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Afterword.

The Heroes, Magic and Monsters game was something that stories' hero played as a child, and after his death, he awakens in a world that reminds him of his favorite game. In a game, he was a high level Hero, who could destroy dozens of dragons with a single spell, but in the 'real' world, he is level one newbie, who is chased around the forest by the weakest goblins. Reincarnated as a character, that he chose not because of its power, but cute looks, in a world filled with magic and monsters, he must fight to survive and get something to wear or eat. No money, no food, no idea about the location, all he has is his will to survive and become at least a little bit stronger.
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Prologue.
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The goblin came out from the tree line, rough hands clutching a wicked dagger, its body a bulging mass of corded muscle, despite its diminutive size. It let out an inhuman screech as it charged, its beady eyes gleaming with malice.

I snatched up my bow. In one smooth motion, I nocked an arrow and released. The projectile punched into the creature's gut - sending it stumbling but not falling.

- Gak! - it gurgled: - Human scum! I'll rip out your throat!

The monster lunged again, spittle flying from its lipless mouth. I loosed another shaft without hesitation. The arrow took it square in the skull with a meaty thunk.

A spray of crimson painted the leaves, as the goblin collapsed at my feet, finally still. I exhaled slowly, heart pounding.

The stench of its blood filled my nostrils - coppery and pungent. I had expected... I do not know what? That monsters would bleed some other color perhaps? Something less human-like, not this red liquid that flowed from the wound.

But this was it! The first time I'd ever taken a life. And despite the circumstances - a vicious goblin attack in the depths of a forest - something about it left me unsettled, but also strangely calm.

I tried to focus on practical matters. The monster's rusty dagger, for instance. Crude and dull-looking... But still very much a weapon in this dangerous land.

- Hmm, - I murmured: - Maybe I should...

A sudden commotion cut my musings short. The snap of branches, the skittering of claws on stone - more goblins emerged from the shadows! Among them loomed a hulking hobgoblin clad in battered plate and wielding a spiked mace. He was an evolution of a goblin, a slightly stronger level one monster.

- Not good, - I breathed.

I was an elven ranger, with basic Archery skill and a future hero. Armed with a bow and a quiver full of arrows. And before me were just five monsters of a weaker kind. So, I did the only reasonable thing. I took off at a run, cursing my bad luck under my breath, as memories of how I ended up here flashed through my mind...

* * *
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THE MORNING SUN PIERCED my eyelids. I stirred groggily, rubbing at the gritty sand that seemed to be stuck under them. As consciousness returned, I slowly sat up.

'Wait... what in the nine hells am I wearing!? And why am I sleeping in some random forest!'

A cloak instead of a blanket? A bow and quiver sat nearby, as they belonged here. This made no sense.

My heart raced as I looked down at my hands. They were slender and feminine - not the man's hairy hands, I knew so well.

- What...- my heart skipped a beat, as realization dawned. Instinctively, I reached up to cup what felt like - boobs?!?

A gasp tore from my lips. I snatched my hands back in horror, staring at them with mounting panic.

This cannot be happening! The last thing I remembered was walking home after a long day. A sudden pain in my chest... And then blackness.

I stumbled to the stream on legs that felt foreign, kneeling by the clear stream, I cupped my hands and splashed some water onto my face - trying to wake myself from this bizarre nightmare.

'Please, let this be a dream.' I prayed silently. But when I finally looked into that mirror-like surface, the reflection staring back was most definitely not my own. A young girl with kind, likable features gazed back at me. Seventeen or eighteen years old, if I had to guess. Her face was both beautiful and strangely familiar.

- Avone... - the name came unbidden to my lips. An elfish heroine from one of the games I used to play back home. And her pointed ears - there was no mistaking them now. This body, this life... It all belonged to a character I had used to play long ago in a different world.

- Is it possible... - I whispered: - Am I really reincarnated here as an isekai protagonist?

A shiver ran down my spine at the thought. The implications were staggering. If true, then anything could happen! Adventures beyond imagining awaited me in this new reality. But so did countless dangers.

- Well, Avone, - I murmured to myself with a wry smile: - Looks like you're the hero now.

