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***

 


Have you ever wondered about how games really work?
Do the characters really only exist as data displayed visually on a
screen? When the hero wins and the credits roll, does the world
truly cease to exist? Most people would say yes. The game is
nothing more than a story and stories end.

 


What if it did not end, though? What if the game was
more than a game?

 


If you are willing to go down a rabbit hole of those
dimensions, consider what would happen if the story was real from
the beginning and the hero was you? Sometimes a game is more than a
game, and sometimes the one being played is the player.

 


I had to learn that the hard way.


Chapter 1: I Am Sorry

 


Life has a funny way of screwing with people. Scott
Jacobs knew this on an intimate level. In fact, he had just been
reminded of that fact. In his hand he clutched a letter from his
fiancé, or according to the message that he had received; his
former fiancé.

In his other hand he held his cell-phone in a
death grip. For the fifth time in the last hour he had tried to
contact the former love of his life in order to talk about the
situation. Once again he was forced to leave a message. “Look
Sarah, will you please pick up the phone? Talk to me!”

Scott heard the disconnect tone then sighed.
She was not answering. He had tried to call her repeatedly since he
had been discharged from the service two weeks prior. He had served
honorably for seven years before he had met Sarah. Three years and
a lengthy deployment to Afghanistan had passed since then, and all
had seemed well. He had returned home from his tour of duty two
months ago, and set about preparing to return to civilian life.
During a four day pass he had gone to visit her. He had proposed
and she had tearfully accepted.

Sarah had constantly told him how proud she
was of him, how much she loved him. Her only complaint was that he
had been deployed for a year and a half during their relationship.
She had asked him one night, pleaded with him, to not renew his
service when his current term came to an end. Things would be
perfect if they could be together constantly.

The crumpled letter dropped from his hand and
Scott leaned heavily against the wall. He could rejoin the army if
he wanted, but he would have to go through the recruiting office
again. There would be physicals and paperwork and honestly he did
not know if he wanted to rejoin at the moment. His head was not in
the right place, not right now.

Suddenly, his depressed mood was interrupted
by the song stylings of the band, Buck Cherry. The song ‘Crazy
Bitch’ began to play with a sense of urgency. Scott quickly
answered his phone and said, “Sarah!”

“Yes, it’s me.” Her tone sent a chill down
his spine. She had sounded so cold, so aloof.

“What’s going on? Why haven’t you answered
me? You know why I’ve been calling, right?” Scott did his best to
hold his emotions in check, but this was the first time that his
supposed fiancé had answered him since he had received that
letter.

“Yeah, look... I’m sorry, alright? I know I’m
the one who asked you to quit the service, but I...”

“Quit? My tour ended, I just didn’t re-enlist
since we wanted to start a family.”

“Yeah, I know... but, I ...” She started to
mumble and Scott had to strain to hear what she was trying to say.
However, he heard someone else loud and clear.

“Sarah, who the fuck is that on the phone?”
asked a loud and obviously masculine voice.

“Hey, I’m trying to talk here Jake. You said
you’d stay out of it!”

“Stay out of it my ass! Tell that asshole to
get the fuck over it already. You have a real man now.”

Scott heard everything that the loud-mouthed
fool said, but he could not believe it. Sarah had already gotten
together with someone else? What kind of bullshit was that?

“Scott... I-I’m sorry but, well I found
someone else while you were gone, Ok?”

“While I was gone? You were dating someone
else while I was deployed?” He could have understood that, even if
he would have wished to have been told sooner.

“No... Not while you were deployed. When you
went back to base ... well, I went out and celebrated with my
sister and friends because we got engaged... and I got a little
drunk.”

Scott could feel his heart sinking with every
word that she spoke. What was this shit? Why would she call off
their engagement like this?

“I cheated on you... I got drunk and there
was this soldier.... about to be deployed in a few weeks and...
Well, you know I have a soft spot for soldiers... and I was drunk
... and...” She started to sob loudly.

He knew that he had to say something, and he
had many choice words to speak. However, he was raised better than
to scream at an emotionally distraught person, no matter what they
had done to him. “Sarah. I would have been mad, but we could have
worked that out... Why do this?”

She mumbled something that set his teeth on
edge. “I... did you say you were pregnant?”

“Y-yes... It’s his.”

“It’s his? How do you know for sure? We
weren’t exactly keeping our distance the day before.”

“Well, we were always so careful and I had
taken precautions and we used protection...But... Jake...When I...
I was drunk and wasn’t thinking.”

So, that was the case, huh? Sarah got drunk
and cheated on him with another soldier without using protection.
Scott immediately said, “Even so, we can work this out. Hell, he’s
deploying in a few weeks! You’ll need someone in your life who can
actually be there!”

Jake started cursing in the back ground, he
sounded like a real winner. Sarah, however, said something that
completely broke Scott’s heart. “Yeah, I know... but I can’t do
that to him. He’ll be over there putting his life on the line and
thinking about how the mother of his child is with someone
else.”

Scott was dumb founded for a moment. She was
seriously saying something like that? “We spent three years
together, planned a life together, and now because of one drunken
night you want to throw that away?”

“Please Scott... please understand!”

Finally, his upbringing was overcome by anger
and frustration. Outraged about the whole situation; the fears and
frustration of the last few weeks culminated in an outburst that he
would later regret. “I understand! You think more of that Jodi
mother fucker than you do of the man you wanted to marry! That guy
fucking used you to get his dick wet and now he’s manipulating you.
You think his garbage ass will take care of you when he comes back?
You’ll be knocked up, and have a kid to take care of by yourself
because of that piece of shit!”

Jake started hollering in the background and
the voice on the other end of the line changed to his. “Listen here
asshole. Sarah’s mine now! She has a real man. You call her again
and I’ll beat your ass.”

“You think this is over because you say it
is? Your ridiculous ass will be gone for months, if not a year or
more. You know damned well that you’re just trying to secure some
pussy for when you come home on leave you opportunistic little
shit.”

“Whatever loser, I’ve got your girl. She made
her choice and she’s back where she belongs. Give it up and go fuck
yourself.” This thought-provoking and intelligent conversation
continued for several minutes before Jake finally hung up the
phone.

Scott took care of a few things in order to
calm down. After he composed himself he gave his former
mother-in-law-to-be a call. He needed more answers and hopefully
she could provide a few of them. If her father was around, he would
have called him. Sarah had never known the man, however. “Hey, Mrs.
Fine? Can I talk to you?”

“Scott. Yeah, I guess we can talk. You should
know, though, that I’m keeping out of Sarah’s business.”

“I understand. I just want to know what’s
going on properly. She finally told me what had happened, but I
can’t understand why she would choose what she chose.”

A soft sigh emanated from the phone and
Sarah’s mother said, “I don’t get it either. She goes out and gets
drunk then sleeps with her old boyfriend.”

“Wait, old boyfriend? She acted like they had
never met before!”

“Oh, I’ve said something that I shouldn’t.
Oh...”

“It’s ok! I just need to know why my fiancé
decided to ditch me after a few weeks. Till I got this letter from
her we had been making serious plans.”

“Fine, if she gets mad at me... its fine.
Look, Scott, Jake had been after her for months. He had moved away
from town and came back about four or five months ago. The only
reason they broke up in the first place was because he’d had to
move away when they were in school.”

Scott listened quietly as Mrs. Fine continued
her story. Jake had joined the army a year prior, then gotten
stationed at Fort Bragg after his training. He kept trying to get
in touch with her, and despite her insistence that she was with
someone, he did not take no for an answer.

“So, he found out about the engagement from
Erica’s boyfriend, one of his friends, and went to the dance. Well,
you know what happened after that.”

A few seconds passed before Scott said, “What
kind of guy is he?”

“Well, he’s a hot head but he isn’t really a
bad guy. He actually proposed to her back in high school, but I
didn’t allow it because she was so young. So, I feel a little
responsible for them breaking up.”

Now he understood why she did not want to be
involved. What normal mother would stand for her daughter to ditch
someone who had been good to her for years, just because she had
gotten pregnant by someone else during a one night stand? She did
not hate the guy and she felt guilty about the situation. She was
overcompensating for past sins.

He spoke to Mrs. Fine for a few more minutes
then hung up the phone. This situation, he could not really call it
fair. It felt like something that you could only see on a poorly
scripted day time soap opera. “So... really, one night of drunken
fooling around was all it took, huh?”

Defeated, he sat down on the couch. He held
up his phone and looked at the background photo. It was him and
Sarah at one of those goofy photo booths. Their faces were pressed
together and they made silly little kissy faces at the camera.

The memory overcame him like a rogue wave
crashing on an unsuspecting shore. He felt as though he was about
to choke for a moment. Slowly, tears began to trickle down his
cheeks.

Scott tossed the phone away without a care
for where it would land then stretched out on the couch. He was
angry, pissed to tell the truth. The last few years had been thrown
aside, cast away like they were nothing. “It never fails, does
it?”

Thoughts of all the relationships that he’d
had in the past began to filter through his consciousness. A
kaleidoscope of female faces; women of various sizes, shapes, and
hues; arose within his memory. Why had all of those relationships
ended? Was it something that he did? Was he the one who was at
fault?

He could not legitimately see how he was at
fault during this break-up but some of the others were due to his
issues. When he was younger he lacked ambition. It was not till he
joined the army at age nineteen that he finally found some
semblance of direction. He could easily believe that his overall
lack of focus had caused his relationships to flounder in those
earlier years. Even after joining the army, he did not become Mr.
Ambition overnight.

During his stint in the army he had been
forced to move a few times. More than one promising relationship
had petered out despite the desire to remain together long
distance.

Looking back at his relationships he actually
managed to laugh a little. “Strange, it was the strippers that
stuck with me the longest.”

Sarah was a good example. He had met her at a
Metallica concert, but found out that she worked as a dancer later.
Strangely, she was an example of another stereotype. She had been
dancing to pay her way through college. Sarah Fine had been a
stripper by night and a med-student by day.

Scott remembered the stupid little perverted
joke that he had told her; a thing that he was sure had won her
heart. Sarah was studying to become an oral surgeon. Tears ran down
his cheeks as he remembered saying, “You’re going to be an oral
surgeon? Great! I love a woman with an oral fixation.”

He closed his eyes tightly then whispered,
“Ms. Fine, you have the whitest teeth that I ever came across.” His
body shook lightly and the choking sensation started again.

Somehow, despite his cheesy lines and
perverted humor, she had fallen for him. He had found love in the
strip club.

In the end though, it had not been enough.
Copious amounts of alcohol had given him a chance to be with
someone wonderful, and copious amounts had helped to take her away.
He had never been much of a drinker, but the night that they had
first gotten together had been the same night he had finally gotten
to the point of being drunk. Now, it seemed that life had gone
full-circle.

Time passed, minutes turned to hours and
hours became days. A little over three months passed and he was
still uncertain of what to do.

Scott had once again returned to a place in
his life where he had neither purpose nor direction. He did not
live near any of his relatives. His only friends were still in the
army and several states away as well.

He had moved back here officially two days
before Sarah had dumped him. Had she told him the truth to begin
with and made it a clean break, he would have had more options. Now
he was starting to run low on money.

He had gone out job hunting after the first
week, but it was just after the holidays. Businesses were
laying-off workers instead of hiring. Every day it seemed like he
would have to return to the army if he wanted to have a career. It
would not be a bad choice, but it felt like the wrong choice.

The army would be the safe answer, and if
things became truly bad he would take that road. Right now though,
he wanted something different, anything different. He had been a
soldier for ten years and in the end he had wound up right where he
had started. This, in his mind at least, was his last chance to
have something in his life before he reached a point of no
return.

“I’m tired of working for other people and
trying to please someone for a pay check.”

It was true. Throughout his life he had been
tasked with doing what other people said. In the end, he even
viewed his relationships like that. Sarah had told him to please
understand. What he really wanted to do was take a tire iron to
Jake’s skull. In the end, he would do the first, but not the
second. He had been asked not to and he was too well-trained at
being told what to do to go against her wishes.

He had to admit, despite his emotional issues
at the moment, it was good to at least know what kind of person she
was now. If he had married her and something like this had
happened, it would have been an incredibly bad deal for everyone.
During moments of clarity, he would wonder if he had gotten off
easy.

Scott sighed softly and directed his
on-screen avatar to attack a Strung-Out Hippie. During the last few
weeks he had taken to playing free games online to alleviate his
boredom and take his mind off his troubles. When he was not job
hunting, or sobbing in the shower like a sad little man-douche, he
was online playing games.

The Strung-out Hippie exclaimed, “Harsh!”
then faded away. Scott had defeated it without much trouble. That
was one of the problems with games. The enemies were often poorly
coded and easily beaten. Due to Scott’s single-minded focus there
was no real challenge, just a constant devastation of the Hippie
population.

A little window popped up congratulating him
on defeating the Strung-Out Hippies. “What, that was the highest
level?”

He sighed then shook his head. Games like
this really did not do it for him. He needed something real,
something great, in his life.

“Would you like to play another game?”

Scott nearly clicked “No” but something
stopped him. Whether it was the realization that he had nothing
else going on, or simple curiosity, he did not know. He clicked
yes.

The same list of games that he had seen every
day popped up. He had already played through several of them. Only
the ones that required an initial purchase remained untried.

He promptly clicked the little ‘X’ in the
corner of the screen and started to stand up. A new window popped
up asking, “Do you really want to exit without playing another
game?”

He clicked accept, and the message screen
disappeared. However, a short survey popped up immediately after.
“Really? This is garbage. I don’t want to play your stupid games
anymore!”

Scott started to decline the survey, but he
saw an option that would allow him to tell them exactly why he did
not wish to play any more of their games. “Fine, you want my
opinion? You’ll get it!”

He immediately wrote deeply detailed reasons
for his dislike of their games. He mentioned he idiotic enemy AI.
The simplistic controls were fine, but there was no depth in the
stories. He even explained why he thought many of the main
characters were cookie cutter stereotypes.

Scott went into detail about how a proper
hero required depth of character, and a heroine needed to exist
outside of her role and have a real personality instead of being a
tool to further the story.

Finally, he pointed out the fact that even
their supposed ‘hardest’ game with a touted one hundred hours of
game play had been so ridiculously easy that he had completed it in
eight hours.

The opinion was submitted then he shut down
his browser and went to eat a late night snack. Afterwards he tried
to go to sleep but he could not manage to relax enough. Scott
looked up at the ceiling for the better part of an hour before
getting up and going back to his computer.

He decided to check his e-mail, not that
anyone really wrote to him at the moment, and noticed that the game
company had sent a reply about his opinion. “I wonder what
auto-responder bot is saying tonight.”

Fully expecting to see a form letter thanking
him for his opinion, Scott was surprised to see a lengthy response.
He read through it and realized that it was not an auto-response at
all. “So, you want me to try a new game? It’s bold, innovative, and
nothing else like it exists?”

Scott shrugged. That sort of talk was common
when trying to sell something. He clicked on the link and read
through the description of the new game. He read through the
information then blinked. “New and innovative? This thing sounds
like something form the nineties.”

It had an interesting advancement system, but
he did not believe the screen shots for one moment. “Seriously,
these screenshots...they look like a real-life and anime
mash-up.”

There was no way 3-D technology of that scale
existed. Each screen shot showed an image more akin to looking
through a window at a vibrantly colored world than viewing a
photograph. The few characters shown were extremely detailed, and
absurdly pretty, but had fanciful hair styles and clothing
reminiscent of an anime themed role-playing game.

“Oh god, yes... Where do I insert my credit
card?” Scott’s sarcasm was well-founded. There was no way that this
was a legitimate game. At most they were showing still photos from
a game trailer and not actual gameplay footage. That was a shady
business tactic as far as he was concerned.

He read the sales-pitch for the game out
loud. “Are you tired of human limitations? Do you long to live a
life of adventure and danger? Try Origin A.R.S. Leave your old life
behind, forever!”

A soft and sad little laugh escaped his lips.
He liked the way that sounded, but without a few real screen shots
he would not be willing to play the game. Still, he was quite
bored. He decided to read through more of the game’s
information.

“Should I even bother with this? It seems
like it might be fun... and I could definitely use some fun,
but...” Scott had a moral dilemma to face. He currently had no job.
He only had about six thousand dollars left from his savings.

The army had provided everything that he
needed when it came to food and housing, and he had easily managed
to save several hundred dollars a month for the last two years.
Recently, he had planned to use that as a down payment for a house.
Now, well it had seen him through the last few months.

What could it hurt, really? He could play it
for a month then give it up if he did not find work. He had already
decided that if he could not get a job in the civilian world, he
would return to the army when his money was stretched too thin.

Scott’s main problem after making his
decision was trying to choose between physical or magical combat.
He wanted to do both! Who wouldn’t? There were items that you could
purchase or find in game that were known as Lore Crystals. You
could equip them while fighting and learn new skills outside of
your basic skill set, within certain limits.

He looked through the starting class options;
the game was old school in that respect. It was class based. “Hmm,
sorcerer?”

The sorcerer was a type of unarmed fighter,
as strange as that seemed. They were granted sorcery and unarmed
combat as basic skills, and could learn abilities from both skill
trees without the need to purchase lore crystals to gain new
abilities.

There were other hybrid class options such as
the Monk, the Paladin, and the Dark Knight. Those classes did not
speak to him quite as much, however. The Dark Knight class had the
destructive power that he liked, but it required a certain level of
blood thirst that he was not comfortable with.

The Paladin and Monk classes were basically
fighting healers. Those were good choices, but he could gain the
skills of any of those classes through lore crystals. Though, he
would not gain the level-based class abilities unique to each of
those classes. He could gain the ability to fight in heavy armor,
for instance. However, he would never have the ability to
completely remove the agility burden for wearing it like a Dark
Knight or Paladin. He could learn abilities that reduce the burden
considerably, but not remove it altogether.

Scott rubbed his chin. The game was heavily
level-based. Stats updated randomly when you gained a level, like
an older RPG. That was annoying, but at least those lore crystals
sounded like they could allow for intense customization.

“The sorcerer class has innate fast cast
ability, but I won’t be able to develop magic past the seventh
spell-circle unless I can find lore crystals for those spells.” It
was a tradeoff for being a hybrid class and innate casting
ability.

He would not need to chant his spells; they
would work more like special attacks for martial artists in an
anime or fighting game. A Dark Mage could gain the innate casting
ability through a lore crystal, but it was not a skill specific to
their class. It was a perk of the sorcerer class.

A Dark Mage could learn spells up to the
twelfth spell-circle just by choosing them when they gain class
levels. They had to chant their spells unless they gained the
innate casting ability, and even then they would not be able to
innately cast spells beyond the seventh spell-circle. A sorcerer
would be able to innate cast up to twelfth-circle spells, if he
could learn them. The ultimate grade level thirteen spells still
needed to be chanted, however, regardless of class perks.

The unarmed combat talents included attack
and defense bonuses among other things. He would not be able to do
as much damage per attack as a weapon wielder, at least not
initially, but he would be able to attack rapidly. Over time, his
ability to turn four times his strength into raw attack power, and
four times his agility into defense power, would come in handy.

He also realized that he would not need to
buy expensive equipment early on since his body would be the
weapon. “I could spend more money on potions and other
things...”

It did not take long for Scott to become
completely enamored of the talent-set that he was thinking about.
The sorcerer seemed like a kind of class that operated like some
sort of Kung Fu wizard. The customization options were quite varied
as well. If he wanted to be a Dark Knight type of character, he
could choose to run around in heavy armor and wield a massive
weapon while innate casting level twelve spells. The agility
penalty might be worth that since a Dark Knight is incapable of
learning any spells past the seventh level, it was an actual
restriction. They did get unique class based attack skills,
though.

He made his decisions then registered for the
game. After logging his choices he discovered that he had to use
his real name as his character name. He stared at the screen
stupidly for a moment. What kind of garbage was that! How could
they expect people to use their real-world name inside a game?

Scott nearly cancelled everything, but the
concept of the game had intrigued him. It was strangely interesting
due to its restrictions. Most games wanted to give players as many
options as possible, let them do everything equally well in time.
This one wanted you to define your character in the beginning then
allow you to customize that baseline. Further, customization
required a lot of time, effort, and possibly money.

When the registration screen asked if he
wished to start playing immediately he clicked, “Yes.”

What happened next surprised him greatly. The
screen changed to an image of a golden pentacle super-imposed over
a starry background. A soft feminine voice called from the depths
of his laptop speakers, “You who have been chosen. If you would
leave your world behind and become the Champion of Origin, place
your hand upon the holy seal of light.”

Scott laughed. That was an interesting
welcome screen to say the least. He smirked at the goofy nature of
the opening scene. He did not have a touch screen computer, but in
the spirit of fun he placed his hand on the symbol anyway. “I
wonder if it has a timer for people who don’t have touch
scree-”

He was cut off abruptly by a sudden flare of
light and a sensation of overwhelming heat. A massive arc of
electrical current erupted out of his screen then coursed through
his body. He blacked out from the sudden pain and shock.

When he awoke from his forced slumber Scott
opened his eyes but did not believe what he saw. “What... is
this?”

He sat up and looked around. As far as the
eye could see there was nothing but flowers. The colors and scents
that assaulted his eyes and nose were far beyond anything that he
had experienced before. Further, there was a soft and soothing
instrumental song that seemed to be coming from everywhere and
nowhere at the same time. It was Omni-present.

“Well... Damn.”


Chapter 2: Mid the Guardian

During that first moment of my new life I could only
stare in slack jawed wonder. The world was so alive, electric in
its vibrancy. The soft sound of music and insect life buzzing about
was quite soothing. It was as though I had stepped out of reality
and entered into a world rife with insanity. In all honesty, I knew
nothing about this place, but I already loved it.

 


When a dream becomes reality, a nightmare might not
be far from arising. Yet, if the dream is good enough, if it speaks
to you clearly, does the terror of the night really hold that much
power over you? Which to me was worse, the possibility of living in
a dream turned nightmare, or returning to the pathetic existence I
had once lived?

 


No matter what would come, I knew in that first
moment that I had found a place for me, at last.

 


***

 


A soft breeze blew across the field, causing his hair
to shift. A stray lock fell before his face. Scott immediately
reached up and grasped it. Quickly, he placed a hand behind his
head and checked the length. “Blue...? Long, blue hair?”

“I see you have awakened, Childe.”

Scott turned toward the sound of the voice
and saw an old woman holding a cane. She was absurdly short as
well, but he was raised better than to pay close attention to such
things. “Who are you?”

“Well, that’s a rude question. Are you not
supposed to state your own name before asking the name of
another?”

He blinked once, slowly, and then realized
that she was waiting for an answer. “That depends on where you grow
up, but fine. I’m Scott, who are you?”

“Ah, hello Scott. I am Mid, the guardian of
the field of new beginnings.”

That had answered the question that he had
asked, but not the question that he had wanted to ask. Mid foresaw
his query, however, and answered that question as well. “You have
come to this world from another. There are many ways to enter, but
they all lead here during your first visit.”

“Another world... what?”

“I see that you are confused. That is
natural. Whatever method you used to arrive here should give you a
clue as to the nature of where you are.”

“Method I used...? Wait, I was trying to
register to play a game.” He looked at Mid with wide disbelieving
eyes. Was she saying that he had traveled here through the
game?

When he asked her about that she shrugged.
“The entry point is different for everyone. Sometimes it is a door.
Sometimes it is a tunnel. There is always a moment where you can
turn aside and not enter. If you are here, you chose to be
here.”

“Can I go back?”

“That depends on the method you used to come
here. If that method allowed for you to return, yes. Otherwise,
no.”

“How would I even know?”

“Check your status.”

“My status? Right... like a game. How do I do
that?”

Mid smiled beatifically then closed her eyes.
A few seconds later a there was a burst of light and a thin blue
screen appeared before her. “You check your status by either saying
the words ‘Check Status’ or closing your eyes and thinking those
words strongly. That allows you to check your status even when
rendered mute through poison or magic. Though, if you are confused
or berserk you may not be able to concentrate enough to use it that
way.”

Scott felt a strange excitement course
through his body. Was this really happening? “Ok. Check
Status.”

A transparent window popped up in front of
him. There were words and numbers on the screen that he assumed
were part of his so-called status. The information certainly looked
like something from a game!

<<< Status >>>

 


Name: Scott Jacobs | Class: Sorcerer |
Race: Human

Age: 18 | Level: 1

EXP: 0

Next Level: 20

Ability Points: 0

Health: 10[10] | Mana: 30[30]

Attack: 2[14] | Defense: 3[15]

Strength: 3[3] | Agility: 3[3] |
Accuracy: 3[3]

Intellect: 7[7] | Luck: 4[4]

<<< Skills >>>

 


Sorcery

 


The ability to utilize the magical powers of nature;
this skill allows for the increased development of mana and
intellect.

 


Unarmed Combat

 


The ability to fight using only your body as a
weapon, but you can also equip boot, knuckle, and claw weapons.
This skill allows for the development of improved attack and
defense.

 


Your Attack damage is increased by four times your
strength stat when you fight using unarmed combat. Your defense is
increased by four times your agility when you fight using unarmed
combat.

 


<<< Return Home: {Locked} >>>

 


“What in the world? Hey, there is a return
home option, but it says that it is locked.”

“Ah, then you cannot return home at this
time. That may change some time in the future since you have the
option.”

Scott looked down at the old woman. “How
would I unlock that?”

“I have no idea. That is a function unique to
the individual. The option exists. You should be able to unlock it
at some point if you find the proper method.”

“I see.” said Scott.

Something else caught his attention, however.
“The screen says that I am eighteen.”

The elderly woman smiled that frequent smile
of hers then shook her staff dismissively. “New comers are always
returned to a youthful appearance and status, regardless of how old
they were before. Of course, if you were younger than your current
age you would be your original age here.”

Scott nodded. That made sense from a gameplay
stand-point. He could not believe this was a real place, but if it
did work like a game then at least it put everyone on a level
starting field.

“What do I do now?”

The wizened old woman tapped her staff on the
ground. “Your level and abilities are everything in this world. At
your current level, you may die frequently. You may want to
increase your level as quickly as possible.”

“Die frequently? So, death is not
permanent?”

She smirked at him. “Ah, death is certainly
permanent for most people. However, the gods decree that death can
be overruled via certain types of magic. There are rules for such
powers, and generally only priests can develop the higher-tier
resurrection abilities. You, as a Champion of Origin, are granted
the power of salvation by the gods. You cannot die, permanently.
However, there are things that may make you wish that you had
died.”

“Such as?”

“Living torture, soul enslavement, banishment
to the abyss, and imprisonment inside a techno-magical device as a
power source are all possible ends for the unwary. You might also
be eaten alive then revive in the same location due to an error in
judgment, thus potentially you will be eaten alive continually for
all eternity.”

Mid took a breath and continued. “The list of
possible bad endings to your existence is quite exhaustive. There
may come a time that you ardently pray for death, but the gods will
not hear such a plea. Tread carefully.”

Scott felt an involuntary shudder run down
his spine. There were worse things than death, it seemed. Most
people would only die once and whatever came after, if anything,
would come. He would not be allowed that release even if he begged
for it.

“I think that I don’t want to deal with any
of that. I should get stronger as soon as possible.”

