few minutes of Elgriva silently eating her dinner. "We’re getting the key to the cell. You’ll be out of here within the hour."
That wasn’t how she’d expected to be told that she’d be escaping her jail cell. More important, however, was the mention of her [Mentor].
"So Charles thinks that they would put me on a stake?" she asked, getting a grimace in response. 
"Alfred doesn’t want to, but there are too many others that do," Adrian replied, sadness clear in his voice. There were more than likely some familiar names on that list. "He isn’t all-powerful, no matter what he wants the others to believe."
"… Fine," Elgriva said after some time. If they wanted to break the rules of the [Citadel] to get her out of a death sentence, she could at least be supportive. Knowing that Charles hadn’t given up on her was a relief, at least. "How are you even going to get the key to the cell? What kind of key does it even have?"
There weren’t any doors in the steel bars, after all. They could only open and close upon a command from one of the [Jail Guards], who would most likely not be aiding them in their escape. Adrian had the same thought, based off how he looked at those thick cylinders of steel, but an odd muttering in the distance diverted their attention.
"Get away from the steel bars," Charles ordered, not looking into her eyes as he fastened a woven fabric onto the metal. No one questioned him as they all stepped away, a distinct purple beginning to emanate from the fabric after another second. By the time Elgriva’s eyes could widen in response, the steel had already fallen to the floor. In an instant, her cell had been rendered obsolete. "Come, now. We have twenty minutes until the guards are meant to rotate."
Just what had they done out there? From how Adrian was looking at his [Mentor], only the old man knew for sure. Deciding to not question it, Elgriva stepped over the melted steel with care, more than ready to follow them down the narrow hallway.
"What’s the plan?" she asked, sending a glance to the fallen [Jail Guard] as they turned a corner and joined the main hallway system of the lower floors. Nobody bothered to visit this place, except for the rare staff on cleaning duties, but there was no desire to take risks at the moment. "Just… run?"
"We’ll be falling, actually," Adrian replied, throwing a weird amulet her way. Inscribed on it was a small [Rune Circuit], one Elgriva recognized as belonging to the [Gravity Domain]. "We jump out one of the windows and float down to the ground in the cover of night. It’s simple, but there’s nobody around who’d want to follow us."
Elgriva waited for a second, waiting for the next part of the plan. However, from Adrian’s blank look and Charles’ sigh as he led them along, it seemed like they hadn't spent much time discussing their next steps.
Just what was I expecting?
"Before we jump," Elgriva said, Charles glancing her way again. Was he angry? "I need to get back to my [Project Room]."
"It’s a little too late to bundle it all together and carry it with us, Elgriva," Charles replied, Adrian nodding in agreement. It was a misunderstanding, however.
"I don’t want to take it with me," she corrected, her [Mentor]’s eyebrows raising as he finally understood. "I want to burn it all."
"… Fine. Adrian, you go with her," Charles said, pointing at the stairs to the upper floors. It would be a long run, but they could make it there and back within twenty minutes. Maybe. "I’ll go over to the planned spot and prepare for the distraction. Get back here in time."
There wasn’t time to argue, the two [Students] running towards the stairs instantly. Neither said anything and just focused on moving up the steps as quickly as possible. Elgriva’s lungs burned, but she didn’t care. She could only focus on her goal.
"Are you sure you want to do this?" Adrian asked as she swung open the door into the room she’d spent so many years inside. Ripping open the desk drawers, she stuffed everything she found into her pockets. "I understand what damage it has done, but… it was meant to be your life’s work, you know."
Looking at her emergency [Explosion Runes], Elgriva paused for a second. Just a single one, however, before she grabbed one of her earliest preliminary schematics, bundled it up, and threw it at her fellow [Student] before activating the fire. Sending a small bundle of [Mana] into the prepared engravings was all she needed before the sparks started to fly everywhere. Six years' worth of paper was quite the source of fuel.
Everything would be gone within the minute. Almost everything, at least, only that small schematic coming with her. It had enough knowledge for her to replicate it all in a few years. Then she could finally figure out the truth.
"This isn’t my life’s work," Elgriva finally replied as Adrian stared blankly at the growing cloud of black smoke. "Not in its current form. There’s nothing wrong with destroying a deformed product."
"... I suppose I can’t argue with that."