The stream burbled merrily at my feet. Waiting for the next chapter of this unbelievable story to unfold. I looked at my clothes again. They looked fantasy-like, and as hard as it was to believe, was there a chance that I was reincarnated in an isekai world as a hero?

Heroes, Magic and Monsters. That game was a staple of my childhood. Hours upon hours lost in its fantastical world, commanding legions of creatures and monsters as an all-powerful hero.

- Good news is I know the rules, - I muttered to myself: - Bad news... Well, let's just say leading armies isn't going to help much right now.

It was bad because the game focused on a hero leading armies of soldiers or monsters, and did not exactly focus on the hero as an individual. Which was kind of bad, since I had a hard time imagining how it was supposed to work in a real world or fantasy world, well, whatever. As I remember, the latest releases of a game focused on a hero as individual, but by then I had outgrown my computer game phase and stopped playing. So I had no idea how it worked.

I flexed my arms experimentally. An elf, even at level one, I was still stronger than a human. But not by enough to make me feel confident.

- Guess it's time to test these skills in the real world...

With a grunt of effort, I leapt into the air - hoping to soar higher than my human body ever could have managed. But I jumped just as high as I could in my previous life.

The next experiment proved more challenging. Trying to access my status window. Nothing happened, no matter how hard I concentrated.

Disappointment welled up inside me. I'd been counting on having those stats and abilities at my fingertips! How was I supposed to survive in this world without them!?

- Calm down, - I told myself sternly: - You've got this, Avone. You're the hero now.

Next I tried my archery skills. As I remembered, Avone started with basic Archery skill. All heroes could have up to ten skills, such as archery, magic, or different kinds of support or domestic skills, and, at level one, they started at two novice skills or one basic skill.

Archery came more naturally than I expected. Before reincarnation, I tried shooting with a bow, but I was not anything special. Now, my aim remained steady.

- Twenty steps out, - I murmured to myself: - I can hit something head-sized without missing.

A small smile tugged at my lips, as I counted the arrows in my quiver - two dozen shafts, ready for use. Not a vast supply, but enough to give me confidence, when facing this world's dangers.

With that reassurance, I set off southward along the stream bank. The morning sun was warm on my skin, as I trudged through the underbrush, assuming that sun rose in the east.

The forest remained stubbornly silent though, offering no guidance. Only birdsong and the rustle of leaves in the breeze. So I did what any hero worth her salt would do - drank my fill from the clear stream water and pressed onward with determination burning bright in my heart. And half an hour later, I met my first goblins. Just my luck!
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Chapter 1. Beginning of a journey.
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I ran as fast as I could, hoping to lose goblins in the forest. But the noise followed me. Goblins where screaming something in their screeching tongue, and it sounded to me like they were laughing, happily following their prey. A proper Isekai story would send me a group of adventurers that would save my life, but no such luck. I glanced back, and discovered that my running away plan was halfway working. Goblins were further back, but hobgoblin was not far away. But at least there was only one hobgoblin. When I realized turning to fight was my only option, I turned around and took aim. Then released my arrow. It hit hobgoblin's armored plate and broke. Second shoot I aimed at monster's feet. Arrow went through the hobgoblin's tight, and monster fell on the ground. Third arrow finished the monster by hitting its head. My first arrow could not pierce through the plate; luckily the creature was not wearing a helmet that might have deflected it. Three arrows, I counted in my head. I copied some cartoon, whose character always counted bullets. What - losing all my arrows and staying defenseless in front of monsters was one of my fears.

Goblins let out an angry cry and start running even faster. I regretted the fact that we were in a forest. In an open field, I could easily kill all these monsters with my bow, but in the forest, trees were blocking my shots and covering them. So I turned around and continued running, searching for more open space. Soon I got lucky and found a small meadow. I charge across it, hoping that goblins would be stupid enough to follow me by running through the meadow, instead of circumventing it. Just in case I hid behind a bush. Luck was on my side this time, and goblins followed me directly. I stood up and released an arrow. It pierced goblin's neck. Now there were only three monsters left. I was sweating, hoping that I could kill all goblins before they could reach me. They were armed with daggers, and one of them even had a small sword, unlike me, who had only a bow. In a close fight my chances would be quite bad, and in a fight two on one, I would not stand a chance.