“That desire is normal. This field is a place
of tranquility and contentment. There are no deadly enemies here,
so attempting to practice your sorcery or combat skills would be
pointless without help. If you insist on training your fighting
abilities here, I can be your opponent. However, I won’t go easy on
you. Since death is not permanent for you, I will not hesitate to
kill you in a single blow before you even manage to cast a
spell.”

Scott decided that fighting Mid did not seem
like a good idea. “I don’t even know how to use my abilities.”

Mid chuckled softly then shook her head. “Of
course you do. You just don’t realize it. For now, simply check
your spell list. Your talents provide basic elemental damage
spells. Find a spell and use it in the same manner that you summon
your skill list or status. As a sorcerer you will not need to
chant, though your magic will cost more mana.”

Scott followed her instructions and was not
surprised when his curious, “Check Spells.” summoned a window
screen. He looked through his skill list.

 


<<<Spells>>>

 


[First] Flash [LV. 0]-[Force: 1]
Mana: 8 [0/25]

Range: 3

Target: Single

Element: Lightning

Special: You will have a 5% chance of blinding
your opponent. You have a 25% chance to paralyze an opponent who is
weak to lightning.

 


[First] Freeze [LV. 0] - [Force: 1]
Mana: 8 [0/25]

Range: 10

Target: Cone

Element: Ice

Special: You will have a 5% chance of slowing
your opponent. You have a 25% chance to inflict the freeze status
on opponents weak to ice and water.

 


[First] Burn [LV.0] - [Force: 1]
Mana: 8 [0/25]

Range: 30

Target: Single

Element: Fire

Special: You will have a 5% chance of stunning
your opponent. You have a 25% chance to inflict the burn status on
your opponent if they are weak to fire.

 


<<<*>>>

 


“The little blurbs seem useful enough, but
what does the word first mean?”

“First? Are you referring to the term next to
the spell name?” asked Mid.

“Yes.”

She nodded. “That refers to the spell-circle
of the spell. Your level as a sorcerer will determine what spells
you can develop naturally, that includes what circles you have
access to throughout your career.”

“I see. What about the other number force and
level?”

Mid pointed at him. “All spells and abilities
have the capacity to grow stronger through use to some degree. When
you first learn them you do not have much skill at using it, after
all. You must use the skill until the experience counter at the end
reaches the minimum requirement. After doing so, the spell or
ability level will increase. That will strengthen your
ability.”

“Neat! How high do the levels go?”

“You can reinforce your abilities four times.
Once you have strengthened it four times you will have mastered
that ability. It cannot grow stronger through use, but you might be
able to develop an advanced form of that ability through your tree
of skills.”

“Tree of skills?” Scott felt like all he had
in life were questions. There was so much to learn!

“Ah, yes. The road to power. When you reach
level two you will be able to access your tree of skills. Every
skill that you have developed will have options that you can
develop. Sorcery, for instance, will allow you to increase your
mana or Intellect, and you can learn new spells or upgrade mastered
spells.”

Scott’s eyes brightened. He understood that!
The information on the site had been a bit lackluster, really.
Basically, he could learn new abilities when he leveled up. “How do
you gain ability points?”

“You fight, Childe. You fight and win. You
can also gain them through completing personal requests or
undergoing great personal growth. Winning battles is the simplest
method, however.”

“How hard is it to get an ability point?”

Mid chuckled at his eagerness to learn. “They
are not difficult to earn, though they are time consuming to
acquire in great number. You will need them in great number to
develop your abilities properly.”

He rubbed his chin. It seemed like this world
was completely devoted to fighting. That would take time to get
used to since even in the military actual combat did not occur
daily. He had only been in a handful of fire fights, though he had
dealt with the occasional roadside bomb and lived in fear of
snipers during visits to the dining facility when deployed.

“Why not try out your spells, Childe?”

Scott looked at Mid then asked, “How?”

“Simply will them into existence. Think
strongly of an image of what you want the spell to do. Then call
out the spell’s name.”

“That’s all?”

“Yes, you are a sorcerer. You do not need to
chant or implore a god to aid you. Your power is innate. It takes
more mana than a mage or priest for you to perform a spell, but you
only need to be focused and ready.”

Scott nodded. He might as well give it a try,
right? He turned away from the diminutive woman then raised his
hand. He thought of the flash spell. It was an electrical attack.
He envisioned a bolt of lightning striking the field in the
distance. “Flash!”

He felt a surging sensation within his body
just before a bright flash of light flared from his hand. It was no
lightning bolt, but it was still impressive at this point.
“Whoa!”

“Yes, whoa indeed. That was the first circle
lightning spell, Flash. It discharges a week electrical surge and
gives off a bright flash of light. You need to be close to your
opponent to use it, as the actual attack requires you to touch your
opponent to inflict damage. Try your other spells.”

Scott was eager to see what would happen,
now! He envisioned a ball of fire forming in his hands and
immediately cried out, “Burn!”

A tiny dart of flame erupted from his palm.
After it traveled around twenty feet, the tiny spark rapidly
expanded into a small, but fiery, explosion that continued moving
for a short distance. His eyes widened then he started to
positively shiver with excitement. That had been so cool!

“The burn spell is useful for attacking at a
distance. It is fairly easy to target slow moving enemies. It will
detonate on impact, however. You can use it at range or up close,
though I caution you to be wary of the back-blast if you cast it at
point-blank range.”

“Really? Good to know.” Scott nodded his head
then took a deep breath. He had started to feel strangely tired
despite his excitement. Was the drain on his mana somehow causing
him to become tired?

He chose to persevere, however. He had one
more spell to consider. Scott focused on the image of an iceberg
floating at seas then raised his hand once more. “Freeze!”

A bright blue sphere of roiling light formed
in front of his palm then a cone of energy shot outward about five
feet, some might have called it a bit over a meter. The flowers in
front of him were coated in frost after the spell ended.

Mid hopped forward then stretched her staff
outward. A green beam of light shot out of the tip of her walking
stick. The frozen flowers immediately thawed and seemed no worse
for the experience.

“The freeze spell is an area effect spell. It
moves in a cone and you can try to freeze several opponents at
once.”

Scott had figured that much out on his own,
but he did not want to say anything. The older woman was being
quite helpful. “That’s all I can do for right now. I don’t have
enough mana for another spell.”

“Ah, the curse of the young. I bet you feel
quite tired too, don’t you?”

He nodded. “I feel like I just finished a
hard run to be honest.”

Mid smiled. “Mana is a specialized form of
energy exerted by your mind, body, and spirit. When you use your
mana, you are forced to compensate. You’ll feel tired and sluggish
until your energy recharges.”

“I see. How long does that usually take?” He
had a horrible suspicion.

“Normally you will need to either drink a
mana potion, or sleep for a few hours. A good night’s sleep is
usually what it takes when your mana is emptied completely.”

Damn this old school system! It really was
like those older games where you used up all your magic and had to
sleep in an inn or a tent to replenish your life and mana. “So, my
mana won’t just replenish if I sit around long enough?”

Mid chuckled at Scott. “In time, certainly.
If you are awake, but resting, you might be able to regenerate one
point of mana per hour at your level.”

Scott frowned. That seemed like a major
problem. He did not know how long he would be in this weird place,
but if he could only use three spells per day for the moment, he
would be in serious trouble. He had no idea how his supposed
martial arts skills would stack up in a world like this.

The wizened elder saw his expression then
smirked. “Would you like for me to show you the basic method of
recovering mana quickly?”

“Yes, by all means!”

Mid raised her staff. Dark red energy
currents rose up from the ground and concentrated to a single point
in front of her staff.

 


~Let life’s troubles become nothing but ephemeral
memories. ~

 


Sleep!

 


A wave of energy washed over Scott and his
body grew incredibly heavy. He tried to resist the sense of
weakness that washed over him, but he collapsed to the ground
anyway. His consciousness slipped away and he knew nothing for a
time.

When he awoke once more Mid was sitting down.
She had her eyes closed and a gentle smile on her lips. Before he
could ask her why she had done what she did, the tiny old woman
opened her eyes and said, “Sleeping is the best way to restore your
mana. You can meditate in order to regenerate your mana, but it
still only regenerates several times faster than simply sitting
down.”

Scott had not expected to be rendered
unconscious as a training method. “I see... so mana won’t
regenerate otherwise?”

“Well, you can eat certain herbs, eat a meal,
or drink potions. The only method that doesn’t require an outside
source is simple rest. There are abilities that improve
regeneration rates, however. If you learn the advanced meditation
ability you can regenerate at a much faster rate. Sleeping is still
best once you manage to gain a large mana pool, however. ”

“Is it the same for my hit points?”

“It is, unless you develop heightened
regeneration ability.”

“You can’t quickly regenerate without healing
magic, potions, food, or sleep. Definitely old school.”

Mid looked at hum curiously for a moment.
“Well, some races have natural regeneration. Trolls do, so do
various slimes and lizard folk.”

“Racial traits...?”

“Yes, every race has specific traits. Trolls
can become nearly impossible to kill unless you use fire or
extremely potent acid, for instance.”

“What about humans?”

“Ah, a curious race. You receive an
experience bonus when fighting enemies above your level and enjoy
average stat growth in all stats.”

“That’s good, I suppose. It would have been
nice to be given an option to change my race before playing.”

The woman looked at him strangely once more
then chuckled. “Playing? What a strange statement. Well, if you
don’t like being human there are ways to become something
else.”

“Oh?”

“Certainly! You can be killed and resurrected
as one of the undead prior to reviving. You can be turned into a
vampire or a werewolf. Someone might transform you into something
else, such as a hamster. There is also the reincarnation option if
you desire.”

Scott did not care much for most of those
so-called options. “Reincarnation?”

“Yes, it requires several thousand ability
points, and you must be at least level one hundred. After those
restrictions are met, you can ask any high priest about the trial
of rebirth. If you pass the trial, you can restart your life at
level one as a member of a new race, or even the same race with
improved stats.”

“Ah, so that is definitely out for the
moment.” It was nice to have the option, though. He wondered how
many people simply reincarnated to increase their stats.

“True, most people only reincarnate if they
get old and want to reset the clock on their life. It’s a hard
thing to give up one hundred levels otherwise. Some adventurous
types might do it frequently, however.”

Scott found that to be curious. “What happens
when you get old? Can you die of old age?”

“Ah, yes. That is one of the few means of
dying permanently, even for you. Every race has a maximum lifespan.
If you don’t reach level one hundred and reincarnate before you
reach that limit, you die. You’ll spend time in the underworld then
reincarnate as an infant of a random race, the same as most
worlds.”

“Is it difficult to reach level one
hundred?”

“Oh, my. Yes, childe. There is no actual
level limit in this world, but you’ll have to press into dangerous
areas and survive countless battles to reach that level. Gaining a
level is a time consuming thing once you grow beyond the opponents
that you might face near town.”

“Oh, I see. So, only people who actively
pursue a life of battle and struggle will be able to reach that
sort of level?”

“Absolutely! If you live for the thrill of
battle, and spend every available moment challenging monsters that
are strong enough to slay you outright, you can reach level one
hundred in a year or two. The average adventurer might make it to
level twenty or thirty in the same amount of time.”

Mid took a breath then released it before
continuing. “A normal person who wants to live an average life
might never even make it to level two. Of course, you are the
Champion of Origin, so you might be able to do it even faster
depending on your nature.”

“Alright, that makes sense. So, what do I do
now?” Scott did not bother to ask about what being the Champion of
Origin meant. He was fairly certain that it related to being a
player character or something similar.

“Anything that you want, pick a direction and
travel young sorcerer.”

Scott looked around and was not certain what
to do. He was in a new world, or a game very much like a real world
it was impossible to tell at the moment. Either way, it was a new
place and he had no idea where to start his life. “Do you have any
suggestions?”

“Well, I do have a few small tasks that you
might perform if you want a little pocket money.”

“Oh, like what?” Pocket money sounded like a
good idea. He did not even know what kind of currency this world
used.

The tiny old woman clucked her tongue once
then bit her lower lip. “Let’s try something simple. I need a
certain type of wildflower to make medicinal tinctures. If you can
bring me some I’ll pay you one Fayth for one hundred petals.”

A new message screen popped up.

 


<<< Quest! >>>

 


Gather Red Violet petals for Mid the Sage

 


Difficulty: F-1

Pay Rate: 1 Fayth for one hundred petals

Time Limit: Six Hours

Success: Bring Mid at least one hundred
petals.

Failure: Run out of time, or insult Mid

 


<<<*>>>

 


Scott looked down at a red flower then asked,
“Is that a red violet?”

“Ah, yes. The only red flowers in this field
are red violets.”

Scott grinned. It would not be so hard to
find plenty of petals then, though he did wonder at how a red
flower could be called a violet. That made him think about how
silly it would be to look for a green pink flamingo.

He leaned down and plucked a flower from the
ground. Bright yellow words appeared above the flower and it
disappeared.

 


<<< Red violet petal +5>>>

 


“Where did the flower go?”

“Check your inventory, childe.”

Scott grinned at Mid then said, “Check
Inventory.” Another screen popped up.

This time he saw a traditional looking
inventory screen. There was a flower icon in the top-left inventory
slot and the number five below it. He also saw that he had zero
Fayth, currently. That was expected, but depressing.

He left the screen open and picked another
flower. The number rose to ten. He repeated the process several
more times and the number of flowers quickly rose to one hundred.
However, once he reached ninety-nine red violets the left over
petal appeared in another slot. Due to the easy access to red
violets he was able to gather up the necessary petals in a little
over ten minutes.

When he returned to Mid, he received a quick
tutorial on how to take items out of his inventory. He simply had
to click on the slot, or he could link all related items together
and trade them in bulk. If he had the trading skill he could trade
in bulk from multiple slots of the same item, but he did not. He
had to transfer them all ninety-nine at a time. Mid did not mind
and even granted him the same quest several more times.

“You’re fairly reliable when it comes to easy
jobs, but would you like to do something slightly more
difficult?”

“Sure, if it pays slightly more.”

Mid chuckled at his mercenary nature. “I like
that attitude. Tell you what. Bring me one thousand red violet
stems and I’ll pay you the same thing I paid for petals.”

“How is that paying me more? It sounds like
the same amount.”

She hopped back and pointed her staff at him.
“Ha, good response. Fine, I’ll pay you the same amount and teach
you something useful.”

“What would that be?”

“I’m not saying unless you agree.”

“Fine, but if it’s not useful I’ll think less
of you.”

Mid smiled then waved him off. “Trust me,
you’ll like it. Probably.”

“Probably?”

“You won’t know till you do it.”

“Alright, I’ll do it. Money is still money,
anyway.”

“That’s the spirit!”

Scott quickly set about gather up red violet
steps. His first few times were mistakes and he gathered petals
instead. However, he tried to pull the flower up from near the
ground and he ended up receiving petals and a stem. It took a bit
longer for him to gather the stems, and he ended up having to drop
the petals from his inventory when Mid declared that she had enough
of those for now.

Roughly an hour passed before he had enough
stems. He took them back to the old sage and passed them along. He
noted that the money entered his account automatically. He now had
sixteen Fayth.

“Good job! It’s nice to see such a
hardworking youngster. Are you ready to learn something
useful?”

“Oh yes.” Scott was more than interested in
learning anything right now.

Mid chuckled at him then called up her
inventory screen. A small ring appeared in her hand. “This is a
Survival Lore ring. It’s a ring with a lore crystal as the gem
stone. A lore crystal is an item that will allow you to learn new
skills.”

She presented the ring to Scott and he
accepted it gladly. “Thank you.”

“If you equip that ring while fighting
monsters it will absorb all of the earned experience. When enough
experience has been absorbed, the ring will grant you the Survival
skill-Set. Once you have that skill you can choose survival
abilities from your tree of skills.”

Scott looked at the ring. This was a lore
crystal, the skill customization item that the game information had
mentioned? He had thought that it would take quite a while to get
one.

“When you first learn the skill, you’ll be
granted one new ability automatically. That ability is known as
Forage. You’ll be able to detect things such as hidden items,
edible plants, and other things. The information you can acquire
through foraging is rather basic, but you can at least tell the
difference between food and poison.”

Scott smiled brightly at the older woman.
“Thank you! That does sound useful!”

Mid Chuckled. “It’s one of the most basic
abilities, and one that many new arrivals do not learn until after
they have died a few times. You took the time to humor me with my
simple requests, and seem quite bright.”

Scott looked down at the ring then smiled.
“This thing works automatically while I am wearing it?”

“Yes. If you remove it from your finger, you
will acquire experience normally. Once you fill the Lore Crystal
with experience, it will grant you the skill embedded within it,
and it will fall apart. Only the first person who starts to learn
the skill while using the crystal can equip it. You won’t be able
to wear the crystal otherwise.”

“So, if I find a crystal in a chest or
someone drops one after we fight, I can’t use it?”

“Yes and no. If it’s something you acquire
after defeating an opponent or you find it in a chest in a dungeon
you can probably wear it. If you pick someone’s pocket or rob their
house, it probably will be keyed to them and you can’t use it.”

“Why won’t loot drops or crystals found in
dungeons be keyed to someone?”

“Loot drops? What a strange term...”

“Ah, things an opponent drops when I beat
them.”

“Ah, yes. If the crystal goes for a few years
without being charged with experience it may become inert. If that
happens, someone else can use it. Also, if you kill the one keyed
to the crystal, you can bond with it.”

Scott was both thrilled and disturbed by that
last fact. “Do people go around murdering each other for rare
crystals?”

Mid laughed loudly. “Yes, they certainly do!
Childe, if you find a rare and powerful crystal do yourself a
favor. Tell no one. Learn its secret as soon as possible or you’ll
find a knife in your back. Worse, if they know that you are a
Champion of Origin and they don’t get the crystal on the first try,
they may camp out where you are likely to revive and repeatedly
murder you until the item drops.”

“That sounds like a living hell. What happens
to me when I die, anyway? I want to avoid it if possible, but I do
want to know.”

“When you die, you lose a level, half your
Fayth, and suffer a small temporary status reduction. That is no
great loss early on. However, once it takes you weeks to gain a
level, losing dozens of them while being repeatedly murdered and
robbed can be quite a terrible thing. Worse, if you die more than
once in twenty-four hours the status loss for the previous death
becomes permanent.”

Scott decided to take that message to heart.
He had no idea how long he would live in this world, or what this
new life would include. He was incredibly excited, but he knew that
he had to be careful. He would try to avoid telling people about
his status as a man from another world, if he could help it.

Mid and the Noob sorcerer continued to
discuss many things for a while. Eventually he had learned
everything that she was willing to share and it was time to go. She
did grant Scott one parting it of advice. “Everything in this world
wants to grow stronger. Even the smallest of creatures will murder
you if given the opportunity. Remember that.”

Scott nodded to her. He would have to
consider everything to be a deadly menace for a while. He headed
off into the great unknown, his heart full of concern but also hope
for the future. What adventures would his new life bring him?

Once he reached the edge of the flower field
a new message screen popped up.

 


<<<*>>>

 


You are now leaving The Field of New
Beginnings. Beyond this point lies the real world. Many
adventures await you, young Champion.

 


You have awakened new powers!

 


Auto-Resurrection has awakened! - If you die,
the gods will automatically resurrect you at your chosen place of
salvation, the place where you have chosen to be saved. A cost will
be paid, however.

 


World Travel has awakened! - Once you enter a
new location of significance it will be added to your world map.
You can directly travel to that location once more if you are above
ground and outside. Please note that time will pass when you use
this method.

 


<<<*>>>

 


“Neat, I can fast travel... sort of. Hmm, but
what’s this about auto-resurrection awakening now?” Scott thought
for a moment about Mid’s earlier warning about fighting him with
all her might and skill. Would he have actually revived if she had
killed him? He did not want to think about it. He truly did
not.

 


***

 


The road was a place for journeys. Scott had
left the wild flower field roughly an hour ago and the trip had
been quite uneventful. The jaunty background music was quite
invigorating. The fact that he was alone in an alien reality
worried him greatly, but he was interested in what he would find in
this strange and interesting place.

At the moment he was following the road, as
Mid had instructed. As long as he took the road, he would not run
into as many monsters during the day. Bandits were a possibility,
but monsters tended to avoid the public highways near towns due to
constant militia patrols. They did attack on occasion, but not as
frequently as they would if you wandered off the road.

The world was vibrant and alive with sound
and color. Everywhere he looked there was something interesting to
see. There were colors that he could not properly describe, and
small insects that looked like nothing that he had ever seen
before.

Scott sighed softly. It was a wonderful day.
He did not know if he could ever go home, but at the moment he did
not even know if he wanted to go back anyway. He had little to look
forward to back in his old life. He would be a fool not to explore
this world. Who would not want to see what there was to find in a
place like this?

Suddenly a rustling in the brush on the side
of the road caught his attention. A dialog box popped up.

<<< A wild baby rabbit appears!
>>>

 


“What...?” He stared at the little white
bunny that hopped out of the underbrush. It was about the size of a
cantaloupe, a tiny little thing.

“Well, hello little guy. Are you lost?” Scott
had never seen such a cute rabbit. The thing practically sparkled
with the pure power of adorableness.

The rabbit twitched its cute little bunny
nose then stood up on its hind legs. Scott smiled down at it. The
darling thing was so adorable. Part of him wanted to reach out to
try and pet it. He remembered Mid’s warning, and the fact that she
had claimed that everything wanted to be stronger. Yet, it was such
a sweet looking little bunny. It was not a monster. It was just a
baby.

It stopped being cute the moment it launched
itself toward him. The rabbit did a quick spin maneuver and kicked
Scott square in the jaw. He fell back, shocked by the power and
swiftness of the attack. He could not see it, but a red number
appeared in the air, signifying that he had taken health
damage.

 


<<< -1 Health >>>

 


The little white rabbit danced from side to
side for a moment. One of its adorable ears flopped over in the
process. Scott tried to right himself, but his attacker leapt into
the air then did a somersault before crashing down atop him.
Despite its tiny size, the creature drove the wind from his lungs.
A red number one appeared above the man as he took another point of
damage.

Out of instinct more than skill Scott slammed
his hands together and gripped the fuzzy little fiend tightly. It
squirmed and kicked with all its adorable might, but it had no
chance without its agile movements to back it up.

Scott got back to his feet while holding the
rabbit, then took it by the ears and slammed it on the ground as
hard as he could. He kept doing that till the tiny little thing
cried out in agony and went still.

The bloody mangled corpse of the wee rabbit
dissolved into motes of light not long after. Several items
appeared out of thin air and the background music changed to a
victorious tune.

 


<<< Doo-da-da doo da doooo! >>>

 


<<< Victory!! >>>

 


You have slain a wild baby rabbit!

 


+ 1 EXP

+ 1 Fayth

+ 1 Ability Point

 


Item(s) acquired:

 


Bloody Rabbit pelt (Small, Poor Condition)

 


<<<*>>>

 


Scott panted and wheezed. That rabbit had
nearly killed him! He only had ten health points and such a tiny
little thing had taken two of those points without any effort. His
jaw was sore, and his chest felt like he had been hit with a
hammer. “Note to self: If it’s adorable, it dies first.”

He staggered forward, and decided to hope for
the best. If he saw another rabbit pop out it would be getting
frozen the minute he saw it. He still had a long walk till he
reached Victory Station, the nearest town.

Two more hours, and another rabbit battle,
had passed before Scott dragged his aching body up to the town
entrance. The second rabbit had been an adult and managed to sneak
in a much stronger kick before he was forced to unleash his freeze
spell. That one had been worth three experience points, but the
Fayth and development points were the same. He had received rabbit
whiskers as a reward.

“By the heavenly maidens, what happened to
you lad?” asked a man in leather armor.

Scott looked at him and wondered if he was
one of the city militia that Mid had mentioned. He decided to be
honest. “I thought that I was hunting rabbits, but they hunted me
as well.”

The man laughed loudly then nodded. “I see,
lad. That does happen. I take it you are a new comer to these
lands? Most people who have trouble with wild rabbits will not
travel alone.”

He saw no reason to deny it. He was
incredibly weak after all. “Yes, I am a traveler who somehow wound
up in this area.

The armored man looked Scott up and down then
said, “You’ll want to get some proper equipment. What class are
you, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“A sorcerer.”

“Sorcerer is it! That’s wonderful news, lad!”
The man’s eyes widened with excitement.

“Why is that? I’m not much of one yet,
anyway.”

“No, no. Any mage or sorcerer is practically
a godsend at the moment. That is, if you are looking for paying
work?”

Scott was definitely interested in paying
work! At the moment he was more interested in sitting down, and
possibly crying a little. However, money would be nice. “I’m not
that skilled, but if I can find some paying work that would be
nice.”

“Good! Follow me and I’ll take you to the
town bulletin board. There are several small tasks that are best
suited for someone with elemental magic related abilities.”

Scott followed the enthusiastic, possible,
guardsman to a wooden poster board in front of a large fountain. It
was covered in dozens of different sheets of paper, each of which
seemed to contain one task or another.

“This is the town notice board. If you see a
job offer on the board that seems to be within your capabilities,
feel free to accept it.”

Scott looked at the board for a moment then
noticed that there were several job notices seeking someone who
could use elemental attack magic. “Slime core hunting?”

“Ah, yes! The bread and butter of a young
mage or sorcerer! Slime monsters in this area are only about as
tough as those rabbits you were hunting. However, they are largely
resistant to normal weapons. They need to be attacked with
elemental magic.”

“Oh! I see, and there aren’t enough mages in
the area?”

“Well, there are a few, but not enough. The
alchemists who use the slime cores to make potions are often forced
to gather the ingredients themselves. Many would rather pay a young
magic wielder to go collect them on their behalf.”

Scott looked at the various slime hunter jobs
and noticed that they all paid around four Fayth per core. At his
current level, if he could one-shot a slime he would be able to
take down three per trip. “How dangerous are the slimes around
here?”

The man rubbed his chin. “Most of the slimes
around here are low-level because of overhunting. They have no
special abilities outside of their weapon resistance. They probably
hit about as hard as one of the bigger wild rabbits in the
woods.”

Scott bit his lip. A stronger slime monster
could possibly one-shot him as well, then. The second rabbit that
he had fought would have killed him if he had taken another hit
since its first kick took out three of his health points.

He had gained two experience points from
performing the quests for Mid, combined with the rabbits he had
earned six total experience points. He needed fourteen more to
reach a new level. He would want to be at least level three before
considering moving on to those slimes.

“Slime hunting sounds like a good idea, but I
really need to gain a level or two first.”

The leather-clad man nodded. “True, if
rabbits give you trouble then slimes can be tricky. Try doing small
jobs around town like delivering packages. Those sorts of jobs are
on the board too, and they don’t require you to run around and
fight.”

“Is there an inn in this town? Some sort of
hotel, perhaps?”

“An inn? Certainly, there are several places
for adventurers to stay during their travels. The best is the
Prancing Bunny. The cheapest is Neerdles.”

“Define cheap, if you would?” Scott had
practically no money to speak of.

“Hmm, Neerdles is about thirty Fayth a night.
The Prancing Bunny would charge you that much just to walk in the
door and sit down for a few minutes.”