And with that, they were off, running down the hallway once again. They heard shouting when they reached the stairs. Others had noticed the smoke, but Elgriva felt safe knowing that her work was unusable. It was all ash by now.
They ran at breakneck speeds, spotting Charles by the time that the lower floor’s alarm surged. A loud ringing entered their ears, but they didn’t dare to drop their pace.
"Did you destroy it all?" her [Mentor] asked as he grasped the amulet on her neck. He forced another dose of energy into it, a safety precaution to make sure they would get down safely. It was a long fall in the dark, though Elgriva could see some lights down in the forest below. Local hunters, maybe? It was weird to see them hunting so close to the ocean.
"Yes," she answered. Adrian faked a cough as he looked downwards. "Or, no—I saved some of the initial sketches. I’m not giving up on finding the error."
"Pray that we don’t live to regret your choice," Charles said, not sounding angry but just tired. All three of them flinched when the sound of shouting came from a nearby hallway. "Now’s the time to make the jump. There’s little in the way of steering with these amulets, so try to aim in the same direction."
There was no time to exchange words after that, all three diving out of the opening. Elgriva felt her stomach churn as the cold air threw itself at her, her panic rising with the rapid increase in speed. She couldn’t look down because of the wind, couldn’t feel her body because of the cold, and there was nothing she could do but grasp at the amulet around her neck. 
It didn’t activate until they were fifty meters from the top of the forests, a fact that she cursed ferociously as she pushed off the upper branches to guide the final part of her descent. She spent a few more seconds in low gravity, the effect ending the second her right foot hit the cold forest floor. The purple flow of the amulet disappeared, and she was left in darkness. Only the golden walls of the [Citadel] floating high above illuminated the area, though the distant fires did help a small bit as well.
Now, where did the other two go?
Cursing her name for not paying attention to them during the fall, she activated [Mana-Sight] to search for their [Mana-Signatures]. A world of green and grey appeared, but she ignored it all, scanning her surroundings for her companions. And… while she was able to locate the two others, both barely a hundred meters away, she could likewise see another presence not too far away.
A few thousand presences. She saw a world of colours, each extremely powerful and violent, located in the forest. [Mages] of all varieties, [Warriors] with bodies like titans, and siege weapons that would put most armies to shame. Just what was meant by this?
"Elgriva!"
Adrian’s voice momentarily made her look away from the horrific sight, but the inhuman howling that came afterwards made her fall to her knees. With her eyes tilted upwards, she stared in horror as a nightmare became reality. Those weapons, those [Mages], and those [Warriors]—they were here for a reason.
Her body shook as [Spells] of all kinds hit the [Citadel]. Explosions, fractures in space, and even attacks that seemed to loop in [Time] were thrown at the place she’d called home since she was a child. Adrian and Charles gathered around her, but Elgriva couldn’t get herself to look away from the sight. Chunks of the walls, the towers, and everything began to fall from the sky. The [Citadel] was crumbling. 
"We have to go," Charles said, placing a hand on her shoulder as the flying castle started to descend towards the ocean. The Citadel seemed to still have some semblance of control, as it steered towards deeper waters. "Can you hear me?"
The saltwater nearly reached the clouds when the [Citadel] hit the ocean’s surface.
"Yes, I do," Elgriva answered, getting up and following along as they ran. An army had attacked their home, an army with the power to obliterate any kind of defence that had been created over several centuries, and they were standing next to them in a dark forest.
They wouldn’t share the trees with them for long, hopefully. Elgriva felt her breaths catch in the cold air as she pushed through the tall grass. She kept pace with the others, and yet her mind was somewhere else entirely. Maybe that’s why she missed the archer.
An arrow found its way through her ribcage before she even knew anybody had found them. A voiceless gasp escaped her lips as blood started to leak into her left lung. The others stopped when they heard her fall to the ground. Charles was the first to react to the attackers.
"[Sepelire]!" the old [Mentor] shouted, the handful of archers in the distance screaming as hands came from the ground and pulled them under. Elgriva didn’t know what happened to them after that, but her mind was occupied with breathing while not using her left lung. It was surprisingly hard. "Adrian, get out the [Tier 3 Rejuvenation Rune]. Quickly!"
Elgriva forced herself not to hyperventilate as Charles studied the arrow inside her. It was finely crafted, and a small test pull made her writhe in pain. She didn’t like that she understood his plan.