Another goblin died from an arrow to the chest. Surviving goblins screamed in anger and ran as fast as they could, trying to reach me. Third goblin fell with an arrow in its stomach. Sweat was running down my face like water, while I was reaching for an arrow. Last goblin was so close to me that I could smell its breath. Arrow hit monster's face and threw it back a little. Just in case I hit goblin with my leg and throw it even farther. Without hesitation, I shot him one more time.

The goblin whom I wounded in a stomach was still alive. It was heavily bleeding, but still slowly crawling towards me. Not wanting to take a risk, I shot the monster twice. When it stopped moving, I sat down on the ground. My hands were trembling and I needed some time to calm down. After calming down a little, I slowly approached the monsters. They smelled, but it was tolerable, even to my elven sense of smell, which was better than humans. I collected my arrows and cleaned them with grass. I also collected the short sword and the best of the knives. I wanted to take all the weapons with me, but decided against it. Not like I had a bottomless bag or magical inventory, where I could keep all my loot. Nothing more of value except a piece of cloth wrapped around monsters' waist, but I did not really need those.

For a moment, I considered collecting goblin ears, but decided against it. Isekai novels that I read said that goblin ears were proof of slain monsters, but I did not know that for a fact. And the idea of carrying around bunch of bloodied ears was kind of disgusting. I also thought of cutting open monster corpses searching for a magic stones, but decided against it for the same reasons.

I traced back my steps and found a hobgoblin's body. Unlike the other monsters, he had pants and sandals. Also a small pouch containing several coins. From the look of it, they were made of copper and silver. In a game, my character had thousands of golden coins, and other coins were not even mentioned. Still, the loot was loot.

Hobgoblin's mace had a decent quality, but it was quite heavy. Not knowing how long I will have to travel I left it with a corpse. Monster's breast plate also did not pique my interest, so I collected only the money.

Was I not suppose to level up? I did not feel anything, but at level one, killing half a dozen monsters should have increased my level and my stats. In the game, I had level one hundred and six. It was quite high. Game did not exactly have an upper level, but leveling up after level one hundred was quite difficult. You had to literally kill more than a thousand dragons to level up. Which players technically could do, with an army of monsters behind their back, but there were not exactly many such opportunities. So reaching even level one hundred was as far as only small number of players could reach.

It was quite different when your character was at a single-digit level, when to level up players had to kill only a few low-level monsters or overwhelm with their level one soldiers a high-ranking monster, like a dragon or devil. But I did not feel anything, and no voice from the sky told me anything, which was quite disappointing.

I continued my journey, trying to move through the forest as silently as I could. To my surprise, I moved through the forest silently, leaving barely any footprints in my wake.

Avone's race was elf, and my character's job was a ranger. Both my race and job were hunter based, and forests were the best terrain for them. I managed to shoot a rabbit and, after draining its blood and removing its skin, I took the animal's body with me. Luckily for me I spent some time in the village and knew how to skin an animal. I was planning to eat it, but the problem was that I had no fire, and had no idea how to start one. I read somewhere that it is possible to start a fire by rubbing two sticks together, but, to start a fire with sticks, humans need more than fifteen minutes, and I was not sure I had enough patience. Another possibility was eating the meat raw, but I was not that hungry yet.

Soon after killing a rabbit, I got lucky and discovered a road. It was just a dirt road. But that was good for me since I could see carriage tracks. Somehow my ranger job allowed me to read tracks. Mostly road contained two kinds of tracks, ones were deeper. Which meant that heavier carts were traveling one way, and lighter carts were mostly traveling a different way. After thinking a while, I decided that probably there were peasants or merchants who delivered their goods or food to the town and then left with empty carts. The road went through the forests plains. I was already walking a few hours, but did not meet anyone, which started to worry me, when I finally saw a town in a distance. Sun was already setting, but I reached the town before sunset. I considered it lucky, since I considered that most towns would close their gates after sunset, for fear of a night attack. With my luck, if I did not find shelter by then, who knew what creatures might lurk in these woods come nightfall?

I had no idea what town that was. In a proper Isekai story, the protagonist reincarnated into the game would have rudimentary knowledge about the world and its locations. But Heroes, Magic and Monsters game had many different scenarios and maps. Worse than that, in those scenarios, towns often had the same name, but were located on different maps. The common idea was that the world of Heroes, Magic and Monsters had three continents inhabited by humans, elves, dwarves, beastmen and demon races. But the smaller maps were changed, and the world map only showed three continents and their shapes, so I could not even guess where I am right now.