Scott groaned. “Great, I’ll be sleeping in
the woods if I don’t get to work.”

The man smirked at him. “Life is hard, yet
the day is young. A few of those package delivery requests could
earn you enough to find a room at Neerdles.”

“Thank you. Hopefully I’ll be able to find
something a bit more long-term soon. I am not exactly swimming in
money.” said Scott with a laugh.

“Someone might hire you to work at their
store, but that isn’t a guarantee. Most people like to hire locals
instead of random adventurers.”

“That makes sense, actually. I’ll just have
to work hard and see what I can do.”

The guard smiled at the young adventurer,
nostalgia arising within him. He could remember his early days of
fighting rabbits and dreaming of fighting wolves. Of course, he had
been six years old at the time. What grown man had trouble fighting
rabbits? ”You do that, lad. The people here are friendly if you
aren’t the lazy sort.”

“I’ll keep that in mind!” Scott and the guard
talked for a few more minutes then they went their separate ways.
Scott went on to locate a few package delivery jobs to learn about
the town and to gain easy experience. The guard went back to the
gate that he should have been guarding instead of socializing with
travelers.


Chapter 3: Grass Rat Hustle

The loud ringing of a church bell echoed through the
air. The sounds of soft laughter and joyous voices wove together
with the ringing of the bell to create a festive atmosphere. It was
a beautiful day in the town of Victory Station. Scott could not
help but smile as he watched the people stroll through the market
place.

Even after spending the last few days in town
doing odd-jobs and trying his best to scrape up enough Fayth to
live on for a while, he had not completely acclimated to the nature
of the world. Wherever he looked there was some vibrant and
exciting thing to see.

A girl with cat ears walked by, a basket of
laundry clutched in her hands. A man twice as tall as any man Scott
had ever seen sat at a table outside of the nearby tavern. He
challenged all comers to a game of arm wrestling. The loser paid
for the next round of drinks. He had not lost once, but people kept
trying to best him.

The alien atmosphere of the place was both
unnerving and soothing to the man. Everything was so vibrant, so
alive, here. He thought that the best part of it all was the
background music. It was definitely top-tier. He had heard some of
the same songs repeated, but he had never once wanted to find a
mute button.

Whoever, or whatever, had decided to suffuse
the world with beautiful sounds had obviously been a master
composer. On more than one occasion he had sung along to the music.
It was usually instrumental. He had to make up his own words, but
the songs were still lovely.

Scott smiled softly when a group of children
ran by, their laughter was infectious and he could not help but
laugh as well. He had never in his life known this sort of general
contentment. Was this what the world had been like before the
modern day haze of life had taken over? Back on Earth, everyone
seemed to be in a hurry to do the exact same thing every day. Here,
he could see that people actively enjoyed their lives.

He could not help but envy these people, just
a little. They had grown up in a world where nearly anything was
possible. That had to do wonders for your outlook on the
future.

 


***

 


The town square was alive with people early
in the morning, just as it had been for days. Victory Station was a
town filled with friendly and energetic people. As the main
stop-over point between the kingdoms of Arnette and Eizen, Victory
Station had grown from a small fort into a true town over time.

You could find many of the services usually
reserved for larger cities in Victory Station. Scott could not
afford any of those services except for the inn. Lack of money was
a concern. He had scouted the local weapons and item shops over the
course of the last few days. The prices were quite exorbitant for
the average homeless drifter, which Scott happened to be at the
moment.

The cost of simple leather armor that
increased defense by a paltry five points was over two thousand
Fayth. Unenchanted cloth armor was a bit cheaper, but it increased
defense by merely two points and would still cost twelve hundred
Fayth.

Neerdles inn provided a single cot in the
middle of the common hall for thirty Fayth per night. Their private
rooms were over two hundred per night. Given that sort of price
scale, he could afford to sleep on a cot for nearly a month and a
half at the same cost as cheap cloth armor.

From what he had learned, the minimum wage
that most people in town would expect from a job was around two
hundred Fayth per week, slightly more if they worked more than five
days out of that week. At the moment, Scott was not even earning
minimum wage despite all of the delivery jobs that he had taken. He
was not far from it, but he was barely scraping by as it was.

That monetary concern was what had brought
him to the job board today. He needed to try his hand at something
that would pay a little more and hopefully provide experience. The
delivery jobs had only provided experience points after he
completed several of them. Doing work for Mid had apparently been
considered to be the same level of work as doing six or seven
package runs in town. Even as things stood, he was still two points
away from gaining that first precious level.

Scott looked over the board. Slime hunting
was still available, but he was a little leery of actually going
after the slime monsters yet. He had heard that they were primarily
located in the mountain forest about a half day’s walk from town.
That was a long distance to travel with no supplies and a pitifully
low level. He might get lucky and find a few along the way. They
did stray from the forest, but they only appeared in large numbers
in the area referred to as Slime Forest.

“Wait, what’s this?” Scott thought. There was
a message listing a need for an exterminator. Scott snatched the
job up quickly.

 


<<< Quest! >>>

 


Exterminate the rascally rabbits!

 


A local farmer, John Haskill, has offered a bounty on
all rabbits. Bring him any part of a rabbit, such as the pelt or
whiskers, and he will pay you for your trouble!

Difficulty: Easy

Reward: 20 Fayth per rabbit slain

Requirements: 0/40 rabbit parts.

Time: 1 week

Success: Slay up to forty rabbits and bring
their dropped loot to Farmer John.

Failure: Give up the quest, or allow one week
to pass.



<<<*>>>

 


Scott nearly laughed aloud! He could make
eight hundred Fayth doing such a simple job! He knew that he could
kill rabbits. They kicked the crap out of him, but he could take
them down. They also would be able to give him a bit of experience.
It was the perfect first hunting quest.

“Behold the fearless rabbit slayer!” Scott’s
somewhat deranged laughter caught the attention of several people
walking by. More than one mother pulled their small children close
and bid them not to gaze upon the strange and obviously troubled
man.

After he calmed down, he decided to check his
quest status. His grin reappeared. The whiskers and pelt that he
had acquired a few days earlier were counted toward quest
completion.

The only thing about the quest that bothered
him was the fact that the rabbit parts were worth more than slime
cores. Did farmer John hate rabbits that much, or were slime cores
just not worth anything? It made no sense that a slightly harder to
acquire substance would be worth less than something common like a
rabbit’s pelt.

Scott walked swiftly toward the town gates.
He had some hunting to do. Along the way he passed several people
who seemed to be travelers. They paid him no mind, but he noticed
their clothing and gear. They were wearing items that would
probably bankrupt a small business owner. Were they advanced
adventurers or traveling nobility? He could not be sure, but he
envied them their equipment.

Once he left the gates, the background music
changed from a whimsical musical score to a more adventurous tune.
He bobbed his head along to the sound for a moment, before heading
off into the grassland near the town. If his previous experience
was an indicator, he would not need to track down the rabbits. The
rabbits would come to him.

Off-road adventuring was not much different
than traveling on the road, at least not at first. However, it did
not take long before he ran across his first monster encounter. The
creature seemingly popped up out of nowhere. Had it been hiding in
the tall grass, or had it magically appeared? He did not know.
Given the nature of this world, it could be either one of those
answers.

 


<<< A wild grass rat appears!
>>>

 


The background music changed to a familiar
sounding battle score while Scott assessed the situation. The grass
rat was a peculiar little creature. It was a rat the size of a
small dog, but its most notable feature was not its size. It was
the grass skirt that it was wearing. Why would a rat wear a
skirt?

Scott wasted no time in further speculation.
He had to act quickly. He had never faced this type of rodent
before and did not want to experience any surprises.

The rat lunged forward, but it had no chance.
Scott immediately thrust his hand out and exclaimed, “Freeze!”

He felt a powerful surge of energy flow up
and out of his body. A sphere of roiling blue and white energy
formed in front of his palm. In the time that it took him to
insta-cast his ice spell the rat had covered half the distance
between them. It was not enough, not nearly enough.

A cone of freezing cold magical energy
radiated outward from the man’s outstretched palm. The rat
chittered loudly in pain and a bright red number six appeared above
its head.

Scott ran toward the rat while it tried to
shake off the bitter cold. He kicked out strongly and the rat flew
back like a hapless soccer ball. The number twelve wafted upward
from the tiny beast and it screamed out in agony before dissolving
into motes of light.

 


<<< Victory! >>>

You have slain a wild grass rat!

 


+1 EXP

+1 Fayth

+1 Ability Points

 


Items(s) Acquired:

 


1 Grass Skirt of the Aggro-Rat [Rare]

 


<<<*>>>

 


“Grass Skirt of the Aggro-Rat? It’s rare?”
Scott stared at the message screen for a moment then could not help
but laugh. That was hilarious to him for some reason. He had
already gained a rare item, it seemed.

He chose to call up his inventory screen and
take a look at his loot.

 


<<< Grass Skirt of the Aggro-Rat [Rare]
>>>

 


A crudely made skirt of grass worn by the grass rats
living in the grasslands near Victory Station. This skirt is
considered a sacred object to these aggressive rodents.

+1 Defense

+1 Agility

 


<<<*>>>

 


“Oh, that will do nicely. Free armor that
increases defense and agility? Oh, hell yes.” Sure, it was
pathetically low-tier for a rare item. Still, it was better than
nothing and it had cost him only a little of his time and mana.

Scott equipped the thing over his pants then
shook his hips experimentally. “Sexy.”

Suddenly, an ominous sensation crept along
his spine. His body shivered involuntarily.

 


<<< Your blasphemy has been noticed...
>>>

 


“What? Blasphemy?” Scott blinked. He was
momentarily confused until the background music changed into a
hardcore battle sound track. It was similar to the one from before,
but this time there was a much more dangerous edge to it.

Three grass rats suddenly lunged out of the
grass. One flew toward Scott like a demented rocket while another
flanked him. Strangely, the third grass rat stood up on its hind
legs and began to shake its little rodent booty in a bizarre
dancing motion. Its little grass skirt swayed in time to a rhythm
that only it understood.

Scott did his best to dodge the incoming
rodent missile, but the rat flanking him caught him in the thigh.
The man cried out in pain as razor sharp teeth tore through his
miniscule defense to draw blood. A red number two appeared over his
head.

He danced with the rats for a few brief
seconds while trying to avoid another attack. However, his
distraction proved to be a severe downfall. The dancing rat stopped
dancing.

 


<<< The third grass rat has called for a
friend! .... Four more grass rats appear! >>>



“Shit!” exclaimed Scott. He took a hard hit
to his thigh once more, and lost three more hit points. Out of
desperation he leapt back with all his might. Mid-leap he prepped
his freeze spell.

“Freeze!” He unleashed his freezing spell and
caught all seven rats in its icy grip. Immediately, he kicked and
stomped at the closest rodents in the hope of finishing them off.
He needed to get away from the things, but they would overwhelm him
anyway if he left it like this.

He managed to kill one of them and a
brilliant light erupted around him! A victorious fanfare occurred
and a screen popped up to tell him that he had gained a level. He
could not bother to look at it at the moment. The rats had nearly
shaken off the effect of the spell.

Scott cast his spell once more after fending
off a leaping rat, and caught five of the remaining six rats in its
cone of influence. Four of the rats died outright, but to his
horror the sixth rat had started to dance.

That dance was a problem for the man. The rat
was a good thirty feet away. He might be able to make it in time to
disrupt its dance, but if he did not get there in time he would be
right back where he started and with less health than before!

He did the only thing that a brave adventurer
such as himself could do in this situation. He screwed up his
courage, fixed his resolve, and then bravely ran away at all
possible speed.

Scott only managed six steps before the dance
ended. This time five rats appeared.

The terrified sorcerer ran for his life as
first six, and then a few seconds later ten, rats gave chase. The
damned dancing rat continued to dance even while the man fled as
fast as he could go. By the time he came up to the road, there were
twenty rats nipping at his heels.

Unable to do anything but desperately flee,
he was surprised by the sudden appearance of a familiar town guard.
The guard leapt in front of Scott and roared out an impressive
shout that echoed throughout the countryside. The sorcerer fell
back onto his ass, and the rats were bowled over as well.

 


<<< You have been stricken with a feeling of
absolute terror! >>>

<<< You are stunned and paralyzed with fear
for thirty seconds. >>>

 


Scott’s body was already in panic mode, but
now his mind threatened to shut down due to the unholy fear
assaulting his mind.

The guard put his hand on Scott’s shoulder
and exclaimed, “Courage, lad!”

A vibrant red light flared outward from the
man’s hand to encompass Scott completely. The fear effect was
washed away and he could literally feel his health and mana being
restored.

“Can you stand? If so, finish these rats off
before they can get their bearings!”

Scott took a quick breath then leapt to his
feet. The rats were tightly packed in a sick display of solidarity.
Most were lying on their back with their feet up in the air while
their little paws clutched feebly at nothing.

“Freeze!” shouted Scott. He unleashed his
magical attack twice in succession, easily killing most of the
rats. A few were just outside the range of the spell so he rushed
forward and cast it once more. He finished up the rats that were
left by using a few swift kicks and downward stomps to their
helpless rodent bodies.

“Back to the road, lad. Do it quickly, and
take that damned skirt off!” barked the guard.

Scott quickly complied. Now that he had time
to think, he realized exactly what the blasphemy from before had to
be. The rats did not like it when he had put on that skirt.

“Ye, fool. What were you thinking wearing
that thing out in the grasslands?”

Scott shook his head. “I didn’t know it would
cause the rats to go crazy.”

The older man sighed. “Yes, I guess it can’t
be helped. You aren’t from around here. You’re lucky that I was
heading home for the day, though.”

“Don’t I know it! Thank you!”

The guard laughed. “It’s fine. Though, you
should be careful. It’s bad enough that you did something so
foolish, but to bring a score of aggressive beasts right to the
road to town? That’s a pretty serious crime, you know.”

“Shit!” exclaimed Scott. Was he going to be
arrested?

The man laughed at the sorcerer. “Don’t be
too worried about it. If I had not known that you were new to the
area I’d haul you in for this, but I’ll let it go this time.”

“Thank you. I am sorry to be so much
trouble.”

The guard laughed again. “It’s fine. In the
future though, you should remember that even if you don’t get
someone hurt by dragging monsters to the road there’s a pretty
hefty fine.”

“How hefty?”

“Hmm, well... grass rats are pretty weak.
Given the number you would have probably owed around two or three
thousand Fayth, about ten times that amount if they had actually
injured someone.”

“Yeesh! I’ll keep that in mind.”

“It’s not a problem if you need the help and
no one gets hurt. The fine is to keep random hunters and
adventurers from dragging the town guard into dealing with their
messes. Consider the fine as payment for services rendered by the
town.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Good, good. I’d avoid the grasslands for a
while. The rats don’t forgive easily.”

Scott sighed. “Great. I need to find some
rabbits for a job I took on.”

The guard looked at Scott curiously. “If you
want rabbits, why are you hunting rats?”

“There aren’t any rabbits in the
grassland?”

“No, not around here. The rats run anything
else out if they can. Try the fields to the south, or the woods
down the road apiece.”

Scott considered his suggestion. He had run
across two rabbits on the road while coming to town. They would
probably be somewhat common in the woods. “OK, thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Also, a bit of advice. Go
eat something before heading out. You look like death warmed
over.”

The sorcerer nodded at that. His wounds had
been healed by the power of courage, but he was still shaking. That
had been an incredibly close call. He would have to pay more
attention to things in the future.

After parting ways with his savior, Scott
decided to check the results of the battle.

He had been forced to ignore the various
status windows, so he had lost out on learning what he had gained
from the fight. However, he could guess by checking his status and
inventory.

He had gained three more of those supposedly
rare grass skirts. There were around twenty-one rat pelts,
twenty-four rat tails, and three rat eyes. He also had a single rat
fang. All told, he had earned thirty-two Fayth as well.

“As insanely dangerous as that was, I earned
more in the last few minutes than I normally earned in a day of
package delivery.”

He checked his status:

 


<<<Status>>>

 


Name: Scott Jacobs | Class: Sorcerer |
Race: Human

Age: 18 | Level: 2

EXP: 45

Next Level: 15

Ability Points: 42

Health: 13[13] | Mana: 18[34]

Attack: 6[30] | Defense: 5[21]

Strength: 6[6] | Agility: 4[4] |
Accuracy: 5[5]

Intellect: 12[12] | Luck: 6[6]

<<<*>>>

 


Scott was absurdly pleased with the outcome.
While his health and mana had not increased much, his attack and
defense had increased greatly. At this rate, he would be beyond the
power of those grass rats sometime soon. He idly wondered if his
defense could become strong enough to completely ignore enemy
attacks.

The unarmed combat skill drastically improved
his attack and defense. If he had tried to fight an opponent
without a weapon, and without the skill boost, he would only be
able to use his base attack and defense. Of course, the trade-off
was the fact that knuckle and boot weapons were the weakest classes
of weapons.

Claw weapons were rated to be similar to
daggers, though. They were still low-end damage dealers, and the
shortest threat range among all weapons, but with training an
unarmed fighter could easily be on the same level as a swordsman or
other weapon wielder. An unarmed fighter might even have higher
attack and defense than an equivalent weapon wielder if they
developed great strength and agility.

Scott remembered what Mid had said about
awakening his skill tree at level two. He checked his skill menu
and noticed that his two skills had the word ‘Upgrade’ next to them
now. He was eager to check that out, but opted to return to town
first. The grassland still gave off an ominous vibe and he did not
want to get caught unaware by another rat horde.

He jogged back to town as quickly as he
could. Neerdles was on the south-side of town, in a low-rent
district. The place seemed nice enough, but Scott did not
appreciate the fact that he had to share a room with thirty or so
other men. Instead of heading to the inn, he opted to find a nice
empty corner of town near the wall.

Scott willed his skill menu open then clicked
on the sorcery upgrade option. A screen opened up showing him one
option and several grey colored lines extending outward from it
only to disappear into darkness. The one available option was,
‘Skill-Up.’

“Ten ability points? Hmm...” He closed the
sorcery menu and opened the unarmed combat menu. His option was
almost exactly the same in that skill as well. The only difference
was the way that the grey lines were arranged before they went off
into the darkness.

Both skills required him to expend ten
ability points to perform a skill-up, whatever that meant. “Might
as well try it.”

He clicked on skill-up and a window popped up
asking if he was sure that he wanted to select the skill-up option.
He clicked, ‘Yes.’

 


<<< Congratulations! >>>

 


Your unarmed combat mastery has been upgraded! You
have mastered the basics of unarmed combat!

 


Your attack and defense will increase by five points
when you fight unarmed.

 


Your attack, defense, hit points, strength, agility,
and accuracy will now have an additional permanent +1 level-up
modifier.

 


You are now capable of developing your physical
traits.

 


<<<*>>>

 


“Now that’s what daddy’s talking about!”
Scott felt an absurd joy race through his body. Level-up modifiers
for stats meant that he would always gain at least that many points
for those stats when he gained a level! There was a chance, however
slight, that he might have gotten no increased stats in some
attributes when he leveled up before.

He checked the unarmed combat skill selection
once more then grinned. The grey colored lines had turned bright
yellow. There were several option boxes available now. He could
upgrade his attributes using ability points; even add in another
modifier for his level. “Hmm, no special abilities, huh?”

The new boxes had lines leading away from
them that probably led to other interesting abilities or skills. He
would probably have to activate those options first if he wanted to
increase his abilities further.

“Better do a skill-up for sorcery before
anything else.” He could earn more ability points, but he did not
want to risk his level-up bonus by not activating those first!

After clicking on the skill-up option for
sorcery he was given a similar bonus for his intelligence and mana
that he had gained for his other stats with unarmed combat. He also
had the ability to upgrade those stats and to develop his
spells.

“Interesting, I only have four attribute
increasing options, but I have a several spells that I can learn.”
His three current spells were shown, but they were greyed out. He
checked the information for them and learned that he could upgrade
those spells after he had reinforced them four times. Once he had
mastered the spell, he could improve it. That was good news.

“This is cool, but so weird. I don’t know if
this world is real or a game, but it is definitely fun.” In a
modern game he would probably have skill levels and need to use a
skill a billion times to increase it by a small margin. This old
school system allowed him to fight whatever he wanted to improve
himself by will alone.

He rubbed his chin. He had twenty-two points
left. Each of the new spells on the first-tier required forty
ability points. He could not learn them. He could increase his mana
or intelligence but at the moment he preferred to shore up his
weakness. Scott returned to the unarmed combat screen.

“Let’s see what we get...” He clicked on the
upgrade for his health and then confirmed the action. Ten ability
points disappeared from his life and his health increased by five
points. The option remained available, but now it would cost
twenty-five points to upgrade it again.

So, that was how it worked. He could directly
upgrade his stats, but they would require more ability points each
time. That little nugget of detail about this world might prove to
be quite tedious unless he could gain more than one point per
opponent. He could not upgrade his health again at the moment, but
he could upgrade his agility. Increasing that attribute through the
option only raised it by one point. However, his defense increased
by four points because he was unarmed. “Sweet!”

Scott could do nothing more with his skills
at the moment, but he knew that he would be visiting that screen
often. He considered his options for the moment and decided that
his best path forward would be to heavily grind his physical
attributes for now. When his basic spells were mastered he would
focus on developing his magic more. It might be a mistake, but he
did not like the idea of being so fragile.

His new life in this world was not one of
sedentary gaming, or forced participation. He literally lived or
died by his decisions and the likelihood that he could keep hoping
for someone to save him from his own stupidity was small. He loved
the idea of learning magic. It was one of his secret dreams.

However, he wanted to be able to survive in
this world. Supposedly, he could not permanently die. That did not
mean that he wanted to test that theory. Fighting monsters might
seem like a bizarre game-like experience, but the pain was real. He
took injuries. Sure, he would be able to completely heal after a
day or two of rest, or after the application of healing abilities.
That did not mean that he could not feel fear.

Whether or not this place was a game, he
could not say. All he knew was that he could literally do whatever
he wanted. He had a fresh start. He would make the most of the hand
he had dealt for himself, and see just where this new life would
take him.


Chapter 4: Farmer John

Light gently peaked through the clouds and reflected
brilliantly from the crystalline architecture of a massive floating
city. The city in the clouds was the home of the divine race. Some
thought these beings to be nothing more than a myth. Other people,
such as high-level priests had a personal relationship with a
particular divine being.

The divine city was the home of the gods,
enlightened mortals, and chosen heroes. The gods spent their days
managing the world below. They tried to keep a bit of balance and
order in the system. That system, known as A.R.S., was responsible
for allowing the creatures of Origin to grow beyond simple
biological capacities.

One particular goddess had taken an interest
in a specific creature on the world below. In fact, she had been
the reason for that creature’s existence in the world. Her name was
Origin. She was the goddess of life and love. She was also the one
responsible for overseeing the process of reincarnation.

“How’s he doing?” asked a soft masculine
voice. Origin smiled slightly then looked over to her partner,
Silence.

The god known as Silence was a deity that
many would refer to as the grim reaper. He was not particularly
grim, but he was responsible for the transition of souls from the
world of Origin to the afterlife.

He took souls to the land of the dead. Origin
brought them back and bid them be reborn. Of course, both of them
had subordinate minions who actually performed those tasks
directly. They were management personnel and mostly filled out
reports and signed off on necessary expenditures.

“Scott seems to be adjusting. I’m curious
about what he will do with the new life that I granted him.”

Silence glanced at his work partner. “I
bet.”

Origin raised one finger. “Don’t even go
there.”

The Grim Reaper laughed gently. “Oh, baby
sister has finally grown up and taken an interest in men.”

The blue haired goddess of love glared at her
brother. “Who’s a baby sister?”

“I was born first. What can you do?” He
spread his hands out sideways and shrugged in a way that bespoke an
acceptance of fate.

“You kicked me on the way out of the womb,
and climbed over me while I was stunned.” replied the goddess.

“I was in a hurry! I had been trapped in
there for months...”

Origin snorted at the black haired end of all
mortal things. When he did not seem to be concerned with her ire,
she breathed in slowly then snorted once more. “Whatever, stop with
the cutesy routine please.”

The death god grinned at her then glanced at
the crystalline monitors. “You brought someone from Earth. It was a
male someone. You even gave him a free pass to avoid my
power...”

“You approved that.” Origin frowned at him.
Why was he being such a brat, today?

“Of course, why wouldn’t I approve of the man
my baby sister has chosen with her own hands and heart?”

“Oh, you’re impossible!”

“I’m also pretty.” said Silence.

Origin glared hatefully at her brother. Why
was he being like this, seriously? “That human merely met the
parameters! You know full well it was time to begin the next
cycle.”

“Yes, yes. The uppity mortals have gotten
uppity and started to learn things. Celestis forbid they learn
calculus or something. Let’s send in the extermination squad to
rough them up for the crime of learning how to build a simple
circuit-board.”

The blue haired goddess shook her head. “That
decision comes from the council of elders, and you know it. The
only thing we can do is choose a champion and hope that he grows
strong enough, fast enough, to keep the damage to a minimum.”

Silence stopped laughing. In fact, he became
the epitome of his name. Several minutes passed before he spoke
again. “He chose to be a sorcerer, though.”

“Yes, he did.” said Origin.

“That skill-set... he won’t be able to stand
against what is to come.”

Delicate fingers curled over and formed into
tight fists. “I know that. Sorcerers are powerful but they don’t
have direct access to high class spells or physical combat
skills.”

“How can he become strong enough to turn the
tide if he will have trouble handling even simple monsters at a
high level?”

Origin bit her bottom lip then closed her
eyes. “He’s from Earth.”

Silence gave her a look. It was a look that
bespoke his sentiment clearly. However, he decided to vocalize it
as well. “Yes, surely that will help. However, I fail to see the
point of your reasoning beyond the extremely minor edge that being
an Earth Human will provide. There are literally thousands of
high-level fighters and magic users in this world who could have
become a champion.”

She shook her head. “None of them met my
requirements.”

“Bullshit.” said Silence in a flat tone. He
knew his little sister better than that.

The goddess frowned. “Fine, I’m tired of it.
I’m just tired of it!”

Silence listened for a while as his sister
ranted over their mutual grievance. The council of elders routinely
destroyed human towns and cities that grew too powerful. It was
supposedly necessary since the ARS system would allow humans to
grow powerful enough to rival the gods in time. A single mortal who
achieved such power could be banished to the abyss or elevated to
godhood. Entire countries of extremely powerful mortals could
become a major issue, however.

Humans and other mortals were expected to try
and become as strong as they could. That was the entire point of
ARS. However, the moment that they started to get ideas about
disregarding or overthrowing the gods they would be stepped on...
Hard.

“I know why you hate it. I do too. Yet, how
can a human from Earth help the situation? Every one of us loves
them, obviously. But, he would have to be able to do something
extreme to make up for the power disparity.”

Origin smirked at her brother. “Where is that
human, now?”

“Where?” asked Silence.

His sister nodded. Silence checked Origin’s
monitor. “Clearly he is fighting a large rabbit in the forest near
Victory Station. He is also being beaten quite severely, though he
does seem to be winning.”

Origin turned off her monitor. “Yes, now
where is he?”

