Prologue: The arrival

From the ship, Iyouboushi could barely see Erutoru town in the midst of the storm. The trip wasn't very pleasant, considering the bad weather and sea monster attacks, but the captain remarked that those were common nowadays.
"Happens on nearly every trip, I tells ya! Some monster always shows up and tries to eat the passengers. That's why the ship's so empty! You see, people are afraid of traveling by sea and getting eaten. That's rubbish, I say! No one's ever gotten hurt on my watch. Are you hurt, boy?"
Iyouboushi shook his head.
"Hah! See? People nowadays are cowards, I tells ya."
The captain could talk enthusiastically for hours, while Iyouboushi rarely had the chance to reply. Sometimes, it seemed as the captain was paying more attention to his own little monologue than to the ship itself; in fact, he kept talking even while the passengers were busy defending themselves from the tentacles of a giant squid.

When the ship arrived at Erutoru, the other passengers got out as quickly as they could, relieved that they were safe at last. Iyouboushi, however, stepped out of the ship nonchalantly and headed to the Red Hedgehog, a nearby tavern, carrying just a small bag.
Altough it was dark and raining a lot, Iyouboushi easily found his way, as he was pretty familiar with the path from the port to the tavern. What usually brought Iyouboushi to Erutoru was its enormous library, which belonged to the town's ruler, Lord Lucius George IV. It wasn't open to the public, but that never kept the more courageous travellers from finding a way in.
Once he stepped into the tavern, Iyouboushi was greeted by his friend, Monroe the barkeeper.
"Hey, Iyou! It's been a while since your last visit, uh? Do you want something to drink? How about a Buzzing Bee?"
"No, thank you, Monroe... I'd like to rest a bit now. I had a very tiresome trip."
"Alright, then. I'll ask someone to prepare a room for you. Make yourself at home!"
Iyouboushi nodded and walked to the counter. He took a seat, pulled a piece of paper, a quill and a small bottle of ink from of his bag, and started writing a letter...

"To Guildmaster Dominique: I'm already in Erutoru. My magitek ring has been damaged, but I believe I can still fulfill the mission. The requested book should be in my possession within a week or so. With best regards, Iyouboushi."
Chapter 1: Knowledge is power

The following day, Iyouboushi got his response rather quickly. As he was going downstairs, Monroe gave him a letter from the Guildmaster. He opened the envelope, knowing just what to expect: the best handwriting he'd ever seen, in striking red ink, delivering the meanest possible message. "To my stupidiest guild member: I don't care where you are! You should spend less time sending me useless letters and get me the books I asked. Don't run around with a damaged ring either, stupid! Signed, Guildmaster Dominique. P.S.: I'm requesting three more books, they are..."
Iyouboushi was quite used to getting this kind of response by Dominique. Altough he had never failed a mission, even the more difficult ones, the Guildmaster felt that she had to put him in check every once in a while. When he finished reading it, Iyouboushi just shrugged and burned the letter with a very weak flame he created using his half-working magitek ring.
While most of the people in Iwote thought that those who used magitek rings were bearers of supernatural powers, the select few who belonged to the three magitek-using guilds of Iwote (the Crim Guild, the Healers' Guild and the Azure Academy, which Iyouboushi was a part of) knew that their weapons of trade were actually very crafty devices, invented by the famous engineers of Crim City.
If Iyouboushi were in Crim, he'd be able to get his ring repaired at some engineer's workshop. However, he was miles away from Crim, in Erutoru, a wayward fief-like place. The chances of running into an engineer were very slim; Iyouboushi reasoned (albeit illogically) that he was more likely to be ran over by an engineer. The ring wasn't so badly damaged he couldn't defend himelf, so he headed to the town's library.

The library of Erutoru was the biggest building in the state, surpassing even Lord Lucius' own castle. Lucius, an avid book collector, was constantly rebuilding the library to make room for his newest acquisitions. He would often travel around the continent, looking for rare books and famous writers. He wasn't fond of reading, but he figured that having lots of books was the surest way to rule Erutoru for as long as he lived, because he once heard someone say that "knowledge is power".
Amazingly enough, his naive plan worked, for his busy agenda sheltered him from public sight; as such, all sorts of rumors started to arise. The most famous rumor (which every Erutoruan believed vehemently) was that Lucius, after reading a cursed spellbook known infamously as "The Ultimate Spellbook", suffered a horrible disfiguration and became a ghastly skeleton-like figure known as Blazebone, the Wisest Zombie. Altough Lucius loathed the nightmarish nickname, he quite enjoyed being his vassals' number one cause of insomnia.
Lucius' only frustration was not being the owner of the biggest library in the world, which belonged to the Crim Technical Institute, the part of the Crim Guild responsible for the manufacture of magitek rings and technological research. Lucius knew that the Crim Guild would soon start to threaten his rulership over Erutoru, for its members worked almost non-stop, making discoveries and writing more and more essays and books. He didn't know exactly why or how their power could interfer with his', though. And neither did Casper.

