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In memory of Lola Salines (1986—2015),
founder of 404 éditions and edifor of this series,
who lost her life in the November 2019 atfacks on Paris.

Thank you for believing in me.

—(Cube Kid




PREVIOUS BOOKS . . .
SUMMARIZED BY RUNT!

Book One

That was my Noob period. At school, we were told that the top Five
students could become apprentice warriors. My dream! With my friend,
Stump, we gave it our all to improve our skills in mining, combat,
trading, architecture, crafting, and farming. | also met Steve and Mike,
heroes from another world. Our village is often attacked by monsters.
That's because Herobrine (‘The Eyeless One’) is back . . . I there's a
school For evil sorcerers, he must have Finished top of his class!



Book Two

| met a lot of friends in this second book! First, Max, who's really
super smart. Then Breeze, a weird, shy student who turned out fo be
the strongest of us all (level 98!). And | also met Emerald, a popular
qirl | didn't like at all at first . . . We all Fought a horrible monster,
Urkk Doomwhip, who attacked our village. How scary!



Book Three

| made friends with Emerald, who left Team Pebble to join Team Runt
(I'd rather not talk about Pebble; he doesn't deserve it . . . and in book
four, he even fries to kill me!). Some humans arrived in the village:
the Lost Legion, led by Kolbert. They wanted to Fight Herobrine, but he
wasn't therel But . . . then he arrived, too! LEAVE VILLAGETOWN ALONE!!!
Then Notch, the great wizard who created Minecraft, made his way into
our village too, and he began the battle against Herobrine. War

is declared!



Book Four

Steve and Mike are off to raise an army . . . we're going fo need

some help! As for me, it was almost the end of the school year.

There were still several tests to be taken, including a redstone test.
Fortunately, | made friends with Lola, who's the best at redstone. What
more can | say¢ More Fighting, lots of fighting, against zombies, for
example. We Finished school and had to choose our Path (that means
3 profession). Either the Path of the Sword, to become a warrior, or
the Path of the Diamond, to become a captain (a sort-of leader of

warriors). Tough choice! | chose the Path of the Diamond, of course!
|



Book Five

I'm a captain, and so is Breeze (did | mention she’s got magic in her?
Mega cool). In this book, | successfully completed my First quest at
the Owl's Reach! It was Kolb(ert) who asked me to go. Breeze joined
me there, and all the better, because we had to explore the Tomb of
the Forgotten King . . . so creepy! Over there, we met up with Pebble
(who's a nice quy after all) and met S, an adventurer. All together,
we Fought the boss of the Tomb, a sorcerer named Urf (if that rings
a bell, he used to be a teacher in my village). And we won! I've
completed my First quest!




Book Six

| found all my friends at Owl's Reach and we headed back to the
village. Except it was attacked again, and the monsters destroyed the
ice cream stand . . . Unforgivable! I've learned that Breeze is in fact an
elf. How weird! Anyway, a message from the king has reached us: each
village must send Fifteen warriors to the capital, Aetheria, for training.
OF course, Team Runt is going! If we train well, we'll surely be able

to go and Fight Herobrine . . . but only time will tell! (Time or book
seven . . . enjoy!)



] o
- THURSDAY -

That morning, | was SO tired, waking up felt like using a4l
ultimate ability.
The only reason | managed was the sound of a door opening.
At last, | summoned all of my inner strength to use the
legendary move known as . . .

"Open Your Eyes.”

Suddenly, my eyes, imbued with supema’rural enerqy from
this ancient technique, opened.

What | saw First was Emerald.

Instead of explaining why she was in my room, or wishing
me good marning —you know, something NOrMal like that—she
simply said:

"Mana.”

It took me a second. | really was that tired.

Mana," | finally mumbled. ‘A Magical enerqu, invisible to
most, that Flows throughout Aetheria, much like the wind.”

‘Is that i’

" Um, it also exists inside of us, in the form of MP, or
mana points.’



“Great.” she smiled. “How about Magic skill2”
‘With higher Magic skill, stronger ‘magic” abilities can be learned,
and said aDilities an be used more SUCCESSFully.”

‘0om.”

| gave her a funny look. You're . . . messing with me, righte’

‘00M stands For out of mana,” she said. “Whenever you use an
ability, some of your MP is consumed. When you run out completely,
its called Q0iNg OOM. At this point, you'l collapse due to
extreme fatique.”

0h.”

I'd never heard of that before. Or maybe | hade | sighed.

She started this last night—quizzing me on random gibberish
like this.

Soon, well be setting out for the ACAAEMUY, and she doesn’
want us showing up looking like total novices.
Or in her words, “Listen, we happen to be going to the most

Prestigious scoot in all of Aetheria. its not going 1o be

easy. And if you show up not even knowing what 00M means, how is
that going to look?’
... I think 'm about to go 00M. just listening to you . .



She was right, though.

The Academy is the only remaining school in the kingdom that
ofrers “proper Aetherian education.” which means being
versed in everything from swordsmanship to magic use, the use of
abilities and spells.

There, you can learn the basics of almost any class. The best
students might even end up qualifying For a "heroic class’ ke
Holy Knight or Sage, where they would receive Further training.
And maybe someday, these lucky few might go on to serve the
kingdom as ACtual heroes.

Still, it's said that for every three who register, two end up
dropping out . . .

Emerald's so worked UP about it, she’s been compiling
info in her own journal. Il share one of her journal entries on the
Following page.



LORICA
ACADEMY

OTHER NAMES: GREATER AETHERIAN
ACADEMY

THE CAPITAL
LANTERN DISTRICT

POTENTIA LUDUS

LOCATION:

MOTTO:

CLASSES

CAMPUS

L +7 SWORDPLAY

",

F’i‘ I-111I

INTRODUCTION
TO SPELLS
COVERS ALL SIX

ELEMENTS. FROM
FIRE TO WATER

TRAVERSAL
~" MOUEMENT-RELATED
ABILITIES
| FINANCES FOR
ADUENTURERS

REDSTONE
ENGINEERING

SWORD HALL
MARTIAL STUDIES

2?2 HALL
SPELLS

LYRE HALL
ARTS

ARTISANS VILLA
CRAFT

TRAINING GROUNDS
LIBRARY

ALCHEMY LAB
GARDENS

TEMPLE OF LIGHT

SILVER
PHOENIX

Fire Spells. Water Spells. Redstone Engineering. It seems so

complicated.

One spell | heard about is called Telekinesis. it tets You move
things using only Your mind. obviously, a little spell like that

would come in NANAY in so many different situations.




For one, I'd be able to CléaN MY room and make my bed just
by thinking about it.

| could also make pancakes levitate ofe my plate and
Fly directly into my mouth. One c@an only assume this is why
ancient magicians made such a spell in the First DIQCE. Even
thousands of years aqo, wizards probably didn' like using Silverware.
| know | don'.

One day, after /’
MY powers
9row, this iy
Cife /

Well, Emerald heard about that spell, and | heard about it from her.

That's why | consider her such a Valuable eriend. She's always
"hearing about things.” Which means | don't have to. This allows me to
spend more time on other, more important activities. Like sleeping in.



However, she can be ANNOYING from time to time:
"Wow. Are you really trying to go back to sleepé You have a big
day ahead of you. You still need to pack your inventory, repair all
your gear . ..’

| can do all that tomorrow,” | said.

"No, you aan't. | was fold to inform you that we'll be setting out
tomorrow at first light.”

Wha’rz | thought we were leaving the day after?”

‘Guess they felt we could use the extra day,” she said. ‘Classes are
on the 3rd of Diamondstar, ir you recall. And if's a long ride
from here to there.”

Yeah, all right

With that, | finally Crawled out of bed. And | mean Crawled.
Like the way an iron slime would probably crawl out of a bed —if they
used beds, | mean—a kind of slithering or oozing.

That was around the time S‘rump barged in. And immediately
started going on about the capital.

'So there’s supposedly this musTerious ShOD.’ he qushed,
‘that's unlike any shop out there because it doesn't have any doors.
You have to Find the shop's SECTET entrance, which is an illusionary
door, | quess, which maybe requires you to speak a password, or
maybe you just need to press a certain section of the wall or move

something. I'm not sure, and also it changes constantly so you can't
[ |



Jjust watch someone else do it and copy them. No, you have to find a
new SECret door of your own . . . 11’

‘Why would a shop do that?” | asked. ‘Wouldn't that . . . limit
potential customers?’

‘| think that's the point,” Emerald said. "You'd need to be really
Skilled to find an entrance. So it's a shop that only caters to the pros
with real money.”

‘Hurr. Not 4 bad idea, actually.”

Breeze tapped me on the shoulder.

Boo.”

Waif, what?

She wasn't there a second aqo.

| didn’t even see her enter the room. She'd likely used that ability
of hers that turns her INVISIDIE, then crept into my room.

You really have to stop doing that,” | said Flatly.

‘We need all the practice we can get, don’t we2’ The elf said
with a shrug.

Before | could reply, Stump started rambling again. 0h,
and there's this expensive inn near the Academy that has the
FANCiest dining hall in the world! There, your meal isn't cooked in
the kitchen. If's seared right at your tablel” He paused, looking around
for dramatic efrect

“With low level Fire Spt’”S!“



21

| almost couldn't b@lit‘Vt‘ what he was saying. Food cooked
with . .. Fire magic. .. 2

..................

v 4
ogo

(Thats my Face with a thought bubble full of question marks
and exclamation points, and a # symbol. | have no idea what that
symbol is called, but here I'm using it to represent a waffle. To indicate
extreme confusion.)

'd read my share of Fairy tales Over the Years, but never had
any of them mentioned cooking with actual magic.
"Almost makes you WIS we were leaving tonight, huh?’



it was MaX who said this. He'd entered moments 490, near the
end of Stump’s ramblings, along with Ophelia and Lola. Now our

whole “party” was here, Al Seven OF US.

Lola was Deaming.

'l suppose searing steak with MAQical Fire would be faster
than traditional methods,” she said. "Although, one must wonder how
well one can cook using spells? Why, | imagine there'd be a risk of
charring a2 meal to a crisp.”

"Also, what happens if the spell somehow hits the table2” Ophelia
asked. “Almost sounds dangerous.”



‘| bet the tables are made of stone or even obsidian,” Stump said,
and his eyes grew WIAEr. “0r what if they're enchanted with Fire
resistance?

Max shrugged.

Tm sure 'S SaFe. From what I've read, an experienced caster can
control their spells adequately enough. Also, such magical preparation
is Said to add a very unique and delicious flavor, while . . "

Emerald Sighed hungrily.

10 el




“All right, that's it. can we get breakfast now?”

And we did get breakrast, at our Favorite inn—Snar ks, newly
renovated. We were supposed to meet up with more than a few Familiar
Faces there. A kind of reunion, | quess.

And as we took off through the streets, | was reminded that, as
amazing as the capital sounds . . . the village we were leaving was just

as great.

it was NArd to say goodbye.
11






e prepared Yyou as
well as | could. Good luck, |
and keep an eye on Breeze,
will you? The minions of the
Fyeless One art everywhere.

be training rﬁngqu,” /

13




| see you in the capital in
a few weeks. Sta safe until
then, and promise mMe you won't
leqve the ctu, huh? There are
reports of monsters north of
the capital. Dangerous ones.

"

“Kolbert |
l

~_ “The other knights ‘
are staying here to help |
ebuild, but 1l be riding |
with you. Be at the village \
hall fomorrow pefore the
roosters (row dawn.” \




"Really wish | could \

9o with you, Runt. And don't
worry, I'll help watch over
the village while you're gone.
And, hey . . . once you get
established, you'd better
send for me. I'm sure you
an find a use for someone

with my specific skills.”

.
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~__ 'The mayor? He'll be Finel r
He's recovering now. in fact! Now

90, make our village proud! And i
do try to look happier! It's the
start of an all new adventure!” ]

There were a lot of conversations like that.

And it was here | learned about C0Q and his friends. Pebble
and all the rest. They were heading to the Academy as well, all eight of
them, and they all set out early this morning. ON their own. rm
not surprised at all. They'e known as the "Village misFits” for a
reason. A rotten crew.

Anyway, even though | was able to see everyone before | [eft, | still

had one more Farewell to make.

186 u




A place not too far from the inn.

Soon, we stood before a large and simple building. Qur
old school.

"I remember when we Nelped build this place, 1 said. 't
feels so long ago, doesn’t ite

You could barely carry a fence post,” Stump said.

Yet you could already lift 4 slab.”

Max tipped his new hat at the school, and we all fell silent,
recalling simpler days. Here, we had brewed our First potions
together, pushed our skills into the triple digits, and struggled to
learn s0 much.

An exciting lﬂ'_ﬂ_& | remember . . .

Lola gave a small bow of respect.

0 great village school, - Seua |

thank you For all we have leamed . . . Villagetown.
You've been so
good to me.” |







A day of traveling.
A night spent under the stars.

We talked about them For a while. The stars, | mean. Lately, most
have taken on a more Qreenish nue. Which is completely normal. In
Aetheria, the stars turn an almost emerald green in the winter months.
Today's the twenty-seventh of Frost HQI’VEST, and if's already
getting cold. The end of next month, Diamondstar, is when we
often see the First few pixels of snow.

Thankfully, the bedrolls the village sent us off with have a low-
evel warmth enchantment. ophelia and Lola were already trying
theirs out, tired from a long day on the road.

Regarding Cog and company . . .

Elric thinks they'll be all right. He's seen no Signs of monster
activity, and the village scouts haven't seen any in days. The central
part of the kingdom is mostly safe as well, as is the west.

S0 any idea what happens after we Qraduates” Max asked.

"l understand some students might get picked up by the Knights of
Aetheria. But what if we arent meant for that?’

There's no real way of knowing,” the knight said. “Upon
graduation, each of you will have a short meeting with the king,
or one of his advisors, and you will be assigned work somewhere.

18



What | can say is, given your age, you will almost certainly be placed
in a quild, where you'll receive further training in an apprenticeship.
The minions of the Eyeless One are still causing a lot of problems
north of the capital. The kingdom’s quilds need all the help they can
get. In times like this, they could always use more blacksmiths and
alchemists.”

"Tve been wanting to JOIN & QUild anyway,” Breeze said, “so
that's fine by me.’

T1l do whatever the kingdom asks of me,” Stump said. “As long as
| get some sort of WAITIOF training.”

‘| think you'd have better luck becoming a2 MAQE like Max,”
Emerald said. T heard they have a spell that an CONJUre f00d.:

My best friend sighed at her.

‘At least | have a chance of graduating. Knowing you, you'll get 2
bit of mud on your uniform and rop OUT the first day.”

Whatever you say, Qir crafter.”

Dirt brewer.”

"Slime baker.”

‘Water builder.”

In the end, though, the two just grinned.

| Smiled, t00. 1 was so glad they were here.



With them around,
it almost Felt as though
we had never left home.

21



| |
i SATURDAY & _ail

In three days, we should arrive in DAWNSDIOOM. The
westernmost province where the capital resides. Only there will we see
anything resembling real civilization. And yes, Elric gave me

d NEW Map. Its fancier than my old one. Note the sea west of the
capital. My old map didn’t have that. Nor did it have that S€al in the

comer . . .
That's the seal of the Cartographer's Quild.” Erric said, as

we went over the map at camp. Only 2 map with this seal an be

frusted as accurate”

oa el




So 2 map an be Inaccurate,

Not once had the thought ever crossed my mind.

Before, someone could have drawn a potato onto a piece of paper,
told me it was a map of the kingdom, and | probably would have
believed it.

| don’t have too much else to write about. Today was a Dlur
There are only so many grass blocks you can ride past before your

mind goes numb and you begin questioning YOUR OWN SANITY.

23



— (rass blocks . . -
Endless Qrass
blocks . - -




H |
i SUNDAY gl

| bring yet more news of our NEFQIC adventure:

Emerald grumbled all day. Mostly about the weather. It's been
raining off and on.

Stump soon joined in, going on about that SeCret ShOp. If he
aan't find a hidden entrance, he vowed, he's going to take a pickaxe
and mine through one of the walls.

He then leaned over and whispered to me. He was almost out of
his “travel rations.” MUFFINS. SCONES. Rolls. Stue his parents
sent with him.

'l admit, I'm partially responsible for this shon‘age, s0 | began
rummaging through my own saddlebag to see what | had left—and
| Felt 2 sudden panic

Although | did Find plenty of turnips, beetroots, and loaves of
bread . . .

... There was no food.

we'll have to Tighten our belts, then, and ration the rest of
my Friend's stash. He doesn't have much left. Only Fifteen Scones, ten
cupcakes and twenty-six cinnamon rolls.

This meager hoard must ast us another tw0 whole days
until we reach SOMEWNEre we can find more food.

23



It's qoing to be close. We may have to go without food For
an hour or two. And some of the rolls are already getting kind of
dried out. Hey, it's not really an adventure without at least a few

nardships, FQNT2




We saw @ monster today. A blue slime.
Breeze spotted it after we had all stopped for a short rest.
It was small compared to a Full-sized green slime. A bit smaller
than a block.
er



‘It's been a while since I've seen one,” Breeze said.
And as we watched, it disappeared into a small hole.
According to Breeze, DIUE SIIMES burrow through dirt blocks.

Their tunnels lead o underground nests called Slimeholes.

Hearing that, | was shocked, of course. A slime that can dig
through the ground? That's just wild. still, that doesn’t compare
to what the elf said next.