“Wouldn’t he still be fighting that
rabbit?”

“Yes, but find him with your own power or
equipment.”

Her brother decided to humor her and started
to search the world with his senses. He immediately zeroed in on
the Victory Station region and even checked the forest nearby.
However, he could not find the human that he sought. “Did you
teleport him away?”

A slow, predatory smile crossed Origin’s
face. “No. He is there.”

“Why can’t I see him?” He should be able to
sense every soul in the world. If he could not sense a mortal soul,
no one could. It was his entire reason for existence!

“Simple! I never entered his information into
the main system. I’m allowed to keep my chosen champion a secret,
and that means that I can hide information about him. You and Mid
are the only others who know who and what he is.”

He smiled at her in turn. “Mid, huh?”

Silence felt slightly better about the
situation. If Mid was on board with it, then there might be
hope.

Origin nodded, her smirk never departing her
lips. She had chosen a champion who could not be searched in the
system. His champion’s nature would have made it hard to discover
him with divine senses as well, but as an Earth Human his spiritual
radiance was an entirely natural one. He would not stand out in a
crowd and could easily blend in with the background spectrum. He
would be practically invisible to the gods, unless he walked up to
one and told them who and what he was. He might as well be a single
molecule of water in the heart of the World Sea.

 


***



The fields south of Victory Station were home
to many farmers. They were also home to the occasional hungry
rodent. The farmer and the rodent did not co-exist on a friendly
basis. The farmers wanted the land to grow crops and raise animals.
The rodents wanted to eat the crops and possibly the other animals.
The bigger rodents might even try to eat the farmers.

Scott strolled merrily through the fields. He
had finally completed the damned rabbit hunting job. Rabbits,
though numerous, were not a swarming creature. They also only
operated at certain times of the day for the most part.

Rabbits came out in the early morning and
late evening. So, his primary hunting time was just before dawn,
and just before nightfall. He had a good six hour hunting window
between those two times, but the rest of the day was nearly useless
for a rabbit hunter.

Over the course of the last four days he had
managed to find and defeat five or six rabbits in the morning and a
similar number at night. The rest of the day he had managed to find
one or two. One day he had not found any. He now understood part of
the reason why this job paid a bit more than the parts were
worth.

Scott saw a man tending to a field and called
out to him. “Hello, there!”

The man stopped weeding the field and looked
up. “Yeah? Hello.”

“Sorry to bother you, but do you know a
farmer named John?”

The man looked at Scott curiously then asked,
“Why you want to know, lad?”

Scott considered being offended by the man’s
brusque tone, but decided that the farmer was not being offensive
on purpose. “I took up a request to hunt forty rabbits and wanted
to turn it in.”

“Ah! I see. This your first time doing a
rabbit hunt for Farmer John?”

The sorcerer nodded and the farmer chuckled
softly. He stood up, his old bones creaking in protest. “There
ain’t actually a farmer named John, lad. It’s a group thing. A
bunch of us farmers chip in a few Fayth to hire someone to
depopulate the area a bit.”

“Oh? Is that right? Who do I give these
rabbit parts to then?”

“You got all of them?”

Scott smiled. “Well, the flyer said forty
rabbit parts. I have a few more than that.”

The farmer gestured at the mighty rabbit
hunter. “Just turn ‘em in at the guard station at the front gate.
Tell them you have a delivery for Farmer John. They’ll sort you
out.”

“Thank you! Sorry to have bothered ya.” said
Scott.

“No trouble, lad. I could do with a break,
and least ways you had a good reason. Damned rabbits never stop
coming unless you take down a few now and then.” The old farmer
went back to his weeding and Scott returned to town.

When he arrived at the gate he smiled. There
was a familiar guard on duty. “Good afternoon Sergeant Arne.”

“Lad! Good afternoon to you as well. You seem
to be keeping busy.” The guard sergeant who had saved Scott from
grass rat related death eyed the novice sorcerer for a moment.

“Yes. I just finished up collecting some
rabbit parts for Farmer John.”

“Did you now?” Arne’s eyes lit up. It was not
a hard request, but it could take a while.

Scott nodded at the man then called up his
inventory screen. “A farmer told me that I am supposed to turn them
in here at the gate, though?”

“Ah, yes. You’ll have to take your bounty
chit to the town hall to get paid, but we can take the proof off
your hands here. Follow me.”

Scott followed Arne into the gate and over to
the gatehouse. The good sergeant pointed at a table near the far
wall. “Just dump them out there, and one of the recruits will sort
them later.”

“Thanks.” Scott walked over to the table and
dropped the various whiskers and pelts onto the table.

Arne eyed his haul critically then asked,
“Lad, you didn’t gather any meat?”

“Uh no...Was I supposed to?”

“No, for the quest anything you got would do.
Still, it seems a waste not to get a bit of meat out of your
hunts.”

“Uhm...” Scott was not sure how to tell the
man that he had gotten no meat because none had dropped. The people
of this world seemed to understand the game-like nature of its
existence, but how far did that extend?

“Ah, you’re a sorcerer and a young one at
that. You probably don’t have any survival skills.”

“Survival?” asked Scott. He had the lore ring
that he had received from Mid, but it required a great deal more
experience to acquire the survival skill than he was willing to
expend on the task at present!

“Yes, lad! How are you going to survive in
the wilds without them?”

Scott thought about it then said, “Well, I
don’t know. Maybe I will just have to gnaw on a monster while it is
attacking me?”

Arne snorted at him then started to laugh.
“Lad, lad. Save up some money and buy a survival lore crystal ring.
Lore rings are expensive, but at least you can learn the
skills.”

“I haven’t seen any for sale at the local
shops.”

“Yeah, you’d have to wait till Regal Alice is
open. She will probably open tomorrow night.”

“She’s only open one day a week?” What kind
of business model was that?

The guard sergeant shook his head. “Regal
Alice is a lore sage merchant. When she comes to town she opens up
shop for a week, usually.”

“What’s a lore sage merchant?”

“You’ve never heard of them?” asked Arne.

“I can honestly say that I have not.” said
Scott.

Arne rubbed his chin for a moment. “Lore Sage
Merchants are people who have mastered the skills of a lore sage
and a merchant. Sort of like a Mage-Knight, or a Celestial
Arc-Paladin. Regal Alice mastered both skill sets completely and
was able to reincarnate as an advanced class, the Lore Sage
Merchant.”

Scott’s eyes lit up immediately. Such a thing
was possible? He could develop an advanced class? “I thought it
wasn’t possible to completely master the skills of another
class?”

“Ah, no. That’s not quite right. You can
master multiple classes. You just need to do it one at a time. You
can also just upgrade into an advanced version of your current
class, which is what most people do.”

“One at a time?”

“Yes, for instance I am a guard but that is
not my class. I am a Rogue Knight. I mastered the arts of the rogue
and the knight. When you reach level one hundred you can
reincarnate as a new class and start again.”

“Really? So, that means that you have
reincarnated at least twice now?” Scott had not expected to find
someone who had done so in his first town!

“A few more times than that, lad. I was a bit
wayward in my early years.”

“Wow, interesting.” Arne was someone who had
repeatedly reincarnated. No wonder he could paralyze a horde of
monsters with a shout!

Arne smiled. “Reincarnation, few manage to
make it the first time. Those who do will tend to get addicted.
Each reincarnation is easier afterward because you are a little
stronger. It’s almost necessary anyway.”

“Necessary? Why?” asked Scott.

The guard sergeant sighed loudly. “You
haven’t faced stronger monsters and opponents yet, but I suspect
that you will. I recognize that eagerness in your eyes, lad. You
should know that after level one hundred monsters become obscenely
powerful.”

That tidbit of information chilled Scott a
little. “How obscenely powerful?”

“It would take a powerful group of level one
hundred adventurers to take down each monster, even if they are
only one level higher. If you have any notion in your head about
being strong enough to fight such monsters alone, get them out. You
would need to reincarnate repeatedly to become that strong, or
you’ll have to unlock some incredible class. It’s possible either
way, just not easy.”

Honestly, Scott did not mind the idea of
repeatedly reincarnating. He could try all of the classes! Why not,
right? “Someone once told me that a truly dedicated adventurer
could reach level one hundred in a year. Is that true?”

“A year to reach level one hundred? Lad...
Possible is one thing, but you would have to have an incredible
bloodlust and you would need to take terrible risks. Most dedicated
adventurers who don’t die can make it in a few years the first
time.”

Scott rubbed his chin. “Hey, Arne. What’s the
highest level you have ever reached, if you don’t mind me
asking?”

The man squinted at Scott then laughed
loudly. “Lad, that’s quite a question to ask someone who you hardly
know. Most people would be highly offended.”

“Ah, I did not know that. I’m sorry.”

Arne waved his hand dismissively. “Its fine,
its fine. The highest I have ever made it is level one hundred
twenty-two. The lure of reincarnation called to me. Besides, I
probably need to reincarnate two or three more times before I will
attempt to reach the higher levels.”

The process sounded fascinating, but tedious.
In order to fight higher level monsters, he would need to have
stats equal to multiple life-times. It could take years to acquire
a special class. “I wonder who has the highest level.”

“Highest level... hmmm.” Arne considered the
question for a moment.

Scott waited patiently to see what the man
would say. Several guardsmen drew close as well. They were suddenly
interested in the conversation. Few people revealed anything about
their level to others. It was sometimes taboo to even speak of
them.

“I think the gods have the highest level,
maybe some of the ancient dragons, or demons in the abyss. Us
mortals, it’s probably one of the six great kings.”

Scott wanted to ask about the six great
kings, but Arne anticipated the question. He waved Scott of with a
laugh and a smile.

Arne said, “The six great kings are the
rulers of the six strongest countries in the known world. Of
course, two of them are actually queens.”

“Ah, it would take a high level to be a
king?” asked Scott.

Arne laughed. “Oh yes, lad. If the king is
not at a high level, he could be over thrown. I think all of the
great kings are around level four hundred or so.”

Scott nearly had a heart attack. Level four
hundred? He could flash freeze several rats at level one. Could you
even consider someone at level four hundred to even be a human
being anymore? They would be more like a walking extinction level
event!

“That look in your eyes, I know it well. Yes,
they are beyond normal human existence. They hold sway over most of
the world because of their great power.”

So, power was everything in this world. It
was just as Scott had thought. Further news about reincarnation was
useful, but he now knew that he had a long road ahead of him. How
many opponents with multiple reincarnations under their belt would
he fight in his life time? He could theoretically always survive
the encounter, but even so...

 


***

 


The soft jangling sound of a door chime
served to alert the room to the presence of a new arrival. Dozens
of mildly curious eyes turned to the new comer, but dismissed him
as uninteresting.

Scott looked around the shop known as Regal
Alice. It was not a large building, but it did not need to be.
Regal Alice was an accessory shop known to sell Lore rings and
similar accessories.

The sorcerer wandered the room for a moment,
checking prices and comparing items. He could feel his anus begin
to clench with every new price tag that he saw. Even a simple
copper bracelet with a basic spell crystal embedded inside it was
over twenty thousand Fayth! That bracelet would teach him a single
first-circle spell, Torchlight.

He looked through the offerings and shook his
head. The prices made sense, but he did not see much that he would
care to buy even if he had the money. He was mostly interested in
comparing the value of items and seeing what he could easily find
in the future.

“My, don’t you see anything that you like
Childe?” asked a surprisingly familiar voice.

Scott gasped and looked up. Before him stood
someone he did not recognize, yet she looked at him as though he
should. “M-”

She cut him off quickly, “Yes, I am Miss
Regal Alice, Childe. We have met before, a while back.”

The raven haired woman smiled at him then
gestured toward the back of the store. Eyes that had stared at him
in dismissal before had shifted to calculating and potentially
hateful expressions. Who was he to receive special treatment from
the beautiful lore sage?

Beyond the velvet curtain, the two began to
talk. Regal Alice laughed softly at the confused young man then
waved her hand. “Are you really that surprised?”

“Not to be rude, but yes!” exclaimed Scott in
surprise.

Alice shook her head. “Now, now. There’s
nothing rude about that considering the current situation. When I
am not guarding the field of New Beginnings I do have to make a
living, you know.”

“A living? More like a killing! I figured
skill rings would be expensive, but I had no idea!”

Regal Alice gestured toward a set of chairs
in the corner and Scott followed her. She poured him a drink and
then took one for herself.

“Lemonade?” asked Scott in surprise. It was
quite good.

“Yes, I love lemonade... Did you want
something with a different sort of bite?” She asked with a twinkle
in her eye.

“No, this is great. Thank you.”

“Pity, I could have taught some of my other
secrets.”

Scott coughed into his Lemonade when the
surprisingly beautiful woman shifted her robe slightly then winked.
She could not possibly be making the offer that he thought that she
was making. How long had she been standing in that field by
herself anyway?

The raven-haired beauty raised a hand to her
lips and she laughed happily. “Oh childe, that expression is
priceless.”

He shook his head. “Tease, I’m sure my level
is not high enough to survive that encounter anyway.”

Alice laughed again, louder this time. She
raised her glass to the heavens. “May your experience come swiftly
then, childe. Though, speed is not always the greatest virtue in
such a battle.”

Scott snorted at her then smiled. “Don’t
tempt me.”

He had wanted to avoid his next question, but
he found that he could not let it go. “Can you tell me why you
appeared the way that you did when we first met?”

“Ah, sadly no. There is a rule against
speaking of such things. Just know that I was not practicing any
form of deceit. Just think of me as a friendly older sister who is
interested in you and the things that you do on your travels.”

“Am I really such an interesting spectacle?”
asked Scott.

“I am genuinely interested in your thoughts
and experiences, sweet boy. I do not particularly care if others
consider your thoughts and actions to be interesting. I promise
you, that your big sister will be utterly fascinated no matter what
you do.” Regal Alice leaned to the side and ‘accidentally’ revealed
a few of her remaining secrets.

Scott eyed her sheer inner robe critically.
He was a man after all. It was a struggle for the man, but he did
eventually manage to look her in the eyes. “There are many
countries that would arrest me for my current thoughts regarding my
big sister.”

She chuckled softly at him then offered him
more lemonade. He took some gladly. They spent a few moments
chatting amiably before Regal Alice brought up another subject.
“Have you used the ring that I bequeathed to you yet?”

The sorcerer sighed. “I want to, but the
experience requirement is eighty thousand points! I feel a knot in
my stomach every time I think about acquiring all of that beautiful
experience only to have no level gain.”

“True, at your level it is quite a burden.
Still, it will be worth it in the end since that particular ring is
special.”

“Special?” asked Scott.

“Quite. I poured all of my love and labor
into it. It epitomizes my thoughts on the subject of survival and
my desire to see you do so.” replied the lore sage merchant
with a warm smile.

He was confused. Why would she care if he
lived or died? “I thank you, but why do you care so much.”

She shook her head. “I can’t tell you that. I
am sorry. However, I suspect that you will know in time.”

“You have been so kind to me. Thank you.”

Regal Alice smile once more then sighed
softly. “If you’re so appreciative why have I received no hug of
thanks? Such a rude childe not to embrace his big sister.”

“Is that how it works?” asked Scott
curiously.

“Oh yes, that is certainly how it works...”
replied Alice.

“Well, far be it from me to rudely decline my
responsibilities.” Scott stood up and opened his arms.

Regal Alice practically leapt from her seat
before she moved forward to receive the desired hug. However, they
were interrupted by a loud and obnoxious ringing sound. A
crystalline sphere in the far left corner had begun to buzz and
emit a powerful light.

The lore sage sighed loudly then laughed once
more. “Excuse me a moment. I have to take a call...”

“Call...?” asked Scott. They had something
like that here?

“Yes, I’m fairly certain that I know who it
is. This will only take a moment, dear childe.” Alice sent him a
devastatingly seductive wink before suggestively wiggling her way
toward the far corner. She was not making any attempt to keep it
secret that she had certain interests.

What was with this strange atmosphere? There
were things going on at the moment that he had no idea how to
process. For one thing, why was Mid or Regal Alice as she was
called at the moment, so interested in what he did?

Regal Alice looked at the crystal ball then
laughed in a soft, melodic, manner. She winked at Scott again
before making a commanding gesture. A wall of light rose up across
the room.

Scott was surprised to say the least, but he
moved past it when he heard Alice begin to speak with someone else.
He strained to hear what was being said, but the voices were
muffled. The caller sounded somewhat feminine and more than a
little angry, but he could not really tell what was being said. He
did see Regal Alice place her fingers to her lips a few times then
throw back her head as though she were laughing.

After a few minutes the crystal’s light
dimmed and the privacy curtain of light dissipated. Regal Alice
walked back over to Scott.

“Is everything alright?”

“Oh, yes childe. My younger sister merely
wanted to have a chat with me.” The merry twinkle in her eye and
the smirk upon her lips set Scott’s heart aflutter.

“So, do you still need a hug or...?” he
asked.

Regal Alice sighed loudly. “Sadly, no. I am
afraid that I will need to cut our visit short. Though, next time I
suspect that we will have a much longer, deeper, and more
intense communication.

Scott started to respond, but the sudden loud
buzzing sound that emanated from the crystal sphere stopped him.
Regal Alice was receiving another call.

She laughed loudly then shook her head as
though she had just heard the funniest joke ever told. “Sorry, I’ll
have to take this one as well. It could be a while. So, perhaps we
could meet again sometime in the future and discuss my skills?”

“I’d like that.” replied Scott.

“Would you, childe? Would you, really?” Regal
Alice smiled seductively then adjusted various adjustable portions
of her outfit before turning toward the insistent crystal sphere.
Scott waited until the privacy curtain went up before leaving the
room. He would need to head back to Neerdles and purchase shower
time, lots and lots of cold shower time. The adjustable portions of
her outfit had been quite skillfully crafted, and arranged in such
a way that it left Scott in quite the state.

On the way back he shuddered involuntarily. A
strange sensation washed over him. After it passed he briefly
wondered if that was the same sensation that a fly must feel when
it manages to escape from the web of a highly experienced
spider.


Chapter 5: Indebted Happiness

One of the most important things for a soldier to do
when they are in foreign territory is to take time to properly
observe the terrain and then acquire basic resources. If they are
among a foreign people, they need to observe the nature and customs
of those people. In many ways, being suddenly left alone in a
foreign country is similar to arriving in an alternate reality. The
rules of survival still apply. Knowledge was everything.

Scott had spent the last few days hunting
rabbits in the morning and evening. However, during mid-day periods
he had stopped wasting his time in the wilderness. Instead he had
gone to the local library to study as much of the world as it was
possible to learn from books and scrolls.

His map function, an extremely useful device,
had updated constantly with several new locations. He was certain
that the newly acquired information would prove useful in the
future, but new locations were not the topic of his current study
session. No, today he wanted to know more about the path of the
sorcerer.

The newly youthened man rubbed his chin. What
he was reading now seemed to run counter to what he thought he had
learned from the friendly guard sergeant. “So, reincarnation is not
the only way forward?”

It seemed that reincarnation was used to
completely reset your status, but you would be able to keep a
maximum of twenty-percent of your stat points. If you kept the same
race, you could keep ten percent of your stats. If you kept the
same class, you could receive an additional ten percent. It was a
fairly simple arrangement, but given the random nature of
level-based stat increases, it might not actually improve your
position in the long run. Of course, you would also keep all of the
ability points you had collected prior to reincarnation.

However, it seemed that it was impossible not
to be stronger after reincarnation, at least not for the first
time. There was a catch, however. All skills and abilities were
reset to zero, and you lost any skills not related to your
class.

There were a few exceptions, such as someone
who has found a legendary grade lore crystal. Skills learned from
those crystals could be kept permanently. You would have to upgrade
them through the system once more, but they remained permanently
accessible. It should go without saying, but such crystals were
never found in stores. You had to receive them as a direct gift
from the gods, or find them as rare drops from elite class
monsters. Sometimes they might be found in chests that were located
in ancient dungeons as well.

Scott read through the information presented
then nodded. He would have to plan his way forward carefully. “So,
I can make my first major class decision at level ten?”

At level ten he would have to choose his
basic focus for his class. He could choose to focus on magic,
unarmed combat, or a blended style. Each of these options opened
new options in the future, but removed others.

If he chose the magic option, he would
immediately gain the ability to use second-circle spells, and would
gain more abilities that allowed for the increase of intellect and
mana. However, he would receive few ability bonuses for the
physical stats. Special unarmed combat skills would take longer to
develop, and some would not be available at all. Though, he would
have more overall spells to work with.

If he chose the physical combat option, he
would immediately gain access to two powerful combat abilities. He
would also be able to increase his health and physical stats more
frequently. However, his intellect and mana would not receive as
many bonuses. He would learn far few spells as he gained levels,
and some branches of magic would be denied to him. He would have
many more physical skills to work with, however.

The balanced path would prevent him from
gaining the strongest skills in either the magic or physical
branch. However, he would be able to gain most of them, and be able
to keep his stat growth balanced. It was the true hybrid
option.

Scott considered his options. He still needed
to gain six more levels before he could make his choice. At the
moment he heavily leaned toward the balanced option. His magic and
physical skills would take longer to develop, but at least he would
have his bases covered during his first trip up the power
ladder.

“Now, once I make my decision at level ten,
my options for class advancement will change.” said Scott aloud. He
sometimes talked to himself when he worked out a serious issue.

There were five important considerations for
each class. At level ten he could make a basic class advancement
decision. At level twenty-five he could make a similar decision. At
level forty he would become eligible for his first class upgrade;
basically he would be able to achieve a second-tier class based on
his first two decisions.

If he went full-magic from the start, he
could use fifth-circle spells at level forty. If he went
full-combat he could use stronger physical skills and attacks. His
health would also increase greatly. The balanced class would grant
access to fourth-circle spells, and a moderate number of physical
skills. At this point it would become the more difficult class
option.

Scott nearly dismissed the balanced class
option, but he noticed something that could become worrisome about
the other two options. If he chose the pure magic option he would
have to choose an elemental magic path, and the other spells would
become unavailable after sixth-circle. His seventh-circle spells
would be of one element.

If he went pure combat, he could not learn
any sixth or seventh-circle spell through his innate class
upgrades. He would basically be a melee fighter with only
intermediate-tier magic. The seventh-circle was the first level of
advanced magic.

The harder path, the balanced option, would
allow for sixth-circle magic; and moderate stat growth across the
board. It would be hard to fight monsters on equal level later. He
would probably have to constantly grind against weaker monsters.
However, he would not be missing out on as much.

At level seventy he would be able to make a
new advancement choice for his current upgraded class. This choice
just determined whether you gained more physical or magical stats.
It did not change final skills.

Level one hundred allowed for the second
class upgrade. At level one hundred you would be able to decide on
your advanced class.

Pure magic sorcerers would gain the ability
to learn spells beyond seventh-circle via lore crystals. However,
they could only do so based on their specialized element. A flame
sorcerer could only use lore crystals to learn flame spells, for
instance.

Pure combat sorcerers would increase their
physical stats a great deal, and would gain access to powerful
unarmed combat abilities. They could use lore crystals to learn
spells of the sixth-circle.

The balanced class would be able to use lore
crystals to learn seventh-circle spells. They would have solidly
balanced stats. However, they also possessed an option not
available to the pure magic or pure combat grade.

Scott’s eyes lit-up when he read the
information. It was considered nearly impossible due to the fact
that most people who attempted it died. However, a balanced
sorcerer could attain the first level of enlightenment and upgrade
to an advanced class that allowed for unique abilities not
available to the easier class options. Only someone who had truly
mastered their mind and body could obtain the most difficult to
acquire sorcerer class.

Of course, difficult did not necessarily mean
that it would be the most powerful. Yet, if this world really
operated on game-mechanics then it should at least be something
that few people could do. He would be able to choose a path in life
that he could walk without feeling like a cookie-cutter copy of
someone else.

“Yes, the balanced class.” The fear of death
was a real one, but supposedly he could survive almost any
encounter in one way or another. The potential for death would
scare off most who chose this path, but Scott could possibly take
it all the way to the end. Besides, if people who could only die
once were capable of taking on the class, he had at least a chance
to obtain it. If nothing else, he could always just reincarnate and
try a different path in life if the path of balance did not work
out for him.

 


***

 


The soft *tiriing* of the store
bell-chime alerted the shop owner that a customer had arrived. He
smiled widely as Scott walked in and headed straight for the
counter.

“Ah, good morning sorcerer. What can I do for
you?”

Scott smiled at Erido, the owner of the shop.
He had come in now and then to discuss equipment with the man while
saving up money. After living in this world for two weeks, Scott
had amassed a princely sum of thirteen hundred Fayth. He intended
to spend most of it today while finally buying equipment.

“I’ve come to spend money, Erido. I’m sure it
will be a burden to take it from me... it can get heavy after
all.”

The man’s eyes lit-up and he grinned. “Oh, I
enjoy a life of burdens. What would you like to see?”

“Well, honestly... You know I am just
starting out. I’ll only be able to afford some basic
equipment.”

Erido nodded. He knew that complaint well.
Actual combat grade equipment was expensive. Normal clothes and
items did not have attack or defense bonuses. “What do you need
most?”

“I’m an unarmed fighter, so armor would
probably be best for now.”

“Armor, eh? You probably can’t afford leather
yet... Are you looking for cloth?”

“Sadly, yes. Even if I could afford the
leather, the slight agility penalty would make it useless.”

Erido smirked. “Yeah, you sorcerers and monks
do suffer from the burden of heavier armor. You’d lose what, four
points of defense for every point that you lose in agility?”

“Yes, unless I can find cheap leather armor
that has a base defense higher than what the agility would cost me,
it would be pointless.”

“Ah, cheap leather armor? Is there such a
thing? Quality costs money, you know.” Erido laughed at Scott’s
sour expression then gestured for the sorcerer to follow him.

Scott snorted at the man. “Maybe I should
learn to make my own armor and run you out of business.”

“Not a bad idea lad, but good luck with that.
It’s nearly impossible to find trade-skill lore crystals on the
open market, even basic ones.”

“Yeah, I’ve looked.” Scott laughed a little.
His dreams of forging and crafting his own weapons and armor had
been dashed. Regal Alice had come to town two nights ago, and he
had seen both the price of her crystals and the selection that she
offered. Her offerings were hideously expensive, but he could see
the value of such items. It was one of the only ways to acquire
non-class related skills and abilities.

Erido gestured to a quilted armor set on a
nearby mannequin. “This is probably within your price range. It’s
nine hundred fifty Fayth, and it covers the important parts.”

Scott looked it over. There were pants and a
long-sleeved jacket in the set. He read the tag and noted that it
increased defense by two points. Why even bother to buy armor of
this level? Even one point of agility did more for him. Still,
every little bit would help... he guessed.

Erido saw his face and nodded. “Yes, I
suppose this sort of armor would not be too helpful for you. Maybe
something a bit sturdier that covers less?”

“That could work.”

Scott followed Erido to another room. They
stopped in front of another mannequin. This one was wearing a black
lacquered breastplate that had leather straps.

“This is wood armor. It has close to the same
defense rating as a leather breast plate, but it weighs half as
much. It has only a slight agility penalty since it is a small
section of armor. It is twelve hundred Fayth.”