Casper Bart Xenos was an opposite of Blazebone. Blazebone was nearly illiterate, but had power over an entire state, whereas Casper was one of the best engineers in CTI, but had no power at all, over anything. Despite being quite an inventive genius, his peers and superiors seldom recognized his worth; his inventions would either explode in other engineers' hands, who rarely understood Casper's thinking, or they'd would perfectly, which always attracted the envy of the dimmer lights of CTI.
Recognition wasn't what Casper seeked, though. What he really wanted when he joined the CTI was to find a way of using machinery to make peoples' lives better. His dream made him radically different from the other engineers, who were satisfied enough when they received their wages. The Institute didn't offer Casper a lot of room to research what he wanted; most of the commissions he got were related to magitek rings, which were used more frequently as weapons (by Crim's Black Army) than to aid people.
The only guild which used magitek as something other than a weapon was the Healers' guild, which Casper knew well, as both his parents were healers. They wanted Casper to follow their steps, but soon after he was born, they found that he was unable to use magic. As he grew up, his inate ability to work with machinery grew, and eventually he was able to attend CTI. But Casper started to wonder wheter it wouldn't be better to leave the CTI and wander the world as a rogue engineer...
Soon, the path he should take would make itself very clear. It began when Cid, Casper's manager, showed up with a new commission. At first glance, it seemed like he was cheery and upbeat, as he usually was when he pretended he was interested in Casper's skills. He would always show up, tell Casper that it was "finally, the day when you'll be able to prove your skills and show them all", only to tell him to fix some general's broken magitek ring, or the Guildmaster's favorite RC car, or help one of his colleagues solve a rubix cube. That day, however, Casper noticed that he was a little disturbed.
"Err, Casper, my boy... I'm afr- uh, excited, that a new commission has arrived for you."
"Yet another trivial task, I suppose..."
"No, no! Absolutely not! This time, it's something big... A little way too big, but I suppose you just might, uh, help us a bit... I mean, you could really prove your worth this time, for real."
Something about the way he talked struck Casper as very odd. Normally, Cid would do his best to trick Casper into thinking that "this time", he trusted his skills. He would keep lying even in face of accidents such as the one that irreversibly changed Casper's hair color from brown to silver. Then again, most of the Crim Guild's members were used to lying according to the Guild's need; they were even capable of saying that two plus two make five without giving it a further thought.
"C-come with me. I'll g-give you further instructions once w-we get th-th-there..."
Casper nodded, put his toolbelt on and followed Cid accross the brightly-lit corridors of the CTI. He was eventually led to a small laboratory. Inside were a tall, white capsule, connected to a modest-looking computer sitting on a nearby desk.
"So... What am I supposed to do?"
"Uh, you see... This is a rather complicated case, actually... The Black Army, they found this after a battle, and we have no idea what it is... You could... uh, investigate, I suppose."
Cid's face soon turned red, and with trembling hands, he then proceeded to turn the computer on and type a few commands on it. The capsule opened, and much to Casper's surprise, there was an unconscious girl inside.
"C-Cid?! What's the meaning of that?! Who is she? Why did the Black Army put her in the..."
"J-just listen, C-Ca-Casper! The girl, sh-she, she doesn't seem to be human, but I d-don't know what, she... The c-connecton, with the, th-the, computer, I mean, it- it's broken, but we can't f-fix it, b-but..."
As quickly as he interrupted Casper and spouted half an explanation, he ran away from the laboratory, leaving Casper alone with the girl and the computer. Casper slowly approached the computer and peered at its screen; it only said "C64 SYSTEM READY" and offered no further clue.