Town had a medieval feeling, surrounded by a large stone wall that was at least four meters high. The gate was guarded by two soldiers, armed with spears and swords. Guards wore dented armor and were European-looking. In the evening, there was no movement at the gate, and I was the only person who wanted to enter the town. On my way to the town, I threw away the rabbit corpse, since I was not sure what to do with it.

I worried about the language for a moment, but then I realized, that for some reason, I spoke one more language. I thought about it for a moment and realized I could also use runes to read and write. Which was quite convenient, but probably came along with Avone's background.

As I approached the gate, I smiled at guard, and both guards smiled back. Their expressions warmed with friendliness, and they appeared ready to assist in any way.

I remembered my favorite character's description. In the game all heroes had back stories, and Avone's was something like:

"The kindhearted Avone was a pure-blooded high elf. She was beloved and respected by her brethren elves. Avone was the envy of women and the desire of men. Her beguiling charms and sense of duty made her well-liked throughout the continent and allowed her to raise money and support for her adventures."

At the beginning of the adventures, it was quite helpful, since it allowed her to receive greater rewards and better conditions for the quests. But in the long run, that was not very useful. Heroes and playable characters alone possessed a unique bonus skill: a detailed profile or description. Most of them were swordmasters, genius magicians, or had increased stats. They had a background that gave them basic magic skills, or allowed them move their troops more efficiently. The only reason I chose Avone's character was that I thought her background sounded ideal and she was really hot, at least on her profile image.

But I guess you take what you have. My smile became wider as I greeted the soldiers.

- Good evening, brave soldiers, may I enter your lovely town?

- Of course, but we will need to see your identification, please.

- Oh, I'm sorry, but I don't have any. You see, I left my village hoping to see the wider world and became an adventurer. So this is the first human town that I am visiting. Will that be a problem? - I tried to show concern on my face, hoping that this story would be believable.

- Of course not, - one of the soldiers smiled, trying to encourage me: - That's not a problem, but you will have to pay a copper coin in that case. I'm sorry, but that's the rule for everyone, who does not have any documents or an adventurers tag.

Internally, I could not help but smile. I imagined this was likely the first time the guard had ever apologized to someone while asking for money.

- That is fine, - I removed a copper coin from my wallet and gave it to the guard: - Oh, and could you recommend a tavern, something clean, but cheap, and also tell me where I can find an adventurers guild?

- Of course, - the guard smiled, happy to be of help: - If you're looking to become an adventurer, you'll likely want to stay at the Silver Shield tavern. It's located farther down this street, then you take a third turn left, and a fourth turn right, - he paused, thinking: - The Adventurers Guild is not far from the tavern; it should be easily noticeable as one of the few three-story buildings in town.

I thanked the guard and followed his directions. The street was paved with stone, and the town, though dirty in places, appeared well-maintained overall. I noticed that most shops and food stands were already closing for the evening. Seeing children playing freely in the street gave me a sense that the town was likely quite safe. The buildings were primarily constructed of wood, with one or two floors being most common. Only a handful of structures were made from the stone.

I easily spotted the tavern, its unmarked door featuring a weathered wooden sign depicting a silver shield. Lively music and raucous laughter spilled out from within, as I approached. Stepping inside, I paused on the threshold, looking around.

In a dimly lit corner, a bard strummed a lute, his rich voice filling the air, as he sang a tale of a valiant prince rescuing a fair princess from a fearsome dragon. The main room bustled with activity, long wooden tables and chairs packed with patrons - rugged men and a few hardy women, who bore the unmistakable air of seasoned adventurers. The atmosphere was electric with camaraderie and shared tales of daring exploits.

Directly ahead lay the bar, a sturdy oak counter manned by a burly barkeep. Behind him, a line of barrels stretched the length of the wall, and a door, emanating the mouthwatering scent of roasting meats and fresh bread, likely led to the kitchen. To my left were stairs to the second floor. The room was illuminated with several lamps, inside which were magic stones.

I paused as a cute, young waitress noticed my hesitation and approached with a warm smile. She was clad in a long, simple dress with a stained apron.