Did you know blue slimes are actually quite ediblez

Wuuuuh?

Okay, did she just say . . .

Blue slimes . . . a type of monster . . . can be . . .

OF all the things | imagined I'd be learning out here, this had not
been one of them.

Breeze smiled understandingly.

It's strange, but true. The elven rangers of old used to make
blue slime jerky. STEW as well, | believe.”

You @n imagine my expression.

", .. But y-you dont, r—righ‘r?"

'NO, that was 2 long time ago. And it began out of necessity due
to being in the wild for long periods, where food could be scarce.”

28



| let out a small sigh of relief. And as we headed back fo the
others, | checked my horse's saddlebags. I'd already checked earlier, and
knew | still had more than enough travel rations. (Just not cool ones,
like cupcakes and rolls.)

Still, it's always good prac’ri(e to confirm such things.

29



Dawnsbloom.

The most populated of Ardenvell's many provinces.

Here, they use diFFerent Names for the days of the week. Il
start using them now.

Emerald is still quizzing me on random QIDDerish, by the way.
When we sToppeg for a rest earlier, she came up to me and said,

"Aggro.

3@ el




| know what aggro is.”
‘Maybe you can use it in a sentence, then.”
“Fine.

| gave her an irritated look.

You're 29roing me right now.

31



CRAFTSDAY (TUESDAY) i p

“"UPOATE=LI w

| noticed Something WeIrd.
Every farmer we've seen today was NUMAN. | asked Elric about it
after we made camp.

The knight's Face grew FATNEr SErious.

‘There's . . . something I've been meaning to tell you. Although we
all ourselves villagers, we were once known as the highborn.”

What he said next was like something out of a Fairy tale.

In ancient times, our ancestors possessed great magical
knowledge. ut that knowledge was used by the Eyeless One
during the war ages aqo, allowing him the use of dark magics, and
giving him command of things like airships and War golems.

After the war ended, the rest of the world wasn't too happy with
us. The king of that time eventually banished our kind from
Dawnsbloom, sending us into the hinterlands. So we left, settling
down in places like Villagetown, where we lived from then on as simple
farmers, vowing to never use magic ever again.

32 el




A sad story.

It certainly explained a lot.
'd often wondered why we lived in the middle of NOWhere . . .

Itis indeed & TrAQIC tale;" the knight said. At any rate, this
is why you won't find too many of our kind in a city like the capital.”

To think villagers were once POWerful wizards.

And now, if you visit a place like Villagetown, you'l find we
use simple blocks of wood for tables and chairs. Sometimes, you
might even come across an improperly placed door that doesn't open
right . . .

Shameful . . .

33



CRAFTSDAY (TUESDAY)

—UPDATE "I11

We reached the (and of Dawnsbloom,
Its Full of lovely Farms,
And soon we saw a farmer,
Who smiled with open arms,
He offered us some porridge,
| said it tastes like chalk,
S0 Stump offered me a half-eaten roll,

Id rather eat 4 grass block.

That's something Emerald sang fonight.
A summary of our day. And an attempt to raise her Music skill
As it constant rain and endless grass blocks weren't enough.
Now | have to suffer through this.

Will this journey ever end?
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KINGSDAY
(WEDNESDAY )

As the capi’ral ame into view, | opened my mouth to voice my
thoughts in an eloquent manner:

#  HHE  HH  HESHESHHEHHEREHHEEE
 gaunaaaugaausg |
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The first time you ever see 2 City like This, thaf's all you an
really say. That wall must have been three times the height or
Villagetown's wall—and that moat, the statues, the banners, the gate,
everything, IT Was jUST . . . I'mactually wiping away tears just
thinking about it . . .

P Although some
refer to it as Aetheria

City, its Tru_\e name is
Lorica.




"Among mages,” Max said, “it’s known as the City of
Elements. Because mana concentrates in this area for some reason.
No one knows why, but some theorize it may be why the c@pital was
originally built here. The way cities are often built NEAr FIVers.”

Emerald sighed.

"As much as I'd like to listen to @ Treatise on mana and why it
Flows, | think there's currently a much better use for that bfl”lam
€0Q of yours.”

The mage raised an eyebrow. “Such ase’

"Such as figuring out what we're going to order for dinner
For example!”

But as we rode through the gate, my friends fell silent again,
and | grew even more speechless.

Up ahead was a street QbSOIUTCIU bursting with people. On
either side, half-timber shops towered Majestically, ail white and
brown with red tile roofs, and adorned with colorful signs.

soon, the air was Filled with the scent of freshly baked bread, the
beautiful notes of a lute, laughs and shouts and the calls of street
vendors selling their wares.

We rode past armor and weapon shops, bakeries, temples, and

countless market stalls with crates Full of unusual looking vegetables.
37



Needless 1o say, the level of construction here was UNTeAl.
Unlike anything you'd ever find in Villagetown.

i-',"-“-. i1 14 ""' .
= . - -







And the people . . .
At this point, elves and dwarves aren't too strange to me. Still, over
here was 4 girl with Violet SKin and gossamer wings. And
over there, a lizard person. TNOSE Fangs!

| couldn't tell if that was a smile.

Just as unusual, to me, were some of the things these
people said.

The weather's sure been nice,” | heard @ AWAIF tell his friend.
But anOTher Storm will soon be upon us. | can Feel it in
me beard!’

Hearing that, | looked at Breeze.

‘That's just aN EXPression, right?

Trr ... The elf made @ Strange Face. Do | look like | know
anything about dwarves? Or beards2™ Emerald rolled her eyes at me.
‘No, Runt, it's not an expression. Dwarves can actually sense things
with their beards. It's a dwarven ability called Bear dsense!”

You jOkC," Lola said, but I've read that dwarves are born
within the deepest caves, where they emerge from (rysStal eggs.”

Ophelia frowned.

‘That's absurd. wnere do these eggs suppasedly come from?’

‘Why, | imagine they grow from the earth, the way
mushrooms do.”
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Stump was glancing around anxiously, looking annoued at the
same time. "Can you quys please stop talking about dwarves and help

me look for SECret Shopsg2e”

By the way, I'd love to give you a proper tour of the city, but
that will have to wait, because Elric took us straight to the Academy’s
livery stables.

As much as | wanted fo explore the city, | didnt complain. | was
S0 glad to stable my horse and walk around using the heroic
technique known as . . .

"Move Legs.”

Oh, the capital has this WeIrd law regarding mounts.

You can't ride in the central sections of the city.

Weird, righ‘r? So different from my village.

In Villagetown, you could ride 4 horse backward through the front
door of your house, while wearing a purple and yellow foga, and no
one would say a word.

Well, someone might ask where you got the toga, but that's
about it . .
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— “Even now, if

Peels like a dream.”



— “To think someone ‘
like me would ever |
get f0 g0 10 4 school

like this . . .

Welcome|
Are You here to ‘:
! registerz” |
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As part of the Academy’s [eQiStration process, we had to speak
with one of the advisors af the front desk.

They're called “questmasters.” Theyre supposed to be
magicians of some kind, but in their red blazers, they look more

like office workers. The one who interviewed me was a young [ady
named Aery.
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She took me to her rather large office where she asked a few
questions. Mostly about my hometown. She also had this bejeweled,
mirrorlike object that she caimed would display my “Status,”
or stats like HP, MP, skills, abilities, and so on.

its called a “Status Stone.” its aimost like those record books
we used back in Villagetown.

Remember those¢ The books that displayed our skillse A status
stone can be thought of as the Uupgraded Version of that.

While studying me with this device, Aery wrote a lot of numbers
down on this fancy sheet. It looked like a Form, but | couldn't read it.
Besides the words “Character Sheet” at the very top, everything
was in some weird FUNIC language.

The mirror screen was the same. Yet the advisor read it effortlessly.

“Let's See, your Magic skill is currently at 1. She smiled. ‘That's
VEry lOW, but it's nothing you can’t change with a little practice.”

‘How about my Mp?’

"3, she said. “Also pretty low. But | wouldn’t sweat it. If your
Magic skill and MP are higher than zero, it means you have at least
some magical ability. You just need training.”

She touched the MIFTOL object, accessing more information.
"Also, you have seven other skills in the 100s. Its really not bad for
someone your age and . . .’
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sne trailed OFF, staring at the screen for 2 moment, then
adjusted her glasses.

It says youve TAKEN ON @ QUEST? 15 that righte”

" . Yeah?’

| told her about My First real adventure in owrs Reach.
The time Breeze and | went on our very First quest. The First time either
of us had ever set foot in a dungeon.

As | shared this story, Aery listened intently, asking For more
details and jotting things down onto the “Character sheet.”

‘At any rate, showing up here to register can be thought of as
another quest. You did travel quite some ways. Please take YOUI
reward. A little something to get you started.”

What fell onto the desk were COINS. Gold and Silver.




These are AFAKKEN,  she said. A silver is worth one emerald.
while a gold is worth ten. The kingdom’s Standard currency. Most
shops around here will still take emeralds, though.”

The coins she gave me were worth 1,000 emeralds.

And | still had the approximately 3,782 emeralds in my
inventory. My haul from that last adventure.

In short, | was abSolutely rolling compared to just three
months ago, back when my inventory had only a single carrot.
| shudder to think of those times.

Total noobery.
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"Well, that's about it,”
Aery said.

She gave me a fancy
looking pendant. A small
emerald encased in silver, with a
silver chain.

¢
"This is the inSignia of a First rank

adet. Starting out, your lessons will be fairly basic. You'll receive
more specialized training once you advance to second rank.”
..slm in?
She nodded.
"Welcome aboard!”

And just like that, 1, Runt of Villagetown, humble villager,
became a student at the best school in all of Aetheria.

When | saw my friends again, they were _{;m- wearing
pendants as well.

Stump was almost In tears when he ran up and gave me the
biggest hug, and he all but shouted about how we made it, and how
he was going 1o become 2 WArrior, & real one, and how he'd

learn all kinds of defensive moves, until he advanced to knight,
|
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where he'd go on all kinds of quests, and mine stone blocks with his
bare hands, and discover SECTET SNOPS, and, and . .
Emerald made a face. ‘If | hear another word about secret shops,” she
said, "I swear, the first spell I'm going to learn is a spell called Silence.”
We also have the SAMeE [ESSONS For now.

ABILITIES I

The very basics of magic use.

TRAVERSAL I

Running, jumping, dimbing, crawling it
and otherwise moving around. [ |

WORLD STUDIES
Aetherian history and geography.

MONSTER STUDIES

The anatomy and psuchology of common monsters.

SWORDPLAY II

A step up from Swordplay |. Since we already
received training in this area back home.

Basic stuff, really.
As Aery said, once we attain second rank, our classes will get more
interesting. Advanced sword techniques. Summoning magic.

| can't wait.
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We had fo pick up OUr UNiFOrms next.
Aery took us to get them at the item shop near the front lobby.
Yeah, the Academy has its own item shop.

Well2
How do we look?

A bit Flashy, | suppose.
Especially the feathered hats.

T Academy 1SSUE
arming sword.



The uniform's jacket is a kind of padded armor called
"9ambeson.” Layers of quilted cloth.

We were also given new swords. They're called " ar ming
swords.” its a new type Lorica’s blacksmiths came up with recently.
When | held mine, | noted how light it felt compared to my other
weapons. Almost too light. Even Flimsy.

t's what we're supposed fo use, though, in the Academy’s training
grounds. They want everyone using the same gear during "pradical
training.”

Aery said well be getting even more stuff later on. Cartography
kits. Backpacks. Belt pouches. Rope.

The shop had a lot of this stuff lying around. As well as
enchanted torches, lockpicks, iron spikes, waterproof paper, chisels,
wooden poles three meters in length, pickaxes, compasses, hacksaws,
and these giant Fishhook looking things—Qrappling hooks.

Weird, right?

Not exactly the kind of gear | was expecting.

What kind of school provides stuff like thatz Shouldn't we at least
be getting basic WANAS or something?
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0h, | suppose | should show you the CIUEST bOQl’d,” Aery

said. ‘It's right across the hall. Once you attain second rank, you'll be
able to take on any quest offered here. One quest per week. You cn
think of it as homework.”

Quests?

As homework?

Words 1 loved to hear.

What was a quest board, though?

Quest board . . . A curious combination of words.

And as my friends and | Followed Aery across the hall, here is

where MY [ife changed irrevocably . . .




KINGSDAY (WEDNESDAY)
—UPDATE II1I

The quest

board f
‘—‘——‘—————__

At first glance, it seemed like 2Ny normal bulletin board.

Yet as | moved closer, | saw the papers it held. OF varying sizes
and colors, they all had intricate borders, blocks of text in fanciful
handwriting, and old-Ffashioned illustrations.

... And each of these papers appeared to describe & guesT.
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0ne was 4 quest to hunt pink slimes. Theyre little more
than pests. Another required €XplOring ancient ruins to the
south of the apital.

My heart soared as | scanned the countless sheets of light
brown vellum.

Gathering rare magical flowers used in alchemy. Translating ancient
lanquages. (rafting magical wands. Repairing redstone steam golems.
Delivering supplies to villages in need. Ridding Farms of giant bats,
arachnids, and other low-level pests.

Wow . ..

| staggered a bit

It was, without a doubt, the most amazing thing I'd ever seen.

A seemingly endless amount of adventures, ail
right there, within my grasp, on an elegantly polished board.

Even Emerald seemed excited. THiS 1S JuSt . . . Well, | never
thought the Academy would have something like this!”

Breeze nodded. "Brio once mentioned these boards, but he said
only The Quilds had them. That's why | wanted to join one.”




Lola had a wistful look as she dasped her hands together. Oh, the
thought of being able to work with redstone golems. It's & dream
come true!”

Max was silently staring at the board. At the “translation
quests” in particular. As wel as those involving the knowledge
0f MaqiC and ancient history and the creation of scrolls and other
basic magical items.

Hmm . . . This stime quest is exactly like the one | took on in
Owl's Reach,” Ophelia said. PaYS better, ThOUQh."

Emerald had a thoughtful look. “So this is like a . . . SUStem. A
way fo organize questing in general.”

Aery nodded. “We've had @ 10T OF trouble with youngsters
flooding into the capital lately. Farmkids with nothing but their
grandfathers rusty sword and breastplate. They would immediately
take on quests completely unprepared. Some would NEver return.
So recently, the royal council decided to I EQUIQTE questing
throughout the kingdom. Currently, in Dawnsbloom, you need to be
a registered member of a quild to accept quests. However, the ones
offered here are very safe. Its really just @ Kind of fraining.”

"So to go on quests here, there's no quild membership required?”
Stump asked. “We only need to hit Second rank?”
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Aery nodded. "And when you do, Il be here T0 2dVISE you. As 2
ques’rmaster , its my duty to ensure you're prepared for any and
all quests you take on in the future.”

Quest boards . . .

For the rest of the day, it was all | could think about.

When we stepped into the Academy’s dining hall, | barely noticed
how Deautiful it was.



| can’t remember what we had for dinner.

These Fried potato pie things? They were SO deliCIOUS,
| think. Otherworldly. Yet | ate them the way an iron golem would.
No real emotion.

Even when (og approached our table, | paid him no mind.

tean, that's right.

Cog and all his friends made it here, Safe and sound.

When they tried talking to us, though, | barely noticed. | was
having a conversation with Stump.

" .. And maybe there will be a quest,” Stump said blankly,
staring ahead in an absent way, ‘where we have fo go in a volcano and
defeat 4 Fire lord . . .

" .. What's a fire lord?" | murmured, completely lost in thought.

" Akind of glant Fire elemental quy, I think . .

.50 ool . . . And maybe one where we have to travel
under the ocean,” | said, to an underwater kingdom . . )

Stump nodded absently. *. . . Where we have to speak with
Mermaids and help them reclaim a lost artifact from an ancient
sunken shrine . . "

" . Mermaids L
" .. | hear they eat magical seaweed . . .’
" .. Magial seaweed . . . | want to eat magical seaweed . .
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Cog gave us The STI’QHQEST look.

You two are JuSt aS Weird as always, I see. Take care,
bat farmers.”

Even when Elric showed up again, and told us he was taking off
to report in at his guildhall, | gave almost NO reaction.

Tl check up on you in a few days,” the Knight of Aetheria said.
aKE G

| nodded absently.
"See you soon, quest board . .

My new room, shared with Max and Stump, similarly drew
no real response.
It's a COZY room, with three comfortable looking beds and a table
with three chairs, all of marvelous, WONArous craftsmanship.
Seeing a room like that, | should have been bouncing around like 4
green slime that just chugged a Swiftness potion.
i



Quest board . . .

Was the only thing on my mind.
| had a hard time Falling asleep. 1 had to reach second rank.

| had to.
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And really, how hard

could the Lorica Academy

really be?




GUILDSDAY
( THURSDAY)

Abilities |.
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our very First class.

The teacher, CAMille, rirst talked about the basics of magic
use—things like mana, MP, and Magic sKill. Easy, right?

I'd already gone over this stuff with Emerald, so | had no trouble
following along.

The teacher then went on to mention how spells are just a
subclass or abilities that require more concentration and a bit of
chanting and gesturing. She talked about several common theories
as to how people are even able to use abilities in the First place.

This was Followed by a lecture on the SIX elemental schools
of magic—rFire, water, earth, air, light, and shadow—including the
strengths/weaknesses of each, such as . . .

Well, she talked about this sort of thing For a while.