Chapter 2: Casper’s glitch

Time passed rather quickly as Casper tried to figure C64 out. Normally, Casper wouldn't need more than a few minutes to repair a computer, but this time, it took him a whole day for him to not do any progress at all. The computer seemed way too tricky for a computer: it responded to any input with an error message, but it never generated the same error message twice. It was after getting the message "BUGGER OFF, SILVER-HAIRED GEEK" that Casper realized that something was slightly wrong.
At first, Casper thought he had been the victim of a prank: surely Cid had hacked that old-looking machine, causing it to do nothing but generate "funny" error messages. But that didn't explain the unconscious girl in the capsule, nor did it explain Cid's nervousness.
When Cid showed up to tell Casper that his shift was over, he was as nervous as earlier. He made no questions about Casper's progress, and didn't even ask about Casper's other assignments; he just told him to go home and work some more on C64 the next day. Maybe, just maybe, Casper had finally received a big, important project to work on. Maybe several engineers before him had struggled with C64, but he was the one destined to solve its intriguing puzzle. Maybe he would get a raise for this! These thoughts cheered Casper up a little as he walked home.
Once he arrived at his workshop, Casper turned the lights on and looked around. Everything was exactly the way it was when he left: tools scattered everywhere, unfinished inventions lying on the floor, on the desks and on the counter, all his computers turned off, the box where he kept his customers' broken magitek rings intact. He checked his mailbox, and found it empty, as it always was. Casper had gotten used to living alone. Most engineers were in the same situation as he was, living by themselves on the second floor of small workshops, except for the higher-ups of CTI. It was quite advantageous to run a workshop in Crim city; if Casper so wanted, he could make an easy living off of fixing magitek rings. You had to be a part of the Crim Technical Institute to run a workshop, but it was worth going through all that trouble at the CTI, so he could...
So he could... And Casper was unable to finish that thought. Why was he going through all that trouble, anyway? He wasn't fulfilling his dream; none of his inventions had improved anyone's life. It wasn't for the money, anyways; Casper's parents, who were now miles away from Crim, had taught him that money is not the most important thing in life. After thinking about it for a few seconds, Casper realized that it was so the black mages could get their needs fulfilled as quickly as possible. Ah, if only he could fulfill his own needs instead! Casper then meditated about his own needs, his own dreams; it then occurred to him that he was hungry and there was nothing to eat at the workshop.
It was unusual for Casper to not have dinner at the CTI's cafeteria, but he had forgotten to do so after typing so many random commands on that C64. Casper counted the money in his wallet and headed to the cheapest restaurant he knew. It was widely regarded as one of the worst restaurants in all of Iwote, but it was the only food he could afford right now.
The first thing he saw once he walked into the Chestnut Fast-food Restaurant was a horde of laborers and maids. At first Casper thought he had stepped into the cafeteria of the Low-class Workers' Guild, but there was no such thing; there was only one Guild in Crim, the appropriately named Crim Guild. Nonetheless, the complete lack of any engineers other than himself made Casper snicker a bit.
Casper picked up a plastic tray and took a place in the line. Things were going smoothly until the line came to a complete halt: a young maid was having trouble paying for her food.
"Oh, please, Mr. Syme! You see, I forgot my purse at home, but I promise I'll pay you tomorrow!" she cried desperately; way too desperately to be convincing.
"Look, Katie, I've already heard that like a dozen times this morning, and I'm not letting you be Miss Thirteen!"
While everyone else in the queue was either amused or annoyed by the small ruckus, Casper felt sympathy for the poor girl. He counted his money again, and decided to help her.
"Uh, hey! Katie! I think I could..." he shouted at her.
"Oh my! Could you please wait a minute, Mr. Syme? I think I've just found a solution!" she said, in a cheerful voice. She pushed the two people in front of Casper out of the way, grabbed the coins from his hand without thinking twice, then paid for her food.
Casper was taken aback by the dexterity with which she took the money from his hand, but just as quickly, she grabbed his arm and took him to a nearby table.
"Oh, I ordered food for both of us, since it looked like you were just going to stand there looking at my face!"
"Uh... Do you realize that there were three people in front of me? I kind of..."
"Oh, one of those three people was me, and I'm sure the other two didn't mind either. Anyways, thanks for helping me out, my name's Katie! And yours?"
"I'm Casper..."
It took Casper a few moments to realize that he was in the infamous Chestnut Restaurant, with a tray of nondescript, barely edible food in front of him, dining with a young, hyper girl called Katie. Something he had never done before. Unpredictability in the field of programming, Casper remembered, is widely considered a glitch, a bug, an error. That day began making little sense to Casper: the computer, supposedly a perfectly predictable machine, had acted like it was alive, even though Casper knew it wasn't. But the evening made even less sense: if Casper was human, and thus a living being and allowed to be unpredictable, why was he suddenly scared of acting outside his routine?
Chapter 3: The Lifeless Gaze

As Casper stared at a tray of nearly inedible food, he suddenly felt as if he had woken up after sleepwalking into the Chestnut Restaurant. He immediately felt an urge to run away as quickly as he could, but then he looked forward and felt yet another shock: there was someone sitting on the opposite side of the table. It was Katie, the girl Casper helped, or the girl who robbed him; he wasn't exactly sure. That didn't diminish Casper's urge to run away, but it certainly kept him from actually doing it.

"Thanks for helping me out!" said Katie, trying to start a conversation. However, all she managed to do was make Casper's face become completely red.

"So... Is this the first time you come here?"

Casper just nodded, and kept on blushing uncontrollably.

"That uniform of yours... It looks familiar. Are you an engineer?"

Casper nodded once again.

"Hah! That's funny, I always thought you guys could afford better food!"

"Oh, that's... Well, actually, I'm broke..."

"Where do you eat, then?"

"At the Guild's cafeteria..."

Katie giggled. She looked at Casper's tray and asked, as if she was pleading, "Aren't you going to eat anything?"

The question made Casper realize that by then, Katie was nearly done eating, whereas he hadn't even touched his food yet. Either Katie was very fast, or Casper had stared at his tray for longer than he supposed. Casper meant to say "I'm not really hungry", but before he even finished the phrase, Katie switched the trays.