- Are you new here? - she inquired kindly: - Looking for a meal or a room, dear?

- Both, actually, - I replied, feeling a bit overwhelmed in the boisterous tavern: - Could you prepare a room and have the food delivered upstairs? I've had a long journey and could use the rest.

It would be more beneficial for me to eat downstairs, but I was cute looking girl, and, in the tavern full of drunken adventurers, it could lead to trouble, which I wanted to avoid as much as possible. I hoped my tiredness would explain my preference for a private meal.

The waitress nodded understandingly:

- Of course, I don't blame you, love. It can get quite... lively downstairs. Room will cost you four copper coins and three more for the dinner.

- That works for me, - I said, reaching into my pouch. I pulled out a silver coin, hoping it would cover the expense: - Will this suffice? - I asked, holding out the coin.

The waitress turned and called out:

- Tom! Come here!

A young boy, likely between twelve and fourteen years old, came rushing out from the kitchen. He skidded to a halt before us, his curious gaze flickering between the waitress and me.

- Escort this young lady upstairs to an empty room, and then fetch her dinner, - the waitress instructed.

- Yes ma'm, - Tom replied, his eyes widening, as he got a better look at my face. I could not help but smile, knowing that look all too well from that particular age.

- Let's go, - I smiled at him and gestured towards the stairs, and Tom eagerly led the way, bounding up the wooden steps. I followed close behind, feeling a few pairs of eyes tracking our ascent, but no one made any attempts to stop us.

The second-floor corridor stretched out before us, with doors lining both walls. Tom stopped at the second door on the left and pushed it open, stepping aside to allow me entry.

- There you go, miss. I'll bring your food right up, - he said with a grin, eager to please.

- Thank you, - I smiled at him and entered the room. The room had a bed covered with straw and a bed sheet. The room was sparse but clean, with a chair and a small wooden table. I draped my cloak over the chair and sank onto the bed, surprised to find it more comfortable than expected. My tired feet thanked me, as I leaned back against the rough wall. The door had no lock, but there was a wooden plate that could be used to lock it.

A few moments later, a soft knock sounded at the door. I opened it to find Tom, now carrying a tray laden with food. He set it down on the table, then hovered, his young eyes lingering on me.

- Anything else you need, miss? - he asked, a hint of eagerness in his voice. I could practically see the questions bubbling up in his curious eyes.

- I would like to wash myself. Is it possible?

- Of course. It will cost you a copper coin.

I dropped a coin to the boy and, after he left, approached the table. The dinner consisted of a plate of soup, a piece of bread, and a mug of diluted ale. The soup was an unappetizing grayish-brown, but it was good enough to eat, and I was very hungry. I tore off a chunk of the coarse bread and dunked it into the soup, chewing methodically, as I pondered my next steps.

Just as I finished the dinner, Tom came inside and brought me a bowl of water and a piece of cloth, to wash myself with. No bath here. After Tome left I locked the door and took off my clothes. They consisted of boots, which covered my knees and were hard to take off, pants, a shirt, a leather vest, and underwear, which consisted of two pieces of clothing that were wrapped around me. As I put away my long, silky hair, the unfamiliar sensation of the locks cascading down my back reminded me of how different this body was from my previous male form. I marveled at the delicate, slender fingers that combed through the dark tresses. Sensation was new, but not unpleasant; actually the opposite.

After taking a medieval bath, I fell asleep, while making plans for tomorrow.

* * *
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WAKING UP LATER THAN intended, I struggled to don the unfamiliar garments. Through trial and error, I eventually managed to dress myself appropriately and made my way downstairs. The tavern was nearly deserted, with only a handful of men lingering in the shadows. The same waitress from yesterday approached me, and I placed an order for breakfast. The meal cost three copper coins, which I paid for using a silver coin. I received seven copper coins in return, confirming my previous assumption about the exchange rate. Although I had enough funds to last several days, I knew I would soon run out. To secure a steady income, I decided to investigate the Adventurers Guild, as a potential solution.

The guild stood out prominently among the surrounding buildings, as a three-story stone structure. Easily locating it, I entered the establishment to find it filled with numerous tables occupied by various adventurers. The crowd was primarily human, but there were also a few dwarves and beastmen present. Approaching the counter, I saw a young woman working there and awaited my turn to speak with her.