Scott looked the armor over. The glossy black
finish was nice, but how was the defense rating? He checked the
tags and blinked. It would increase his defense by twelve, but
would lower his agility by one point. The tradeoff meant that his
defense would still increase by eight points. It would provide four
times more defense than cloth armor for only a slightly higher
cost. He could see classes that did not care about agility
penalties going for this sort of material early on.

“I can see you are interested. I’ll point out
that you can actually wear this over padded cloth armor. If you can
afford it, you can buy the padded armor and this sort of armor and
double-up your defense.”

Scott did not have that kind of money at the
moment, but he could easily see the value in that. Were he to
purchase the cloth armor suit, and a few accessories that did not
have agility penalties, he could offset the defense loss from the
agility penalty.

“I’m by no means a wealthy man. I’ll
definitely take this armor today, but can you show me something
that would match well with it from the wood section? I can’t afford
to buy anything else and still feed myself, but I do want to have a
complete armor set before I wander off into the world at
large.”

“Absolutely! We have greaves, vambraces,
gauntlets...” Erido rattled off a list of wood items that would
match well with Scott’s needs.

“Ah, I see. So, you also have a cuirass made
from leather and cloth reinforced ironwood?”

Erido pointed at another mannequin against
the far wall. Scott checked out the item Erido pointed out and his
eyes widened. The cost was thirty-six hundred Fayth! Still, he was
definitely interested. The armor piece had an agility penalty of
three points, but it provided thirty-seven defense points! It was
clearly the premium wood item in this store. His defense would
increase by twenty-five points total.

“Man, why do I have to be so poor. It almost
seems like ironwood armor was made for me.”

“It was, in a way. Wood armor over cloth is
the primary defense arrangement used by many novice monks.
Sorcerers aren’t much different.”

“Is it?”

“Certainly. Though, most of the time they
tend to only come in to buy it after they reach level ten. I’ve
noticed that the ones who focus more on their physical skills tend
to wear ironwood or leather. The magically inclined tend to focus
on cloth with only a few bits of wood here and there.”

Scott nodded. That made perfect sense. One of
the perks of the sorcerers who took the pure combat route was
quicker access to higher grade armor materials. All branches of the
sorcerer class had that option to reduce agility penalties to some
extent, but the pure combat class might even be able to wear some
steel and other metals at higher levels with only a minor penalty.
No sorcerer could wear a full-plate suit without major penalties
however. Only knights and similar classes could do that.

He considered the overall agility penalty if
he wore an entire suit of reinforced ironwood armor and then
compared it to the penalties known for the pure combat sorcerer. By
the time he reached level seventy, the penalty would cease to
exist. If he chose a full-body armor made of materials like this,
and went pure combat, he could have a defense bonus of just under
two hundred points with no penalty.

Scott was not going to go pure combat,
however. If he had wanted that sort of lifestyle, he would have
been a dark knight. By the time he reached level one hundred with
that class he could have used fourth or fifth-circle spells and
would have been able to wear full body steel armor without penalty.
In fact, by that point he would have been receiving bonuses for
wearing all metal armor that easily compared to the defense bonus
based on sorcerer and monk agility and could look forward to being
able to upgrade to a heavier metal. A paladin could have much
higher defense with the same set-up.

“I really need to earn more money.” Scott
sighed wistfully at the armor.

Erido saw the look on Scott’s Face then
casually said, “Well, we do finance...”

“Finance? Really?” asked Scott in surprise.
This world was full of such little surprises. It seemed to operate
like some sort of massive multiplayer game, but he had never heard
of one where you can convince a store owner to extend you a line of
credit for gear.

“Yes, you would have to sign a contract and
pay double the amount borrowed. However, if you made your payments
on time you would not have to worry about late fees. Though, you’ll
still need to make an initial payment.”

“A chance to become crippled by debt? How
could I give that up! Can I see what the contract would
entail?”

“Certainly. I love to charge people double.”
Erido cracked a smile. Financing accounted for a large part of his
profits.

Scott followed his potential money-lender
into his back office. On the way, the sorcerer noticed that someone
else was manning the counter. He had not realized that anyone else
worked here. It made sense, though. The place tended to get busy at
times.

“Here is the standard contract. The blank
spots are for the actual value of the items, the item names and
inventory numbers, and signatures.”

Scott read through the contract and realized
that it was a six month loan, with an automatic extension provision
that would increase the total cost by fifty-percent of the
remaining balance and allow another six months. In his homeland
such a contract would be invalid due to the massive amount of
interest, but he did not mind it personally. He had no money.

Honestly, it was a terrible deal. If he was
not desperate to go out and see more of the world, he would not do
it. Yet, he would not find a better deal any time soon. Plus, with
such a massive upgrade in equipment and stats he could start to
adventure further out from town.

They discussed the deal for a time, and
eventually settled on terms. Scott received a set of reinforced
ironwood armor, padded armor, a reinforced leather helm,
Blade-boots, and steel claw gauntlets. He would have preferred a
stronger gauntlet style, but the agility penalty for a stronger set
was too high when you compared it with the rest of what he was
going to be dealing with.

The sorcerer was an unarmed combat class. He
could wear gloves and claw weapons, but they still counted as armor
with appropriate agility penalties. The steel gauntlets largely
offset the agility penalty with the defense rating and attack
increase.

Overall his attack had increased by
twenty-seven points. His agility penalty was twelve points, which
decreased his defense by forty-eight points. In fact, his agility
was only one point at the moment, and he had a base defense of
nineteen points due to that factor.

However, his defense would increase by one
hundred eighty-six points after the armor upgrades! The gauntlets
and boots had both an attack and defense rating.

He would not be dodging much in the way of
attacks at the moment, but his total defense would be over two
hundred points after adjusting for the agility penalties! Of
course, this amazing upgrade in defense came at a disturbing
price.

“So, your total comes to fifty-four thousand,
eight hundred eighty Fayth for your equipment.” said Erido.

Scott’s anal sphincter involuntarily
clenched. It was the best possible equipment he was going to find
for the moment. Even if he found better gear and sold this stuff,
he would still only receive a fraction of the cost back. Still, for
someone who had no prospects otherwise it would be a great deal. At
least, it was the best deal that he was going to get unless he
intended to hunt rabbits for the next few months.

Of course, if he defaulted on his debt, he
would be hunted down and murdered. His entire life would be
consumed with earning money for a while.

He already knew the first place he was going
to go after he left here, however. Scott had a theory to test.

The sorcerer handed over one thousand Fayth,
the agreed upon first payment. He would have to pay a minimum of
four thousand Fayth per month after this to avoid late fees. Was he
stupid for accepting such a deal? Yes. Still, it was better that
fighting in jeans and a t-shirt. Of course, he did not have to buy
the entire suit at one time. Buying it piece by piece would have
been far more reasonable.

The sorcerer wanted to explore the world,
however. He wanted to see what he could find. He craved adventure.
At his current rate, he would have spent months in the area just to
earn basic equipment. The expense would be worth it if he could see
new places.

Scott took his new equipment and equipped it
all in the fitting room. After officially equipping it, the armor
and weapons automatically fitted themselves perfectly to his frame.
“Hey, convenient!”

The newly attired sorcerer checked his
appearance in the mirror. He cut a rather dashing figure in his
black lacquered armor. He had chosen the glossy finish used for the
lesser breastplate. It did not cost extra since it was a standard
color.

*Ding!*

<<< You have equipped a perfectly
matched set of armor. Your overall defense rating increases by ten
percent. Your agility penalty is reduced by one point.
>>>

Scott’s eyes widened excitedly. Wearing a
matching armor set increases the overall capacity and reduces the
agility burden of wearing armor! It was an unexpected boon and good
to know. He checked his status to see the difference.

<<<Status>>>

 


Name: Scott Jacobs | Class:
Sorcerer | Race: Human

Age: 18 | Level: 4

EXP: 179

Next Level: 121

Ability Points: 32

Health: 28[28] | Mana:
45[45]

Attack: 19[98] | Defense:
15[230]

Strength: 13[13] | Agility:
13[2] | Accuracy: 11[11

Intellect: 19[19] | Luck:
12[12]

<<<*>>>

The change in his stats was absolutely
ridiculous! He was barely able to hold his own before when fighting
rabbits and grass rats, but with this increase in combat potential
he should be able to crush them easily. The lower agility was a
problem, but it was not much different than when he was level
one.

“I should probably focus on raising agility
for a few levels to offset things.” If he pumped a few points into
agility he would be able to keep it somewhat close to his strength
and accuracy. It would also increase his defense overall, so there
was no reason not to do it.

“Agility till level ten, health till
fifteen... then focus on mana and intellect till twenty-five?” It
was a solid plan, but he would have to see what his stats were like
by the time he reached level ten.

He shook his head. “No, agility till level
five, then health until level ten.”

Scott would spend any ability points that he
earned until he reached level five on his agility. First, the
level-up modifier, and then the individual gains. He already knew
that he could only choose a level-up modifier once per stat at his
current level.

At the moment, he only needed enough agility
to move around freely in his armor. It did not weigh enough to slow
him down much, but it did force him to adjust his motions slightly
due to the design.

“I should go test this out.” It was still too
early to go hunt for a rabbit. Scott decided to head off into the
grasslands. He had not visited that area since the grass rat horde
had descended upon him.

Once he reached the grassland he received a
message informing him that baleful eyes had noticed his presence.
The grass rats remembered his blasphemy.

It did not take long before a grass rat
popped up and attacked him. His agility was high enough to allow
him to partially dodge its speedy attacks, but he took a hit early
on. He was elated when a big red number zero floated upward. The
rat could not even touch him!

Scott danced with the rat for a few minutes,
and another rat appeared. He was not wearing the grass skirt, so
they did not appear in a horde. However, they were still pissed at
him. They were a natural swarm creature. Every few minutes another
rat appeared.

Whenever the rats attacked he took the hit,
but his armor completely stopped the damage! This was amazing!

He whirled and danced with the dog-sized
rodents for about half an hour before something happened that
changed his mind. Scott stumbled a little and a rat leapt toward
his face!

 


<<< Critical hit! Your defense decreases
drastically! >>>

 


The sorcerer screamed out in pain as the rat
tore into his cheek with its oversized teeth. He ripped it away,
but he was immediately attacked several times in rapid succession.
Each attack hit for a small amount of damage. His health rapidly
dropped. He lost nineteen hit points in the space of two
seconds.

Scott managed to recover from the critical
hit and his defense returned. However, he was no longer taking this
fight for granted! Normal attacks from the rats were useless in the
face of his armor. However, if he were to take another critical hit
it would mean almost certain death!

He lashed out with a freeze spell to slow
four of the seven rats attacking him. The three remaining rats
continued to jump and attack, but he ignored them due to his higher
defense. Instead, he focused on finishing off the four half-frozen
rodents.

Steel clawed fists raced out to slam into
hapless monsters. He punched his steel-clad hand into the side of
the closest rat, killing it instantly. A bright red number
seventy-four floated upward. He noticed it, but tuned out that bit
of information for the moment.

Scott continued his assault by slamming his
elbow out and to the side in order to catch a leaping rat in
mid-air. The attack was followed by a sudden shift back to his
right that allowed him to punch the other leaping rat with the same
hand via a powerful reverse punch. Both of the furry little
bastards died instantly. Not, only was his level a little higher
than the rats’ level, but the equipment he wore had given him a
massive advantage!

Another rat appeared from the grass, but it
was not a concern. Scott unleashed another Freeze spell and
finished off three more of the remaining rats. Now, it was a one on
one battle. The eighth rat did not stand a chance.

After around a minute the battle music faded
away and victory music began to play.

 


<<< Victory! >>>

You have defeated eight grass rats!

 


+8 Experience

+8 Ability Points

+8 Fayth

 


Item(s) Acquired:

 


Rat Eye X1

Rat Fang X 1

Rat Tail X 4

Rat Pelt X 7

<<<*>>>

 


Scott panted slightly then felt his cheek.
His armored fingers came away with blood on them. That had been
close, and stupid. He gained no special bonuses for making battles
last longer. Yes, he had needed to see how bad his agility was in
actual practice, but he could have died.

Thoughts of agility reminded him of his
current purpose. He opened his skill upgrade menu and spent forty
ability points to increase his agility level-up modifier by one
point. A cheerful sound effect erupted from the screen then the
modifier was applied. From now on he would have an additional point
of agility when he gained a level. Given his current bonuses that
meant that he would acquire a minimum of two points per level, but
he could gain as many as six points.

“Can’t choose the modifier again right now.
Still, that should help. I need to head back before another swarm
pops up.”

A heavy sigh escaped his lips. Had he focused
on defeating the rats as quickly as possible, he could have spent
hours grinding them for fun and profit. Now he would need to go eat
some lunch and rest before he regained his health.

Another rat popped up before he could reach
the road, but it was easily dispatched. With his current equipment,
he should be able to grind the rats for a while to drastically
increase his stats. Given the speed that they popped up, he could
probably gain a few more levels this week. However, he would need
to find a more lucrative area to hunt soon in order to make his
payments.

“Fifty four thousand Fayth... What would earn
that much money in six months?” Scott was uncertain. Obviously he
would need to find and defeat stronger monsters, perhaps even raid
a few dungeons. His equipment should allow for it, though he would
probably want to increase his health quite a bit first. If seven
rats could do this much damage, he shuddered to think what a
stronger monster could do with one critical hit.

On his way to Neerdles he considered his
options. Maybe he could ask Arne for a few ideas? Either way, he
needed to focus on developing his talents. Money for basic day to
day survival would not be an issue any longer, but he wanted to
eliminate that debt as soon as possible.


Chapter 6: Am I Trolling You, Rat Bro?

The soft music of the grassland was a gentle,
cheerful tune. The grass swayed in a breeze that carried the scent
of wild flowers and freshly watered earth. After the rain had
passed, the grass had grown quite a bit.

“Man, the town needs to hire a few goats to
come out here and clear a path!” Scott laughed at his little joke
then stepped further into the grassland. It was only knee-high, but
that was already several inches higher than it had been the day
before.

He had been wandering through the grassland
for hours already. Every so often a rat would pop up and he would
easily crush it. Scott had lost track of the number of rats that he
had faced. Yet, they kept coming.

The grass rats had become such an easy
monster to hunt that he no longer used his spells. He had outgrown
them, and he would need to move on soon if he wanted to keep
gaining levels at a rapid pace. The amount of experience necessary
to reach each new level was twice what it was before. Yet, the
grass rats seemed to be giving less experience per rat now.

During the last two days, Scott had
religiously hunted the rats. He easily managed to find and defeat
over two hundred per day, and he was close to reaching level six.
Yet, after he had reached level five the experience from the grass
rats had dropped by half.

That fact was why he intended to do something
that would be potentially stupid. He would aggravate the rats!

He had traveled a few hours away from town
specifically to try his new hunting method. Before doing so, he
decided to check his status one more time.

 


<<<Status>>>

 


Name: Scott Jacobs | Class:
Sorcerer | Race: Human

Age: 18 | Level: 5

EXP: 603

Next Level: 17

Ability Points: 14

Health: 53[53] | Mana:
50[50]

Attack: 24[119] | Defense:
24[266]

Strength: 17[17] | Agility:
19[8] | Accuracy: 15[15]

Intellect: 22[22] | Luck:
14[14]

 


<<<*>>>

 


“My agility and health have increased a
bit...I should be able to handle this.” Scott took the grass skirt
out of his inventory.

He looked at the shoddy piece of equipment
then equipped it like an apron since it was too small to be worn as
a skirt.

 


<<< You have ruined your perfect armor set
by equipping an incompatible armor item.>>>

<<< Your defense bonuses are lost.
>>>

 


Scott winced. His agility dropped by one
point, and his defense dropped by twenty-eight. Without the perfect
armor-set bonus he lost the ten percent increase for wearing
compatible armor, and he also lost the agility penalty reduction.
Still, it had the desired effect.

 


<<< Your blasphemy has been noticed...
>>>

 


A few seconds later three grass rats popped
up. Scott did not give them a chance to dance or leap. He
immediately laid into them with powerful strikes. Rats continued to
pop up one by one roughly every minute and he killed them without
fail.

A few minutes into the battle he increased
his level to six and his stats rose accordingly. He no longer cared
about the loss of defense as he hit the jackpot and increased his
agility by the max that he could increase it per level currently,
seven points. That increased his defense by twenty-eight
points.

Something else surprising happened as well. A
new screen popped up.

 


<<< Your class and stats have aligned to
grant you a new function as the Champion of Origin!
>>>

 


<<< Your intellect has reached twenty-five.
You can now access the bestiary in order to review information
about defeated opponents. >>>

 


“I have a bestiary? Hell yeah, that could be
useful!” Scott wanted to check it out, but more rats popped up.

He killed them quickly, but he decided to put
off checking the new function until after he had gotten done
hunting for the day. The rats were distracting him and he would
want to study his new discovery in depth.

After about two hours of the constant rat
massacre, a strange new screen popped up. Scott read it casually
while dodging an incoming rodent.

 


<<< The grass rats have grown angry and
frustrated... Their rage increases. >>>

 


The number of rats increased exponentially
after that. Now three of them popped up every minute! Scott was in
murder-grind heaven! At this rate he would pay off his debt in only
a few days!

He quickly spun to the right and launched a
powerful back fist that whipped into a leaping rat with
bone-crushing fury. A hard axe-kick shattered the spine of another
hapless rodent. He caught one rat in mid-air and snapped its little
rat neck without cause for concern. He had become drunk on his
blood thirst!

This was amazing. He had never been so
ruthless before, but it was like the stupid little rats were just
begging him to turn them into money and ability points! Several
rats leapt toward him at once and he whirled around with his arms
out. The spinning attack caught two of the rats, killing them
instantly. Two more of them bounced harmlessly off of his armor.
Two quick heel kicks ended their lives.

Two more rats that popped up saw his actions
and attitude. They began to squeak furiously. Scott laughed, crazed
battle-lust overtaking him. “What’s wrong rat bros am I trolling
you?”

The rats raced toward him, destined to become
his experience. Scott had never experienced such a rush, and he
continued to laugh like a moronic madman.

However, after a half-hour passed another
message popped up.

 


<<< The grass rats have reached a high-level
of agitation. >>>

 


<<< Your blasphemy and casual disregard for
their land has caused them to cry out to the gods... in search of
justice. >>>

 


“Justice?” Scott snorted at the screen. The
little bastards attacked anything that moved in the area and they
wanted to whine about justice? Sure, he was wearing their sacred
grass skirt at the moment, but they attacked him first anyway.

Ten grass rats popped up out of nowhere, but
they were at a distance too great for Scott to kill them instantly.
They did not attack him either. He stared in confusion as the
little rats stood up on their hind legs and began to chitter and
dance.

Suddenly, the grass rats each uniformly
clasped their chest with one paw then thrust the other into the air
as though they were beseeching the heavens. They cried out in pain
and they all died as one! Scott watched them turn into motes of
light, a confused expression on his face.

“What was that all about...?”

Scott blinked. The music suddenly shifted to
a high-octane heavy metal sound track that felt both electrifying
and dangerous. A large white pentacle appeared in the air and began
to rotate. The blood lust began to leave Scott as he realized
something was happening. A new message informed him of what was to
come.

 


<<< The Gods of Justice have heard the plea
of the grass rats... >>>

 


<<< Their sacrifice was accepted as proof of
their great need. They have been granted a champion to serve their
cause... >>>

 


“Shit!” shrieked Scott. The biggest damned
rat that he had ever seen leapt out of the summoning circle. It was
the size of a delivery truck! The black-furred monstrosity had
bright red eyes, large curling horns, and rodent teeth the size of
a short sword.

The battle music changed again, this time it
became a deadly and dangerous orchestrated tune with an electric
guitar emphasizing the one of the moment.

 


<<< Gnarl Tooth the Grass Rat Overlord has
appeared! >>>

 


The name of the rat appeared above its head
in bright green letters. Scott took an involuntary step back. What
the heck was this?

Gnarl Tooth roared loudly, and six grass rats
appeared at its side. The dog-sized rodents raced toward Scott with
speed far beyond what they normally showed. He easily defeated
them, but it did not matter. More showed up to take their
place.

While he tried to get around the rapidly
growing horde of rats he was forced to dodge and weave to prevent
the possibility of a critical hit. Gnarl Tooth took advantage of
the moment and leapt high into the air!

Scott noticed the movement and hurled himself
backward then rolled away and bounced back onto his feet.
Meanwhile, He completely ignored the smaller rats to avoid what was
coming.

The Grass Rat Overlord easily cleared the
hundred foot distance by jumping dozens of feet into the air. It
crashed down with incredible force, right atop the spot that Scott
had been standing only a moment before. A pulse of energy lashed
outward in a wave that knocked Scott back onto his ass. A bright
red number seven floated up from his body.

He had taken damage from the impact wave
alone! Had that attack hit, he would have been crippled or killed
in a single strike.

Scott was forced to dodge rats for several
minutes while Gnarl Tooth jumped and dived toward him. It used its
bulk as a weapon and due to its surprising speed Scott rapidly lost
health. He did not lose as much health each of the times that the
rat jumped compared to the first time; he had learned to anticipate
its movements better. However, he was close to the halfway point.
One miscalculation and he would die.

He had no choice. He would be briefly
vulnerable, but he had to try using his magic to clear space.
Otherwise he would never get close to the massive beast. Scott
fired off his freeze spell and immediately rolled to the right. The
sudden motion provided him the chance that he needed.

Before, he could not get close to Gnarl Tooth
because of the sheer number of rodents aiding it. Now he had a path
leading directly to the furry overlord. Scott somersaulted over a
leaping rat, completed the movement with a forward roll after
hitting the ground then immediately struck out at the overly large
monster.

A bright red number one floated upward from
the creature. Scott had barely damaged it!

The battle stopped. All eyes turned to Scott.
The smaller rats stared at him in a mixture of pity and awe. He had
dared to do such a thing?

Gnarl Tooth looked at him then tilted its
head. Scott looked at it in horror as the rodent opened its mouth
and it actually managed a rodent approximation of a feral grin.
Faster than Scott could react, its pink tail whipped around with
bone-crushing force.

Scott screamed in pain as four more of his
hit points floated away. The rat tried to whip him again, but he
rolled sideways. He unleashed his favorite spell, Freeze.

A bright red zero floated upward from the
monster. The little rats chittered cheerfully in response. Their
champion was so cool.

The sorcerer was whipped again, almost
casually. Five more hit points floated away. At this point his body
was a mass of bruises and he could feel his movements becoming
sluggish. He had been battered and beaten with only a few
strikes.

Well over half his health was gone, yet he
had managed to only hit the big bastard for a single point of
damage. What level was this thing?

Desperate Scott, flipped over the whipping
tail and launched a different spell in the hopes that it would do
damage. The Burn spell impacted hard against the side of the beast
and did another point of damage. Obviously, magic was not the
answer. Worse, he was starting to run low on mana

He partially avoided the next tail whip, but
he still lost a little life. Gnarl Tooth seemed content to only
beat him with its tail. It was like it was completely unconcerned
by his actions. Scott had toyed with the rats, and Gnarl Tooth
would toy with him.

“God Dammit...!” snarled Scott, before he
unleashed a series of furious kicks and punches that slammed
against the body of the rat. Each attack did only a single point of
damage if they did any damage at all. Gnarl Tooth simply sat there
and watched. The tiny little man’s attacks were futile, just as
futile as the attacks of its brethren had been when they had faced
off against the man.

After a full-minute of aggressive attacks
were allowed to pass, Gnarl Tooth whipped Scott once more. The
sorcerer’s health fell to critical status and his frustration and
panic increased. He could not possibly run away, not with his
injuries.

What he needed was a critical strike! Yet, he
could barely injure the monster’s body. He needed a soft spot,
something that was not protected by the thick rat pelt.

The hideous red eyes of the monster caught
his attention. He received another whip of the tail for his
efforts, but he suddenly knew what he had to do. If it did not
work, he would die. There was no doubt of that.

Scott rolled forward when the tail lashed out
again. He landed directly in front of that sword-tooth maw and
thrust his hand up. “Flash!”

The lightning spell had an extremely short
attack range. However, the light it emitted had a chance to
paralyze. He had only used it once, on a rabbit. Freeze had always
been a better spell for crowd control due to its slow effect.

The rat, its eyes sensitive to bright lights,
screeched in pain! Its mouth opened wide and for a brief instant it
was completely vulnerable. Scott fired off a Burn spell directly
down its throat. The explosive power of the spell erupted inside
the massive creature and a bright red thirty flashed vividly over
the monster’s head. It fell over and kicked feebly at the air for,
temporarily stunned due to the forced critical hit that it had
experienced.

Scott did not give it a chance to recover. He
shot off the rest of his mana via Burn spells that raced down its
gullet. The name of the monster changed from bright green, to red.
Each strike had been a critical hit! He was damaging it internally
and the explosive force in the confined area did tremendous
damage.

Out of mana, Scott had no choice but to punch
and kick at the monster. Now the little rats had gotten over their
shock and they tried to take him down. However, it was too late.
Scott repeatedly slammed his steel clawed fists into the stunned
rat overlord’s eyes. Various numbers appeared overhead ranging from
seven to the occasional forty-three when a critical hit landed.

The repeated critical hits kept the rat
overlord stunned and confused for nearly a full-minute. It was just
enough time for Scott to annihilate its absurdly high health. The
sorcerer ignored the little rats altogether. If they managed a
critical hit, so be it. He could not allow himself to become
distracted. He had done hundreds of points of damage by now, but
the damned overlord had not died!

Yet, just as it started to recover from the
repeated critical stuns, Scott launched a desperate and brutal
series of rapid punches to the face and eyes followed by a kick to
its jaw. The hit connected with great force and the jawbone
snapped. A brilliantly flaring number one hundred six appeared
overhead along with the word “Overkill!”

A pulse of light flared through the monster
and it screamed in agony. The smaller rats screeched in shock and
anger then began to flee the scene at all possible speed.

The body of Gnarl Tooth began to undulate.
Columns of light speared upward from it and a roaring sound,
similar to waves crashing onto a desolate sea shore emanated
outward from its feebly kicking form.

Scott panted heavily as he watched the death
of the strongest monster he had ever faced. It was the death of a
monster that by all rats could have absolutely destroyed him. He
wanted to feel joy, elation at defeating a powerful foe. However,
he only felt sick to his stomach.

That entire battle had been nothing more than
the giant rat toying with him. He remembered how he had treated the
grass rats and he felt a wave of nausea. If Gnarl Tooth had taken
that fight seriously, it could have easily killed him within a few
strikes. Yet, it had played with him... taunted him. The rat
overlord had treated him in the same manner as he had treated the
rats and it had died for it.

Scott reached up and rubbed his cheek where
the grass rat had landed a critical hit on him a few days prior.
This battle had ended the same way. Gnarl Tooth was dead because it
had thought itself invincible compared to its weak opponent.

The sorcerer took his fingers away from his
cheek then curled his hands into fists. He would not do that again.
If he was killed it would be because his opponent was simply
better, not because he was being an ass.

He watched as the last motes of light left
the area. The song changed to an upgraded victory tune, though he
did not feel victorious.