How long, exactly, | don't know. | only VQQUt‘lU recall her asking
us, at some point, to share any basic spells we happened to know of
and called on us randomly.
| don't know why she called ON ME . . .

My hand wasnt raised . . .




1 also Vague|
- Y reall m
feacher inform iNg me Thaga ’

String of 7s s not the name
Of any known spell.”

k|

| ZzE€7272

At least our next dass was more exciting.

Traversal.”

It's a class on running, jumping, climbing, crawling, and otherwise
moving around.
It was held in an underground area past a flight of stairs.
Str aNQe, it had a series of forchlit chambers reminiscent of an
ancient tomb.
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One chamber had fables and chairs of worn stone. Like a
dassraom . . . only inside of a AUNQEON. Another room had 4
wide hole in the floor. A shaft that led to darkness.

We had 1o “traverse’ this shart by dimbing down a rope
tied to nearby stone post. It was a silvery rope, supple and strong.
Our instructor said it's the same stuff you'll find on most bows—
spider silk.

Only the elves know how to craft it. Which Breeze confirmed. So
| felt pretty SAFE dimbing down it.

For 2 moment there—armed with only a sputtering torch
and my Climbing skill—I almost felt like some kind of NEroic
treasure hunter.

Yeah, we were required to hold a torch during our descent. Since
we only have two hands, that meant holding a torch In Qur teeth.
Really, does it get any more heroic than that2

And it could be said that | descended the Fastest among all
Fifty students. | reached the bottom of that shaft in record time.

Once there, | made an interesting discovery. The Floor was not
stone, but water.

... | discovered it was water when | landed ON MY Face.



But really, what kind
of magic SCNOOI are they
running heree!

| just want to go on
3 few quests! Learn a few
spells! And cool ones, like

Firebolt!

| didn't sign
up for this !!




GUILDSDAY (THURSDAY)E m

—UPOATE=LI w

"HrghghhghGg,” | said, as | went Flying through the air.
‘Hhrrgrhr...

‘BwAaAaAaahghrHhhjg,” was his reply before crashing
info a heap beside me.

| had run into a fellow student in the hall.

... |t was my Fault.

My friends and | had qotten lost, we were almost [ate for our last
class, so | suggested we all chug Swiftness potions.

»n

‘Wow . .

The quy I'd crashed into looked @ DIt dazed. A large quy with
bright 0range hair. Human. A few years older than me.

‘A, what kind of $ANd-rafting blockhead runs
around chugging Swiftness potions on their way to dass . . . 2I’

You know, sand crafter isn't the DeST INSUIT.” | said, as we
picked ourselves up (I Felt dazed myself). You can make concrete from
sand, idiot . .

"Sure thing, villager.”
He glanced at my friends.
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‘What are you kids even doing here, anuwau? Do you have
any idea what you're getting into2 | highly advise you to go back to
whatever village you just crawled out of . .

With that, he shouldered me out of the way, and his friends
Followed, SNiCKering as they passed.

“(an’t believe we actually have T TraIN with commoners ke
them,” one of them said. A girl with violet hair.

As they walked away, | was about to say something, but Max
grabbed my shoulder. Trouble's the [3st ’rhing we need right now.”

Emerald nodded. ‘Besides, UM, that quy's almost as big
as Pebble.”

| take it they're nobilitu." Breeze said. ‘There's a lot of them
around here.”

Noble Kids, nunz

That was something Elric talked about on the road. That some of
the students here are from incredibly wealthy Families.

They come from larger cities, if not Lorica itself, and have years of
training prior to enrolling here. Some can probably even cast an actual
spell or two. And spells are much harder than using a basic ability like
Dual Wield or Analyze . . .
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Ah, | almost Forgot | even had that ability. Analuze. | squinted
at the big jerk with orange hair. Analyze finally kicked in. A name
appeared over his head:

Bayard.

In addition fo his size, he gave me the impression that he could
really handle himself. Probably not the kind of person you want to
make enemies with on the First day.

Oh well.

At least our final dlass, SWOrdplay, was held in the
training grounds.

We had to fight practice dUMMIES. But they arent like the ones
we fight back home.

Here, they Flgh’r bQ(k. They also happen to be golems nearly
three blocks in height.

Luckily, these things are somehow enchanted with air magic to not
deal any real damage. It's almost like being hit with a pillow.
A large pillow.

Very large.

Or perhaps a block of wool . . .




| collapsed into the mud long before the end of class.

Almost everyone did. The only ones still standing were the
NODIeS from earlier, and Breeze, but even they looked tired.

Our instructor—a Qrizzled dwarf named Dirg—looked at us

and sighed.

“Elven bf'ards." he grumbled.

That's another dwarf expression. One of surprise, amazement,
or dismay.

‘This is what | have to work with. A bunch of pigeon chested,
twiggy armed neophul‘es with subpar Magic skills and single
digit Mp! Dirt enchanters, the whole lot of ya!

Dirt enchanters?”

Max, 0N the ground next to me, half covered in pixels of

mud, turned his head to look at me.
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That isn't much of aN INSUIL, either” he said. ‘I've read that it's
possible to enchant a dirt block with a variety of useful effects, many
of which have applications in the fields of . . .

“Shut Up!" Emerald hissed, also still on the ground. You
really wanna do Fifty [apS right nowz!”

Breeze crouched beside me.

"How are you Ffeeling?’

‘0h, | don’t know. Somewhere between Fermented potato
and congealed 8lime.” she returned my tired grin with one
of her own.

| did WAl you, didn't 12

Okay, so she did mention, a while back, how difficult this school
could be. Still, she never said anything about how I'd be getting
pummeled by my own training dummy!

A gentle pummeling, but still!
lsn't it supposed to be
the other way around?!
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‘Wake up!”

My eyes FIEW open. It was Breeze.

The elf was standing over my bed. Mu room. | was
N my room.

Max and Stump were in their own beds, SNOFING lightly. It was
moming. What happenede

You went oom,” Breeze said.

“00M.”

Out of mana.

| thought back to the events of yesterday. Everything was hQZU.
In my head, was & Dlur of angry qgolems, angry golem noises,
and mud. | vaquely recalled someone dragging me away before
| blacked out completely.

It shouldn’t have been that bad.

Before we fought, our instructor had tried teaching us Parr y.

A basic ' magic sword ability.”

The same one Ophelia learned a while back.

With enough training in that, you could block even a golem'’s

huge fists.
<



There's ONE problem, though. Like Breeze once said, it takes
time to become decent with even the simplest ability. Magic can't be
learned overnight.

So when | tried Parrying, it “Fizzled" most o the time.

Once, the ability even ‘backfired” on me, and my sword flew out of
my hands. It WaS S0 pa’rheﬂc. (Luckily, everyone else was
just as pathetic as me, so | didn't look too bad . . .)

Furthermore, Parry CONSUMES 1 MP, and my max MP is
currently 3.

| only successfully used Parry three times before running out of
mana completely.

'S0 every ability COSTS MAaNA,” | mumbled, crawling out of
bed. “Even something like Analyzez

Breeze nodded. "Analyze displays basic information about your
target. This is a magical effect. It takes a tiny amount of mana
to accomplish this.”

"Huh. | quess that makes SEMNSE. What about Dual Wield?”

‘Dual Wield makes you more ambidextrous. When used, it will
slowly consume mana over time.”

'S0 i | were to use Dual Wield and just attack a training dummy
for an hour, I'd go 00M and collapse.”

e



"Well, probably not that [0NQ." Breeze grinned. Your MP is SO
[OW. Not that mine is much higher. We still need to train.”

Anyway, there you have it.

A DaSIC explanation on how abilities work. As told by Breeze.

The Academy is trying to help us out with our mana problems.
Today, the instructors supplied us with these magicl cookies called
‘mana biscuits.”

They restore 1 MP when eaten. They're pretty fasty, too.

The dining hall is also serving new food . . .

... I'm not too happy about that.

As of today, eVerything on the menu contains these weird,
stinky vegetables called “Shrelbs.”

They're supposed to be slightly magical. Eating enough of them
will eventually increase your maximum MP. But T SMeEll ey
qgive off . . .

At breakfast, | stared at my plate in despair. A baked shrelb and
potato pie. The smell emanating from the golden crust reminded me of
Breeze's failed brewing attempt back in Villagetown.

You know that time her potion turned into a cloud of smoke?

They taste just as bad as they smell: AWFU“ A combination of
asparaqus, Brussel sprouts, and mushrooms—the slimy, rubbery kind.
Although it's probably not quite as bad as blue slime jerky, rm

sure it's awfully close.
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Today was basically a repeat of yesterday, by the way.
More studying, more memorization. We also started doing these
strange meditation exercises.

We had 1o meditate on these weird sounds—like ‘ZU~ and "gwa.”
They're clled "mantras," and they're said to contain magical power
that will increase our Magic skill.

Yeah, right.

They're the same kind of sounds Emerald’s little brother used to
make back when he was an infant . . .

Finally, SWOfdplQU | was just s brutal as yesterday.

It almost reminded me of these old comic books | used to read as
a little kid.

The hero would beat up a bunch of random, nameless bad quys.
And thered be an illustration with these SMall exploding bubbies,
containing words like “DOW'” and “ZONKP and “BAM !”

That's pretty much what happened today. Except the hero was my
training dummy.



— Being 4 rangop
nameless bad guy jg
Seriously no fyn,”
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". .. Fgghhh.

No, that's not a spell incantation.
That's the sound | made in the training grounds after collapsing
face down in the mud.
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| went to the Front desk with Breeze this moming.

We wanted fo check to see if QU STATS had improved at all
over the past three days.

The advisor lady, Aery, took us into her office, where she studied
me with that mirrorlike object again.
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Her eyes lingered on the Screen.
‘Hmm. Unfortunately, it seems your MP is still at 3. The same as
when you registered.”

3 Mp.

That's so Pathetic.

Still, Breeze only has 7 MP, so maybe 3 isn't so bad?

"Most start out here with [OW MP." Aery said. I wouldn't worry
about it foo much. The food were preparing will help, after all.
Shrelbs contain traces of magic. Theyre among a class of food known
as ‘growth food.”

ey - UhihuhL

Just thinking about those vegetables . . .

Growth Food. The only thing they grow is my Fear of lunch
and dinner.

Aery's gaze returned to the mirror thing. On a happier note, your
Magic skill has already improved. That's great. | assume youve
been practicing the mantras.”

‘.. Yeah'



The advisor smiled. ' know it's ’rough, but please continue
working through the meditation exercises. The Fact that your
Magic skill has improved at all in just two days speaks to their
effectiveness.’

"How much did my Magic skill go up, anyway?e’

... By one point. [T'S currently at 2. and | know, it doesn’
sound like much. Still, compared to when you First stepped into my
office, it's a 100% improvement, right?”

"Huhhhhhggggggg.”
| lowered my head. My shoulders S2QQed.

"Will | ever be able to see MY own Statse

You Will. That does require a bit of training. More meditation
and mantras. If's the same as basic spell learning, really. You'll work
on it soon enough.”

" .. Maybe you can let me DOITOW one of those mirror things
until then."

'm afraid they're FeSErved for advisor staff only. But Feel free
to visit me any time!’
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when | left the office, my head was STIll lowered.
‘We just have to keep at it,” Breeze said. 'l remember a time when
your skill with a sword was only a few points above zero. And now it's
as high as mine.”

Yeah.”

| thought back to the times we fought MOCK Zombies. It had
seemed like such a big deal atf the time. | recalled cheering after one of
the zombie's “arms” fell off From the lightest bit of damage. The swing
of a2 wooden sword.

‘| suppose | have come a long way, and . . . whoa.”

A small crowd entered the front lobby. A crowd of . . .
lizardmen.

Aery greeted them with a professional smite.

‘Welcome to the Lorica Academy. How may | help you?’

One of the repﬂles, wearing only a fur loincloth, approached
the front desk and, in the deepest voice, a thick accent, and a blank
expression, said, "A man on a horse handed us a letter. A letter with a
shiny crown. It said to come here. To the academu.“

Another lizardman, in blue robes adormed with feathers, and
holding a gnarled staff, looked around suspiciously. ‘This is the
academy, yese’



'm SOITU,” Aery replied, "but it's the sixth of Diamondstar. The
letter your village received strictly stated applicants would no longer be
accepted past the third.”

‘But it said to come here,” a third lizard said, dressed in furs
and what looked like 4 creepers leaves. We are hungry and Sleepy.

We walked very, very far. We want o NE[p people. many bad
things are everywnere. We crush bad things.”

The rest of the strange group quickly approached the desk, their
expressions as DIankK and unthreatening as the first three,

We crush SIIME things.”

And Qreen Slow man things.”

"And walking DONE things.”

‘And ONe eye big bat things.”

‘Any bad thing you want to crush, WE CrUSH it.

s, o
It seemed Aery's professionalism was being put to the test.

Let me get MUY SUPEIVISOL. in the meantime, please
have a seat!”
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ALMSDAY

(SUNDAY)—UPDATE II

After Breeze and | left the lobby, Stump @ame running up to us.

"HCU! What are you quys doing still hanging around here2! IT'S
the weekend! Let's go out and see the city! I've already been on an
adventure!”

| gave him a tired look. “OF course, you have.”

T have! | found a SECIet ShOp!”

Breeze raised an eyebrow. A SCret Shop2 vou mean
there’s . . . more than one?’

"At least three! me one1 found, you don't have to Find
a2 hidden door. You have to jump onto the roof and go down
the chimney!”

“The chimney, ehz" | asked.

| was mildly interested. | did have a ton of emeralds.

Maybe | could buy some’(hing nice? A new shield? | needed
a new shield.

| already had that black armor Brio made me. And that sword
Breeze gave me back in Villagetown. A shield would complete
this outfit.

My adventuring gear.

Breeze shrugged at me. “Let's go have a look?”
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The secret shop in question was a good ten minute jog from
the Academy.

It was COZY looking. All stone. The kind of shop you'd imagine a
dwarf to have.

~_Italso had N0 doors.

... Or windows on the first Floor.

... And it was completely surrounded Dy water.

We climbed up some crates alongside a nearby building fo get a
better look.
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Don’t suppose you can just use a ladder,” | said.
You can't SWIM very close,” Stump said. ‘That quard over there
will shout at you.”
We could make some SOIT OF scaFFolding,“ Breeze suggested.
Stump shook his head.
‘It's against the law to do any sort of construction in the city
without 2 Builder's Card.”
" .. The quards told you that, didn't they? You've
already tried:
My best friend’s shoulders dropped. "Yes.”
| noticed he was @ DIt damp.
‘I takeityou've already climbed up here earlier and tried jumping across.”
He nodded. They say that's the only way you can get up there.
You have to jump.
‘That's a pretty far jump,” Breeze said. "Are people actually
making that?’
‘They must be. put I don't see how . . .’

As he said this, | heard Footsteps on the roof behind us. It was
a knight in brilliant armor, some sort of diamond mail.

"Hey, Kkids,” he said. in his deep and heroic voice. His
square jaw was a block of stone covered in stubble. The epitome of
"heroic knight.”
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You mind moving?”

When the three of us parted, the knight ran toward the edge of
the roof and leapt off, leaving behind @ trail Of faint green pixels.
After soaring through the air impaossibly far, he landed on the secret
shop’s roof with a thud.

Wow ...

| couldn’t believe it. “Was that air magicz Air magic leaves green
particles like that, righte”

Breeze nodded.

' think he used the Leap ability.”

Suddenly, | heard more Footsteps behind us. But there were lighter
this time.

The violet-haired girl from the Academy—Bayard’s Friend,
Sephara—was running in our direction.

"Morning," she called out as she ran past the three of us . . .

.. Then used the very Same Leap ability to effortiessly
glide through the sky. She made less of a thud when [anding on the
secret shop's roof.

“Ah2 Doing a little shopping, eh?’

It was Bayard.

He walked up to us with the most annoying QiN on his Face.
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The jump’s not T00 hard,” ne said. “With practice, I'm sure
you @n make it. And hey, about the other day . . . | did mean what
| said. The Academy’s @ rough School. come back in @ Year
Or tWO arter you've had more training . . .

"We have taken on ONE QUEST already,” Breeze informed him. A
bit proudly, too.

Well, she should be proud. That was SOME QUEST we
wenfon . . .

| nodded my head. “And we've seen the inside of a
dungeon,” I said, rather proudiy as well.

He made a slight laugh. Yeah, SUIE you have. Il see you kids
around, huh2’

With that, he reached into his belt pouch and tossed a few copper
oins onto the roof.

‘It's Almsday,” he said. On this day, we give alms to the poor.
Don't spend it all at once!”

Then he ran and, like the two before him, Leapt IMPOSSibly
far. However, instead of landing skillFully, he crashed into the side of
the shop's roof, which he grabbed and hung on to until he was Finally
able to pull himself up.

Even though it looked PaiNFul, Stump and | couldn't help
but laugh.
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The violet-haired girl, on the roof next to him, closed her eyes.
White sparkles and starlike motes swirled around him.

She'd just cast a “CUre” spell to heal him.

Bayard then saluted us.

What @ COUPle OF ShOWOFFS,” stump muttered.

| looked at Breeze. “I've seen you jump like that before.
Remember?”

She nodded. ‘I can't CONTrol it, though. I still need a lot of
practice with it.”

Yet those two appeared to use it so effortlessly,” Stump said
glumly. "Deprt'SSing."

Yeah.”

The elf seemed irritated. ‘Emerald heard his family comes From
Bayard's, a long line of Knights. The Knights of Aetheria. so
he's probably had an incredible amount of training already.”