The receptionist greeted me with a warm smile:

- Welcome to the Adventurers Guild. How may I assist you today?

She appeared to be in her mid-twenties, with a slender build that made her seem taller than my current elven frame. Her long, shimmering, golden hair and attractive features were almost stereotypically beautiful, eliciting an amused thought about the cliché of a fantasy world.

- I'm here to register as a new adventurer, - I replied, to which she nodded understandingly.

- The registration fee is one silver coin, - she explained: - Additionally, if you wish to begin at a higher rank, we'll need to assess your skills through a short test.

Guess the encounter with those goblins, was quite lucky, without the money that I got from them, things would be quite difficult for me. I would not even be able to enter the town or register at the guild.

A higher rank meant better jobs with higher pay, so I agreed to the skill test and handed the receptionist a silver coin, officially initiating my adventurer registration.

- Please fill out this registration form, - she instructed. Since I possessed the ability to write in runes, the task proved simple and straightforward. Registration required only basic information like name and race; job, birthplace, and age were optional. I chose to complete only the job section.

Upon reviewing my minimal information, she nodded.

- My name is Leone. Miss Avone, please follow me, - she said, leading me to a conference room. After we both sat down at the table, she presented a small, glimmering crystal to me.

- Please hold this crystal. It will evaluate your current level and document your skills.

I complied with her instructions, grasping the crystal. After a short duration, I returned it to Leone. She set the crystal on the table and cast a spell, causing runic information to materialize above it. As she jotted down the displayed details, I could not help but feel a mix of anticipation and slight nervousness about my initial adventurer evaluation.

- Ah, I see you already possess a basic skill in Archery, - Leone remarked, her eyes scanning the runic display: - That entitles us to assign you the rank of E. Adventurers, you see, have a ranking system that begins at F, progresses to E, D, C, B, A, and culminates at S, - she made a note of this before continuing: - It also shows that you have killed some monsters and acquired part of their life force, so you can level up now, - a slight frown crossed her face: - Alas, our Leveling Crystal is currently unavailable, having been loaned out to the local church. Ordinarily, you can increase your level in the Adventurers Guild, but for the time being, you will need to go to a church. Since church is using our crystal, just show them your adventurer's tag, and you will not need to pay them for using a crystal, since usually adventurers can increase their levels for free in the guild.

So in this world, adventurers leveled up by acquiring monster life energy, and using some kind of a crystal. It was different from a game, where heroes automatically leveled up by killing enemies and gathering experience points.

Leone took the copper tag and handed it to me:

- This is your adventurer's tag, - she explained: - To complete your registration, we'll need a drop of your blood to bind it to your identity. It will also serve as your pass, to enter towns without paying the toll.

I took out my knife and carefully pricked my finger, allowing a single crimson drop to fall onto the copper surface. The tag began to glow briefly. Leone nodded, satisfied, and handed me the adventurer's tag.

- Your registration is now complete, - she said with a smile: - To advance your adventurer rank, you have two options. You can either successfully complete ten jobs at your current rank or five jobs at a higher rank. However, you may only accept jobs one rank above your own. Should you fail to complete a job, you will be fined, so choose your contracts carefully.

Leone started explaining me the guild's rules, and I tried to listen carefully.

- If you do not take any jobs, but prefer to hunt monsters in the dungeon, for their crystals, then adventurers can level up by reaching level five for rank E, level ten for D, twenty for C, and twenty more levels for every ranking after that. Rank S is reserved for special cases and requires recommendations. Since you will start with rank E, in order to increase your rank, you will need to reach level ten or complete guild quests.

I quickly did the math. So the middle-level adventurer had a level between twenty to forty. My game level of one hundred and six would make me a real monster. Which made sense, since at that point my strength points were twice as large as dragons.

Leone continued: - If you decide to join a party, your party's level will increase as you complete jobs together. However, your individual level will still depend on your own actions and contributions. All available jobs are posted in the guild's main room. The proof of completion varies by quest. If you hunt dungeon monsters for their magic stones, you can sell them directly or take them to a merchant, as you prefer.

- You said dungeon monsters magic stones, so the monsters in the forest don't have them?