"The food here isn't too good, but I eat what I can get, you know?" said Katie, matter-of-factly, as she grabbed a handkerchief from her purse.

"Hey... I thought you had forgotten your purse?"

"What? No, it's always been right here, behind my apron!" answered Katie, giggling even louder this time. She suddenly stopped giggling and told Casper, with a straight face, "But I'm going to pay you! Really!"

"Riiight... When would that be?"

"Tomorrow." As soon as Katie said that, her straight face vanished and she started giggling again.

Katie got up as soon as she finished eating. She walked to Casper and pecked him on the cheek.

"You're the cutest engineer ever! See you later, Caspy." And then she walked away, leaving Casper alone, blushing madly. At the moment, he couldn't tell wheter she was being flirty, sarcastic, or both; he didn't really care, though. He had a pleasant night; even though he nearly had a panic attack and, after all, he hadn't eaten anything, he enjoyed the company - altough Katie had probably enjoyed herself much more, both from getting free food and by giggling at Casper's shyness.

While Casper slept comfortably, Iyouboushi was awake in his room at the Red Hedgehog tavern, in Erutoru. He was writing a letter to his Guildmaster. It said... "To Guildmaster Dominique: I have already fulfilled my mission. Getting the requested books was rather easy, but I find it rather odd that you'd send me all the way to Erutoru just to get four books! It's more likely that..."

Iyouboushi stopped writing as Monroe knocked on his door. She had just brought him a new letter, from the Guildmaster herself.

"To the fast stealer, but slow writer: If intend to write me a letter saying that you fulfilled your mission, don't even bother. I did not send you all the way to Erutoru just to get four books, as you may have guessed by now. Here's four more books for you to get. Signed, Guildmaster Dominique. P.S.: I know that you usually go to the library at night, but you should really stop staying up late! Get some sleep already."

Iyouboushi shrugged. Altough it was easier for him to steal books at night, doing so was screwing up his sleep cycle; as such, he often ended up sleeping at dawn and waking up at noon. He decided to write Dominique a letter because he didn't feel sleepy at all, nor could he think of any way of becoming sleepy. He glanced at the letter and saw "P.P.S.: Sleep-inducing herbs."

But Iyouboushi disliked sleep-inducing herbs. He wasn't good at telling one plant from another, which was dangerous; if he picked the herbs himself, he could make a mistake and pick the wrong ones, if he asked someone else to give him such herbs, someone might give him poisonous weed instead. Thinking that maybe Dominique had an answer for that, he turned the letter around, and indeed, the answer was there: "P.P.P.S.: Stop being such a wuss!"

Iyouboushi snickered. At last, Dominique had insulted him! It wouldn't be a legitimate letter from the Guildmaster without an insult or two. Nonetheless, Iyouboushi decided to ignore the Guildmaster's advice. He picked one of the books he had recently stolen and started reading it.

The following day, Casper went to the CTI with a smile. Cid was waiting for him right at the entrance. Casper meant to greet him, but Cid interrupted him, as nervous as he was the day before.

"Listen, Casper, I've cancelled all of your orders!"

Casper's smile waned upon hearing that. "What... You've cancelled everything?!"

"Yes! I need you to, uh, fully dedicate yourself to that... project. Look, the black mages are involved, and they want you to do something about... well, the project... as soon as possible. So go to the laboratory at once! You remember where it is, right?"

"Uh, yeah, but..."

"Then go!"

Casper nodded, and headed to the laboratory. His mood slowly degraded as he thought about the impossible puzzle he had been given. Why did that old-looking computer and the girl in the capsule attract the attention of the Guild's Army, the black mages?

When he arrived at the laboratory, he saw that everything was exactly as he had left it. He frowned at the broken computer, which looked a bit like a bread-bin. As he turned it on, the blue screen lit up. It said, in white letters, "C64 SYSTEM READY." As Casper's finger merely approached the keyboard, the words "SYNTAX ERROR" showed up.

He then decided inside the computer; perhaps, rust, dust or a broken chip were making it malfunction. Casper turned the computer off, took a screwdriver from the toolbelt, and tried to open it. However, as soon as Casper managed to removed a screw, he felt a sharp pain on his arm, which caused him to drop his tool.

He leaned over to pick up the screwdriver with his other arm, but he immediately received yet another blow, which caused him to lose his balance and fall over. This gave him the chance to look up and see the source of the blows: he had been hit by the girl, who had just jumped out of the capsule to strike him.

Casper slowly got up, bewildered by what had just happened. The girl was in an offensive stance, but completely motionless. Her eyes seemed completely lifeless, but despite her blank stare, she looked like she was ready to strike Casper again. Either way, Casper couldn't tell wheter the girl was human or robot.

Could that be a result of the connection between the capsule and the bread-bin? At first, Casper ruled it out, since he had turned the computer off; then he thought that, perhaps, the girl was programmed to defend the bread-bin regardless of input from the computer itself; however, the desk was placed in such a way that it was outside the girl's field of vision when she was inside the capsule. Altough he was a bit shaken, Casper decided to test the connection between the capsule and the computer; however, as soon as he walked towards the capsule, the girl turned her lifeless, eerie gaze at him.