A family of Knights . . . ¢

It's said the Academy’s best students are often picked up
by the KoA.
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They work for the kingdom by taking on quests. Each quest
involves defeating or thwarting the minions or the Eyeless One.

With each quest completed, the €Vl magician’s power and
influence shrinks ever so slightly. So quests like that are really more
than just “an adventure.”

It's like saving the world.

| could only dream of such a life . . .

A life of questing, vanquishing evil, and casting COO Spt‘”S
like Leap.

All in day’s work.

And at the end of the day, you go to one of several secret shops,
and spend your hard-earned loot on the CO0leSt items that exist.

| glanced at the shop’s roof. At Bayard.
That will be me up there someday, | thought. Or maybe
today. Why not?

| can make that jump!
Its not t00 Far! Maybe ir 1 just chug this Switness potion
and get a good running start . . .
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when | finally Surfaced, gasping and sputtering,
| caught a glimpse of orange hair as Bayard leaned over the roof.

He Flashed yet another annoying qrin.

'See Ya around, kid.”

I can barely use Parry Without going 00M . . .
And here this guy can jump the length of a classroom without
breaking a sweat . . .

... SPLASH!!
Stump landed in the water beside me.
Breeze fell in next. When the elf surfaced, her ears were drooping.
| noticed that her ears often move slightly depending on her mood.
‘What the heck?’
That's when | Felt something stuck to my cheek.
A lilypad.
| peeled it off ANQIily.
We'd better spend the rest of the day Training,” Breeze said. "We
have that test on Friday. Err, Hearthsdau, sorry.”



A test ...

Yeah, there's a TeST next week.

Or “trial.” That's what they call tests around here.

We have to Figh’r go(ems together as a group and try not to
get hit. The less hits each group member takes, the better.

Parry will help out a great deal there.

its hard to learn, though. Harder than Dual Wield.

Ophelia is going T0 help us improve, since she's been practicing
it For 2 while. stit, My MP S S0 low . . .

Even if | become skilled with Parry, | still have 5 MP.

Meaning | can only use it TWO tIMeS during the test, without
running out of mana and collapsing.

What am | going to do?
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SCFiOUSlU, what? Why can't we just have a muffin-eating
contest? What better way to test someone’s heroism than that? Eating a
single muffin isn't so hard, but believe me when | say, consuming ten
in a row is certainly & NEFOIC feat.

QUESTSDAY
(MONDAY)



" g CRAFTSDAY a
I (TUESDAY) a
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KINGSDAY

( WEDNESDAY)




GUILDSDAY
( THURSDAY)

| haven't made an entry iN 3 While.

The days are blurring together. Studying magical theory.
Meditating on strange words. Climbing down shafts. Eating sludge.
Listening to the noble kids make fun of peasants like me. I've also
been SPArring with Breeze in the afternoon, practicing for that
‘trial” on Hearthsday.

Tomorrow, | mean.

Emerald had an idea about that fest.

She wondered if maybe we could all drink Potions of
Invisibility.

If the golems can't see us, they cant hit us, right? But it's
against the rules.

No potions allowed.

Emerald and Breeze do have ‘magical stealth™ abilities that can turn
them invisible. SMoke Bomb, Hide. Tat wouldn't help much,
though. The rest of us would still be easy targets.

Stump, For example, is about as stealthy as an iron golem with
buckets for feet.
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Even so, Emerald has been working on that Hide ability of hers.
Usually by trying to sneak up on me the way Breeze does. Sadly, she
still needs a lot of practice.

She @n only turn par’riallu invisible, resulting in situations
like this:




In other news, Breeze found & DOOK in the Academy’s library.

It was an ancient looking tome with a blue cover that was worn
and faded. | could barely make out Tome of Artistry.”

According to the introductory text, this book contained exercises
to help improve one's Art SKill. 1 flipped through a few chapters,
noting a lot of DIZArTe, abstract drawings, and sketches. Even
paintings.

Breeze smiled.

‘Thought it might help.”

What did she mean by that? Ht’lp what, exactiyz what did
| need a book like this for?

| Stared at her, waiting for an explanation. She shrugged.

"Well, your art is good now, but . . . there's always room for
improvement, right? That drawing of a slime wearing boots, for
example . . .

My drawing of a slime wearing boots2 What, she didn't like that
drawingz Why? IT was a slime! take your basic, ordinary
green slime. Only it's wearing boots! How could anyone not like a
simple little drawing like that? Imagine him doing & little dance!
| spent over an hour on it, too!

‘It even has a chapter on drawing hands,” she said. "With
fingers, | mean.”



Fingers? | FeCOIled in sheer terror. My face probably looked like
this: o Jj 0

Does she even know how hard it is to draw fingers2!

It's impossible! I've tried in the past, of course, and every time, a
person’s hands end up looking like tiny squids! The truth is fingers
are just these noodly Spaghetti-things that refuse to be properly
drawn! And I'm Sure no textbook—no matter how great—can ever
change that!

No, | find it's best to draw people with their hands closed,
making Fists.

That way you don't have to worry about drawing fingers. Or you
an get creative and draw someone sitting down at a desk.

Even if you just drew random objects to hide their hands, things
that had no business being there, like two pineapples that were just
Floating in the air, It would still be better than actually
drawing fingers.

To highlight this point, I'm going to include a drawing I'd thrown
in my SCrap Pile. A drawing that was never meant to see the
inside of any journal. My First real attempt at drawing hands
with fingers.

... I'm sorry if this haunts your dreams.
[ |
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In other news, it's been raining & 10T lately.

In fact, | think it's rained at least ance every single day since
| arrived.

Today, it even rained tiny ice cubes for about twenty minutes. |(f‘
cubes! Falling from the sky! Weird, right2

| quess this sort of weather is ‘somewhat normal around here.”
Hail, it's called. The local kids say the storms have been getting
worse, though. Dirg says he saw an actual ice block Fall from the sky
about three weeks ago. Well, not a Full ice block.

About half the size of one.

Still, even that is hard to believe . . .
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HEARTHSDAY (FRIDAY)

introducing the NEroic training golem.”

Essentially the "boss™ version of what we've been fighting.

They also look scarier than the normal golems, with a Frown not
unlike a creeper's.

For today’s test we had to fight two of these things. For two
minutes. And if any member of your group gets knocked outside the
fence—Failure.

In short, a lot of kids got Thrashed today. More than a

few students were furned into what | can only describe as "mud
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omelets.” Pounded into the mud by two sets of giant fists. This one
kid, a scrawny dwarf bou, actually took some real damage. Luckily,
there was a healer present who healed him with a Cure spell, and he
was carried off by quards.

OF the three groups who went before ours, Bauar ds group did the
best. Six nobles, each with more training than Breeze. They used all sorts
of defensive moves—Par M, Tumble, Dash, Lfé!p—and only took
three hits, resulting in @ SCOre OF S (better than an A).

My party was up next.

And we had no deFensive abilities except Parry.

50 how could the seven of us possibly avoid being turned into
mud omelets?

Were we really going to Faile What if we did so poorly on this test,
we were actually eXpelled from the Academy?

Well, if that happened, | could always open up a small mushroom
stew restaurant.

'd have to start a new journal series, though. A record of MY
new life as @ restaurant owner.

Would anyone still read thate Journal of an 8-Bit
Restaurateur? who cares if | fail to become a swordsman! Crafting

---------------------------------
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At least there’s [
some
News about foday’s Tgsof?d

he golems always make f

s >\\\ €asily drawn Fists!” 1/ ///
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This is where | get knacked back and Fly over the fence.

Resulting in an automatic Failure and expulsion For not only me
out All Six of my Friends.

To anyone reading this, 'm so SOITY. | know you wanted to
see me graduate and become & Knigh’r. But every book | write from
now on will involve me running my small restaurant.

No quests.

No magic spells or cool adventures.

Just mushrooms, bubbling pots, and polite greetings to MY
customers. Many of whom will probably be heroic Knights.

Here you go, NEro Sirl A perfectly crafted bowl of triple

mushroom stew! When eaten, it will boost your strength and HP,
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assisting you on your next quest! Please tell me all about your

adventures when you return!
A true NPC.
That's my destiny.
There's one problem, though.
... I'mnot the bigqgest Fan of mushrooms.
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Its called iNFighting.

Something | learned about in Mongter Studies.

One golem hit the other, AQQrOING it, and that was it. A battle
between giants.

As the two Fought, making the angriest golem noises, my friends
watched in total aMazement. As did everyone else.

'm not sure why no one else had thOUQNt o it. It was a Fairly
obvious solution to this test. It seemed obvious to me, af least, once
| saw we'd be fighting two of them.

Bayard, realizing what was about to happen, turned red with rage.
No, that's . . . That's aQainst the rules, isn' if2!
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They're cheating!”

Qur instructor, Dirg, tugged at his beard. "Aye, this is a bit of
noober Y. But the only requirement For this test is that they remain
inside the fence . . "

He tugged at his beard again. A CUFIOUS strategy, indeed.”

When our two minutes were up, every member of my group had
been hit a total of zero times.

ot
A perfect score.

And | should mention that the above illustrations only captured the
most important moment of our fight.

Before diving out of the way, | deflected a golem's huge Fist with
Parry several times, as did Ophelia, Breeze. . . . Everyone. So now,
the seven of us, nearly 00M and on the verge of collapse, could
only smile.

That's part of QUI Training, | quess.

Getting used fo running low on mana, and spending a good part
of each day just resting, recovering . . .

| barely remember returning to my room, crashing face down onto

my bed . . .
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As | drifted off,

there was one thing | could absolutely

say with certainty . . .
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= HEARTHSDAY
(FRIDAY)—UPDATE II

Later on, | had to speak with Aery in her office.

At First, she just went over MY MANA. Your MP hasn't
increased,” she said. “Yet, I'd like to mention that you have a total
of 10,820 XP_ That's a lot of experience For your age. | assume
much of that was gained during The quesT you mentioned.” She
looked up. “You should have no prablem reaching Fifth level as a
Warrior. y the time you graduate, | mean.”

A level-Five warrior . . .

Things were finally starting to look up.

'd only expected to graduate at level two or three at the most.

“Also, you did very well in today's trial.” she said. “And the king
has personally donated a number of books to help students in need.”
Aery held up an ancient looking tome. “They're called librams. in
short, a libram contains one spell. Upon being read, it will fransfer
that spell to the reader.”

Transferred fo the reader . . . 2

S0 what shes saying is, lcan . . ... ........

| nearly fell over inmy chair. lan.............

Aery smiled. By that, | mean, you'll automatically learn the
book’s spell.”
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Yeah, | know.

its NOt professional for one to write a bunch of gibberish in
their journal.

However, as I've mentioned before, | go for 2CCUraCy, and
the above was an accurate recreation of my thought process at this
very moment.
... Magical b-books that . . . t-transfer s-S-sp-p . . .



Breeze had once mentioned books like this. They're said to be rare,
though, highly sought after. extremely valuable.

In fact, Max mentioned them yesterday. He said they can
sometimes be found in item shops, but they often go for Fiﬁu
thousand emeralds or more. And now . . .

Aery looked at me and laughed. "Anyway, the libram I'm giving
you contains the spell Air Dash. an essential speil every
student should know it by the time they graduate.”

So | just . . Read it. That's it.

She nodded. “And make sure to look at all the runes and
illustrations. Tat's important.” Another smile. “You won't have
(lass tomorrow. | want you to do some "Iigh’r reading." Il make
sure your friends get their own copies, of course. The seven of you
have done quite well so far. And you'll want to keep eating your
shrelbs. They really will increase your MP. With your new magic, you'll
need All the mana you an get.”

Yeah."

. I will eat those vegetables.
As long as it means being able to cast a real spell, | will wolf
them down, whether they're baked in pies, sauteed or fried, fermented,
pickled or boiled to a2 mush. Raw, even. Straight from the ground.
Dixels of dirt still clinging on. That's NOW Far Im willing to go.
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Heck, even if | have to eat an entire

grass block,
| will Find 2 way.




HYMNSDAY

(SATURDAY)
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ALMSDAY

(SUNDAY)




] o
" QUESTSDAY (MONDAY) "

This moming, | was preparing to crawl out of bed like a basic slime
again. Then | realized . . .

... I 'no longer had to.

on this day, the Fiffeenth of Diamondstar, | woke up
the way @ legendary Nero probably does.

By Flying out of bed with a spell.

(air spell, instant cast): sends
the caster flying a short distance in one
direction. With enough practice, this
spell can be used while in the air.

l
|

e
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Yeah, so | made a Few SPEIling errors just now. Come on,
| was born in a village that doesn't even have proper chairs! Just stair
blocks! You can't expect perfection from someone like me! And you
can't expect me to not be excited about this!

Air Dash.

A spell | [earned last night.
its “instant cast,” meaning there's no chanting required.
You only have o focus on the spell's arcane word, and you'll fly

one and a half blocks with Dlinding speed.

Il admit, after Flying out of bed, | Crashed to the Floor, then
Floundered around like 2 SQUIA On $and. Being sent so Fast
in one direction is more than a little disorienting. | still need a lot

of practice.
Still, the Fact that Id used real magic af all . . .



T f
MAGICI
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If you're wondering about my friends, they all learned Air Dash
as well, and Max additionally DegQed for a libram o lce Bolt
An ice spell!
Max @n actually cast an ice spell!
A low-level one, but stilll It's a spell actual mages offen use!

To celebrate, the seven of us went out into the Academy gardens
and practiced as much as we could.

we used all OF our provided mana biscuits—were
only given three per day—so we bought a few extra stacks From the
Academy’s item shop.

That set us back two thousand emeralds. That's right.
Two thousand. | chipped in over one thousand myself. It was so
worth it, though, because we were able 10 SPam our new spells
for more than twenty minutes straight. You can't put a price
on SKill gains.

| also raced Breeze at one point. | almost won, too! As we ran
through the gardens, past rows of rectanqular shrubs, | chugged a
Swiftness potion and took the lead! | then used My new SPell to
gain even more distance and . . .

.. Lost my balance and fell into the grass. Magic really
does take some getting used to.
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How sad . . .

| cheated and still lost . . .

Annoyingly. Breeze used Air Dash to zoom up beside me.
The elf managed to stay upright by leaning back somewhat, then
skidded to a halt in an expert way.

"How are you so good at this?" | grumbled, picking myself up.

Breeze shrugged. It's AN Air Spf”. Elves are said to have a
falent with water and air magic

“That must be nice.”

s elves are NAturally skilled with using two different
elements. And what about me2! Were my distant ancestors really
powerful magqic userse Aqain, | find that so hard to believe,
because every time | try this new spell, it's a struggle to avoid flopping
around like a Fish . . .

‘From what | understand, when it comes to magic, villagers, or
highborn, aren't known for having any particular strengths,” Breeze
said. "However, that also means you dont have any weaknesses.”

Uh hUh What weaknesses do you have, exactlye”

Trr, we're supposedly NOT 100 qreat with fire or earth magic.”

A

Stump had rambled on about this stuff a few times already.
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Dwarves are better than most at crafting things made of
stone, and wielding axes and hammers, while elves are better at
woodworking, archery, and riding. Things like that.

| had no idea that extended fo magic, though.

Nor was | aware that some are weaker than others with
certain elements.

Wait. So this means I'm potentially better at earth and Fire magic
than Breeze?
Let me say it again:

| MAY ACTUALLY BE BETTER
THAN BREEZE AT

-------------------
-----------------

-------------------

_00(_2#3#_23!############—#—#
#—8—1)

@@

What an interesting development.

(learty | must learn a low-level fire spell so | can taunt her
endlessiy., —. —.
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It was about this time that Stump approached with Ophelia and
the rest. Stump was giving them & [€CtUIe on Air Dash.

" .. Its one of the MOSH USEFul spells out there. You can
use it fo dodge a monster's big attack, dodge a spell, or catch up to
someone. A F€A1 NEr0 MOVE! In fact, it would have taken us
months to learn this spell the normal way.” Without librams,

[ mean Jui

‘Thanks for the mana biscuits,” Lola said to me. “Although, even
If it was greaf to practice our magic at length today, do you really
think it was a good idea to spend SO MUCh MONEY like thate”

| just don't want us to Fall behind," | said with a shrug.

Emerald nodded. ‘That's just how it goes at @ SChool like
this. A lot of students here are spending almost everything they have
on mana-restoring items, so they can practice more.”

It's tr ue,” Stump said. ‘I saw Bayard and crew in the item shop
yesterday. They dropped over Five thousand emeralds! and
not on biscuits, but potions! Mana potions! one good chug and
you're back to Full mana,jUST like that!"

"A mana potion doesnt restore all of your mana,” Emerald said.

‘Only about Five MP or so.”
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‘Okay, whatever. Still, can you imagine having potions like that on
you at all timesz Must be NICE being so rich.”

Max patted him on the back. Then the aspiring mage smiled at me
in particular. 1 believe & DIQ TaNKS is in order, runt. You're
the reason we have these new spells. Those who failed the trial
were only given the basic Dash ability. Not this improved version. And
we definitely would have Failed if not for that INFighting frick
of yours.”

‘It wouldn't have worked Without the rest of you,” 1 said.
‘Even Emerald managed to Parry what, five times?’

Five times2 Or was it four?” Max turned to Emerald. His voice
was 4 DIt ool when he said, ‘But yes, you did FCQHU QOOd.
Nice work.”

Obviously, Max was a bit sore about how well she did the
other day.