- Yes, only dungeon monsters possess magic stones. Destroying the magic stone will also kill the monster, but you won't get paid then.

As I remembered, the lore of the game, the world of Heroes, Magic and Monsters was battlefield for Chaos and Order, represented by evil god Lucifer and Gods of Light. Dungeons were creations of Chaos Magic and suddenly appeared in places, which that were rich with mana. Dungeons gave birth to monsters and randomly created artifacts inside them. Left unchecked, dungeons could create a monster stampede. Since dungeon monsters fed on mana in the Dungeons or other living beings, then if the adventurers did not regularly kill them, monster numbers would increase, and they would not have enough mana in the Dungeon to sustain themselves. Once that happened, monsters would leave the Dungeon and kill everyone in their way, including other creatures as well. The only difference between dungeon monsters and outside beasts was that the dungeon's monsters were created by dungeons magic and had magic stones inside them, while other beasts were born, mostly like humans or animals. In order to level up, adventurers or creatures had to kill other living beings that had mana, so killing Dungeon monsters was a good way to level up. While killing ordinary animals would not allow anyone to absorb opponents' life force or increase levels. The problem was that anyone with mana could have access to magic or increased stats. Anyone who had mana could potentially learn how to use magic, but skills and stats increased human and creatures natural abilities. As an elf, I was naturally stronger than regular humans, but increased strength stats would make me even stronger, just like magic related skills would make spells more powerful and use less mana. For someone like me, hunting alone would be very dangerous, since most of the creatures would potentially be much stronger than me, and I would not stand a chance against any mid-ranking magician.

- Could you recommend any adventurer parties currently seeking an archer? - I asked the receptionist.

She pondered for a moment before responding.

- There aren't any parties actively looking now, but you can join the monster extermination quest if you're interested. Several adventurer parties, along with other low-ranking adventurers, will be participating.

Intrigued, I inquired further: - What exactly entails this quest?

- One of the local nobles is looking to expand his territories, - she explained: - Usually, new settlements are established by the villagers themselves. However, in many cases, the villages are devastated by monsters or bandit attacks before they can get off the ground. Some lords begun hiring adventurers first, to scout the lands and eliminate monsters, ensuring the area is safe for settlement. We have such a quest available. Adventurers will be departing tomorrow, and it's open to anyone who wishes to join. It's classified as a low-ranking quest, so the rewards aren't particularly high. Consequently, mostly low-ranking adventurers and their parties are participating.

- I see, then I would like to participate as well.

- Very well, - nodded Leone: - I will register you. You will be departing in two days, right after sunrise, from the east gate of the town. One of the noble lord's attendants will accompany your group, and he will provide all the specific details and instructions. Do you have any further questions? I'd be more than happy to assist you. And remember, as a registered adventurer, you can always approach me or any other guild receptionist for information. You'll also have free access to the Adventures Guild's reference room and training grounds located in our town and any other.

I nodded, then inquired: - If I wish to learn battle-related skills or new magic spells, are there places where I can do that in town?

Leone smiled and replied: - Indeed, there are several academies and schools in our town that offer training in battle-related skills. Anyone is welcome to enroll. If you're interested in learning new magic spells, you'll need to visit the magic guild.

- And what are their prices?

- You will need several gold coins, in any of those places.

- I see, - I sighed internally. It seemed I would have to complete quests or take risks delving into dungeons before I could afford any new skills for myself. Turning back to Leone, I asked: - Could you direct me to the church? I'm eager to increase my level, and afterward I plan to visit your guild's reference room.

- The reference room is located on the second floor, - she pointed towards the second floor: - It's the first door on your left. Feel free to visit anytime, but please ensure no books or documents leave the room.

I nodded my thanks, and Leone provided detailed instructions on how to locate the church. I exited the Adventurers Guild and made my way towards the church. Navigating the crowded streets, I was acutely aware of my smaller stature and the way my new body moved. I found myself wishing for the ease of movement my male form had provided, but quickly pushed the thought away, determined to master this new body.

The church building was an imposing sight, nearly a castle, with multiple towers that seemed to stretch towards the heavens. Its architecture was not designed for defense, but rather to instill a sense of awe and reverence in the common folk.