The fright Casper felt was bigger than his desire to keep investigating; this time, Casper felt that the best thing to do was to follow his urge to run away screaming. He shrieked, quickly opened the door and ran down the corridor as fast as he could.

Once he stopped to regain his breath, Casper tried to reorder his thoughts. The girl might be some sort of security robot; if that was the case, though, she was far superior compared to the outdated CyberBots employed by the Guild. The CyberBot prototype had been invented by Casper long ago (one of his few inventions that did not explode upon being examined by another engineer). Nowadays, the one in charge of manufacturing, repairing and upgrading the CyberBots was Eyi, whom Casper barely knew.

While he was lost in his thoughts, Cid showed up. He smirked as he saw Casper.

"So... Now you know why I'm so nervous, eh?" said Cid dryly as Casper trembled, sweated and gasped for air.

"W... pant... Wh... wheeze.... Where's Eyi? I need to... Ask him something..."

"Eyi? His shift's over. You might find him at the bar."

As soon as Casper got the directions to the bar, he started running again. He needed to finish repairing the computer (if it needed repairs) as quickly as he could, for the sake of his own health, since he wasn't allowed to pick up any other projects. But to repair the computer, he'd need to override the C64 girl's programming, and he had no idea how to do so; if her programming were similar to the CyberBots', though, then Eyi would know what to do.

Once he got to the bar, Eyi yelled at him. Eyi looked like he was falling apart, laughing and hiccuping. Casper ran to where he was, completely ignoring anything else inside the bar.

"'ey, Casper! So you finally decided to show up and drink with us, eh?! That's grrrrrrreat! You really need some distraction, y'know what I'm saying? Hahah!"

"Listen, Eyi! This... wheeze... Is rather serious! About the..."

"Shh, shh! Look! It's the moment we're all waiting for!"

Casper tried to regain his breath so he could ask what Eyi was talking about, when Eyi pointed at a small stage that Casper hadn't noticed earlier. The bartender was there, apparently in the middle of an announcement. He only picked up the last few words...

"Now presenting... Lady Mokashi!"

And the bartender then ran away from the stage, revealing a young woman covered in veils...

Chapter 4: Darling, your haunting eyes

Casper's worries seemed to disappear as he watched Lady Mokashi dance. He had rushed into the tavern looking for Eyi, the CTI's expert on security robots, but as soon as his attention turned to the beautiful dancer, he even forgot why he was looking for Eyi in the first place: all of Casper's mind had been entranced, and all of his thoughts were about Lady Mokashi.
It was something about her eyes that attracted Casper irresistibly. Altough her movements were graceful and her body was in great shape, it was the gleam of her eyes that intrigued him. By gazing at them, Casper was sure that she was completely free; free from any worries, free to go anywhere she wanted, to do anything she wanted. As Mokashi danced, she slowly became the very idea of freedom, and the very foundation of Casper's happiness. He knew that, in order to be truly happy, he had to pursue her; he was certain that all of his life thus far had been only a prelude to the moment when he'd meet her; he was absolutely sure that-
And suddenly, the music stopped, Mokashi took a bow, and then she left the stage. All of Casper's certainties dissipated and his reason returned. He then remembered that he was in the middle of a crowded bar, that Eyi was laughing and pointing at his face, and that Eyi was the one he was looking for in the first place - because he had been attacked by a girl with such a lifeless gaze that she could only be a security robot, designed to protect the mysterious computer labeled only as "C64". He felt as if he had woken up from a wonderful dream, only to be thrown into the good old ugly reality.
"Boy, I've seen people blush before, but you're red as a tomato! What were you thinking?!"
"Oh, uh..."
Casper stopped for a moment, and then asked the question that led him to that bar.
"Who was that?"
"Oh, that's Lady Mokashi, the new dancer. She showed up last week, right after Jiandra left... Oooh, I see, you're interested in her, aren't you?"
"N-no, I mean... Yeah, I guess a little, b-but it's not l-like..."
"Don't worry, kid. Whatever is it that you want with her, lemme jus' tell you that it's impossible. She doesn't want anything with us customers; as soon as her little show is over, she evaporates! She's nothing like Jiandra... Oh, she always hanged out after the show; she was a really fun girl, that she was. Too bad I only saw her dance three times... And no one knows where she went."
Casper frowned. "So, where do I find her?"
"I told you, no one knows where she went after she quit..."
"No! I mean Mokashi!"
"Oh, her? I heard she eats at the Chestnut, but other than that, I dunno where to find her."
"That helps a lot. Thanks, Eyi!"
And then Casper headed back to the CTI.