 


<<< Victory! >>>

 


You have defeated a powerful foe, a creature far more
capable than you are. Such creatures always give the most
experience possible for their level. Due to the difference in
capacity you will gain all possible items from the defeated major
opponent.

 


+275 EXP

+210 Fayth

+44 Ability Points

 


You have defeated numerous lesser opponents during
the same battle!

 


+126 EXP

+126 Fayth

+42 Ability Points

 


Item(s) Acquired:

 


Rat Pelt X 37

Rat Fang X 12

Rat Tail X 39

Rat Eyes X 14

Grass Skirt of the Aggro-Rat X 5 [Rare]

***

Gnarl Tooth’s Fang X 1 [Unique]

Massive Black Grass Rat Pelt X 1 [Rare]

Massive Black Grass Rat Tail X 1 [Rare]

Black Grass Rat Eye X 1

 


<<<*>>>

 


<<< You have gained a level!
>>>

 


The exhausted sorcerer panted softly then
pulled out a few things from his inventory. He nibbled on a cheese
biscuit and drank a bottle of milk. Both items would increase his
health regeneration several fold. However, they were not health
potions. It would still take time. He was effectively done hunting
for the day.

Scott looked around. He noticed that whenever
he allowed his vision to linger on a specific grass for more than a
few seconds, it would tremble and then a loud squeak would be
heard. After a minute passed a new message popped up.

 


<<< You can feel the eyes of the local
wildlife gazing upon you. The creatures of this land tremble due to
a mixture of anger and fear while they wait silently for what is to
come. Their one hope is that the shadow of death will pass them
by... >>>

 


“Seriously?” Scott did not know what to say
about that. Was he supposed to feel triumphant? Honestly, the
message made him feel like a terrifying asshole. He reached down
and removed the grass skirt.

Immediately, the tense atmosphere
disappeared. The grass nearby ceased it’s shaking. Without his
blasphemous actions to infuriate them, the rats were too afraid to
attack him.

He decided to check his stats. Somehow, he
doubted that he was in much danger from the grass rats any
longer.

 


<<< Status >>>

 


Name: Scott Jacobs | Class:
Sorcerer | Race: Human

Age: 18 | Level: 7

EXP: 1274

Next Level: 1266

Ability Points: 640

Health: 11[65] | Mana:
5[61]

Attack: 30[173] | Defense:
30[316]

Strength: 29[29] | Agility:
31[20] | Accuracy: 22[22]

Intellect: 35[35] | Luck:
16[16]

 


<<<*>>>

 


“Six hundred forty ability points and two
levels? Yeah, definitely a good day hunting.” Since his level had
increased, he had automatically regained the health and mana that
the level increase brought. He was still in the critical health
range, but at least it was double digits.

He decided to go ahead and boost his health
according to his original plan. As many ability points as possible
would go to health. The fact that it would restore some of that
health for the trip back to town was also a major reason for his
decision. He had more health now, even in a critical state, than he
did at level one overall. Yet, he felt vulnerable.

Scott pulled up his upgrade screen and looked
at his health. He had already chosen the plus-one modifier per
level. He could not choose it again. He had taken two health boosts
at five points each. He took another five boosts, which cost him
four hundred seventy-five points total. That left him five points
short of another health boost.

“The next boost is one seventy, and the one
after it is two hundred... It almost feels like a waste to just
gain another five points to raise health.” He wanted to continue to
train his health, but the truth was that his other stats needed
attention too. Specifically, he needed to take the plus-one
modifiers for his other stats.

Scott quickly spent one hundred sixty points
to add in modifiers for his intellect, mana, strength, and
accuracy. That meant that only attack and defense remained without
a plus-one modifier among the stats that he could influence. Luck
could not be improved at all at the moment; he did not have an
upgrade for it. Attack and defense upgrades were the least
necessary of all his upgrades currently. Over time they would add
up, but an extra point of strength equaled four attack points. That
was a better upgrade than a plus-one modifier for attack only.

“So, I’ve almost gotten my stats in order.”
He would have to hunt some other creature now, so quick ability
points would be a problem. Still, he had accomplished his immediate
goal. Ninety hit points was a much better position than the ten hit
points that he had at level one!

Scott noticed something and smirked. “My
intellect modifier... That’s neat.”

His ability upgrade manipulations had added
two points to his intellect modifier. The sorcery upgrade had added
a point, and the recently upgraded extra modifier had increased it
again. His class gave him a plus-two modifier to intellect
automatically. That meant that his minimum level-up potential for
intellect was four points. The least amount of intellect he would
gain was equal to the maximum that a non-mage or lore class could
gain.

At this point, several of his stats were
close to that milestone. His rat grinding and recent boss battle
win had given him ability points beyond his level. It was nothing
that someone who spent a lot of time hunting could not achieve, yet
it was definitely hard work.

The sorcerer sighed and decided to head back.
He was not too worried about immediate death now that his health
was back in the thirties. It took him two hours to make it back to
town. Along the way, he decided that he should save his ability
points to add modifiers to his attack and defense next. That would
allow him two more decent passive bonuses.

His problem was that he did not know where to
hunt. Slimes might be useful, but if they were around the same
level as rabbits, they may not want to come out and play. The rats
had still attacked until he had fought and defeated their champion.
It was possible that slimes would still want to attack him. The
only issue was whether or not they would give any experience.

Scott rubbed his chin. There was still so
much to do. He needed to acquire the skills of that lore ring. He
needed to make a lot of money in a hurry. He also needed to get his
armor looked at. While walking he had discovered several cracks and
dents in the material. Gnarl Tooth definitely hit hard.

The sorcerer walked through the town gates
and sighed loudly. He had survived an incredible encounter. He felt
like garbage due to how he had acted today, but now that it was
over he started to also feel a sense of pride. He had managed to
survive an extremely tense situation!

A short few minutes passed before he managed
to reach the general store. He spent some time speaking with the
shop keeper before selling off everything except for the rare and
unique items that he had gained from Gnarl tooth. They were worth
several thousand Fayth, but he might be able to find some use for
them in the near future. Scott checked his finances after he left
the store.

 


<<< Fayth: 3376 >>>

 


“Not bad.” The rat items were not worth much,
but he had defeated nearly one thousand of them in the last few
days. If he could have battled like that every day he would have
been able to pay off his debt in less than two months!

He sighed. His armor needed to be fixed,
though. He had no idea how much that would cost. Scott went to see
the armorer to find out. Unlike Erido, the armorer in Victory
Station merely customized and repaired equipment. Daine, the
armorer, was a short stocky man. He was skilled at his trade, but
typically brusque in his mannerisms.

Scott walked into Daine’s store and the man
raised a bushy eyebrow at his appearance. Before the sorcerer could
even speak, the armorer snorted and said, “You should treat your
armor better, lad.”

Scott fought down his rising urge to snap at
the man. “I know. It saved my life today.”

“Did it now?”

The sorcerer pulled out Gnarl tooth’s fang
and showed it to the man. “The grass rats called for aid and their
overlord Gnarl Tooth popped up.”

Daine’s eyes widened. “You fought an overlord
in equipment like that?”

Scott looked at him owlishly. “Well, yeah.
What’s wrong with this equipment?”

“Nothing really, it’s alright for fighting
rats and rabbits. You’ll want decent equipment for anything
stronger.”

“Well, I’m a sorcerer... I have to keep it
light.”

Daine spit into a bucket nearby and nodded.
“True, it’s actually rare to see your ilk having enough sense to
even wear armor. Half of ‘em talk like they don’t need it. They are
their own armor or some shite like that.”

“Yeah, I like armor. It keeps my insides,
inside.” replied Scott.

The short man smirked. “That it does, lad.
Still, don’t pay attention to that shite about agility penalties
being a problem.”

Scott stared at him in confusion. “Yeah, but
every point of agility I lose costs me four points of
defense...”

Daine snorted at him loudly. “Lad, do
yourself a favor and think for a moment. Armor has more going for
it than just raw defense points!”

“Well, I can’t really afford anything with
options...”

“Options are good, but I’m talking about
other things. Armor can intimidate enemies, or defend against
critical attacks! Have you had to withstand any of those yet?”

Scott nodded at the man. “I’ve taken a few...
all when a rat or rabbit managed to tag my exposed bits.”

The stocky armorer shook his head. “Exactly,
lad. Armor blocks that shite! Which do you want more, the ability
to bounce around like one of those fancy dancing fools, or to
survive?”

“Well, critical attacks are how I won that
fight today...So, you have a point.”

Daine acknowledged Scott’s response and went
on to say. “Armor doesn’t feel pain, lad. Your flesh does. Critical
attacks overload the nervous system and stun ya. Don’t skimp on
armor because you’re afraid of a damnable agility penalty! Just
train your bleedin’ agility more!”

“Is this armor really so bad?”

Daine spit again then shook his head. “No,
not bad. Expensive to repair compared to metal or leather, but not
bad.”

Scott felt his anal sphincter begin to
clench. Money matters had that effect on him. “How expensive?”

“Just lookin' at ye, I’d say you’re gonna
have to cough up at least twenty-four hunnid Fayth, reinforced
ironwood armor can’t just be patched or welded back in place. You
have to reinvigorate it and make it grow back. It costs me money to
do it, because I ain’t no magical fancy lad such as you.”

“Twenty-four hundred?” Scott’s anus clenched
so tight that he might never have a bowel movement again. The sheer
expense of such a thing! He could buy new armor for that! He could
live in the poshest inn in town for three days for that amount of
money. That sort of luxury included scantily clad women bathing him
and everything! Not that he cared for such services...

“Aye, lad. Do yourself a favor. Just go ahead
and get yourself a set of full body iron. The penalty is higher
than you might like, but the defense makes up for it in the end.
That stupid penalty isn’t that much higher than what you have right
now!”

“Wouldn’t the penalty be like, two or three
times higher?”

“Aye, I’m thinking that it’d be round
thirty-five, maybe forty, points.”

“I don’t even have that much agility!”

“Ye don’t?” Daine blinked. He stared at Scott
crookedly for a moment then asked him if he would be willing to
admit his level. It was rude, but Daine was not exactly one for
social convention.

“After the fight with Gnarl tooth, I made it
to level seven.”

“Seven! Lad, how many times have you
reincarnated? How many people were in yer group? That’s
incredible!” Daine’s eyes widened in both shock and delight. He had
never heard such a thing.

“Uh, I’ve never reincarnated... and I don’t
have a group.”

Daine’s awe turned to outright disbelief upon
hearing that. “Lad, I don’t take kindly to liars.”

“Who’s lying? I nearly died. If I hadn’t
stunned him with a flash spell then fired off a few explosive
blasts down his gullet, he’d be gnawing on my bones right now.”

“Down his gullet? Lad, would you tell me how
the fight went down.” Daine was suddenly interested again. He was
not a magical fancy lad, but he certainly enjoyed hearing about a
good fight.

Scott regaled the not-quite dwarf with his
tale of being whipped all to hell. Daine stopped him now and then
to ask questions. Whenever Scott mentioned his withstanding
attacks, Daine would look his armor over and nod.

“Well, lad. It’s a fantastic tale, something
out of a book to be honest. Still, it seems you are tellin’ it
true.” Daine scratched his scraggly chin for a moment.

“Most adventurers that come into this shop
seem to want to treat me like I was their servant. Yet, there ain’t
a one of ‘em that could tell me a tale true like that one. Tell you
what, since you’re just getting started and you seem to have some
sense about ya, I’ll do the repairs for two thousand. I’ll even
customize your gauntlets with that fang you found, fair nuff?”

“I’d appreciate it! Thank you.”

“Bah, no need to go thankin’ me for takin’ ya
money. Besides, I could use the experience from the commission.
Unique items used for materials will give me a lot of experience
points.”

“Is that how it works?”

“Aye, you people who run round killin’ things
and raidin' tombs do it your way. We artistic types does it our own
way.” Daine stuck his nose up into the air while referring to
himself as artistic.

Scott laughed at the man’s antics then shook
his head. He was the first person who he had really spoken with at
length besides the general store owner and the friendly guard
sergeant. Erido did not really count, since that had been all
business. Well, there was also Regal Alice but he still did not
know what to think about her.

He handed his claws and the fang over to
Daine then took off his armor so that the man could repair it for
him.

“Repairing ironwood takes a while lad. I can
start the process but it has to finish on its own.”

“How long will it take?” asked Scott.

“Hmm, this level of damage... I’d say it’ll
be done maybe in the morning. There are a few dings and cracks, but
they are surface things for the most part.”

“That’s good. I was afraid it would take
weeks. I can’t afford not to hunt that long.”

“Why’s that lad?” asked Daine.

Scott bit his lip for a moment then confided
to Daine regarding the fact that he was in need to money to repay a
debt. He felt foolish, but it did help him grow stronger.

Daine quirked one bushy eyebrow then frowned.
“That damned loan shark Erido is at it again, huh?”

“Loan shark?”

Daine sighed. “Yes, it’s legal of course.
Still, those loans of his are designed to keep you on the hook for
years.”

“Yeah, I figured that. I just didn’t know
what else to do unless I wanted to hunt rabbits and rats for a few
years.”

“True, the adventurin’ gets in your blood and
you got to go. Till I settled down as an armorer, I did a bit of
it. That’s why I don’t take kindly to random wet-eared snots
talking down to me.”

Scott could understand that. There were
probably people who went adventuring when they were young just to
reach level one hundred. Afterward they would settle down and when
they were old and ready to start over they would reincarnate and
try to do it all over again. There were probably many level one
hundred shopkeepers in the world.

“I’ll fix your claws right up lad.” Daine
went to work on Scott’s equipment.

The sorcerer watched as the armorer placed
the items side by side and inspected them. After a few minutes
passed, he went to a chest in the corner of the room and pulled out
a few random looking items.

Daine etched a symbol on the gauntlets then
carved it onto the fang, before he loudly proclaimed, “Custom
Upgrade!”

Scott expected some fantastic lightshow to
occur. Instead, a window opened in front of Daine and the man
looked it over. Scott could not see what was on it, but the man
nodded his head a few times then made a few selections.

The gauntlets and the fang began to glow. The
expected lightshow occurred not long after. The gauntlets and fang
turned into balls of light that merged together. The light roiled
around for a moment before elongating and forming into bone-white
gauntlets with a single blade on each piece.

“Ah, good news, lad! It was a critical
success!”

“Oh? What happened?” asked Scott.

Daine offered the gauntlets back to Scott.
“Check for yerself.”

Scott equipped the gauntlets then looked at
the information screen.

 


<<<*>>>

 


Fangs of the Rat [Unique]

 


These gauntlets were the creation of master armorer
Daine, of Victory Station. Using the unique item of a powerful
named monster, and common steel claws, a unique weapon was
crafted.

 


Attack: 40

Defense: 30

Value: 12479

Special: Deep-Puncture - High potential to
cause a bleeding status effect.

 


Additional Bonus:

Improved Critical hit % 0.1

+ 10 Agility

 


<<<*>>>

 


“Holy shit!” exclaimed Scott. Additional
agility was great and always appreciated. That would virtually
eliminate his agility penalty for wearing his armor! However, it
was the high probability to inflict a damage-over-time status
effect on top of increasing damage that he truly liked.

Daine laughed. “It’s a good weapon for ya,
for now lad. Claws and the like don’t have a very high attack
rating, but at least they have good defense. That special function
should do you right till you find better.”

“Man, this thing is worth about half my
armor-set combined.” Scott shook his head. That was amazing to the
man.

Daine snorted. “It’s worth more than that
considering the increased durability.”

“Durability? I can’t see that stat.” Scott
had honestly wondered why he could not see such things about his
equipment.

“Aye, no doubt of that. You’re no armorer and
probably don’t even have any survival skills.” Daine spit into a
bucket then sighed.

“Well, no.”

“I suggest you learn some soon, lad. Crystals
are expensive, but there are so many things in the survival
skill-set that are vital to surviving as an adventurer.”

Scott definitely wanted to use his lore ring,
but after he had checked the amount of experience necessary to
learn it, he had cringed. Enemies did not give him enough
experience yet to warrant the time it would take to learn it! He
hoped to rectify that soon.

“I appreciate the help, sir.”

“I ain’t no sir, lad. Name’s Daine. You know
that.”

Scott smiled at him. Yes, he knew that name
and would remember it. “Well, let me pay you for your work. I
wouldn’t want to bother you all night.”

Bushy eyebrows waggled a little and Daine
held out his hand. Scott pulled two thousand Fayth from his
inventory and handed them over. They looked like little coins with
rabbits and rats engraved on them.

Daine looked them over and smirked. “Lad,
you’ll definitely want to start hunting better paying monsters if
you owe ole’ Erido money.”

“Any suggestions?” asked Scott.

The armorer rubbed his chin and took on a
thoughtful expression. “Well, yer a fancy magic lad. I say head to
the slime forest for a while. They drop interesting things and give
a bit more Fayth and experience than rats.”

“Good to know. The rats started to get stingy
with the experience points.”

A barking laughed signaled the return of
Daine’s mirth and good humor. “Aye, they all do. Stick with the
slimes for another few levels, then consider heading toward
Askrida. I hear they are having trouble with a different kind of
rat.”

“A different kind of rat?” asked Scott.

“Yeah, a bunch of bastards called corpse
rats. Jes’ a bunch of low-level trash, no offense.”

“Gee, why would that offend me?” asked Scott
sarcastically.

Daine snickered at the low-level sorcerer
then waived him off. “Git. I got work to do, lad.”

After Scott left the armorer’s shop he
received a few updates to his map and a quest lead. Quest leads
were not actual quests, but reminders that something has been said
that might lead to a quest. He actually had five such leads at
present. None of them were for the local area, though.

Scott’s stomach growled fiercely. “Guess I
should go eat and rest for the day.”

The sorcerer wandered off toward Neerdles. He
would pay for his shower and dinner then head to bed. Tomorrow
promised to be the start of a brand new adventure, and he wanted to
be ready for it.


Chapter 7: The Waterfall Maiden

The laughter of the experienced adventurers pierced
like a knife. Scott threw up his hands and walked away. There was
no point in seeking to join an adventuring group in order to
journey across the land. His equipment, though good for his level,
was low-tier. His stats were considered to be a joke, even without
checking them. He had never reincarnated and as such, he was not
worth taking.

“Well, if you change your mind come find us
at the Prancing Bunny.” said the middle-aged man in a sarcastic
tone.

Scott frowned as the group of adventurers
sauntered away, laughing. That was the fifth group he had
approached in the last few days. It had proved to be a pointless
endeavor. “Seriously, who asks for that kind of money and expects
you to carry all the cheap loot drops?”

The novice sorcerer had run afoul of a common
issue for new adventurers. If you did not start with a group, it
was hard to join one. Experienced adventurers would treat you like
dirt, or try to milk you for a lot of money.

The last group had asked for forty thousand
Fayth just to be allowed to carry the cheap drops. He would not
even be allowed to go into combat and would have to sit in the rear
where only minimal party experience would come his way. It might
not be a bad idea for a priest or low-level mage, but he could
fight on his own to some extent.

The problem was his class. He was neither as
capable as a warrior, though his heavy training had helped with
that to some extent, nor as versatile as a mage. Neither sorcerers
nor monks were that welcome in parties until they could use
mid-level spells, or they had reincarnated into an advanced class.
They ran out of mana too quickly, and did not have a lot of solid
physical damage skills or buffs early on.

“So, that’s going to be a problem.” said
Scott. Would he be forced to solo for a long time? He actually
preferred that, but the logistics of his profession and the fight
with Gnarl Tooth had opened his eyes.

Healing potions were costly for him at the
moment. Even cheap potions cost fourteen hundred Fayth per dosage
and the smallest bottle held three doses. An alchemist would not
sell a single dose in a bottle, but the healers in town often
charged two thousand Fayth per dose. They made a fortune off of
adventurers and people who actually had enough sense to save money
before starting their career.

Scott mused over his situation for a moment.
He wanted to go slime hunting. They should be about as strong as a
large wild rabbit. That put them in a slightly higher range than
rats. His bestiary had told him that rabbits ranged from level one
to level four in this area. Grass rats ranged from level one to
level three.

What had shocked him was the information that
he had received from Gnarl Tooth. Thinking about that caused the
man to bring up his bestiary screen once more.

 


<<< Bestiary >>>

Name: Gnarl Tooth

Species: Black Grass Rat

Tier: Two

Level: 11

Status: Overlord (Deceased)

 


Gnarl Tooth was an overlord of the black grass rat
species. He was slain by the adventuring sorcerer, Scott. As an
overlord, Gnarl Tooth had twice the power of a normal black grass
rat of his level.

 


Health: 1544

Mana: 78

Attack: 310

Defense: 135

Strength: 118

Agility: 132

Accuracy: 125

Intellect: 87

Luck: 62

 


Racial Trait(s)

 


Strengths

 


Ice Resistance: +50%

Fire Resistance: +50%

 


Weaknesses:

 


Light Resistance: -10%

Electrical Resistance: -10%

Loud noises can cause a stun effect: 5%

Special Trait(s):

Strong Pelt - Null Critical Attack; Resist
physical attack 30%

Large Body - +1000 Health; +30 Attack; +30
Defense

 


<<<*>>>

 


Scott shuddered every time he looked at that
bestiary entry. The oversized bastard was equal to a level
twenty-two black grass rat! It was a second tier monster. That
meant that it had upgraded status compared to a lesser grass rat.
Normally you would not find that monster with a level less than one
hundred one, because that was when the second tier started.
Monsters did not typically reincarnate.

However, an overlord was different. Those
types of monsters were what could be considered boss monsters in a
game. They were granted special status by the gods. They were given
a position of champion and used to prevent extermination of a given
species. In short, they were like monster heroes. An appropriate
overlord might be summoned to battle any aggressive hunter or
adventurer who sought to overhunt a specific species of
monster.

Once summoned, it could go about slaying the
foolish mortal and then develop its powerbase. Named monsters in
dungeons were overlords that had been summoned and defeated
adventurers. That was how they became a boss.

A named monster was bad news for the local
non-monster populace. Monster spawn rates for the same species of
monster would increase dramatically over time, and those monsters
would grow more aggressive. Said monsters would also be of a
slightly higher level than normal, and even grow stronger over
time.

When the little rats had prayed for justice,
the gods saw fit to send them something with raw stats just a
little higher than the one they faced. Yet, had made sure it would
be a monster that drastically reduced his effectiveness. The
defense was high enough to negate his normal attacks for the most
part, and since the rat’s intellect was higher than the possible
capacity of his magical attacks, it had largely neutralized them
altogether.

Gnarl Tooth was specifically chosen to murder
him. There was no doubt of that. The null critical effect alone had
nearly been a death sentence. He could have punched and kicked
Gnarl Tooth all day and it would not have mattered. Only hitting
him in his single weak spot had been effective. The pelt had only
covered the outside, not the inside, of the overly large rodent.
Had Scott relented even slightly, the oversized rodent would have
killed him with little effort.

Scott shut down his bestiary screen then
sighed. “What now? I can only hunt seven slimes before I need to
rest. If I could have found a party, it might have worked out. It
seems like a waste of time just to hunt a handful of slime
monsters.”

He would normally hunt grass rats, but they
were terrified of him. The fearful little bastards would not even
spawn in his presence. They had prayed to the gods to destroy the
evil one slaughtering their people, and the gods had answered. Yet,
their champion had been slain. In short, they had no desire to go
after Scott any longer.

The sorcerer frowned. What was he going to
do? What he needed was good advice on what to do next. After he
thought about it for a time, Scott made a decision. He hated to
bother Arne further, but maybe he had a few ideas.

It took the better part of an hour to find
the guard sergeant. They traded pleasantries for a moment then
Scott got down to business. “Arne, do you have any idea where I
should hunt next? The grass rats are terrified of me, and rabbits
won’t cut it.”

The sergeant chuckled. “Ah, you’re at that
point. The nearby wildlife isn’t good enough and you have to go
adventure out into the world.”

“Yeah, but I am not sure where to go. I would
hunt slimes, but I can only use my spells seven times before I run
out of mana.”

Arne raised one of his dark eyebrows then
smirked. “Have you actually been training your spells?”

“Well, I’ve used them... but it seemed
wasteful to do so recently since the rats were dying in a single
hit.”

Arne nodded then pointed at Scott. “That’s
your problem. Have you even raised the level of a single spell,
yet?”

“No... My freeze spell is close to the next
level, but the others are not. It takes forever for my mana to
recharge, so heavy training has not been possible.”

“You want to train your spells, but can’t
because of the mana regeneration... Yes, that’s a common issue for
young sorcerers.”

Scott looked to the man in the hopes that he
had an answer. “What can I do about it?”

Arne rubbed his chin. “Well, normally I would
council against taking short cuts. However, you can kill two birds
with one stone, and the town does owe you a debt of gratitude.”

“It does?” Scott had not heard that. People
had waved at him more often in the last few days, but he did not
think anything of it.

“Certainly, the grass rats are a pain in the
ass; if you don’t mind me saying so. You defeated an overlord. The
little furry beasts are hiding in their holes at the moment and
have rarely bothered anyone since then, even when they have to
travel at night.”

“I had no idea that killing that thing would
be good for more people.”

The sergeant nodded. “Yes, honestly the mayor
was considering putting up a hunting bill on the bulletin board.
They were becoming incredibly hostile.”

“Ah, well I’m glad that I could help. You
said something about taking a shortcut?” Scott cursed inwardly,
however. He could have earned extra for hunting the little furry
jerks.

A hearty chuckle was the man’s initial
response, but Arne soon told Scott of a secret. “There is an old
and abandoned temple two days walk south of town. Inside that
temple is a statue of the goddess Origin. She’s the goddess of
love, fertility, and reincarnation. Her statues are sometimes found
in larger cities.”

Scott nodded, but failed to see the point of
going to visit a statue. Though, the name Origin piqued his
interest. He was the champion of Origin after all. Maybe there was
a connection?

“Offer a prayer to the goddess. If she
accepts it, you’ll receive a blessing. Health and mana will
regenerate much faster. Sometimes other things happen as well.
Though, usually that just applies to her devoted followers.”

“Great! How long does the blessing last?”

“About four hours, at least that is what her
temples and shrines usually provide. You can usually only receive
the blessing once per month. Yet, you’ll restore your health and
mana at an incredible rate. You train your spells there for a
little while and you’ll see a remarkable difference in how often
you can use them.”

“Really, that could work!” Scott wanted
experience points and money, but if he could realistically train
his spells faster, that was even better.

“Be careful to keep to the road, and buy a
tent before you go. You don’t want to sleep in the wilds without
one. When you can afford to do so, consider buying a lot of them
for adventuring.”

Scott nodded. He did not want to tell Arne
that he could not afford a tent. They were around four thousand
Fayth, and lasted only a single day. “How do I reach the shrine in
the quickest way?”

“Head south for about two days if you walk.
You might be able to get there by morning if you sprint through the
night. You wouldn’t need a tent.” Arne looked at him carefully.

Scott winced. The man had guessed his current
state. “Do I just follow the road?”

“Yes, follow it till you reach the third fork
in the road. The first fork is right at the edge of the forest to
the south. Head straight the whole way to the third fork. Go left
at that fork then turn south again when you see the waterfall. The
shrine is behind that fall. You might get wet.”