For @ NOVICE like her, using an ability Five times Without
res‘ring, even & basic one like Parry, is a fairly amazing feat.

It's kind of surprising, but among the seven of us, Emerald has
the second-highest MP. one point below Breeze. And Breeze has
had years of training.
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Lola must have sensed how @aNNOYEd Max was, because she
quickly changed the subject. “While this is all rather €XCItinNg, | must
say, it is getting rather cold out, isn't it2 Think I'll head back inside.
Anyone care to join me for some tea?’

It was cold today. Overcast, damp.

And now, @ Chill wind was picking up, howling eerily as it
wound through the garden.

That shouldnt be surprising. So it's cold. It's the middle of
Diamondstar. Still, I'd never heard wind like that, or seen @ SKY SO
gloomy . . .
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I~ CRAFTSDAY. (TUESDAY) & gl

It started raiNiNQ yesterday evening, and it hasn't stopped.
We still had class in the training grounds, though. By the end,
everyone was wet, freezing, and covered in mud.

| will say, the golems are @ (0T €aSIer with my new spell.
But I'm about ready to try enchanting my school uniform with
Waterproof. Arter all, | dream of becoming a knight. And what
kind of knight walks around in soqqy boots?!

Have you ever heard that sound?
0F someone walking around in waterlogged Footweare

There's nothing heroic about it! 1 mean, 1 went back in
after Swordplay, and it sounded like | was walking on slime blocks!
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g (K INGSDAY (WEDNESDAY)  ull

It's STILL raining.

At one point, it even started hailing again.

And when | say “Nail,” 1 mean ice cubes two pixels in width—half
the size of your Fist.

There's been the loudest ThUNAEr too, like it's right outside,
with lightning flashing constantly, flickering. We've never seen
anything like it.

Max says it might be a low level ‘manastorm,” a kind o
magically charged storm. Typically brought on by a disruption in the
fFlow of mana throughout the world.

| tried to comprehend. "So what . . . causes them?’

When the mage turned to me, his black glasses held a sudden
gleam. “Well, the last time the world Saw weather like this was
ages ago. During the war. The enemy was using a form of magic
known as “Fell magic.” spelis of this type are very powerful,
but corruptive. Heavy use will lead to aN imbalance in
the world.”

Max turned back to the window. "Anyway, if | had to quess, I'd
say this is related to whatever Herobrine’s minions are doing
up north.”
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| don't understand.” Stump, moving closer to the window, looked
out and sighed. “Is the world situation really SO bad?

Max shrugged. ‘Is it dNY SUrpr 1S€2 Things haven't exactly been
great for a while. | mean, months ago, we had slimes raining down on
our village.”

Yeah, but . . .

.

You'll want to Pay aftention nere.

This is where my best friend asked something profound.

It was a simple question. Yet the single most important thing anyone
could have possibly asked.

“. .. Why hasn't the world been saved yet2”
iy
Huh?
Why hasn't the . . .
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| looked at him In fotal confusion.
And | opened my mouth to ask what he meant by that. Then |
froze. wait, is he talking about . . .

A realization was slowly forming.
It seemed Max was arriving at the same conclusion, because after

looking at Stump, he suddenly froze, t0o.
| looked at Max.

He looked at me.

Then Stump looked at us I Total desperaﬂon, waiting
for us to respond.

What a question, right?
Why HASNTThe world been saved yet?



Why are monsters still growing in number2 Why was our village
nearly deStroyed? And why are ice cubes now falling From the sky?

Okay, so there's an eVil wizard named Herobrine, also
known as the Eyeless One to the elves, the Dark One fo the dwarves,
while most of those living in Dawnsbloom know of him as the Demon
Lord. And yeah, the people of Aetheria really need to come together and
settle on one name for him, because this is just getting conFusing‘

Anyway . . .

| suppose Stump was really asking:

Why hasn't he been stopped yet2 Why hasn't anyone shut him
down already?

Because . . .

Tm not sure why | never thought of that myself,” Max said at last.
You are, of course, referring to the Otherworlders, correct?’
Otherworlders.

That's what everyone calls them around here.
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Heroes from another world. Like Kolbert. Like
Steve and Mike.
They arrived in this world some time 2qo. Before | began writing.

Back then, | witnessed firsthand what they were capable of. Our
village wouldn’t have survived Without their help.

What's more . . .

Roughly one thousand of these people are said to have
arrived here.

One thousand! an actual army of summoned heroes, each
said to be blessed with divine strength, skill, and magic.

So what's the problemz when it comes to saving a warld,
how many heroes does it takez And how long does it usually take
them? They've been here for what, half a yeare!

With that in mind . . .

WHY HASN'T OUR WORLD BEEN SAVED YET2!

WHY HAVE THINGS ONLY GROWN WORSE EVER SINCE
THEY ARRIVED?!

AND WHY DIDNT | EVER THINK ABOUT THIS
BEFOREZ2! IT'S THE SINGLE MOST 0BVIOUS THING!



T, um . . ." Max was clearly struggling with this as well.

‘Well, many of them did arrive in the middle of nowhere, with no
explanation, no instructions, no assistance. It's not like we can expect
much from anyone given those conditions.”

Yet some did appear in the capital,” | said. "While others soon
made their way there. Where are they now?

Max shrugged. Kolbert did mention that some of them were
sailing 1o the Kingdom of Novaly. stit, 'm sure not all of
them fled . . ~

Stump seemed doubtful. "Where are they, then? What
happened?

‘| suppose the library here might have some records,” Max said,
after a long pause. ‘Perhaps we can learn more there?”

And so, the three of us vowed fo SOIVE this mystery.

Well, actually, the seven of us. We ran info the girls on our way to
the library and explained the situation.

‘Aww, it's just like old times!” Emerald said while we ran through
the halls. "A Qood, old-Fashioned snooping around!
In a dusty library, too! We haven't done that in at least two months!
| was starting to miss it!”
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‘What's all the rush2” Lola alled out. "And what's an
otherworlder?” sne was lagging behind, carrying a sack o
muffins she'd baked for us. "Hey, will you guys wait up?”

| handed her a Swiftness potion.

Whate!

| keep them on hand at all fimes!
I'm always prepared
for situations like this!



GUILDSDAY
( THURSDAY)

We found a public archive of the city records.

It was six months old, but it did have some information on the
heroes now living in our world.

"All right, so it seems every generation has had what they cll
a...'Demon Lord," Emerald said, reading with Max. “Currently,
that's Herobrine. and before him, there was the Lich King. A
skeletal mage with an army of undead.”

"And before the Lich King, there was the Bad Druid.” Max
said. "Apparently, he made all sorts of twisted creations, corruptions
of nature. He's the one responsible for (T€ATING Creepers.

As well as another plant monster called The TrifFFid. rve never
heard of them.”

So every so often, & bad QuUY pops up.

However, throughout history, these villains were easily shut down
by Aetherian heroes.

The Eyeless One is dIFFerent. though. He was one battle away
from destroying the world ages aqo, so the king was rather alarmed
upon learning of his revival.
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“Seems they learned this SEVEN MONtS ago,” Max continued.
‘0n the tenth oF Manatide. The king called a number of high-
level priests and magicians to the castle. A special ceremony was held
in the courtyard on the twelfth.” Max paused, reading. ‘This ceremony
was essentially . .- 4 large qroup Spell. to summon assistance.
over three hundred otherworlders did appear in the cstle
courtyard that day. All possessed a class as well as magic. Some even
had what's known as an exalted class. Holy Knight, Dragoon,
Sage, and so on. OF course, it normally takes a great deal of training
to obtain a class like that.”

The section he was reading had two illustrations.

This event was recorded by royal scribes, and they did sketches.
And yeah, their Art SKill seems to be much higher than mine . . .
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| "0, great heroes!”
| beg you for assistance!”
‘our world, Aetheria, 18
in great peril . ..

“Tne Demon Lord known
25 Herobrine has been
resurrected by his
Pollowers, an evil sect . . .

-




"0F course, there was & Problem with the spell” Max said. ‘0ne
thousand should have arrived that day, not three hundred.
The rest appeared elsewhere, in seemingly rANAOM locations. Like
what happened to the Legion, and Steve, Mike . . .

‘Huh.

Emerald pointed at the next paragraph. ‘They seem to think
Herobrine disrupted the summoning spell.”

No WQU."STump rubbed his chin. “So . . . he knew. He somehow
knew the king, upon learning of his return, would SUMMOnN heroes
in response. He then found a way to disrupt their strateqy. And most
wound up in rANAOM swamps, deserts, beaches.”

‘I've heard that some even arrived in the middle of the
ocean.” Max said. “0r on tiny islands.”

He really is that SMArT, hun?

‘We've known that for a while,” Ophelia reminded him. “The way his
monsters worked together during those first few attacks on Villagetown.
Zombies and slimes protecting creepers. He's F|fnd|3hlu clever.”

"0h wow!” Emerald exclaimed. She was sl reading. “So they
learned a few things about otherworlders that day. For one, all of them
had one “divine QIFt.” Theyre like really powerful abilities. One
hero was able to “Freeze fime.” Another could summon @ SMal
draqon. And three of them had the ability to "respawn upon
death.” sound familiare’
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‘Steve could do that, too,” | said. "‘Wait. That means not all of
them can respawn?’

‘QUeSS NOTt. only a few have that power. Oh, check this out. It
says a year on Earth is only three hundred and sixty-Ffive days long.
How weird is that?

Breeze raised an eyebrow. Do they only have eleven months or
something?’

"No, there's tWEIVE,” Emerald said. ‘But their longest is only thirty
one days. Huh. So in that world, we would be around . . .|

Thirteen and 2 hQ(F,” Max said. “Well, I'd be almost
Fourteen. That's ... S0 weird

Lola had stopped smiling. ‘Whatever happened to them?
The ones who appeared in the capital, | mean2’

1t doesn’t Say much.” Max said. ‘They were given supplies.
Armor, weapons, and librams. They were [ater called to a conference
with the king and his advisors. But there’s no mention of what went
on there. Nor where they went afferward.”

‘There must be at least some of them left in this city,” | said. ‘We
need to Find them. They have to know something. And maybe
at least one of them knows Steve and Mike, or knows where they are?”
Steve and Mike.
| haven't thought about those two in so long.



They took off from our village over 2 month ago, promising to
return with help.

What happened fo them? Where are they now?

Believe me when | say, | will get to the bottom of this! Il
spend every bit of spare time | have scouring this city. Every last inn
and item shop.

Besides, | heard there's this really nice cafe downtown, So even
iIf my searching doesn't pan out, at least I'll be able to stock up on
ookies, right
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HEARTHSDAY

(FRIDAY)

. Otherworldersz A, Yyou mean

those . . herg folk. Now that you

mention it, | haven't seen any in g

While. Cant say | miss them! They'd
always barge in make a Face, and g5k

about the most ridiculous sounding

food! As if my shrelb and boag stew
ISn't the tastiest dish in town!”




The last otherworlder | Saw
ol @ame in without $aying a
word, made 2 @mpfire in

the middle of my shop,

and . . . started roasting

a Chicken. When | gsked

him to leave, he alled me

a muffin-loving NPC_ stij|
rying to figure that one out.”
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— of them here. Still, there

——

"No | don't get too many ‘

was this one time. Azb%m
seven months ago¢ s
group of Them rushte : .
info my shop In ?’[Sa \i . .

of panic. They kep o .
about & . - - mind link.

And electro . magio . . .
something or rather. They then demanded that
onnect them to a game master They said it was *
a real emergency. 0F course, | couldn’t understand
What they were falking about. And | almost asked
IF they wanted 2 frim. Because the only emergency

| could see was their outlandish hairstyles!”

e

| ¢




So it seems the locals don't Know very much.

Aery wasn't very helpful, either. We spoke to her at the front desk
after coming back empty-handed.

‘That's really not MY area of CXDEF“S(‘,’ she said. ‘They're
not exactly the type who would benefit from @ School like this.
| have heard that they've been working closely with The King,
fraining and coming up with a strategy for the Demon Lord e
wait, where you come from, he's known as [he Eut‘lt‘SS One,
isn't he2"

... or Herobrine-

Well, maybe it really is that simple?

IF they really are working with the king, maybe theyre in the
castlez Or somewhere near it2

Il find you, STEVE. And when | do, you have a lot of explaining
to do! You could have at least sent me a letter! Lorica has a quild
called The Messenger's Guild, and through them, you can send
mail to any town in the kingdom!

A letter to my village would have only cost thirty gold!

That's only three hundred emeralds, you
cheapskate 1111t EEEEEEEEE
FEERCEEEREEEEEeerrernternel

-----------------------------
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HEARTHSDAY

(FRIDAY)—UPDATE II

Tonight, dinner was Shrelb casserole.

How could | fForget the COOKieSg e walked past three bakeries!

Max, like the rest of us, was STaring at his plate. ‘I can’t believe
nobody seems to know anything.”

‘Maybe well have better luck fomorrow,” Ophelia said, looking
gloomu. "0h, wait. we won't have time, huh?” She was talking
about €vening classes.

Stump, Max, Lola, and Ophelia are Falling behind, according
to our instructors.

So starting tomorrow, they have to take some €XIra classes
in the evenings. And Breeze is now taking some sort of SPECial
Fencing class in the evenings. It's actually held outside the school,
at some fancy elven hall, by invitation only.

According to her, that training will last at least two weeks.”
Which means . . .

Emerald smiled at me. Dont worry. Even if they're too busy, MY
schedule is still Free-
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NO! Not her! | couldn't think of a worse person to explore 4
(ity with! Today, she whined about the rain nonstop!

Why wasn't she assigned extra classes, anyway? How is she daing
s0 wellz Somehow, she's Nearly as Qood as Breeze with magic.
She still needs a lot of practice with Hidf, but 've never seen her fail
an Air Dash the way | fail.

still, Emerald is . .. Emerald. Only folerable in small doses.

| looked at Breeze. "So. Is there any way | could join that
fencing dasse”

Emerald lared at me. You'd be lucky to hang out with someone
as (00[ as me!"

‘Um., you complained about your Feet hurting before we even left
the school,” | said.

‘50 WNAT12 these new shoes o ours are practically enchanted
with Discomfort VIl You air jockey!

"Squid crafter.”

"Squid brewer.”

"Slime burglar.”

Emerald rolled her eyes. ‘That doesn't even make sense! How does
someone steal a slime2 And who would they be stealing it from?’

‘Um, a. .. slime farmer?’

" .. They're not sheep, you 1di0T! You can’t Farm slimes!”
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... Help me.
| can't take any more of this.

This is all your doing, Steve! You and the rest of
your Kind!

IF you had just dealt with Herobrine like you were SUPPOSED
to, | wouldn't currently be in this mess!

Without The Eyeless One, there would be no need For $o many
heroes, and this school wouldnt need so many students, and I'd still
be at home, Warm and SNUQ in my little bed!
tou all yourself a hero?!

Back in Villagetown, you spent three weeks frying to craft

-------------------------------



HYMNSDAY
(SATURDAY)

Today, our search Went Way WOrSe than yesterday.

| know it would have been different if Breeze had been there. She
would have kept us in check.

Without her around, there was no one to stop me from . . .
being ME. 0r Emerald from being Emerald. In short, things
quickly got out of hand.

Otherworlders?
Buy something or scram
I'havent got time Rk .
Hey! Kid! | toid yoy 19
put that sword downi”

B
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I “Otherworlders?

Yeah. | know them! They trashed
my shop a few months back!
Dont even mention those rats!

In fact, get out of My shop!
Out! Not another word’

dirt block,
squidrace!”

—



Two more weeks.

Two more weeks Without Breeze.

Without anyone except Emerald, actually. How cruel is that?

Our classes have been getting NArder, too. And on Monday, we'l
be starting to spar against heroic golems reqularly.

| tried Fighting one alone after dinner. The girls had left to crash
in their room, Max and Stump left For ours, and the training grounds
are alwaus OpEeN. To blow off a little steam, a late night training
session was just what | needed. | even threw on my black armor

and brought Eventide, the sword Breeze gave me a while back.
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it didn't go o well, though.

Counting Air Dash, | still only have tWO defensive moves.

And sure, | could draw another picture of me getting slammed into
the mud by a giant golem, but at this point, it's just getting old.

/“So what's the problemé!
Where are you, Steve and Mik
You're the summaned heroes!
Not me! Save the world already!

'm sick of this schooll”
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.. Iwish I was an otherworlder.

| mean, just fo obtain a few MEAQEI abilities, and a basic class
like WAITIOF, | have to go through all this! Training at this intense
School, and eating these awrul vegetables!

Meanwhile, they didn't have to do a thing!

They simply woke up in this world, already possessing spells and
dasses! Just like in a Fairy tale!

b eyl That's a

neroic golem, idiot!
You cant take one
by yourself!’
“Wow. \ S nts
What's he S0
angry about?’ |

—

————
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| trie PAINTING today.

After all, it's said to help you relax, and that book Breeze gave
me has exercises on everything from pastel fo watercolor.

Not bad, right? My First masterpiece. Emerald said | made
her look like a potato, though.

We were just sitting around in the gardens. It was actually

somewhat warm today, no rain, and she was going through one of

our boring textbooks called “Aetheria Geographica.”
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'S0 most scholars seem to think our world is shaped like an
Immense Cube,” Emerald read. “At the very top, there's a thin layer
of grass, dirt, and stone. Beneath that, it's bedrock, over half the way
down. At which point you'll find an even harder type of rock.”