Even though Casper had been thrown back into reality as soon as Mokashi's danceended, she still haunted his mind - enough for him to only realize he had asked Eyi the wrong question way after he left the bar. He then stopped walking. Maybe there was still time for him to go back and see if Eyi was still there, but just as soon as Casper turned around, he realized that he was lost.
Casper shook his head - Mokashi's spell must have been strong enough to make him take the wrong path, or lots of wrong paths. He was now in a dark, narrow alley. He looked around and saw a lot of litter, a big pile of green rags, and a short man in dark clothes right behind him. Casper then realized the last thing there was to realize: he was about to be robbed.
Knowing that didn't make him nervous, oddly enough. Casper thought he was still in a dream-like state from seeing Mokashi. So he turned around and decided to talk to his robber.
"I have no means of defending myself, so I'll give you my wallet. It's in my front pocket."
Casper reached for his wallet, but as he tried to do so, the man grabbed his arm.
"What the heck are you doing? You're going to GIVE me your wallet?!"
"Uh, yes. Weren't you going to rob me anyways?"
"No! I'm not a robber, I'm a thief!"
"There's a difference?"
"Of course there is, you dummy! That means I don't use violence to make people give me stuff!" As he said that, the man saw that he was still grabbing Casper's arm, and released it quickly.
"So, you're not going to ro... er, steal me anymore?
"After you saw me? No way! I'm not going to give you a reason to scream and call the black mages! Even though we're pretty far from any black mage..."
"We are? ...Where are we, then?"
"You don't know where you are?"
The thief looked frustrated and started muttering under his breath. "What an airhead! This was going to be an easy one, why'd he wake up just now..."
He sighed and turned back to Casper. "Look, you've walked pretty far from the Merchant Route. You're in the middle of Prole Town, which is, you know, a pretty dangerous place."
Casper blinked. He didn't know wheter he was more confused by the fact that the man who just tried to steal him was warning him about the dangers of the place, or by the name 'Merchant Route', which Casper had never heard.
"Merchant Route? Isn't that part of the city usually called Guild Grounds?"
"Yeah, yeah, same difference. The merchants are the only part of the guild that matters, anyways."
Casper felt offended by that, and retorted. "What about the engineers? And the black mages? The Guild is made by three classes, you know!"
"You really are an airhead, aren't you? Let me explain it for you... The engineers just make and repair the factory machines. It's the merchants that sell stuff. Thus, they're the only ones that people seem to care about nowadays..."
"You... You don't sound like you agree with this, do you?"
"Yeah, I don't. The merchants keep all the money and rule the city, while the engineers do all the work. It's not fair, is it?"
What he said was true. The slogans, songs and all sorts of propaganda exalting the equality between merchants, engineers and black mages came to Casper's mind; however, the more he thought about it, the more the propaganda seemed like blatant lies. The thief was right: the engineers did all the work, and the merchants kept all the money.
"But what about the black mages?"
"Oh yeah, they're in charge of 'securing the city'... But just look around! Is anyone in this city secure but the merchants? All the black mages do is escort the merchants around, and it's not even to protect the merchants themselves, it's all about their stupid money and goods!"
"They're supposed to protect the engineers, too, though..."
"They don't care about the engineers! If they're safe, it's because those geeks are too scared to get outside the Merchant Route!"
"Those geeks?!"
The thief then stopped and looked at Casper carefully. "Oh. You're an engineer!"
"Y-yeah, I am."
"That explains why you're so pale... It's the first time you go outside the Merchant Route, isn't it?"
"Heh, yes..."
"So you're lost... And I thought you were just drunk, since you were in the bar a while ago! In this case, I can show you the way back."
"Wha... You're going to help me?"
"Sure, why not? C'mon, follow me!"
Mokashi's spell had been stronger than he thought, to make Casper completely oblivious about his surroundings AND the thief following him all the while. Nonetheless, he accepted the thief's help and followed him. But the weirdest thing was that, when he looked back into the alley, the pile of green rags was gone.
After a long walk, Casper found himself in another dark alley, from which he could see the entrance to the CTI.
"Well that's Nerd HQ right there. You can't miss it."
"Thanks, mister, uh..."
"Just call me Slade."
"Right. I'm Casper."
Slade nodded and turned back, about to run away; Casper reasoned that he shouldn't keep Slade around there too long, since they were now in the 'Merchant Route', but he still called him.
"Hey Slade! Drop by the Chestnut tonight, I'll buy us dinner!"
Slade slowed down for a second, and then disappeared. Casper sighed and headed to the CTI.