Scott received a message telling him that his
map had updated with a new location. That made him incredibly
happy. He would be able to use his map to find the place, now.

They chatted for a short time then Scott
trotted off to buy food and water for the trip. If he was going to
run the whole way it would sap his energy frequently.

 


***

 


The midday sun beat down upon the innocent
earth as Scott came to a stop at the point in the road where he
needed to be. In the distance, he could see a waterfall feeding
into a small lake. Something about the sight seemed strange, like
it was not a natural bit of geological creation. He put the thought
aside immediately. What was natural about this world?

Soft and cheerful traveling music permeated
the atmosphere. As he drew closer to his destination, that music
changed to a more serene and beautiful tune.

 


<<< You have entered the Serene Waterfall
area. >>>

 


“Interesting, this spot counts as a fast
travel location.” If he entered a location and this sort of screen
popped up, he could use his world travel ability to reach that
location quickly in the future. He had not used the function, yet.
The lack of usage was due to being so close to town most of the
time, and his desire to get as much experience as possible.
However, this would be the perfect place to test it out later.

Scott stopped and admired the waterfall. The
crystal-blue water in the pool sparkled gently against the light.
The scent of wild flowers in bloom filled the air. A happy little
fish leapt up out of the lake then flopped back inside. It was
quite an idyllic scene.

“Man, this is nice.” He could feel his cares
begin to float away as he marveled at the wonder of this place.

He did wonder why there were no other people
around, however. This was supposed to be a temple. Where were the
supplicants? Arne had said that the temple was old and abandoned,
but how could there not at least be people fishing in the lake?

The sorcerer walked to the waterfall and took
a deep breath. He could see nothing beyond the curtain of water,
but Arne had not lied to him before.

“Well, I need a bath after that run anyway.”
He had managed to arrive the following day, but it had come at a
cost. He had to constantly eat his supplies and drink water to keep
his health from depleting. At some point he would need to learn a
skill for long-distance running to avoid such things. He at least
hoped that such a skill existed.

Scott walked to the center of the lake using
the artfully arranged stepping stones then took a deep breath. He
slipped into the curtain of water and shivered at the cold for a
moment before he was able to see space beyond. There was definitely
something back here!

He walked through the waterfall cave for a
short distance then saw what he had come all this way to find. The
tumbled down stones and cracked pillars were a pitiful sight. Why
had this place come to be in such disarray?

“Hello.” called a soft voice from nearby.

Shocked that he had actually heard a voice,
Scott turned to see its origin. After doing so, he could not help
but stare.

The soft voice called out again, “Hello,
traveler?”

Scott fought down the urge to blush. Despite
what his status said, he was far too old for that sort of response.
“Hello, ma’am.”

The vision of loveliness glided toward him, a
smile on her face. She was an incredible beauty, with bright blue
hair and jade green eyes. “I did not expect to meet a fellow
traveler here.”

Scott shook his head. “Neither did I.”

The girl laughed softly then waved her hand.
“I come here sometimes. It’s sad how this place is neglected.”

“Yeah, I had heard that this was a temple to
the goddess of love... Yet, it was left in this sort of state.”
replied Scott.

The girl smiled gently. “Yes, it is. Did you
come to beseech the goddess on a matter of the heart?”

He shook his head. “I’ve had enough of those
sorts of matters to last a life time. I was told that I might be
able to secure the goddess’ blessing, here.”

“Ah, one of those guys? Traveler, did you
think that the goddess was just some sort of magical artifact that
grants power?” Her soft demeanor changed to one of steel and
granite. A hint of anger came to her previously gentle eyes.

“No, I did not know what to think. I was told
that if I came here, and prayed sincerely, the goddess might be
willing to grant me aid in my training.”

The girl sighed loudly then shook her head.
Her brilliant blue hair swayed back and forth, giving off a
shimmering appearance similar to the waterfall. “If that’s all you
came for, then it would be best if you left. That sort of thinking
is why she stopped answering requests here.”

“Ah, she did? Is that why people have
neglected this place?”

She snorted loudly then nodded. “Yes, if you
think to gain her favor just by coming here and saying a few words,
think again.”

He tilted his head to the side. It would
probably be best to leave. This was not what he had expected, and
honestly he did not want to upset the girl in front of him. As it
was, he felt like a home invader. Still, something else had brought
him here. “Can you tell me about her?”

“Her? You mean the goddess?”

Scott nodded and the girl frowned. “You don’t
even know about her, and you came to ask a favor? What kind of man
are you?”

“The kind who doesn’t know much about
anything, but would like to know as much as possible.” replied
Scott sincerely.

The beautiful girl snorted then made a weird
sound. Finally, she started to laugh. “You’re so weird. I bet you
just want to talk to me and need an excuse.”

Scott tried to fight it, but his recently
renewed youth won out. A hint of a blush crept onto his cheeks.
“Would I be a horrible person, if I said, yes?”

She stopped laughing and bit her lip. She had
not expected such a sincere answer.

Scott looked from the girl to the statue he
had come to visit. He had really expected to be granted some sort
of blessing from a goddess he had never even prayed to before. He
realized his stupidity, but chose to be proactive instead of
wallowing in the misery he felt due to wasting his time. “Do you
ever see anyone else here?”

The girl shook her head then unleashed a
soft, slow, sigh. “No, no one comes here.”

The sorcerer considered his title, ‘Champion
of Origin.’ What did that mean? What was his real purpose in this
world? What was his connection to this goddess, if any? More than a
simple blessing, he had a desire for answers.

He looked around at the state of the temple
and a strange anger rose within him. He had never been particularly
religious, but this was wrong. People had once received blessings
here, and unlike his home world such things were common and
tangible in this reality. Yet, the people had become neglectful of
their patron goddess.

Scott did not know his relation to Origin,
but even if he did not have any actual connection he hated to see a
place of worship in such disarray. This was once a place where
people came to pray and pay their respects to a goddess devoted to
life and hope, to love.

The blue haired girl looked at the equally
blue haired sorcerer. “Why did you ask about visitors, anyway?”

As someone who had been burned by love all
too often, he could have used a goddess on his side. There were so
many times when he had sincerely wished for answers from a kind and
loving deity.

It was the lack of answers, the lack of
divine direction that he had experienced in his youth that
inevitably turned him away from such things. “I just wondered at
why no one would come here. Even without blessings and requests
being answers, shouldn’t people at least want to say thank you for
anything this goddess does for them?”

Scott knew that the gods of this world were
supposed to be real and tangible. There was no reason to disbelieve
that since it was also a world were giant rats popped up out of
nowhere, and a baby rabbit could kill a grown man.

“You really think so?” asked the girl.

“I honestly don’t know for certain if she has
ever done anything for me, but she has no doubt done a lot for
others. Shouldn’t people at least thank her now and then for the
good fortune bestowed on friends and family? It seems wrong that
such a central figure, such a well-known deity, has only a single
follower in this place.”

“Well, technically I am not a follower. I
simply appreciate what she does for the world.” replied the girl.
Her cheeks began to take on a vividly red shade.

Scott turned to her and smiled. “Will you
tell me about her?”

“You really want to know?” She seemed both
genuinely surprised, and excited that he wanted to know more about
the goddess.

He nodded at her and the girl took a deep
breath. She began to speak, though her tone was a little strange.
She almost seemed self-conscious and shy. “Origin is the goddess of
life, love, and reincarnation. She is the one who allows souls to
transcend to the heavens or fall to hell. Her name speaks of her
purpose. She is the origin of life in this world.”

“So, like a mother?”

A light pink tinge of color crossed over the
bridge of her nose. “Yes, you could say that. She would certainly
like to be a mother if she met the right person.”

“Oh? She isn’t married? I would think that a
goddess with such an important position in the pantheon would have
a mate or lover. They usually do.”

The elf girl pouted at him then looked away
and muttered something under her breath. Scott was a little
confused as it almost sounded as though she had said, “Don’t start
that...”

Scott looked around at the ruined temple. He
was potentially the champion of a neglected mother goddess. He
could not be sure if that was right, but it seemed plausible.

“What are you thinking about, if you don’t
mind my asking?” asked the still unnamed girl.

Scott looked to her again then sighed. “I
don’t know how much I can do, but I’d like to at least clean this
place up.”

“Do you think such a simple thing would
impress her into giving you a blessing?” asked the girl curiously.
She reached up and casually grasped a lock of her shimmering blue
hair then began to lightly stroke it.

He shook his head. “I’m not even going to ask
for one. I don’t know enough about her to feel right about that
anymore.”

She tilted her head to the side. “You are a
strange one, I’ll give you that.”

Scott smiled at her. A random girl in an
abandoned shrine decided he was strange. What were the odds? It did
not matter; he set about moving fallen structures and picking up
debris. His unnamed companion joined in and they managed to
relocate the debris to one corner of the room.

A few hours passed as they cleaned and
reorganized the temple shrine, but they at least managed to clear a
space around the statue. Scott even used his old tattered T-shirt
to wipe down the neglected statue of the goddess.

“There, it’s not perfect, but I feel better
about it now.” said Scott.

The girl looked at him then to the statue,
and then back to him. “Say, what’s your name traveler?”

“Ah, Scott.” he said.

“Ah-Scott? What an odd name.”

“No, it’s... just Scott. How about you, may I
have your name?” he asked, a soft smile upon his lips.

She smiled at him in kind then lifted her
gloved hand toward him. “My name is Rhea, Rhea Ardente. It is nice
to meet you, Scott.”

Scott took her hand and shook it in a
friendly manner. She looked surprised for a moment then gripped his
hand heartily. Despite her delicate looks, she had a surprisingly
firm hand shake.

She blushed at him then shook her head. “Not
exactly what I expected you to do...”

“Oh?”

“Well, yes. Isn’t the gallant janitor
supposed to kiss the hand of the fair maiden?”

“I’m a janitor now?” he asked.

Rhea laughed softly. “Yes, well you did clean
the place up did you not?”

“You helped.” Scott pointed at her and
smirked.

“This is true, but I am still a fair maiden
and it is the responsibility of the gallant janitor to kiss the
fair maiden’s hand when she presents it. It’s like a rule or
something.”

Scott snorted at her. “A rule, is it? Isn’t
the fair maiden supposed to.... to... Hmm.”

“Yes?” she asked with a hint of amusement in
her voice.

“I’ll think of something, just give me a
minute!” Scott laughed a little at his ineptitude. Why couldn’t he
manage to come up with something witty!

“Yes, yes. Of course you will.” She patted
his hand like a grandmother consoling a child.

A lull entered the conversation for a moment,
but Rhea decided to break the silence. “So, what sort of blessing
did you need anyway?”

“Oh, yeah. I wanted to train my spells a bit,
but my mana regeneration is so low that it would take weeks to use
them enough to do anything.”

“You’re a mage, then? I mistook you for a
fighter with your current equipment.”

“I’m actually a sorcerer.”

She blinked. “Ah, that’s fairly rare around
here. Hybrid classes aren’t popular.”

“I noticed. It has been difficult to find an
adventuring party, so I have had to fight solo.”

“Yes, I have something of a similar issue due
to my hybrid class.”

“I find it hard to believe that you would
have any trouble finding a party to join.” remarked Scott
honestly.

She snorted loudly. “Oh, I get far too many
offers. The problem is that those offers aren’t for a real combat
position. The offers are for a different sort of position, and I am
just not that kind of girl.”

“So, you can’t get people to take you
seriously as a fighter?” Scott could understand that problem quite
well.

“Yes, that is the case. I’d like to find an
adventuring party to join that is filled with worthwhile people,
but most of what I have found around here are horny goats in
armor.”

Scott laughed at the image that popped into
his head. It was the image of an armored goat chasing after the
girl while it bleated to get her attention. “Well, send them to
Victory Station.”

“Oh, why?”

“The grass in the grasslands has grown a lot
in recent days. I figured they could use a few horny goats to clear
some of that away.” said Scott.

Rhea snickered then placed her hand to her
mouth and giggled loudly at the image. It was quite the
thought.

“Every group I meet either laughs at me, or
they want me to pay them money to carry their crap loot items.”
said the sorcerer.

Rhea shook her head. “Scams and morons. I
swear, it’s been hard to do much since those silly rats and rabbits
became afraid of me.”

“You too? I’ve considered bothering the
slimes in the slime forest, but my spells require a lot of mana.”
asked Scott.

“Ah, and that’s why you want the blessing.”
said Rhea.

The sorcerer sighed. “I’m still trying to
decide exactly where I should train next.”

Rhea rubbed her chin. “I may have a proposal
for you, if you’re interested.”

“A proposal? But, Rhea darling... We’ve only
just met. My heart’s not ready, and I have nothing to wear!”

She stared at him flatly for a moment. Scott
thought that he had offended her, but a slight flush arose upon her
cheeks. “No, you moron. I meant to say that we could form a
party...”

“That would be great, but are we compatible
like that? I mean, could we hunt and train in the same areas.”
Scott certainly hoped they could!

“I’ll try to form a party with you... Will
you join my party?” Rhea extended her hand to Scott.

He said, “Yes.” and took her hand. Nothing
happened.

She blinked. “Ok, now you try it. I
guess.”

“I’ve never formed a party before...”

“Ah, just extend your hand to me and ask me
to join your party.”

“Rhea, will you join my party.” Scott
extended his hand and she accepted the request by saying yes. This
time a message screen appeared, followed by a loud musical fanfare
with an orchestral theme.

 


<<< Rhea Ardente has joined the party!
>>>

 


“You’re at a higher level than I am.
Interesting.” said Rhea.

Scott smiled at her. He had more experience
points, but she obviously had more real experience.

“Since you’ve never formed a party before,
let me tell you how it works.” Rhea instructed Scott on the finer
points of the party system and he nodded. They would share
experience and ability points during fights, but there would be a
single pool of Fayth earned. Monsters would spawn in larger numbers
when faced with a party of adventurers, however.

Scott checked the party status and
blinked.

 


<<< Party >>>

 


Scott Jacobs - Human Sorcerer - Level
7 - [Party Leader]

Rhea Ardente - High Elf Arcane Blade -
Level 6

 


<<<*>>>

 


“I had no idea that you were an elf.” said
Scott in mild surprise.

Rhea sighed. “Yes, is that a problem?”

Her reaction made it seem like it should be a
problem, but he did not see a reason that it would. “Not at all, I
have just never met an elf maiden before.”

A brilliant scarlet color crossed the bridge
of her nose. “You really don’t have a problem with it?”

“Should I?” asked Scott with a tone that
bespoke mild confusion.

“Most humans do, in one way or another.”

“Why? You seem like a nice person.” He
certainly got along with her easily enough.

Rhea smiled softly. “You think so? I’m
glad.”

“Yeah, though for some reason I expected that
an elf would have pointed ears.”

She smirked. “We do, I’m using a glamor
spell.”

“Really? A glamor spell... does it change
your appearance?” Scott took a shot in the dark, since that seemed
to be what she was getting at.

“It does. Though, this one just lessens my
overall appearance and hides my ears.”

“Lessens your appearance? Are you’re saying
that you’re actually prettier than this?” Scott was honestly
shocked! Was such a thing possible?

Rhea’s face turned bright red and she threw
up her hands as though she intended to ward off his words. “Yes,
but you don’t have to say it like that!”

“Sorry, I’m just surprised.” replied the
sorcerer.

She shook her head briefly then bit her lip.
“D-do you want to see what I really look like?”

“I admit it. I am extremely curious...” He
was more than interested in seeing what she really looked like.
However, he did not miss the extra stress that she had placed on
the word ‘really.’ There was something about how she had said it
that seemed a bit off.

The Arcane Blade laughed self-consciously
then took a deep breath. She raised her hand over her head and a
spiraling column of light appeared around her. When the light
changed, her appearance did as well.

Scott gaped at her in open-mouthed wonder. It
was impossible for someone so beautiful to exist! She practically
glowed. In fact, she did glow a bit. He felt certain that if it
were any darker in the room, he would be able to use her as a light
source.

Rhea had longish tapered ears that peaked out
through her shimmering waterfall of hair. Her jade green eyes
sparkled in the dim light. She now stood as tall as he did, and
seemed to radiate a quiet and beautiful strength. Instead of a
simple traveler’s cloak she now wore a form fitting set of armor
that accentuated her curves beautifully, while providing solid
protection for all of the important parts. She wore wood armor as
well, but her armor was designed with beauty and function both in
mind.

“Why would you ever want to hide
yourself...?” asked Scott. Who would want to hide such an
appearance?

The elf maiden sighed softly then leaned
forward and gently placed her finger under Scott’s chin. She lifted
her hand slightly, moving his open jaw back to a closed position.
“Humans act strange around elves...”

“I see.” Scott understood her point now. It
would be incredibly hard not to stare at her, much like a child who
wants to stare at the sun.

“Plus, there are other issues for joining
adventuring parties with humans.” She admitted.

“Really?”

Rhea softly released a pent up breath. “You
don’t seem to know, so I’ll tell you now. Elves require more
experience points to gain a level than a human. We can’t wear
common metal armor such as iron or steel. We have to wear magical
metals such as mithril or adamantium if we wear metal at all. This
also means that we can’t us weapons forged from those common
materials and we take extra damage from them.”

“I see; anything else?” asked Scott without a
hint of concern.

She blinked then stared at him. “Isn’t that
enough? It takes longer for us to gain levels, and our equipment is
expensive early on.”

Scott shrugged. “I have no issue with either
of those things. I’ll happily hunt lower level monsters with you
for as long as it takes. I’m in no great rush. I want to learn as
much as I can about this world, and all the things in it.”

Rhea was honestly surprised by his attitude.
Humans and elves rarely got along at low levels, at least as
adventurers. Elven entertainers were quite popular in human towns,
but elven adventurers were not as welcome among the human
adventurer circuit. Shop keepers and the common populace did not
really care, so much. “You say that now, but when you start to
chomp at the bit due to a desire to hunt higher level
monsters...”

He shook his head. “I’ll just learn skills
and work on developing my stats. Also, hunting weaker opponents
means that I can farm them for money. I’d be a fool to abandon my
first companion in this world.”

The elf maiden squinted at him. He kept
mentioning his desire to see the world, and speaking of the world
as though he were unaware of simple things. It was decidedly
odd.

Scott grew self-conscious at her scrutiny.
Why was she staring at him, not that he minded her looking at
him.

“You are a strange human.”

He looked at her then shrugged. “I’m just me.
I do have a question, though.”

Something had been nagging at Scott since
Rhea had been revealed as an elf. The fact that her race was seen
in a negative light by humans bugged him.

“Yes?” she asked.

“Why is there such animosity between human
and elf if people can reincarnate into other races?”

She scrunched her eyebrows together and
stared openly at him. “Reincarnate into other races... Where did
you get that idea?”

“It was something that I had heard... is it
wrong?”

“No one can do that except for...” Rhea
titled her head to the side. Her eyes widened comically then she
turned to stare at the statue of Origin. She rapidly looked back
and forth between the statue and the decidedly odd human.

Scott took an involuntary step back, but the
girl immediately leapt toward him with fire in her eyes. She leaned
left and right while checking him over for clues to her
suspicion.

“Yes, no... Are you? Probably not... but...”
She started and stopped her statements frequently while inspecting
him.

“What...?” asked Scott. She was acting
extremely strange.

“You are, aren’t you? That explains it!” Rhea
threw her hands up into the air then clutched them to her
impressive chest before doing a silly little dance.

“Uh...”

She shook her head at him while grinning like
an idiot. “You’re a champion. It’s OK! I won’t tell anyone. You do
need to stop acting so odd, though.”

“Well, I...” began Scott.

However, Rhea cut him off by giving him a
hug. “It’s been so long!”

Scott wanted to question her, but the sudden
pressure of an absurdly attractive girl pressing against him
stunned him to silence. She had not seemed like the type to hug
random guys.

“Is it true that you can’t die?” asked Rhea
suddenly. The sparkle in her eye grew to intense levels.

Scott was going to say something, but a
reminder from Mid rose up within him. Rhea was his new companion,
but he did not really know her. “I’m not sure what you’re talking
about...”

She pouted at him then sighed. “I guess you
don’t trust me. It’s OK.”

He did not feel like she was trying to
deceive him in any way, but he was not sure what to say. He had
been cautioned to keep quiet about his nature for his own good.
Though, it had not been a commandment or anything.

“If I was one of those... champions that you
mentioned, why would that make you so excited? I don’t even know
what they are.” It was true. He was one, and still had no real idea
what his true purpose was in this world.

She smiled a crooked smile. “Champions are
heroes of the people. Selfless guardians appointed by the gods to
protect the people of this world, all people.”

“Really? So, that’s what a champion is
supposed to be?”

She muttered, “Like you don’t already
know.”

Scott winced and turned away from the vision
of loveliness. “You know... I’m curious about them now. Can you
tell me more?”

Rhea giggled softly then ran her fingers
through her hair in a shy manner. “Sure... champions are eternal
heroes. They can never die, and they undertake quests and journeys
that would be certain death for a normal person.”

Scott had to admit, that it did sound like
his skill set. He did not know if he was eternal like she claimed,
but he did have traits that claimed that he would be resurrected if
he died. “So, what would someone do if they were faced with such a
creature?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. A champion
can just keep coming back even if killed, if the old stories are
true.”

“I see.” said Scott.

Rhea looked up at him then tilted her head to
the side again, this time in an attempt to look at his turned face.
Was she embarrassing the great hero? That was rather adorable,
really.

“You said that it had been so long? What did
you mean?” asked Scott.

“Huh? Oh, yeah... I haven’t seen a champion
since I was a small child. You... They are an extreme rarity in the
world.”

“Oh, so there is more than one of these
people in the world?”

“Yes, each god or demon can have a champion.
Even the goddess Origin can have one, though her champion is the
most special.” She gave Scott a sidelong glance. The sparkle in her
eye grew several levels in intensity.

Scott could not help but turn to look at the
statue. Rhea’s eyes lit up once more as though she had scored some
sort of victory. “What makes that champion so special?”

“Origin’s Champion is the guardian and
defender of all life in this world.” she replied.

“Really? Wouldn’t they have to hunt and kill
a lot of things to become strong, though?”

“Yes... but that is neither here nor there.
Everything that lives has to do that in some respect or other.
Besides, monsters respawn anyway.” replied Rhea dismissively.

He looked down at her smiling face then
winced. Was he really supposed to be such a person? He just wanted
to go on adventures and meet random interesting things, then kill
them for their loot. Why did he have to be saddled with some sort
of hero thing? Maybe she was wrong about that?

Also there was one other thing. She was still
giving him a hug. Scott wondered how long it would take before she
recalled that bit of trivia. He certainly did not mind, but it
still felt odd that some random girl was hugging him in such a
friendly manner. She did not even know where he had been, he could
have diseases and stuff! Yet, when he looked down at her wide and
innocent eyes he had to admit that it felt nice to receive such a
warm and heartfelt hug.


Chapter 8: Arrow Protection Is Required

The groan of effort, the strain of muscles as they
unleashed a powerful thrust, and the sweet release of completion;
these were things that a girl like Rhea desired most in this world.
The elf maiden continually worked her body in a relentless and
feverish effort. A soft sheen of sweat poured from her as she
writhed, whirled, and moved in the graceful ancient rhythm that her
people were known for throughout the world.

She finished with a triumphant cry then began
to pant heavily. She was completely spent from her intense
exertions.

Scott clapped his hands happily then called
out, “Wow, that was great! Such form and precision...”

Rhea’s face, still flush from her hard
training, turned an even brighter shade of red after the
compliment. She sheathed her sword. “Thanks, I train every morning
when the sun rises and every evening before it sets.”

“Really? Does it do anything for your
stats?”

She eyed him critically. “Not everything is
about stats, you know.”

He looked at her curiously and she continued,
“Stats only reinforce what you can do. Someone who trains daily
will always be better than someone who relies solely on their
stats, unless there is a major level gap.”

Scott nodded. Training his body might be a
good idea in the coming days. He would not increase his stats, but
he might be able to become better able to use what he had to work
with. “I see, so every little bit helps.”

“Right.” replied the girl before sauntering
over to him and sitting next to him on the grass. She had become
quite friendly with him in record time.

The sorcerer smiled at her and she smiled
back. It was strange to meet such a friendly girl in the middle of
nowhere, but it was also sort of nice. He offered her some water
and she took it gladly.

“I suppose fewer humans train this
extensively.” she said after taking several large sips of
water.

“I’m not sure...”

Rhea leaned against him and sighed. “Elves
have to train. We require a lot more experience per level to make
up for our lifespans.”

Scott resisted the urge to pet her head that
he suddenly felt. He did not know her like that, and to be honest
he was not used to such casual closeness. He had not been with
anyone since Sarah had ditched him several months ago. “Is the
experience difference really that big?”

She looked up at him with her big green eyes;
their innocence and almost incandescent nature were quite alluring.
“Yes.”

“How much of a difference is it? If you don’t
mind me asking?”

She bit her lip a little and looked down at
the ground. She muttered something softly and Scot blinked.

He had barely heard it, but he thought he
understood. “Ten times as much?”

“Yes... What a normal human adventurer could
gain in a year would take me ten years to achieve.”

“Nah.” said Scott.

“You doubt my word?” She looked at Scott
critically.

He smirked at her. “No, but you won’t take
ten years to do it.”

She sat up and pouted at him. It was both
adorable and slightly terrifying for some reason. “Are you trying
to make fun of me?”

“No, not at all. I just don’t think it will
take ten years for us to reach that point.”

Rhea started to say something then stopped.
His choice of words had been interesting. “Us?”

“Yes, us. We’re comrades now aren’t we?”
asked Scott.

The heated anger fled from her then and she
sighed. “Yes, we have chosen to become... comrades. That doesn’t
change the nature of my race, however. We’ll have to spend a lot of
time hunting together to keep me moving at a decent leveling
pace.”

Scott bumped her with his shoulder and she
leaned to the side. “Already growing tired of my company?”

She bumped him back then said, “Not yet, you
silly human.”

They were quiet for a moment, but Rhea
decided to break the silence by asking another question. “If you
don’t mind saying, how long did it take you to reach level
seven?”

Scott shrugged. “A little over a week, I
think.”

She leaned away from him then openly stared
at the man. Her genuine surprise was quite intriguing. “A week!
That’s, how is that even possible?”

“Well, I was level five after around a week.
I somehow ended up pissing off the grass rats enough that the gods
summoned an overlord on their behalf. I killed the overlord.”

Rhea’s jaw fell open. It was a most
undignified sight, but she did not care. He had to be lying, but
the way that he had said it was so casual that she could almost
believe it.

Scott raised his gauntlets. “An armorer in
Victory Stations turned the fang I collected into these gauntlets
by combining them with my steel claw gauntlets.”

The elf looked the item over carefully then
looked back up at Scott’s face. “That... you really killed an
overlord? You said that you were not able to find an adventuring
party...”

“Yeah, it happened by accident and I was
alone. It’s not really that big a deal.”

“Not a big deal?! Overlords are powerful
creatures! Even low-level ones can kill entire parties of
experienced adventurers! How could you have killed it alone?”