The entrance was two large doors, and the first room was large, with high ceilings. The walls and ceiling were adorned with many ornaments, telling the stories of the gods and ancient heroes.

I waited a while, looking around, until I saw one of the priests. He was a tall, bearded man, dressed in white priest robes.

- Greetings, traveler. How may I assist you?

- Good day, father, I was told that I can use your Leveling Crystal here and increase my level.

- Of course, my child. But if this is your first time increasing your level, I should probably warn you that after increasing your level, gods will grant you a skill, or increase an existing one. You will be given two choices, and will have to choose one, or gods will choose one of them for you. As you probably know, the number of skills one can possess is finite, and once chosen, they cannot be altered.

I bit my lower lip, absorbing this information. So, the mechanics of skill acquisition in this realm mirrored those of the game. One person could acquire ten skills, and once you had them, they were set and impossible to change. There were three ways to acquire skills, by leveling up, completing the quest, or learning them from a teacher or in some sort of academy. When someone completed a quest or paid for lessons, they learned a specific skill and had a choice to learn it or not. But it was different when heroes leveled up. They get a choice between two random skills, and did not have another choice, but to choose one of them. It was kind of a problem since skills were useful when used at the right time.

For example, there was a Shipping skill, which was useful when the scenario was in the ocean with islands. Heroes' ships sailed faster, and soldiers were more efficient in sea battles. But if the scenario was in the middle of the continent, where the hero traveled only in deserts, forests, dungeons, or swamps, then shipping skill would be completely worthless. Similarly, there were skills that seemed useful, but were only at lower levels. First Aid skill could be used to heal your armies soldiers, but a high ranking Water Magic or Light Magic skill users could use healing spells, making First Aid skill completely redundant.

I had a choice: level up and be forced to choose a skill, hoping for the lucky of a draw, or refuse to level up. Of course, leveling up could also offer a hero to level up existing skill, since all skills had four levels, novice, basic, advanced and master. But it was the same luck of the draw.

I could acquire skill first by completing quests, paying someone to teach me or learning at the academy, but in order to do that, I needed money or strength to complete the quest, which required me to become stronger, by increasing my stats. And for now, I could only do that by leveling up. Not so good choices all around.

- Yes, I want to increase my level, regardless, - I answered the priest.

- Very well, it will cost you three copper coins, - nodded the priest.

- I was told that adventurers do not have to pay a fee, - I showed priest my adventurer's tag, and he nodded.

- Of course. Sadly, our Leveling Crystal was stolen, and Adventurers Guild loaned us their crystal, so all people of the town could use it. Please follow me.

The priest led me to a back room, unlocking the door with an old key. Inside, the chamber was nearly barren save for a large, head-sized crystal resting on a pedestal.

- Place your hands upon the crystal, - he instructed.

I approached the shining orb and grasped it with both hands. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, a flood of text and numbers materialized before my eyes:

Elf, LV 1 - 2

Name - Avone;

Job: Ranger;

Status:

Health: 3 - 5;

Mana: 10 - 20;

Strength: 0 - 1;

Defense: 0 - 1;

Spell power: 0;

Luck: 0 - 1;

Speed: 6;

Morale: Neutral

Skills:

Archery (Basic)

Possible skill acquirement:

- Archery (Advanced);

- Artillery (Novice);

Please choose one skill!

So I could get Artillery, which allows me to use my army's ballista more efficient, or I could increase my Archery skill. Not so bad. Artillery skill was useless to me, since I had no armies, but increasing my archery skill was a good choice. I chose Archery (Advanced), and numbers disappeared.

I really wanted to increase my speed, so I could run away or move faster, but for some reason in the game speed was the only stat, which did not increase after leveling up. The only way to increase heroes or monsters' speed was through evolution or using the artifacts. At least the rest of my stats got a boost.

After leaving the church, I spent the next two days engrossed in the Adventurers Guild's extensive library and reference room. It housed a wealth of knowledge on monsters, various races inhabiting this world, and basic information about surrounding towns and territories. This information was invaluable for me, considering the significant differences between this world and the game I once knew.

According to the scrolls and tomes, this world had three vast continents: the Human Continent, where I was currently located, the Dark Continent situated to the north, and the Barbarian Continent lying north-west. I had arrived in a kingdom called Ashgrin, with the town
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