As Casper walked through the white corridors of the Institute, he started feeling anxious. It was then that he started to think about how dazed he had been, how much he had risked himself by sleepwalking into a dark alley, and how lucky he was to run into Slade. He could easily have been murdered, cases like his' populated the newspapers.
But it was not just the late effect from wandering away from the 'Merchant Route' that made him nervous; it was when he saw Eyi zoom by, screaming and crying as he ran away from a small laboratory, that he remembered that, prior to the wonderful dream that was Mokashi, he had faced (and was about to face once again) the terrible nightmare that was the secret project, C64.
Altough Casper didn't tell Eyi about it, he presumed that Cid might have done so. And he also presumed what happened inside that laboratory: the lifeless girl had once again sprung to 'life' and beaten him up.
Casper reluctantly turned the doorknob, and slowly opened the door. And he was surprised by what he saw: everything was exactly as it was before the whole incident! Not a single tool was out of place and the girl was inside the capsule, with her eyes closed. This did not make Casper any calmer; he knew that the girl still held some sort of sentience even when inside the capsule.
Even so, he sat in front of the desk and turned the bread-bin computer on. The now-familiar blue screen showed up, and before Casper even typed anything, it gave a "SYNTAX ERROR" message in flashing white text.
He stared at the error message for a while, and as he blinked, a second error message showed up. From then on, different error messages started scrolling down the screen. Casper knew that he could do nothing to fix the bread bin without angering the girl, and the thought of getting near the violent, zombie-like girl made Casper shiver. He started typing random commands on the old computer once again, hoping that he'd find a solution.
But he couldn't concentrate at all. His thoughts turned to Mokashi once again and he started daydreaming. Once he stopped daydreaming, he looked at the computer screen; somehow, he had managed to open the text editor and write a small letter to Mokashi.
"To my dearest one. You inhabit my thoughts, and yet, I know nothing about you. Your haunting eyes always come back to me, even though I cannot decipher them. What brought you to this wretched merchant city? Was it destiny, which led you to me? How can I save you from this place? Just who are you?"
At first, Casper was embarassed by having fallen to Mokashi's spell once again. But then he realized it was much worse - he was typing on C64 - and he started to panic. Casper's urge to run away screaming returned, and he tried to, but as soon as he got up from his chair, he saw that the girl had gotten out of her capsule and was standing right in front of him.
Casper's instinct told him to run faster and scream louder, but his body did the exact opposite: his legs became weak and his voice disappeared. He feared that he was about to be hit again, but instead, the girl talked to him.
"You know... You're the first engineer who asks me 'who' I am, rather than 'what' I am!"
Casper couldn't reply.
"So... I'm C64 Girl. And you are?"
"C-Casper."
He managed to control his panic for a few seconds to be able to say his name, and to realize that C64 Girl didn't look as menacing as she did before. Her eyes no longer looked like the robotic eyes of a war machine, but rather, they seemed human and lively. The lifeless gaze was gone.
Chapter 5: The summoner in the library

Moments earlier, Casper thought that the girl inside the capsule was some sort of security robot. She was lifeless, unless the C64 console was threatened somehow - then she'd jump out of her capsule and defend the computer with precise, powerful strikes. But after he typed a message to Lady Mokashi on the computer, the girl somehow acquired sentience; thinking that Casper had written the message for her, she introduced herself as "C64 Girl".
"So, Casper... Where exactly are we?"
"C-Crim Technology I-Institute..."
"The CTI? You mean I'm in the Guild's HQ?! That makes no sense! Why did they take me here?"
"Th-they just told me to fix the c-computer."
"Is that really all they told you?"
"Y-yes."
"Hmm, that's... that's- syntax error!"
As C64 Girl said "syntax error", the same words flashed on the computer's screen. Casper was intrigued not only by the synchrony between C64 Girl and the computer, but by the curious way she said "syntax error" - it reminded him of a hiccup.
"Uh, what I was saying?"
"I d-don't know..."
"Oh! I was going to ask what your keycard level is."
"It's three."
"Three? That's a pretty low level for an engineer... I guess you really don't know about- syntax error!"
Once again, the words appeared simultaneously on the computer screen. Casper didn't know wheter to be offended by being called "pretty low level", or to be even more amazed and frightened by C64 Girl's high degree of sentience, "syntax errors" notwithstanding.
"Look, Casper, I really need to contact someone, but my magitek transmitter is not working... Could you please fix it first?"
"What?! You... You're asking me, to fix it?"
"Yes. You may be a member of the Guild, but you're different!"
"D-different?"
"You don't think of me as being just a bunch of scrap metal, do you?"
"Absolutely n-not!"
"See, that's something. The other engineers in this Guild have no regard for their own works, much less for someone like me..."
Casper knew that what she said was true: even though not all engineers were treated as badly as he was, most of them were much more frustrated at their jobs than he was. More often than not, it was their carelessness when dealing with Casper's intricate machines that made them explode, not some blunder on Casper's part.
"A-alright then... I can d-do it."