But the elders always said Aetheria is Flat”

She offered a slight shrug. "Some of them also believe the moon is
4 giant, moldy potato.”

‘Maybe it is¢"

"Maybe.” closing her textbook, she stood up and loked at the
sky. It was still overcast. "We still have a few hours until the rest get
back. How about we hit up a few shops?¢’

"As long as you promise not to call anyone a SQUIFace.” | said.

‘0h, come on, how was | supposed to know? | mean, sure, | heard
it was a serious INSUIT around here, but | had no idea it was

that bad!-

In the capital, "squidface” is considered an unspeakable
profanity. A Demon Lord in the past had a face with Tentacles and
looked, by all accounts, like a squid person. He was a minor villain,
| guess, not quite on the same level as Herobrine, but he still caused
enough chaos For Loricans to remember him even now.

His armies of slimes attacked countless Farms, and devoured

entire crops left and right, Forcing farmers to raise their prices, until
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eventually, a single carrot cost more than twenty emeralds, and “I'm
having vegetable stew for dinner” was actually seen as something
0f a boast.

Emerald smiled innocently. “Anyway, sure. NO more
squidface . | promise.”
" DKL

| don't know why | agreed.

Even if she promised not to use that one specifically, who knew
how many other insults she had up her sleeves

And what about me? Could | trust myselfe Upon stepping into a
new weapon shop filled with that new sword smell, would | be able
to resist the urge to pick something up and swing it around, while
pretending to be a hero?

Would 2

It was a sword with an enchantment called “+3."

A magical plus enchantment. we read about that in class
the other day. Each "DIUS” gives one level of every basic enchantment.
Sharpness, Unbreaking, Accuracy, Balance, Comfort, Lightness . . .

Too many to list.

50 the weapon | was looking at now effectively had all of
those—at level three! sharpness 111, Unbreaking Ill, Accuracy
Il .. 1 couldn't even imagine having & weapon like that!
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And | almost reached for it.
Until | overheard a conversation at the counter nearby.

I
‘Don't do it,
Runt. Stop. Just

back away.”

A young man with blonde hair had started arquing with the
shopkeeper. *. .. Twenty emeraldse! it's worth way more than
that!” It seemed he was trying to sell a rather crude-looking helmet.

Thats my FiNal OFFer,” the shopkeeper replied. “This helmet
is low grade, not much durability. No one buys that kind of gear
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anymore. Not even the rookies. The lower level monsters have been
getting 4 [0t s’fronger lately, or so they've been telling me. They
need solid hardware to even stand a chance.”

Fine.” e young man then drew a sword and placed it on the
counter as well. ‘How much For this one?”

The sword had clearly seen a lot of use. It had an emerald blade,
and several of the blade’s green pixels were missing.

Hmm.” The shopkeeper replied with a number so low, it even
made me angry. “Give ya fifty for both, kiddo."

The young man sagged his shoulders. *. . . You're lucky | need
the cash-

And that was it.

He took the money—FiFty Silver drakken—and headed
for the door.

Like the sword he'd just sold, his armor had seen better days. A
chain hauberk and chausses in complete fatters.

His hair was a mess as well. Stray pixels everywhere. It looked like
he hadn't slept in days. And one of his boots had TEETH marks in
it. Or fang marks. Whatever.

That was when | realized who it was. OF course, even before | saw
him, his voice had Seemed FAMILIAT. The voice of someone | knew

months ago. A Few months. sut it felt like SO long Qo . . .
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" .. Mike?"
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g~ QUESTDAY (MONDAY)— g
b UPDATE 11 .

It was him.

Mike. otherworlder and all-around NICE QUY. He looked like hed
been living in a cave, subsisting on nothing but slimes, DUt it was
him.
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As | stared at him, | thought back to the Villagetown days, and
all the times hed helped out. And what Felt like €Very possible
emotion welled up inside of me. Happiness. Confusion.
Surprise. Fear. Sadness. Even hunger. 1 hadn' eaten
dinner yet.

Wait, is hunger an emotion? WO €ares2! why is he here! And
why does he look like thatz! What happened?!

Then | almost felt SOITY For him. Because thase questions were
only a fraction of what | had saved up. He had no idea what he
was about to go through. A Tidal WaVe of question marks was
heading his way.

However, when he finally spoke . . .

... hunt? Emeraldz What are you doing here?

| couldnt Say anuthing. 1 was still so overwhelmed,
you could have handed me a grass block, fold me it was a slice of
pizza, and | probably would have taken a few nibbles before realizing
what it was.

Emerald came through For me, though: ‘What are YOU doing herez!”

Well, 1. . " He let out 2 SMall SiQh. 1 just got caught up with
what's happening here and . . ." He paused, apparently noticing our
uniforms. His expression went grim. ‘Listen, you really shouldn’t
be here. Go back as soon as you can. | mean it. The Situation is
really bad . .
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He began rambling on about monsters. The same sort of stuff
Kolbert had hinted at, and EIriC had mentioned on the road.
Countless farms were being attacked north of here, by things no
one's ever seen. Like red SIIMES that can breathe small gouts of
Flame. And “corrupted blazes.” in Mike's words, theyre a “twisted,
nightmare version of the standard blaze” . . . Whatever that means.

| stepped closer. "Mikt‘.n Despite all the questions | had, there was
only one that truly mattered. "Where's Stevee”

‘About that . . " Mikes Face Qrew dark_ Darker than Breeze
in 2 SEriOUS MOOd. Darker than Emerald the other day after we
came back to the Academy totally drenched. Even darker than Stump’s
when we finally ran out of Travel I'QHOI’]S," which is probably the
darkest expression | can imagine.




| staggered a bit. "Gone.”

Mike nodded weakly. ‘We lost him on our last expedition. There're
some ruins under the city. The Eyeless One was supposedly seen
sneaking around there, so we went exploring, | . . . During our last

trip, this Thing. it. . . cot him . .

By now, The whole world was spinning, and Mike's
words seemed so diStant, as if coming from another room. | think
Emerald helped keep me upright, | don't know. What was he saying,
anyway? Steve couldn't be QOI’IE! He's 2 Nero. and one with
2 dIVINE Qift that tets him come back to lifel An almost godiike
power! He's effectively Immortal!

And | opened my mouth to inform Mike of this, but he
shook his head.

Trust me,” he said. ‘HE'S QONE. Notch, too, from what | heard.
There was this large battle up north. Up there, the Eyeless One’s
minions have been bringing in all kinds of things. Even AEMONS.
iIf you can believe that. And they . . . ‘releporh?d him somehow. He
was flung far past the Void. To one of the far realms.”

161



He lowered his head. "Anyway, | . . . Wt‘”, I've been trying to sell
some Stuff so | can afford the Fare to VAIENZA. Steve was always
talking about going there . . ." As he said this, Mike had this weird,
absent sort of smile. ‘IS an island. but they say it's Aetheria’s
version of [taly. Like how Dawnsbloom was inspired by France, and
Novaly is a weird version of JAPAN. Some of the best pizza around
in Valenza, while Novaly is said to have amazing sushi, and . . .’

Italy France? were those Earth kingdoms? And pizza2 Sushi2
Why was he falking about food at a time like thisé! He just said Notch
was teleported to a place that probably makes the Nether look like one
of Stump’s old birthday parties! while Steve was . . .

Was . . .

Steve, were you really . . .

No, you can't bel i reruse to betieve it

Mike's wrong! | know he is! Surely you respawned
somewhere, righte!

"So you're . . . leaving,” | heard Emerald say. I'd never seen her
look so glum. You're just . . . boarding a ship to some island.”

A Flash of irritation Flickered across Mike's face. ‘I never asked
to be sent here. None of us did. And after what happened to Steve,
I'm done. Everyone else has already left for Novaly. Well, almost

everyone. | only stayed behind because | thought | could make a
162 =




difference, but it's hopeless . . . I'm SOITY, but it is. So I'm getting
as far away from this place as | can. And so should you. Because the
truth is . . .

What he said next, with the way he looked at me, is something I'l

never forget. ... We Failed

He looked back ane fast time. ‘If you want to know why,
ceck out the ruins beneath the city. oniy then youl'll
understand.

And he was out the door.

| silently watched him go. Mike . . . That wasnt him. Where was
the heroism2 The optimismé How could he give up? So our world
had monsters, and weird weather nowadays, but was the situation
really that bad?

The heroes can’t Fail. That just didn’t happen, right? They're
summoned heroes!

| drew my Academy sword and chopped at a nearby crate. With
this chop came a shout, @ DATTIE Cry, then more chops and more
shouts, until the crate exploded into pixels of wood. Random weapons
and pieces of armor spilled everywhere.

Seconds later, | was rolling across cobblestone. My second time

getting tNFOWN ouT of a shop. As | picked myself up, the clouds
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were getting darker, and the First drops of rain were scattering across
the street like little black stars.

Emerald said nothing. | was speechless myself. What were we going
to do? What was anyone going fo do¢ And what was Mike talking
about earlier?

Ruins beneath the city . . .

A few days ago, | overheard some Students talking about
those ruins. | hadn't paid much attention, though. The way they
spoke, it was of no importance. Some FOrQOtten thing Few people
cared about.

The entrance was said to be at the north edge of town. That wasn't
too far from my current location.

‘Where are you going?!” Emerald called out. NO way! We are
not going there!”

And she muttered something about how she had left her sense of
adventure back in her room, where it was warm, dry, and not smelling
of mold and . . . 'HEU! Will you wait up?! I'm out of Swiftness
potions, you Squid builder!”

My mind nearly froze trying to imagine someone building a house
out of squids. Was it possiblez Could a squid be frozen in some way
50 as to function as an effective block?
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Maybe in a different world ,

it would have been something | tried.




QUESTSDAY
(MONDAY)—UPDATE III

The entrance to the Maze.

That's what they call the ruins beneath the capital—the Maze.

Its origins are UNCIEAN. No one knows who built it or what its
original purpose was. At least, that's what Emerald was mumbling
about as we stepped into the entrance chamber. | stared at the massive
metal doors on the far end, one slightly ajar. The quard

standing before them looked $o tiny.
166 el




'S0 you knew about this place,” | said.

Emerald gave me a flat look. “You never read "Aetheria
@eographica,” did you?

‘Only the First chapter,” | said. (That's all we were required fo read
at this point.) 'l mean, it just went on about grass and dirt blocks.”
“Well, the third chapter nas a short entry on these ruins.”

"And you didn't say anything2’

‘Because | knew it would lead to this exact situation!” Emerald
hissed. "‘Why do you always have to SNOOP around? And let me do
the talking. Your skill in Speech is even worse than your Magic.”

As we approached the door, | realized the quard was, in fac, a
Knigh’r of Aetheria, and rather young For a Knight—about Max's
age. He had to have been the lowest rank among their order.

He also seemed rather confused to see us here. "SOITY, kids. Youll
need 2 quild card to proceed any Farther.”

Guild cards. Te more prestigious quilds provide them.
Having a card like that means you're not a complete novice. There's at
least one tavern in Lorica that requires a quild card to enter, and the
ruins are apparently the same. No neophu‘res allowed.

| looked to Emerald. | had no idea if she had @ plan nere, and
| never found out. Before either of us said a word, a large and noisy
group came barreling in behind us.
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... A group of dwarves.

‘Blackstone Mining Company!* one of them boomed. ‘At
your Servicel”

Its AN NONOT to meet you,” the young Knight said. The rest
of your team has already arrived. They've been excavaﬂng for
nearly an hour.”
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You hear that, lads2™ Another dwarf turned to the rest.
Excavating, ne says!” The rest all laughed.

‘A fancy word!”

"Aye! A bit too FANCY, 1 say!”

‘Excavating. hunz Isnt that what the elves call it2

‘Please understand, we—as real practitioners of the art known as
"minecraft—preter the tem MININQ

‘0h, QO €aSY on him, boys!” One dwarf held up his pickaxe.
‘I wager this lad has never even seen high-grade mithril, let alone 2
team like ours!”

As this went on, Emerald and | wasted no time in INCNiNQG our
Wal to the entrance. The massive doors seemed even larger up close,
ominous. Who could have made something like thate

| glanced back one last time before we crept through. The dwarves
were still PeStering that poor quard. No one had noticed us. And
when we finally stepped in . . .

Well, | don't know what | was expecting to see, but I'm sure it
wasnt this.
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A vast and lonely corridor of Faint blue stone.

It wasn't sky blue or anything like that. A muted color. QUiiet.

And the middle of the hall had these silver cauldron-looking
things. Elegan’r and almost ceremonial in appearance. They looked
out of place here. Like something you'd See in an elven temple.
White Flames were buming within each, providing at least enough

light to see.
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“Are you sure this is @ 900 [dead” emerald asked.

Il be honest, arter seeing this place, | was asking
that myself. | shrugged at her question, though. ‘What if
STeve is herez’

‘And what if he's . . . not?”

We were CTEEPINQ Forward, and she was looking around
everywhere, NEIVOUSIY, especially the ceiling, which couldn't
be seen—all shadow, a black void.

... This place gives me the creeps.”

Yeah, there was definitely something eerie about this place.

A dungeon. It was more like a dungeon. And even
though it didn't look too different from the dungeon near Owl's
Reach . . . I dont know. There was just something off about it.
Something weird and unsettling.

| studied one of the bIU€ cOlUMNS. What kind of
stone is that?’

Do | look like a stone experte” Emerald filted her head.
"Actually, | wonder if that's AZarite That's yet another stone
supposedly harder than Dedrack. | think it's the same color.
But | don't see how anyone could craft blocks out of that in
such . .. vast quantity.” she looked around again. ‘I really
think we should get out of here.”

“. .. What's that?"
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Up ahead, the corridor came to an end, and there was a large . . .
alcove, | quess? Like another room, nine blocks in width, half the
width of the corridor. It [ed NOWNEre, and there was one of those
cauldron things in the center, with a white Flame crackling inside.

strangely, the Floor was different there, no cracks or

lines, like & giant slab of smooth blue stone.




| don't know why we stepped in.

We just walked in without even $aying anything.

As soon as we did, | felt the floor SNIFT, and there was the sound
of stone on stone.

"HGU!” Emerald looked at me, at the walls, at me again.
Her expression was like that of a creeper at 4 tiger farm. What
did you do2!’

‘Nothing, I ...

Then, with a deep rumbling, the surrounding walls began maoving.
No, WE WEre moving. The floor beneath us was sinking. Only the
Floor. The only way out quickly rose above our reach, and shrank and
shrank, until above it was only darkness.

" .. An elevator, emeraid said. I's an elevator!”

One that fell FOIeVer down a vertical stone shaft nine blocks in
width. The walls just blurred past.
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| can only assume this was some kind of advanced redstone

contraption. Or maybe a powerful enchantment? Max was always
talking about how blocks can be enchanted. And suddenly | realized—
finally—that | had rushed into this place without him, or Breeze,
or Stump. | just wasn't thinking straight, overwhelmed and
angered by everything I'd learned.
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Steve.
What were you doing here?

What was so important about this place?
Then the rumbling stopped, the elevator had Sl‘oppt‘d, and
behind me | heard calls and shouts, laughter and whistling, and most

of all, the sound of picks on stone.

| turned around.
imagine the largest dungeon chamber of all time.

It's dark and gloomy with vast stone columns rising fo a ceiling so

high it can't be seen.
Now, imagine part of that chamber Filled with dwarves.

A lot of dwarves. And despite the oppressive darkness that surrounds

them, they're just merrilu working away, humming, whistling,
joking, hauling crates, lanterns, and blocks of TNT, and swinging picks

that were, most likely, made of the highest quality mithril
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One dwarf was standing right next to the elevator, and he looked
rather disappointed upon seeing us step out. He couldn’t have
been too much older than me, and his beard hadn’t fully grown in.
"Don’t suppose you've seen any more of us up theree’

Trr, Yeah, they were . .

Before | could Finish speaking, the FUMDIING returned, and the
elevator began moving back up.

"Ah." The young dwarf smiled. ‘That must be them.” e
extended a hand. ‘Durek WolfFhammer! weicome to the largest
operation ever attempted by the Blackstone (ompanu! We're on
a mission from the king!”

A second dwarf, older, and with the longest black beard, joined
Durek in staring at us. ‘Best head back, kids. | can see you wanted to
have 2 (00K around, but the Maze is no place for novices.”

‘Look at their uniforms,” a third dwarf said. Unlike the rest,
he looked scholarlu, wizardly, with spectacles and bright blue
robes that were only slightly covered in dust. ‘They're Academy
greenhorns.

‘areenhorns or not,” said Long Beard, “theyll only find
trouble here.”

Blue Robes laughed. “And NOW 0ld were you when you First
stepped inside2 NOT 2 Dat's whisker past these two, I'l wager!
As green as the finest jade!”

177



"A fair point,” said Long Beard. Though back then, we had no idea
of this dungeon’s significance. And its security measures were not in
Full force.”

Durek nodded. ‘Don’t wander too far. The Fourth
dimensional properties of this dungeon can be confusing For the
inexperienced.”

‘Indeed, the DArK ONe is up to no good here,” said Blue Robes.
‘He uSed to inhabit this dungeon long ago. A side lair of his. To
think he used to conduct experiments herel Right beneath the city!”

‘We think the city was originally built here for that reason,” Durek
said, stepping a bit closer. “To put a cork in a volcano, if you get me.”

‘That's only a ThCOFU!” snapped the scholarly dwarf. “We have no
records of that day!’