"Look at me," Charles said, forcing her eyes to focus on him. "I am going to pull this out, and Adrian is going to heal the damage. It will hurt a lot. Do you understand?"
"Just get it over with," Elgriva hissed. Charles nodded towards Adrian, whose hands were shaking. With a twitch of his old arm, pain flared in her chest. A scream escaped her lips, as the muscle tissues wove together again. In an instant, the pain subsided into a dull ache. It was there, but it was manageable. "I am never doing that—oh, shit."
As she tried to stand up, Elgriva's legs gave out, causing her to fall to the ground once more. Her arms and legs felt twitchy, not responding to her orders as they should.
"It’s a cursed arrow tip," Charles said through gritted teeth. He rummaged through his bag, his increasingly frantic look causing Elgriva's heart to drop. "It’s a northern poison, deadly without an antidote or a specific [Tier 11 Cleanse]. I… we can ward off the symptoms with a substitute but we need to—"
The look on Charles' face made it clear what would happen. With the sounds of demonic hounds in the distance, probably twisted beasts created by a [Warlock], Elgriva refused to allow the other two to suffer the same fate as her.
"You two are going to run," Elgriva ordered, doing her best to sound calm. It wasn’t convincing. "Don’t waste your time on me when I don’t have a chance to get out alive."
"We did this because we wanted to save you!" Adrian shouted in response. The barks of the hounds were coming closer. The sounds of their owners were within earshot as well. "We’re not leaving you."
Looking over at Charles, Elgriva saw conflict etched on her [Mentor]’s face. He understood the reality of their situation. She prayed that he’d respect her wishes.
"Adrian… start running," Charles ordered. Adrian looked ready to refuse, but a sharp look from Charles made him back down. With pain evident on his face, he muttered a goodbye before he began to run. That left Elgriva and Charles alone in the tall grass. 
"What do you plan to do?" Charles asked.
"I have a [Tier 13 Octanitrocubane-based Explosion Rune] in my sleeve," Elgriva replied with a smile. It was an old creation of hers, before her shift to her fateful [Project]. "I’ve always wanted to test it out. This seems like the best chance I’ll get."
Charles’s face darkened, the old [Mentor] looking like he had a thousand things he wanted to confess. Nothing came out, however. He needed to run soon if he wanted a chance at catching up with Adrian.
"I’m sorry for causing all of this, but you need to flee," Elgriva said, a look of shame falling over the old man. "Please. Don’t be the reason another person dies today."
"There’s not a single moment where I blamed you for this," Charles said, getting up from the grass and looking at the approaching lights. "I want you to know that."
The old man attempted to smile, though it was ruined by his falling tears. Elgriva just kept quiet and watched on as her [Mentor] ran. It was a miracle that they had managed to escape from the [Citadel] alive, and now it was up to the two of them to ensure their survival.
In the meanwhile, I’ll just be here alone.
Or, Elgriva supposed it wasn’t ‘alone.’ Not with the sound of those thundering steps coming from behind her. Sighing deeply, her hands dug into the thick grass as she pulled herself over to the nearest tree. If she was going to get an arrow through her face, she refused to not be relaxed in the meantime.
After just another few breaths, the burning skull of a demon hound found itself inches from her face. Heat emanated from the beast in constant waves. A few of the hairs on her head were scorched before the iron chain around the dog was pulled back harshly, a leather-coated hunter staring at her with a grin.
"Found one of them!" the man shouted. Elgriva noted the stitches around his mouth. "It’s the small one."
A wave of cheers echoed around her, forcing Elgriva to face the reality of their numbers. It sounded like there were hundreds of them, all rejoicing in her apparent capture. Were they truly so eager to claim another kill for the day?
"Let me see," a deep voice said, one that made her spine crawl. Looking to the side, the face of a certain giant could be spotted, those long, black locks of hair being undeniable proof of his identity. Draven Wulfric, the warlord meant to have struck peace with the other warmongers. If Elgriva had to give her opinion on the matter, it seemed more like a merger. 
"Well, I’ll be damned. Those spotters from the western legion really weren’t lying. Elgriva Dulka, was it?"
Even with that peaceful smile, the eyes that stared at her had a distinct emptiness behind them. There was no genuine happiness in that man. Only greed thrived inside his mind.
"That it is," Elgriva confirmed, wondering whether they were still hunting Adrian and Charles. "Are you the leader of all these bastards?"