The person C64 Girl wanted to contact was in a neighbor kingdom, Erutoru. Casper began to fix a small device that C64 gave him; meanwhile, in Erutoru, Iyouboushi was having a very odd dream. He dreamt about people marching towards the Red Hedgehog tavern, several people, perhaps hundreds of them. But then he opened his eyes and realized that he wasn't dreaming - he had been woken up by what did sound like the footsteps of a thousand people.
Iyou put his blue mage outfit on and left his room. Luckily, the first person he met was his friend Monroe, who seemed like she was in quite a hurry.
"Monroe! What's that noise outside?"
"It's the black mages! They're coming to the tavern!"
"Black mages in Erutoru? What do they want here?"
"I don't know!"
"Hmm. Perhaps I should write a letter to Guildmaster Dominique, asking..."
"Don't bother! She's one step ahead of you again!"
Monroe then gave Iyou an envelope, bearing the familiar seal of the Azure Academy. He opened it and pulled a letter, which said: "I don't know either! Signed, Guildmaster Dominique"
Iyouboushi sighed. He didn't really want to stay around for long enough to find out what the black mages wanted: wherever the black mages went, chaos was sure to follow not too long afterwards. He couldn't leave Erutoru at once, though, as he was still missing a few books that Dominique requested. Figuring that he should complete his mission as quickly as possible, Iyou went downstairs and took the back door out, as to avoid the incoming troops, and headed to Lord Lucius' library.
Normally, entering and navigating through the library was no big deal for Iyou, as Lucius and his guild members rarely showed up. He entered through the front door nonchalantly and headed to the general reference section of the library.
This, however, was one of the rare occasions when Lucius' employees did show up, much to Iyou's misfortune. While he was idly browsing through the shelves, a young woman wearing dark jeans, a pink shirt and a turban spotted him.
"HEY!! You! Get OUT of here! This is a private library!"
"Oh..."
Iyou wasn't startled by the fact he was found, even though it was unexpected. Keeping his calm allowed him to come up with a small plan. He realized that the turban she was wearing was the turban members of the Order of Summoners wore, which gave him an idea.
"I... I'm not here because of the books, you know."
"Of course you are! You're holding one right now, you thief!"
Indeed, Iyou held "The Finer Art of Shrubbery Cooking" on his left hand. He quickly threw it aside before he replied, all while keeping a poker face.
"No, no, this is a misunderstanding. I'm here because of the summon."
"The summon?"
"Yes. I came to Erutoru because I heard rumors about the summon... Is it doing well?"
Altough Iyouboushi had never seen a summon before, he had read several books on the subject. Summons were nearly-mythical creatures capable of communicating with humans through telepathy. The members of the Order of Summoners were specialists in telepathy and used handmade magitek devices. Iyou noticed that the librarian wore a strange-looking magitek ring on her right hand, which confirmed his suspicion.
"Oh... I have no idea how you learned about the summon, but... It's not doing well at all; in fact, it's been weakening ever since Lucius' last trip..."
"Can I see it?"
"Depends. You're not a member of the Crim Guild, are you?"
"No, I'm a member of the Azure Academy."
"Right... Follow me, then."
"By the way... What's your name? I'm Iyouboushi."
"I'm Kia Purity."
Iyou couldn't be sure wheter his plan had worked or not. Perhaps Kia had seen through Iyou's farce and he was about to be taken to the dungeon instead. Nonetheless, the fact that there was, indeed, a summon in Erutoru was news to Iyouboushi, and now he was genuinely interested in seeing it face-to-face.

Chapter 6: The war of all against all

Iyouboushi had the impression that he had been following Kia Purity for hours. They walked through progressively narrow corridors, climbed down enormous spiral staircases, and eventually arrived in the part of the library Iyouboushi liked the least: Lord Lucius' dungeon, where book thieves and political prisoners were imprisoned before being executed.
As they walked down the dungeon's corridor, Iyouboushi glanced at one of the cells, number 34. He had been there months earlier, to dig a tunnel leading outside. Monroe had been at several trials and noticed that the judge (who happened to be Lord Lucius himself) sent most of his prisoners to cell #34. On one of his trips to Erutoru, Monroe told Iyou to "prepare" that cell in case he was ever caught and put there.
However, Kia walked past cell #34. This made Iyou nervous, and for the first time since the two met near the general reference section, he spoke.
"Why exactly are we in this rather... unsanitary place? Where are we going?"
Kia seemed perfectly calm, albeit a little sad. "Don't worry" she replied unchalantly as she kept walking.
Eventually, the two reached the end of the corridor. Kia took a key from inside her turban and unlocked the door of cell #51, revealing a staircase. Iyouboushi knew most of the secret passages in the library, he even thought he knew all of them, but the staircase was something new.
Once they were going down the stairs Iyouboushi was sure that he wasn't going to be imprisoned - there was, indeed, a summon. This made him more confident and a little talkative.
"So... I noticed that there's only 50 cells in this dungeon."
"Yeah, we don't need many cells... The prisoners who are sent here get executed quickly."
"And how does this execution take place?"
"They get eaten by the summon." replied Kia, rapidly dissipating Iyouboushi's confidence.

After pulling another key from her turban and unlocking one last door, Kia and Iyouboushi entered an unusual chamber. Inside was an enormous aquarium, containing a fearsome water serpent.
"Is this...?"
"Yes, this is the summon. We call it the Monarch."

(to be continued)