The young dwarf sighed at him. "Anyway, he's been spotted
around here as of late. Seems he's taken a great inferest in this
location, and . .



Emerald and | could only stand there as the three dwarves began
talking about the ‘Dark One” at the same time:

Some even think the rat may now be hiding in the lower floors,
commanding his armies from afar through the use of FOUI magicsr‘

He and only he knows of SECret WAYS inside! Hidden entrances
that exist outside the city proper! In fact, we believe he knows of
a hidden elevator that can be used to traverse this dungeon
effortlessly.”

"Aye, he's a Sneaky old raf! with this being the largest rathole
you could possibly imagine!”

Tl Say! We haven't even Found the stairs to the second Floor yet!

Much of this first Floor hasn't even been MAPPEd yet, you
rockbrain!”

‘0h, well get to him soon enough!™ a fourth dwarf said, joining
the First three. "'Who needs stairs, anyway? Just a bit of mining is
all we need!”

‘Ave! And DIasting!” said a ifth.

A sixth: “And drilling!”

Long Beard grinned. “Let's hear it, lads!’

They suddenly began singing the mast cheerful song. A
dwarven mining song.

| only remember that it started with the line: 0 INT, you'll show
the way!”. . . and later, a line about how they'll send that rat on his
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merry way.” That's all | can remember, really. | was too Focused on
what they had mentioned earlier.

... Herobrine,

Was he really herez Right beneath the city?

He must have been. | knew Steve wouldn't have tried
exploring this dungeon without a very good reason. What had he
discoveredz What was Herobrine doing here?

Soan, there was a deep rumble again. The elevator had returned.
The dwarves from earlier quickly barreled out while the rest rushed to
greet them, and | thought about heading back.

| could have found Breeze, told her everything. She would have
talked SOME SENSE into me, at least.

Or | could stop depending on her for a change . . .

Upon drawing my arming sword, and taking those FirSt Few
STt‘pS, | felt like a Knight at long last.

Emerald objected immediately. “Hey, didnt you hear them? Don't
wander too far¢ Fourth dimensional propertiese Confusing for the
inexperienced?’

‘What does that mean, anyway?’

| have no idea, and | have N0 intention of finding out!”

"Just stay behind me,” | said. ‘We'll be Fine. rm not so
inexperienced.”
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'Hmmph! | hardly think you're an expert! You've only been in
one dungeon yourself!”

It goes without saying that, when | Stepped Farther into
the dungeon, Emerald did, in Fact, remain behind me at all times.

Spooky, huh?

All this place needed was cobwebs.

Say what you want about him, but when it comes to evil tirs,
Herobrine is all dass.

| couldn’t understand, though. Why would Mike ask me o go here?
What could | possibly [€ArM2 And | almost turned back.

That was when | heard it. Up ahead, and to the right, something
was MOVINQ. Shuffling. Partially hidden behind one of the broken
olumns. A dark green Form about the size of a . . .

Wait.

No, that . . . IS that really . . .
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Despite the green hide, the shape was unmistakable.
| had a hard time comprehending it, but shambling in our
direction, one hoof at a time . . .

Emerald more or less squeaked at the sight of it: *. . . I-Is . . .
Tat @ PiQe
It did vaguelu resemble one, with a nose Four pixels wide and

three pixels tall, the same as any pig. But there were a few
key differences.

FELL BOAR

Fell.
That word implied something evil.



As one can expect, Emerald was already backpedaling. My Analyze
says if's only level one, but . . .-

She had managed to upgrade her Analyze the other day, to the
second rank, AﬂQlUZB II. That displays additional info on the target,
from basic stats like armor and HP to its level.

Monsters have levels according fo their STreNQTh. what we fought
back in Villagetown was mostly level two to Five. An enderman might
be level ten. So this creature, at level one, should have been only
slightly more threatening than a chicken.

In TthfU, anyway.

Emerald was still moving back. ‘Let's go, huh?’

Yeah. we . " That was all | had time to say before the boar
charged with a shriek that could have woken Stump.

How do you think | responded here2 Listen, | just spent the last
several weeks getting pummeled by training golems. You bet | activated
Parry! By now it was INSTiNCtual, automatic. Had | been at the
Academy and had someone jumped out from around a corner or
something—you know, to scare me—I| would have probably used
Parry in response. That's how much this defensive move had been
drilled into me.

And today, | would have made our instructors proud!
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Up went the blade, so fast, which glowed brilliantly with golden
pixels Flying, the color of elemental earth, and accompanied by a shrill
metallic sound—K'SHIIN—marking a perfectly executed Parry.

.. It was barely enough.

The boar crashed into me like @ Dedrock anvil. Even with Parry,
my HP dropped slightly, and | went skidding back several blocks.

" .. The hecke!”

How was this thing SO STFOHQ?! It was only level one!

I'd barely recovered, and the monster was already charging again.
What followed was more intense than anything the fraining grounds
had ever thrown at us.

Parry, Dash, Parry, Dash. We burned through so much mana. And
healing pots, Swiftness pots. Ten mana biscuits. Strength and armor
pots we had brewed in class.

Every last consumable we had.

And the few hits we [anded barely did damage, almost like hitting
stone. Not even when | equipped Eventide did the situation improve.

High armor, then.

Why was that so familiar . . . ¢

As | Parried yet another strike, an image Flashed
through my mind.

The first time Breeze and | had fought the undead. They had been

protected somehow, my sword had just bounced off.
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It was the same thing now. We were out of potions while the
monster was STill at NAIF. oniy then did 1 notice the icons below
its name. Those indicated beneficial magical effects, or DUFFS.

0F course.

This magic must have been €NNANCING its strength, armor and
other stats. To the point where it was as strong as a MINIDOSS.

Sure, a level-one monster— That's €asy.

But imagine that same monster under the effects of every known potion.
That's what we were fighting, essentially—A near Unstoppable Force.

Had this been part of a play, 0MINOUS boss music would have
certainly appeared.

"Tnere were fimes when
the monster used Da§h
to evade an atfack.

———
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. _
There was even a fime
when it lured me info the
columns, where it was hard
to swing a sword. Really,
now smart was that pig?’

I
“ | also fizzled

Darry once.”



At last, | fell to the ground, STUNNEd, weaponless, and at less
than half HP.

With another strike, the boar would reduce my health to
£€rQ, and turn me into a dungeon decoration.

Meanwhile, Emerald was shouting in my ear. What was she
babbling about?! It was COMPIETe NONSENSE! How about 2
little helpe!

| only recall the last word of her Spell:* . . . @limral”

And the air wavered and erupted in 2 deaFening blast. areen
pixels Flew everywhere.

One thing I've learned about magic. It can be very loud.
Something to do with the conversion of mana from its inert state. This
conversion, at least with many spells, tends to produce a very loud
noise, as well as intense Flashes of color and other effects.

Anyway, the spell she cast right then—Air Bolt—was amang the
loudest and Flashiest.

With the air around us rippling like water, the surrounding
dungeon flashed emerald green, and with a deafening ‘woomf
a wylinder of transparent green light crashed into the beast.
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The spell hit so hard, the boar was drVEN into a column, where
it fell to the ground. In addition to bringing the boar's health to five,
Emerald’s spell had apparently Stunned the animal.

| picked myself up, staring at Emerald. “'Where did you
learn that?”
"Max got an extra [IDraM., so I asked for one, too.”

"Not exactly the kind of spell @ Dard would typically learn.”
|
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She shrugged. I thought it'd come in handu_ And quess
what? It did.”

‘Uh huh.”

From what | knew, Air Bolt wasn't considered a basic spell. It was
STFOHQ enough for use by the military. "So you really have
a falent with magic”

‘Aery seems to think so.”

‘How long does that stun last, anyway?”

‘0n undead things? Pretty long. WE're Fine.” She looked down at
the monster. *So it had DUFFS.”

You noticed.”

One effect was called Unholy Strength. it enhanced the boar's
strength the way a strength potion does. A second effect, Fell At‘QiS,
gave a high level of protection against physical damage. Finally,
Necromantic Ward increased the boar's maximum health by
hirty, Fifteen hearts.

‘With buffs like that,” Emerald said, "it's more like level Fifteen
or twenty. You think this is what Mike meant when he said the
situation is hopelessz

"Maybe?’

Was it, though? Hopeless2
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| glanced down at the boar. It had been tough, certainly. But not
Impossible.

However, something wasn't adding up. “All right, let's assume this
is one of Herobrine’s creations,” | said. “What's he doing wasting so
much magic on a low-level monster like that?’

Emerald frowned. "Huh. Yeah, it's almost like enchanting a wooden
sword with Sharpness V. Sure, you can do it. But Whye You'd think
he'd rather invest his magicin . . . | don't know. Giant skeletons or
something? Ender dragons?

" .. Right.”

And | almost laughed.

A bunch of level-one monsters with creepy sounding
enchantments . . .

Was that all he had? was this really Herobrine's great
strateqy? The crowning achievement of the so called ‘Demon Lord™?

What a joke.

At least we'll get some XP out of this,” | said. With how strong this
monster was, it would surely be & 10t

Training only goes so Far.

By graduation, | might reach level Five as a warrior. However,
each level afterward will require more and more XP. Which is almost

exclusively earned by defeating monsters. Why am | mentioning this,
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anyway? You defeat monsters and gain XP, then you train and level
up. Everyone knows that.

We raised our swords.

Say hello o the Eyeless One for us!!”

And our blades came down. And down again.

The last of the monster's health was not removed Without
difficulty.

With each strike, the boar Flashed red and bounced across the
ground slightly. Just give me my XP already! At last, the monster's
health hit zero.

As expected, its body began dissolving into smoke. There was 4

familiar sound, a glasslike ring—EprriEn(ﬁ A sphere of light Flew

into each of us. TWO Spheres in total.
Small ones.
Tiny.
Roughly about this size:

0

... WUNh?" | blinked several times.
Emerald's Face grew dark. ‘Um. How much was that?’

191



‘It would appear that we each gained . . "
.. OneXp.

No.

| whirled around 1IN SNOCK, anger. horror, and disbelief.
Why was | so surprisede It was such an obvious thing! A monster
provides XP based on IS level. Everyone knows that.

The boar—being level one—had provided a grand total of 1 XP.

As much as any ordinary pig.

No, that an't be right! One experience point2! tven a low
level slime gives FIFteeN or more! I'm talking a pink slime roughly
the size of a block, that doesn't multiply, has 2 to 3 HP and deals a
single point of damage at most! You could defeat them with a stick!
Or your bare hands, if you were Feeling brave!l And an enderman,
which isn't nearly as strong as what we just Fought, gives well over
Five hundred . ..

ONEelelelelelzlel
A SINGLE POINTeI21g121glzlglzlee]el
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| Fell to my knees.

S0 this is what Mike was talking about.

Hopeless. It had always been NOPEIESS. Our world never
had a chance.

‘The zombies back in our village,” | mumbled. ‘The ones with
potion effects. Remember Them2 That must have been a triall
An experiment! That's his strateqy! It's been his strateqy all along! A
strateqy he's now perfected!”

MAGICAL EFFECTS DONT INCREASE HOW MUCH XP A
MONSTER GIVES!

IMAGJINE DEFEATING AN ENDER DRFAGON AND
ONLY GETTING ONJE EXPERIENCE POINT FROM IT!

THE SUMMONED HJEROES FHGAILEGD BECAUSE THE
EYELESSD ONE HJAS BEEN PREVENTING TJEM FROM

Without XP, no one would be able to gain levels! And Without
levels, no one could fearn magic powerful enough to challenge him!
All he had to do was make sure heroes could never properly level up,
and he could run through this world With Impunity!

You're an €Vil wizard bent on conquering the world.
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A world where heroes grow stronger with each of your minions
they slay.

You summon and send a giant at the capital. A level two hundred
boss over thirty blocks tall. If's big, scary and also, worth 100,000 XP,
no, probably more, 250,000, @ MIlliON. Here's what happens. The
heroes see that thing coming and rejoice! It's a walking XP pina’ra
heading their way! You've just helped them grow stronger!

Would you, as an intelligent evil wizard, ever do such thing?
NO! ' I You'd send an ocean of low-level frash mobs empowered

by dark spells! The only thing the heroes ever gain is a pile of
salty tears!



Well played, Herobrine.
Well played.
You really are 2 Demon Lord . . .
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| collapsed to the Floor.

‘Wow, hey, y-you're at negative two MP!I" | heard Emerald say.

It appeared I'd pushed my mana well below zero during that battle.
Adrenaline, perhaps. How were you still standing2! Here! EQt!”

Emerald gave me the last of our mana biscuits. One | had dropped
on the dungeon Floor during battle. It did have a Few pixels of dust
clinging to it, and one greenish pixel that appeared to be dungeon
slime, but | still ate it, hoping it would be enough to raise my mana
from the negatives.

it wasn't enough.

As my consciousness slipped away, my vision Qrew dim. vet
the current state of our world had never been more clear.

Today, | learned why summaoned heroes were leaving the kingdom
in droves. And why an Academy was so desperate to train even
commoners like me.

Aetheria, our innocent [ittle world made of pixels and
blocks, was . . .



Bl (K INGSDAY (TUESDAY) W gl

Don’t worry. I'm Fine.

One of the dwarves showed up soon after | passed out and hauled
me back to the Academy like @ SACK OF beetroots.

It's weird because | don't remember yesterday. | was OUT the entire
day. Running out of mana is bad, but pushing yourself into the
negatives like that . . .

Actually, it wasn't so bad at all, because | won't have class
For the next few days. Aery wants me to rest up. And yeah, my
friends couldn't believe what Emerald and | had discovered. Herobrine's
nefarious littie scheme.

‘First he disrupts the king's summoning spell,” Max said. "And
now, to deprive the world’s heroes of their hard-earned XP . . . That's
SO Unfair. 1 suppose the kingdom will need to come up with aN
effective counter strategy.”

‘What other sources of experience are there2” Ophelia said. Mining?
Crafting2 That won't offer any significant amount.”

Stump offered & Pretty Q00d solution: “What about the
dungeon near Owl's Reach? the monsters there give decent XP,
and they reset every week, right? So couldn’t people go there and, you
know, start farming it for experience?’

Max grinned. "Weekly X runs, ez | [ike the sound of that.’

19¢




‘That dungeon is pretty far away, though,” Breeze said. Maybe we
could Find one similar that's a bit closer to the capitale’

‘What about Steve?” Lola said. "And Mike?"

"Well, if Mike really took off to some island,” Ophelia said, ‘we'll
have to head there and convince him to come back. As For Steve, | don't
know. Could he really be . . .’

Stump shook his head. ‘NO WaU. We've all seen Steve in
action. There's just no way anything could get him." He looked at me
expectingly. Righte”

"Well, yeah. I'm sure he's STill alive. The thing is, he told me
once that when he respawned, he reappeared pretty far from his
original location. He could be anywhere.”

Hey!" Emerald nearly leapt out of her chair. | have an idea.
| heard about a spell that can be used to locate people. Even someone
on the other side of the world.”

‘| bet that's a high-level spell,” Stump said. ‘Who's going to cast
it2 YOUZ" He stifled a laugh.

‘|diot! | was obviously talking about hiring someone! And I'm
not so bad with spells, you know!”

He shrugged. ‘I quess we could 00K For Someone, but I'm
sure that kind of service isn't exactly cheap.’

‘Maybe we can all start fishing,” Max said. ‘There's this place called

the Auction House where you can put pretty much anything up
|
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For sale. We can fish and put it all up on the Auction House. Every
[ast emerald we earn from this venture goes into the Steve Rescue
Fund. How about that?”

Hearing his ridicUloUS plan, I couldn’t help but grin.

Steve, don't worry, we will find you somehow. And | swear, if
we find that you're just lounging around somewhere, eating pizza all
a2l

You're going to wish you had never
met this simple villager

named Runt!
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KINGSDAY (TUESDAY)
—UPDATE" 11

Breeze dragaed me to the Deach later on.

She said I'd had enough adventuring for now. And made
me promise never 1o set foot into another dungeon—Without
her, anyway.

"No way would | go back there without you,” | said. You have no
idea how (F'€EPY that place is.” | showed her my journal. Some of the
drawings | made yesterday.

The elf raised an eyebrow. “What's with the dwarvese”

‘They're trying to mine their way to the lower floors. The king

hired them
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“That stone could be AZATTTE." she said. It could take weeks fo
mine through a single block.”

‘Well, they're trying.”

I don't envy them. The thought of being so far underground . . ."

It's not for me, either.” | looked out at the sea. Although it was
somewhat cloudy, the sun was there. Before us stretched a glittering
blue expanse.

We did try a bit of Fishing, too.

Lola made this fishing pole yesterday. A redstone
Fishing pole.

It somehow increases your Fishing skill by Fifteen. It should come
in quite handy with Maxs fishing idea.

By the way, there's one thing | don't get about Breeze. She grew
up near the ocean, and she belongs to a race of S€afaring elves.
So you would think she would have a high Fishing skill. It's WOTSE
than mine, though. At the same time, she can swim like a fish—
literally. When we swam out to some rocks, looking For a better Fishing
spot, I had to chug a Swiftness potion! Her Swimming skill has to be
in the low 200s!
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Séldlu, even with Lola’s new Fishing pole, we didnt catch
anything worthwhile.
By the way,” Breeze said, as | sent out my line again. Did you
hear about COQ and his crew?”
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‘Strangely, NO. | didn't. | didn't hear anything from either Stump
or Emerald, and thats . . . Strange.”