Her words brought laughter through the legion of warriors, though they were quick to quiet down once Draven raised his hand in a fist. For a group of bastards, they had discipline. Or… no, Elgriva’s eyes weren’t betraying her. All of these fighters, down to the weakest foot soldier, all had silver energy in their minds. They were being [Controlled], the effects of the [Mental Domain] clear to the [Rune-Crafter].
"I am the new, and only, leader of this band of like-minded warriors and mages," Draven replied, making a small bow to the half-dead body of Elgriva. "But you, my dear, are now granted the offer of joining me."
"That’s… what?" Elgriva said, suddenly forced to consider that she was experiencing an auditory hallucination. If she was, her brain was very convincing in its trickery. "Join you?"
"I don’t like to repeat myself, but, yes," the warlord replied, standing at his full height as those green eyes looked down upon her. They shined in the darkness, mystical energies barely hidden behind them. "I did not strike down the flying castle of the rune crafters to leave empty-handed. You have shown yourself able to assist me, Elgriva Dulka, with that mysterious creation of yours. Those runes on the body of a living person were… incredible to witness. I want that. I want you to put that on every person in my army."
He was serious. That madman had seen what it could do, and he was asking her to give everybody the same treatment. Just what was he—
"Oh, right, and there’s one more thing," Draven said, interrupting her thoughts as he crouched down to her eye level. "I want you to teach me how you controlled that runic beast. Accept my deal, Elgriva Dulka, and I will grant you riches like you couldn’t imagine, power you could drown in, and noble titles that will put your name in every history book for eternity."
Elgriva felt offended that he thought she’d even consider it. She gathered all the saliva she could and spat it at his face before he had a chance to react. It caught him off guard, and he failed to avoid it. Hadn’t seen that one coming, had he?
She didn’t see the kick to her side until it hit her either, to be fair, but that wasn’t as important. Lying on the cold grass, Elgriva just did her best to not pass out.
There aren’t any more important people to take care of, though. I need to get the hard part over with.
"So, you just killed everybody in the [Citadel] to talk to me?" Elgriva asked. 
A rumbling laughter came from the tall man. "You were more of a secondary objective, truth be told," Draven replied as he wiped away her spit with an embroidered handkerchief. "The destruction of those pesky rune crafters was a necessity the moment they started offering supplies to the attacked cities. ‘A friend of the enemy is an enemy to me,’ as you know. When I finally caught the others who tried to stand against me, I needed this annoyance you call a home dealt with as well."
Draven looked down at Elgriva as she tried to sit up once again. Blood was starting to ooze from her nose, though it might’ve also been coming from her eyes as well. She wasn’t sure if it was blood or tears, honestly. Possibly both.
"I will forgive you for changing your mind about joining me, you know. With my help, I could fund all the research you’d ever want," Draven proposed, that fake smile working its way back onto his face. "As long as you help me maintain my upgraded army, I’ll care little how you choose to spend your time. Doesn’t that sound nice?"
It sounded like it was against everything Elgriva had worked on for the past six years. Nevertheless, it was an opportunity.
"Can you come closer? It’s getting hard to talk," she muttered, her voice barely louder than a whisper. Draven heard it regardless, motioning for one of the soldiers to start looking through his bag. An antidote for the poison, maybe, though Elgriva was more focused on the tall man putting his face next to hers. "Closer."
When his face was within a meter of her own, Elgriva knew the time had come. Striking out with her arm, her left hand gripped his jaw. The man didn’t seem to mind, seeing as she couldn’t hurt him physically if she tried.
The [Tier 13 Explosion Rune] in the left sleeve arm was a different story, though. A small burst of light was the only warning before the sudden heat and force exploded outwards. Even Draven looked surprised as the [Mana] was unleashed, destroying everything within fifty meters. The ground shook, trees were uprooted, and flesh was flash-burned.
In an instant, the [Rune-Crafter] called Elgriva Dulka was no more, obliterated by her own hand.
The only thing left where she’d been before was a mildly annoyed Draven Wulfric. While his clothing had holes in them, there was no damage to his actual body, save for a few singed hairs.
"Go find the two others!" he shouted at the soldiers further away who’d survived. "One of them had a schematics bag on them. I want it."
The warlord wouldn’t be stopped so easily, after all.
End of Book 1
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