Usually Stump updates me on the smallest things. He must be so
exhausted from his extra training, he just forgot.

‘What happened?”

They all dropped out yesterday evening. Guess Cog got
thrashed in the training grounds pretty bad. He ragequit, then Pebble
ragequit, and finally, all the rest. Supposedly, theyre going to join the
Thieves Guild.”

SO oo surprised_ And honestly, after what they did back
in the village, | dont even want to talk about them.

Yeah. I'm sure well see them around,” She paused. ‘I'm starving.
We could qo to that one restaurant.”

You mean the one Stump was talking about? With the wizard-
chefs and the Magical cookingz

Yep. Just us. Why note’

The two of us? why would she suggest a thing like that?

"Why not bring the Whole t€am2” | asked. "We need to discuss
selling strategies. We could check out the Auction House later on. We
also need to go over things like stats, enchantments. At least, | know
my gear could use some enchanting. | need to optimize my stats for

better overall DPS.”
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" .. k. Along pause. “All right, lef's bring everyone. One
condition, though. We dress up For the occasion.”
Dress up?
| can do a FANCY outfit.
Sadly, Breeze didn't seem too happy with my choice of attire.
What was her problem? She asked me to dress up, didn't she?
| arrived at that restaurant in the DERFE(T outfit! Yet all she could
do was frown!

Moments before | arrived, I'd even bought 2 NEW Shield at a
nearby shop.



It was on sale, USEd. It had a few dings and fang marks. My
black armar was pretty beat up as well. | hadnt done too many
repairs on the hauberk yet. It was a little tattered.

S0 what? sne really wants to criticize MY rashion sense while
wearing THAT ridiculous gown?

Sometimes | can't understand her at all . . .

At least dinner went well. One of the chefs was 2 Novalian
(from Novaly) and Fifteenth-level samurai.

Wielding an appropriate sword, he used this ability called Blade
Frenzu_ This increased his attack speed by something like 900%.
You wouldn't believe how fast this man could slice through onions.
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"A mage also used the
spell Weather on my steak,
pelting it with a stream
of tiny fireballs. [T Was
otherworldly.’

Despite multiple warnings
from our Waitress
StUmp ordered 4 dr’s:h
@lled Lavabregth Chili
Truly a perfect night! :




Breeze also said she's been struggling lately. That extra training of

ners has been pretty grueling.
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It mostly Focuses on a style of elven swordsmanship.
Weirdly, it incorporates the use of a cloak. A special elven cloak
made of Spider Silk. That material is durable enough by ifself,

but combined with the right enchantments, it's like a layer of
Flowing steel.

“The elven scouts of old were all trained in this fighting style,”
Breeze said. ‘Many didn't even wear armor.”

“Wow . . .71 was sad fo see she wasn't wearing her special
cloak now. Maybe tomorrow I'd get to see it. A cloak can really offer
that much Protection, huhz Aimost sounds like something a
FOQUE might learn. Wait. That's what you're going to become, isn't
it2 A roquel’

Breeze Flashed a sheepish grin. Yep. In fact, my instructors say
| might reach first level in a week or so.”

“A week2!™ | quickly composed myself. You'll be the First of
us 1o learn @ ClaSS, then. I'm not surprised. And rogue . . . No
surprise there, either.”

Breeze the elven roque.

| saw that one coming a thousand blocks away. For someone like
Breeze, was there any other choice?



A rogue Focuses on stealth above all other forms of magic. When
it comes to AMBDUSNING an opponent, and SIiPPINg through
enemy ranks unseen, a rogue is without peer.

Rogues also have access to higher ranks of movement abilities,
like Air Dash, Sprint, and Leap. So the class really is a perFecT
match for her.

You were even sneaking around the first time we met,” | said. "So
| can't imagine you as anything else.”

Breeze made a slight laugh. ‘I suppose it does suit me. Although,
would you believe two members of the elven council wanted me to
become a Priestess of Alune instead?”

‘A moon priesté They wear white robes, don't they?
| definitely can't imagine that. I'm trying to, but you in all white?

There's just N0 WAy
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KINGSDAY (TUESDAY)

—UPDATE "I11

Things got Weird wnen we returned to the Academy.

It started off simple enough. At the front desk, Aery called me in
for a meeting. However, it wasn't her office she took me to, but one
bar more Qrand and luxurious.

An office that held . . . amm——



Her.

A girl with Silvery hair

She looked around my age or a bit younger.

Her robes were Silvery as well, and fancy, like what a noble
might wear.

Forward in a pair of silver slippers. "Ever since | saw you in that
trial,” she said, I just had to meet you! That golem battle was SO
AMAZING! ve never seen anything like it

Now that she mentioned it, | recalled seeing her at the training
grounds on the day of the trial.

She had been observing us from a distance. | hadn't paid very
much attention to her then. At that point in time, | was far more
concerned with an angry golem who kept trying to introduce my face
to its Fist.

| stared at her, unsure of what to say.

She seemed just as uncertain. “Um, okau, so First, I'd like o say,
Welcome to the schaol! | really did mean to QiVe everyone 4
big welcome on that first day, a little speech, but . . .

What's she talking about?

A big welcome? Speaking to the Students?

How can she possibly work here2! She has fo be younger than me!
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For some reason, when | thought this, She blushed.
Forgive me. You have no idea who I am.” Another smile,
slightly nervous. ‘I'm Elodi-

It was a beautiful sounding name, almost like ‘melody” without
the ‘m.” She seemed reluctant o add: . . . The King of
Ardenvell.”

Huh? What's that?

The girl standing before me, barely reaching my shoulder, is . . .
22222222222222222222222222222222222222222222222222222

............

| was so bewildered by ner statement, so confrazzled, well, she
could have claimed to be a pinecone waffle and it would have made
more sensel

Wait.

Is my panicking justified?

Kings are normally male, aren’t they? They are, right?!

| didn't even know for sure! How could 12! Until today, my
knowledge of rOYalty was limited to what little Id gleaned from
books like The Adventures of Captain Blockbeard.

A Fairy tale series For young children.
|
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In those books, everyone referred to royalty as Your
Awesomeness™ . There was also 4 purple enderman who wore
yellow boots . . . It probably wasnt the most reliable source of real-
world information.

Then my mind started functioning again. Come on, I'm 2 student
at the best school in Aetherial OF course | learned about the king! One
of our textbooks had an entire chapter on him!

That's r[ghT—H iml

King Runehammer Il. A tall, middle-aged guy with silvery hair,
and . .. Um . .. Didn't he have a2 dog?

All right, so that was all I knew about him. | hadn't read
Much. Luckily, that book also had several Full-color illustrations of
the quy. Let's just say those drawings, and the girl standing before
me, didn't exactly match.

I don't understand,” | finally managed to say. I thought
the king had . . ."| gestured to suggest 2 mustache.

Yeah.” Her smile Fell. That's my Father. He, UM . . . fell ill two
months ago. NOT 100 many Know about that yet. The council
says it would cause a great deal of unrest. Especially with what's been
happening lately. And you could say I'm not really the king. There
are people making many of my decisions for me. The council.
Until | turn a Few years older. Hopefully my Father will get better long
before then.”
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Tm SOITY to hear about that, Your . . .~
| almost said ‘Awesomeness,” | really was that nervous. You
try speaking to a king!

Elodi.” The smile returned. Somewhat. o | hear you
went into the 1aDYriNth. You and Emerald really defeated 2
boarz 50 (00"

"She did most of the work.”

No. . . You defended ner several times. That's really impressive
for a first rank. The labyrinth’s monsters are very TOUQh.” She had 2
WiStFUl ook all of a sudden. You know, that's something I've always
dreamed about. To go on quests and explore the unknown.

A real adventure.”

She stabbed the air with an imaginary sword. ‘They say monster
hunting and dungeon crawling used to be seen as the kingdom's two
greatest sports. Those times must have been incredible . . Maybe
after my father recovers, Il have more free time, and YOu and
| can hit the open roadr

‘Um, yeah, | ..~

What is she even talking about?

[ doubt this girl even knows a single ability . . .

She looked rather ANNOYEA. I do, in fact, know a few.’

Huh? How did she know was | was thinking? Its almost
like she . . .
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‘Read your mind? It's called Mindread. A spell anyone in my
position is required to learn.”

'S0 you @n . . . cast spells.”

‘| happen to be a Sixth-level oracle”

An oracle? Yeah, right. | stared at her and thought: Nineteen
thousand, eight hundred and twenty one. ‘What number am | . .

‘The same number as your current experience fotal.”

Wow.”

She really was an Oracle then.

That's a type of magician who specializes in INFOrmational magic.

They can read minds, communicate telepathically, and
sense illusions and magical stealth. Some can even see into the
near future

| quess it makes a lot of sense For her to know such magic.
She likely has to interact with a countless number of people, and it
would be useful for her to know who doesn't have the kingdom's best
inferests at heart.

She'd also know when an assassin is about to sneak up on her.
How cool is that?

It is 2 USEFUI class,” she said. “All of the Academy’s
advisors have af (east a few levels in oracle as well. Some of the
instructors, t00.”

S0 some oF our instructors can read minds . . .
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That explains SO MUCH. Like why our Abilities | instructor kept
clling on me. No matter what, she always knew when | wasn't paying
attention.

| looked down at the table.

What did | say now? It was so weird talking o an dCfual king.

And isn't there something | should be asking her about? Why do
| keep thinking about a castlez

Wait. Aery once said, the summoned heroes were supposedly
working with the king. Which means Elodi should know something
about them.

OF course, being able to read my mind, Elodi replied before | could
open my mouth.

"Ah. Them." She seemed annoyed. ‘It was my Father's idea
to SUMMON them. | never met too many. What | can tell you is
that many of them no longer want to Fight. And even before things
got bad, there were some who said they wanted no part in this war.
Said we Kidnapped them. Kidnapped! Its a real MESS. You used
to even Find them begqing for food in the street . . . A while ago.
| quess most are in NOVAIY by now. There are still a few around,
and we may try diplomacy to get some of them back on our side,
but . .. weve mostly QIVEN UP on them.” She sighed. I can go
over all that in detail with you later, if you like. But First, | must

Mention . . . 1 acquired this old manor a while back.”
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"Manor?’

"A really big house. To serve as a quildhall for MY New quild.”
She paused. Wanna joing

A quild.

Breeze had mentioned wanting to join one.

But what about MY dreams? 0F becoming a Knight of
Aetheriag A real heroz

You really wouldn't want to become a Knight,” she said. “You do
know they have to wake up before sunrise, don't youe’

Once more, she had read my mind.

| gave her an UNEASY look. Gan you . . . NOT do thate:

Why not? IS FUN!" She taugned. “Also, | will mention that
my quild has some of the best food in the city. Doesn't matter if
you're info dwarven cuisine or fae cuisine, we've got it all. Even if you
were 4 lizardman from the Isles of Nogbazuun, you would be well
accommodated.”

Yeah, she really knew how fo lure me in, didnt she?

She cast out her line and here | was, already taking the bait.

‘what's this quild about?”

It's here she began reeling me in.

“There are only three FUIES in my quild,” she said. ‘0ne.
you must be able to MINE a stone block with your bare hands. A
bit rough, but I'm sure you an manage. TWO. you must be able o
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(hug ten Aetherianos in a row. The capital's finest enchanted coffee,
with a lot of cocoa and extra whiskpuff, which is like whipped cream,
an elven variety. I'm sure you'l love it.”

.. And three?”

‘Three, you must be willing to go on an endless number of
adventures by taking on quests!”

She then explained how the quild she had established was meant
to serve as a way to UNite . those like me. Normal rolk from
this world who, despite lacking the skill of otherworldly heroes, still
possessed some measure of MAQICAl alent, and had come to
Aetheria’s aid in her darkest hour.

. Those who might call themselves adventurers.

Adventurers who were—until now—a Scattered lot without any
real organization or leadership.

For this reason, the name of this quild was what you
might expect.

“The Adventurer's Guild,” eiodi said. ‘The quild that
will become known throughout Aetheria for shutting down the Demon
Lord once and for alll Or Herobrine, as you prefer.” She looked at me
expectingly. ‘weliz what do you think?’

... Does your guild have @ quest boarde”

The largest quest board of all time,” she said, amused. “We also

have @ MAP. A MASSIVE one. It takes up an entire room.
218 L




We've been compiling @ Map of the Iaburin’rh, one expedition
at a time. Herobrine may be dever, but | am certain we will reach his
inner lair.”

She didn’t have to say more.

Quest boards. At the mere thought of such a board—"Do | need to
$iQn somewnere, or . . .

Not yet.” She gave me a fancy-looking golden envelope.

It contained a piece of golden parchment with words scrawled out
of obsidian.

A letter of invitation.

According to its directions, the quildhall was located in the north
of the city.

You'll want to take that to the front desk. | plan on being there
tomorrow. If not, someone will help you through registration.” Another
smile. You will be required to begin what we call an Adventurer's
Journal. You should have no problem with that. And our members
have unique CAIl SIQNS. Nicknames. From now on, you shall be
known within my quild as . . . Rando.’

" .. Rando.”

it's almost as ridiculous as Runt . . .
| was already thinking about changing my name, but I'd hoped on
something more . .. €00l sounding . . .
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You don't like it2” She raised an eyebrow. ‘It happens to be the
most common male name in Lorica. It should help you Dlend in
around here. But if you really insist on keeping Runt . . . which

sounds far more ridiculous, in my opinion . . .that's your call’

Well, | could have told her how Runt was more of a nickname,
too. And that a lot of boys from my village took on such
names from a young age, based on a unique feature, aspect, or
accomplishment, until their real names were all but forgotten.

What would be the paint of explaining, though? She already knew.
I'd just thought about it.

And there was that smile again. ‘| hope to see you soon. You
will, of course, continue with YOUI training as needed. Here in
the Academy, | mean. A few classes here and there. Not too much.
As for Your Friends, 1t slip them a quild invite, too. Once I feel
they're ready.”

| left the office Speechless.

Aery was standing there in the hall, waiting for me. 'S0
How'd it go?’
" I'm going to become an adventurer?”



‘Only if you decide to. She thinks you have a lof of po’ren’ria(.
IF you do sign on, you'll have someone with more experience who can
show you the ropes. A seasoned veteran. Plus, you'll likely have me as
an advisor. Great, righT.Z‘

‘What, you're going to work there, too?"

Aery nodded. ‘1 start in tWO days. The quild is short on
questmasters, so Elodi offered a rather large bump in pay. | couldn't
say no. You wouldn't believe NOW high the rents are in this
qif g

When | returned to the front lobby, my friends were still there, and
they grew WOrdIeSS upon reading that letter. More so when | told
them about who I'd just met.

" .. I need some fresh air,” | told them. We all went for a
walk outside.

A king who is a girl,” Max mumbled. “A girl-king. That's just
weird. Why not queen? They really dont have . . "

“‘Who cares2!” stump said. He just got info what sounds like
one of the best quilds in the city! He's in! and that means we'll
$00N De I, too!” He took a bite of an enchanted muffin hed been
holding. We had grabbed several from that restaurant earlier. They're
otherworldly, too.
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Yeah . . ." | looked at him, at Breeze. At all of my Ffriends.
‘We're . going to become 2AVENTUIers.” Then I took a bite of
my own muffin and shouted: MHRE MOIHM GMOO MJHOIN
A MUILD! I

In my excitement, | was frantically shouting with my mouth Full.
Crumbs went flying. | didn't care.

Stump didn't care, either. Upon giving me the biggest hug,
he jumped for joy with his arms in the air and began spraying

aumbs: ‘A MUILD! MHIS IS THE BEGH MGEWS | MGEVA
HMEARDGG . . . II

MWE WMLL MGHO ON QMUESTS!" 1 shouted back. ‘MWE
WMLL MGHO ON MDJVENTMURES . . . II°

With another bite, Stump just kept shouting: "MRERE
MGOING TO BECOME MDFBTAHGBHHGERS . . . MHIS
MS HO MGOOL . . . I GIJMGJW MHGRG MGMWNGKW

GLRGURG . .
"Are they all righte” | heard Lola ask.

Emerald made the biggest sigh of her life. “Seriouslye Is this really
happening? | really, really need to leamn that Silence spell.”

And | hugged Breeze—who had started laughing at the two of us,
her First real laugh in a long while—and looked to the sky. The stars
tonight had never been so green.

2ee






"MRWE WMULL RESKMU SMEEVE . . . ANG MFINDG
GHMIKE . . . ANG MEFEAT MMEEROBMMRINE . . .
DEMOM LORG . . . WHAMGRVER GMU MWNT TO MCALL
MHIM . . . AH MRUV MROO, AETHERIA . . . II°




B SPECIAL THANKS i

It's been Forever since my last book, | know! | was dealing with writer's
block. I've been working on this book since 2018 . . . . It took me a
long time to build this world and decide where | wanted to take this
story. But | got through it. | have everything mapped out and I'm
already halfway through book eight!

And yes, Il get better at posting updates to my socials. (A bunch
of you sent me emails about this.)

Follow me on Instagram For sneak peeks of Forthcoming books
and concept art: @Cubekid

There's also a fan-created Aetherian wiki page that has a lot
of information about the world of Aetheria at aetherian.fandom.
com. Huge thanks to all the readers who've confributed to this wiki,
especially LUN, who oversaw almost everything.

That's all for now. As always, thank you for your support!

—(ube Kid
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