Scott shook his head. “Pure luck mostly. I
could barely damage it. I nearly died. However, I was able to stun
it with my flash spell just long enough to fire a burn spell
straight down its throat. The explosion was a critical hit, so I
emptied the rest of my mana into it then beat it to death.”

“I see.” Rhea placed one of her delicate
fingers to her chin then acquired a thoughtful expression.

The elf girl gave Scott a critical and
curious look then rubbed her chin again. “Hmmm...”

“What are you plotting?” asked Scott.

She shared a wide smile. “It took me a month
to do what you claimed to have done in a week. That’s actually
quite fast for my people. It seems that we are both quite
capable.”

“Seems so, though I have never faced anything
stronger than that giant black grass rat.”

“Still, better than anything that I have
faced... maybe we should go fight those slimes soon.”

“I’d love that, but I still have that mana
issue. I need to train my spells.”

Rhea shook her head. “We should be fine. I
can make health and mana potions, and use my spells to enchant our
weapons.”

“You can make mana potions?” Scott could not
believe it.

“Yes, is that so strange?”

“What kind of class do you have, or did you
use lore rings?” Scott was honestly curious. He had assumed that
she was some sort of spell-sword. She would use magic and
sword-skills. Potion making was alchemical in nature.

“Ah, you don’t know about elves! I had
forgotten. We have a natural knowledge of monster, mineral, and
plant lore. We automatically have the ability to develop low-grade
natural remedies. Our shamans and alchemists develop the upper-tier
abilities in that direction.”

“I see, so it’s a racial ability?”

“Yes, just as our classes are inherited for
the most part.”

Scott asked her about that bit of trivia and
she happily explained the nature of elves. They all began life as
one of several elven classes. Every elf could use at least a little
magic, and had innate casting abilities for different powers based
on their racial subtype. High elves tended to be arcane blades or
shamans. Forest elves were known to be archers more than front-line
fighters. The various sub-species of elves had their own specific
abilities as well.

“I bet that elves have pretty high stats and
strong skills for their level, though.” Scott did not see the need
to take longer to gain a level to be a bad thing.

“Sometimes... A properly trained elf of the
same level as a human would prove to be a tough opponent for the
human.”

The pitiably human sorcerer did not doubt
that at all. If he had to spend ten times as long hunting those
grass rats, he would have farmed ability points by the thousand!
Sure, the cost to raise stats would have risen to an obscene amount
by now, but he would still have the stats from previous upgrades.
Things might have even worked out to the extent that he could
easily hunt monsters several levels higher than he was.

“Rhea, do you mind if I ask you something
personal?”

She made a little strangling noise then
looked down at her hands. His sudden request had startled her. “You
can ask...”

Scott tried not to notice the almost obscene
level of cuteness she was radiating at the moment. Instead, he
asked his question. “Why exactly aren’t you in an adventuring group
with other elves?”

That question had plagued him since the
moment she had mentioned her proposal to join together and form a
party. If elves have so much trouble gaining levels compared to
other races, why was she seeking to journey with him?

“That... Well...” she started to fidget a
little. From her demeanor it became obvious that she was
uncomfortable answering the question.

“It’s alright, you don’t have to answer. I
shouldn’t have asked.”

“No, it’s nothing bad. I just... Well, I’m a
girl. You know that, right?” She looked at him with a curious
expression. It was as though she doubted that he did know that
obvious fact.

“Uh, yeah. That’s not exactly something I
would fail to notice.”

Her cheeks took on a rosy color and she
smiled gently. “I’m just entering my second century of life. Many
would consider me still to be little more than a child.”

She would be seen as a two hundred year old
child? Scott wondered if elves aged at one-tenth the rate of humans
since that was how much experience they required. What would a few
decades as a toddler be like? The idea of being in high school for
forty years also bothered him greatly.

Rhea looked him in the eye suddenly then took
a deep breath. “I am not a child! This journey proves that and...
And...”

“And?”

She shook her head. Suddenly, she reached out
and gripped his arm tightly and looked him in the eyes. “I am not a
child, alright? Remember that I am not a child. I just... well...
This is the traditional time in a young elf’s life where she goes
out and experiences the world...”

Scott wanted to ask questions about that, but
he was afraid that he might upset her. Instead, he sat quietly and
simply listened as she went into detail about the customs of her
people. It was not until she said something a bit unusual that he
could not hold back.

“Elven mating season?” He stared at her like
she had grown a second head. Had he heard that right?

She threw her hands up and waved them around
spastically. “You don’t need to say it so loud!”

Rhea began to hyperventilate a little, but
managed to calm down after a few rapid breaths. Quietly she leaned
in and said, “Yes! Every four years after we reach adulthood, an
elven maiden will undergo the velvet madness...”

“Velvet madness?” asked Scott in surprise,
and a little too loudly for Rhea’s liking.

“Quiet!” She smacked him on the arm in a
desperate attempt to silence the man. How could he speak such a
vulgar thing so loudly? The shame of it!

“I’m sorry, I just don’t know much about your
people and I’m interested.” said Scott sincerely.

“It’s ok, I guess. I... don’t mind if it’s
you.” She bit her lip gently then looked away.

Scott could not take it anymore. She had been
quite friendly with him, a bit too friendly. He did not want to be
mean or rude, but he wanted to know the truth. “Why?”

“Why?” she asked curiously.

“Yes, why? Why do you not mind if it’s
me?”

She clenched her hands into fists then
whispered something that Scott did not manage to make out. When he
mentioned that he had not understood her she took a deep breath
then said, “I... prayed for you...”

“You prayed for me?” What exactly did she
mean by that?

Rhea nodded slowly then wrapped her arms
around herself. “Yes. For longer than you might know... I have
prayed for you... for someone to love and cherish. That was the
real reason that I was at the shrine. I could finally have that
prayer answered. I could finally go on an adventure with someone
who I could cherish...”

That admission made Scott feel like garbage.
He could not know if it was true, but it certainly explained her
overly friendly demeanor and cute little attempts at trying to get
to know him. He did not understand it, though. “That’s... Rhea, why
would you need to pray for that? You’re such a sweet girl... I’m
surprised that you don’t have a line of admirers waiting for
you.”

She winced visibly then shook her head. “I...
don’t want to talk about that. Is that, OK?”

Scott could not resist attempting to give her
some sort of comfort. He placed his hand on her shoulder. Rhea
jumped a little in response after he did so, but then she leaned
her cheek against his hand and started to rub her face against
him.

What was he going to do with this girl? She
seemed so innocent and pure that it made him feel like a dirty
asshole just looking at her. Yet, she honestly thought that he was
the answer to her cherished prayer for someone to love. What kind
of shitty goddess answered such a sweet girl’s prayer, with well...
him?

“You’re a really nice guy.” Rhea said
suddenly.

How would she even know? She assumed a great
deal about him based on the answer to a prayer. “Not nice enough to
be the answer to your prayer.”

She turned to look at him, her eyes
shimmering softly. “What do you mean?”

“Nothing bad, I just think that you can do
better than me.” He did not have much belief in his ability to
properly handle relationships, especially one where he was supposed
to be the answer to a sweet girl’s prayer. He could not even hold
the interest of a stripper that he had dated for three years.

Rhea glared at him then launched herself
toward Scott with all the fury that her frame could provide. He was
quickly knocked to the ground. She stared down at him as she
straddled his body. Her maidenly bosom heaved mightily and her eyes
began to glimmer with the reflected light unspent tears. “I hate it
when people lie to me.”

Scott was uncertain how to even respond to
this sudden shift in her demeanor. All he could come up with was,
“Do you really think that you can’t do better than me?”

She slapped him across the face then growled
at him. “Don’t say stupid things! I’ve only known you a short time
and you have already proven to be very kind and considerate!”

His eyebrows pressed together in confusion.
“I have?”

Rhea nodded firmly then placed her hand to
his cheek. The elf sighed softly. “You honestly do not know your
own worth, do you?”

“No.” he responded in a simple and sincere
tone. What was he really worth, anyway? No one had ever really
given much of a damn about him, besides his parents and possibly
his brother. Most of his life had been a carnival sideshow starring
people who had lined up to take a steaming crap all over his
dreams.

The hateful gaze softened and the innocent
eyes returned once more. She ran her gloved fingers gently along
his cheek. “Is it ok... If I help you find out?”

He could not bear the look of honest concern
and innocence that she turned toward him. He looked away and closed
his eyes. “You can if you like... But, what happens if we find out
and it doesn’t amount to much?”

She gently grasped his chin and pulled his
face back toward her. Rhea smiled at him, beatifically, more like
an angel, an image of the divine, than an elf. “As if such a thing
could possibly be true. I already know what kind of person you
are.”

Geeze, this girl... Scott was trapped. Her
eyes were like the pseudo-incandescent beams of an oncoming truck
and he was but a mere opossum staring down the oncoming reality of
inescapable fate. “If, you keep looking at me like that... I will
need better knee guards.”

“Hmm, what do you mean?” She tilted her head
to the side and looked down at him with a smile that was far too
adorable for his own good.

“Nothing, I would just need better arrow
protection for my knees...”

Her eyebrows pressed together and her mouth
puckered cutely. “You are saying weird things again...”

Scott sighed softly. “No one gets me.”

She squinted at him, wondering exactly what
he was talking about. What was all this business about arrows and
knees, anyway? “I’d like to get you.”

The sorcerer tried to fight the flow of blood
that rapidly raced toward his face, but he could not. He had not
blushed this much in years. Didn’t she know what she was doing to
him? This was entirely unfair. “I am not sure if getting me is a
good thing.”

Rhea caressed his cheek with her thumb then
slid down his body. When she stopped moving, she was lying atop
him, granting the grace of a full body hug. “I’m pretty sure.”

Unable to resist the moment, Scott slowly
raised his hands up then wrapped his arms around her. Rhea
whimpered softly then snuggled against the man she believed had
been granted to her as an answer to her prayers.

They remained there gently intertwined for
quite some time. Scott was both elated and highly uncomfortable
with the situation. Rhea was simply happy to be where she was.

Finally, Scott felt that he had to say
something. “So, do you have any brothers or sisters?”

She sat up quickly then eyed him with a
curious and somewhat annoyed expression. “Why do you want to know
about my sisters?”

“Huh, I did ask about brothers or sisters...”
said Scott.

Rhea made a soft throat clearing noise then
nodded. “Yes, I do have a brother and three sisters.”

“Really? So, you were not lonely growing up
then.” Scott could have understood her actions a bit of she had
been an only child.

“No, I was not lonely growing up. My family
is quite warm and friendly.”

“I’m not surprised.” replied Scott with a
smirk.

She smacked him on the shoulder. “What is
that supposed to mean?”

Scott smacked her on the lower back. “You’re
a friendly sort of person.”

Rhea smacked his shoulder again. “You love
it, admit it.”

Scott felt cheeky and slapped her on the
rear, just to see how far she would take this lovey-dovey stuff.
She gasped loudly then looked down at him with a surprised but
happy expression.

“Maybe, a little.” said Scott.

She wiggled a little then repositioned
herself so that her head was pressed to his chest. “Your heart is
beating faster. I bet you love it more than you claim.”

“You can hear my heart beating through my
armor.”

Rhea ran her fingers over his chest plate and
smiled. “I can hear your heart beating anywhere...”

“I know you are supposed to have incredibly
sharp hearing, but I doubt that you can hear my heart from anywhere
in the world.”

She giggled softly in response then said. “If
it’s your heart... I could even hear it if you were in another
world altogether.”

Scott tilted his head up and looked at the
back of her head. “There are other worlds?”

She flinched a little then rolled her head up
to look him in the eye. “A few... like the underworld.”

“Oh, I see...” Scott had suspected for a
moment that she had meant something like Earth.

The beautiful elf relaxed visibly and
released a long, slow, sigh before snuggling against his chest
plate once more. “This is so nice.”

The sorcerer stroked her lower back gently
and she began to make happy little noises. Scott had to admit it to
himself at least, this really was nice.

Rhea reached back and took one of his hands
gently in hers the slid her fingers between his. She looked up at
him again and smiled shyly. Scott squeezed her hand gently and her
smile increased in both size and potency.

He smiled at her in kind and she looked down
at his chest plate. Her face took on a bright red color for a
moment before she leaned forward she pulled his hand to her and
kissed him softly on the steel clad knuckle.

Unable to resist interjecting humor into the
moment, Scott spoke up. “You do know that I punch rats in the ass
with that hand, right?”

She looked at his face again and made a
disgusted expression before saying, “Ewww.”

Scott laughed and she began to laugh as well.
However, Rhea was not happy with the change of topic. She swatted
Scott on the chest plate then cried out, “You ruined the moment you
goof ball!”

“Did I?” He smirked at her.

“Yes! I was about to make mad and passionate
love to you and you had to say that.”

He shrugged. “Go ahead, I won’t stop you.
Just tell me when you’re done.”

She smacked his chest plate again and pouted
at him. “Pass!”

The goofy sorcerer chuckled at her righteous
feminine fury. “Fine, then I won’t kiss you on the hand like you
wanted.”

Her pout became a devastating weapon of
destruction upon hearing him say that. “No fair...”

Scott pulled his hands up to lightly clasp
her face. She began to breath rapidly in and out, as though she
were about to start hyper-ventilating. Her face grew red, and hot
beneath his hands. Her eyes closed half-way and her lips widened in
expectation. He pulled her gently forward and she went willingly.
She was quite dismayed to discover his true intention, however.
Instead of kissing her on her soft pink lips, he leaned forward and
gently kissed her on the forehead.

“Scott...” she whispered softly. She forgot
how annoyed she had been for spoiling the previous moment.

“Rhea.” he replied gently.

The elf girl clasps his wrists with her hands
then pressed his arms back. They went all the way to the ground and
she was now face to face with the one that she had prayed to have
in her life.

“Don’t kiss me unless you mean it.”

He smiled at her. “Don’t smack me unless you
mean it.”

She frowned then lightly slapped him on the
face. She certainly meant it, too.

“Please mistress, may I have another?” asked
Scott while delivering the cutest expression that he could
muster.

“Yes, you may.” She slapped him again then
laughed.

“So violent...” He grinned at her and she
shook her head.

“What am I going to do with you?” She snorted
then pouted at him.

“Buy me pretty things and tell me that I’m
special?” Scott waggled his eyebrows suggestively and she barked
out a surprised laugh. The nerve of this guy!

“You... Oh, you!”

“Yep, me. Are you still glad that you prayed
for me?”

She tilted her head once to the left and then
once to the right. She eyed him critically for a moment then rubbed
her chin. “Do you kill spiders and do windows?”

“Sure.”

She squealed out in excitement then gave him
another warm hug. “I shall keep you then.”

Scott closed his eyes and accepted her warm
and tender embrace. He was not sure what would happen with them in
the future, but this moment would certainly make a nice memory. He
did not really have that many nice memories, and it was a good
feeling to have a new one to cherish.


Chapter 9: Elf Stuff

The subtle interplay of light and shadow, the scent
of fresh green grass; these were things that many people might take
for granted. Scott was not such a person. He spent every moment of
his new life enjoying the sights and sounds of this strange world.
In recent days he had enjoyed one sight, and one specific sound,
more than many others.

Rhea laughed softly, musically. Her eyes
seemed to dance and sparkle in the firelight. “You really did such
a thing?”

Scott could not help but laugh as well.
“Yeah, getting locked out of the barracks, while standing on a
window ledge in my underwear, is one of the highlights of my
military career.”

She laughed even louder then made a silly
little snorting sound that caused her to place her hands to her
face. She had laughed so hard that she had snorted, how
undignified! Rhea could not help it, though. “How did you get back
inside?”

“I had to wait a while. After what felt like
forever, I slid around the ledge to the communal bathroom window
and crawled back inside. Went to where I hid a screwdriver inside
the janitor’s closet, and used it to pop open my door since all of
the doors were ancient as crap.”

“Did you get caught?”

Scott shook his head. “How someone did not
see me standing on the side of the building in my underwear will
always remain a mystery.”

Rhea laughed again then clutched her stomach.
It was a funny story, but not that funny. Scott wondered if she had
ever really left her hometown before.

“Why would you even think to go out on that
ledge? That was clever.”

He shrugged. “We used the ledges as emergency
entrances. It was nothing to see a soldier crawling along the side
of the barracks to get into his room through his open window.
Someone locked themselves out of their room at least once or twice
a week.”

She shook her head then giggled into her
hands. “Soldiers must be more agile in your home country. I
couldn’t imagine an average human soldier in this country doing
that without falling off the building.”

Scott laughed. “No one fell in the few years
I was stationed there, thankfully.”

He looked at her curiously. “How about you,
anything silly happen in the last few centuries?”

She smiled then sighed softly. “No, I don’t
really have any interesting stories.”

“I doubt that. You’ve been an interesting
story since I first met you at the shrine.” said Scott.

Rhea gripped the end of her hair and drew a
solid lock of it around to the front, then stroked it gently. Her
cheeks took on a slightly reddened shade. “No... I’m kind of
boring...”

Scott’s face began to heat up a little at the
sight. The girl was too cute for her own good. It was hard to
believe someone so shy and innocent could exist. “There’s nothing
boring about you.”

“T-tell me more about you, OK?” she asked
sweetly.

He smiled at her then nodded slowly. It was
actually, sort of nice. He rarely had the chance to talk about
himself with someone of the fairer sex. It usually developed into
hearing his date or girlfriend tell him all her problems like he
was some sort of therapist.

 


***

 


The forest home of the slimes; traditional
hunting place for beginning adventurers who specialized in
elemental magic, it was a surprisingly normal looking place. Scott
looked around excitedly, but saw no sign of the rumored creature
that was known to be the staple of many old school role-playing
games.

It took quite a while before they actually
found a slime to hunt. However, once they did find one Scott was
introduced to an interesting phenomenon.

Rhea called out, “Watch carefully!”

Scott did as she asked, and the girl raced
forward to attack the slime with her sword. A hint of electrical
current sparked along the edge of her blade. She struck outward
with a single powerful slash that neatly slid through the
transparent spherical mass at the center of the oozing creature’s
body. A bright red number six rose up from the body of the slime
and it separated into two twin parts.

She quickly hopped back then returned to
Scott’s side. “Watch what happens.”

They looked at the two halves of the bisected
slime. Scott watched the two halves begin to jiggle a little. After
about a minute a bright green number three rose up above both
halves of the formerly singular slime, and the newly regenerated
slimes started to move around. One slime had become two.

“That’s pretty neat!”

“Isn’t it? The slimes in this part of the
forest are weak, but if you split them up like this you can
increase their numbers.”

The sorcerer looked at the randomly moving
creatures and noticed that they seemed a little confused. He had no
point of reference for their behavior, but they still seemed a
little out of it.

“You need to cut completely through their
nucleus in one strike, and use an elementally enhanced blade to
make this work.”

“Why is that?”

“Well if you cut the nucleus in half, you can
form two new slimes. The lightning magic causes the nucleus to fire
and speeds up the growth process a little.”

Scott looked at the slimes as they wobbled
and gooshed around erratically. After about a minute another set of
green number threes rose up above them and they stopped moving in
their formerly chaotic manner. Immediately they started to slide
toward the human and elf intruding into their territory.

Rhea pointed at the slime on the left. “I’ll
try to split that one. You can try the right one since I already
cast lightning magic on you.”

“Sounds good!” said Scott.

They raced off toward the slimes and set
about trying to split them once more. Rhea did so easily, but Scott
needed to stab and slash at his slime a few times to coax it into
splitting. This was partially due to his smaller blade, partially
due to his inexperience with the process.

The two slimes became four. The four slimes
became eight. In time the eight slimes became sixteen. It was at
that point that they changed their tactics. Rhea and Scott ran
around in circles to get the attention of the low-level monsters
and led them to a point where they had all clustered closely
together.

“Freeze!” exclaimed Scott. A wave of magical
energy shot from his palm, rapidly cooling the slimes. Unlike the
physical attacks, the pure magical assault did a lot of damage to
the oozing beasts. Still, the sheer number of slimes forced him to
use his spell twice.

Each cast was enough to kill an individual
slime, and since they were so closely aligned they all died after
the second cast. They were practically immune to normal physical
attacks, but magic destroyed the slime nucleus easily.

“Good job!” said Rhea. Sixteen slimes
defeated in such a manner was a fair bit of hunting.

Victory music began to play and a screen
popped up to show them their rewards.

 


<<< Victory! >>>

 


You have defeated sixteen slimes! Using a simple but
effective method you have found a way to turn one slime into a
horde of monsters. Since you have just learned this new technique,
you will receive a one-time bonus.

 


+23 EXP

+48 Fayth

+16 Ability Points

 


Item(s) Acquired:

 


Small Slime core X 16

Slime Essence 16

Tiny Aquamarine X 2

 


Bonus:

 


+16 EXP

 


<<<*>>>

 


“Neat, a slime is worth a lot more Fayth than
a grass rat.” said Scott.

“Yes! What I’m excited about are the two
aquamarines, though.” said Rhea.

“The aquamarines?” asked Scott.

She nodded at him. “Yes, it is considered a
rare find even if they aren’t actually rare gemstones. You can mine
them or find them in certain areas. Some monsters drop gems as
well. Slimes in this area will drop them on rare occasion. These
slimes can drop aquamarines or pearls.”

“Is there something special about
gemstones?”

Rhea smiled. “Well, they are useful for some
magical applications such as enchanting. They are also used in
jewelry or as donations at the temples of certain gods. I like them
because they are worth a lot of Fayth.”

“A lot of Fayth, how much?” Now she had his
full attention!

She placed a finger to her chin. “These are
tiny so probably only a few hundred Fayth. You can’t expect much
from level one monsters, you know.”

Scott understood now. People probably hunted
these poor slimes like crazy. He had learned that hunting in the
same area frequently would cause the monster population to drop.
The respawn rate slowed greatly. It was the reason that rabbits
were less common that grass rats. Rabbits gave more experience and
they had tastier meat. Though, even the grass rats only swarmed if
you pissed them off. They were quite timid if they faced someone
several levels higher than they were.

“Thank you for showing me that trick for
hunting slimes.” said the sorcerer.

Rhea punched him gently on the arm. “Hey,
we’re comrades, right? Teaching you a thing or two is
important.”

“Oh yes, fill me with your wisdom.” said
Scott, before laughing softly.

She smirked at him then pulled out a cloth to
clean her sword off. There was surprisingly little goo on her
blade, but she did not want to sheathe her sword without cleaning
the remainder from its surface.

“I almost feel bad for the slimes,
though.”

She looked at him, a curious expression on
her face. “Why is that?”

“I don’t know. It feels wrong to overhunt
monsters. Don’t they serve a natural function in this world?” Every
animal in the world was considered to be a monster of some
sort.

Her face lit up then she clasped his gauntlet
clad hands. “Yes, they do.”

Scott did not know why she seemed to be so
happy that he had said such a thing, but he was not going to spoil
the moment. The sheer joy in her expression was enough to make his
heart skip a beat.

“It’s fine and necessary to hunt monsters...
But, overhunting can cause problems for the environment. Slimes
keep the water pure, for instance.”

“Really? So, is there a lot of water standing
around in this forest?”

“Not really. At least, not as far as I can
tell. There used to be, but that area is a stagnant swamp now, due
to overhunting the slimes.”

The sorcerer frowned. Now he felt bad about
hunting the slimes. It was like he was contributing to the
destruction of the forest.

Rhea smiled at him then placed her hand on
his shoulder. “It’s ok. The respawn rate is already as low as it
can go, I think. So, it’s not like the swamp will get much bigger.
There just won’t be as many slimes as there could be in this part
of the world.”

“I guess so... Is that how it works?”

“Yes, if you hunt monsters a lot the spawn
rate of that monster species goes down in that area. Other species
might increase though, if they aren’t hunted.”

“Ah, so that’s why there are usually fewer
monsters near towns and villages?”

“Exactly! Constant hunting keeps the monster
levels low and it also reduces the spawn rate. It is actually
necessary for civilization to exist.”

“Are we likely to find stronger slimes
farther into the forest?” asked Scott suddenly.

“Not really. This entire zone is low level. I
would be surprised if you found a single monster higher than level
four.”

“Zone?”

She stared at him for a moment, uncertain of
what he was asking. “Yes, zone. You know, the Victory Station
Zone?”

“Uhm...”

“You honestly don’t know what a zone is?”

Scott winced then shook his head. Rhea
squinted at him then pulled up a map screen.

She pointed at their location on the map then
showed him the squiggly lines surrounding the area. “These lines
are zone boundaries. When you leave a zone you will be told that
you are entering a new area. Different zones have different
locations and geographical markers.”

“Really? So, what is this zone
considered?”

“This is a town zone. So, that means weaker
monsters within about three day’s travel from town. There are
forest, and grass land areas here.”

She waved off his incoming questions and
tapped another area that was adjacent to their current zone. “This
is a savannah zone. There is no town there. I think it’s about a
week’s worth of walking to get from one side to the other.”

“You’ve been there?”

“Yes, I’ve traveled to about thirty zones.
Most adventurers travel through several hundred within the course
of a few years. The zone I am pointing at right now typically has
monsters that range from level two to six.”

“Because it is still close to a town?”

She nodded at him. “Yes, exactly. The farther
you go from a town zone, the stronger the monsters become. Be
careful, though. Once you go a certain distance from a town, the
level differences can vary a great deal.”

“How much?”

She rubbed her chin for a moment then tapped
an area four zones to the northwest. “If you walk, it will take
several weeks to get there. The monsters tend to be around level
thirty to fifty. However, this mountain area adjacent to it is
known for having level eighty and higher monsters. Right below that
zone, the grassland area just to the south has level twelve to
fifteen monsters.”

“That’s definitely a major jump!”

Rhea closed down her map screen then smiled
at him. “Yep. You will want to stick to the roads when traveling
between towns. It is incredibly easy to wander off and end up in a
high level zone.”

Scott took that bit of advice to heart.
Something nagged at him a little, though. If she was as old as she
claimed, and had traveled so widely, why was her level so low? He
could not restrain himself, so he asked her.

“Hmm, oh that? You can’t obtain an
adventuring class till you’re an adult...but you knew that,
right?”

He started to say something then stopped. He
did not want to admit his lack of common knowledge more than he
already had, but he also did not want to lie to her. Instead, he
changed the subject. “Is there a better hunting zone for us than
here?”

Fighting slimes was easy enough, but due to
how they had to share experience, and the slime’s low level, it
seemed like a good idea to head to a better spot. The slime
multiplication trick was neat, but it had taken quite some time to
find the first one.

“Um, maybe. If you’re up for fighting
opponents that can wield weapons, we can go try our luck at a cave
that I have heard about.”

“A cave? Wouldn’t we need lights?”

“I can take care of that. We might want to
head back to Victory Station first.”

She pulled up her map screen and pointed to a
zone to the west of their current location. “This forest area has a
small mine. It used to be used for mining various types of ore, but
it is abandoned now. There should be cave bats, possibly a few
slimes or cave rats, and a weak goblin tribe there. I’m not sure
exactly where it is, though.”

Scott looked at the map then grinned. He
pulled up his own map screen and compared the zone to his quest
leads and location markers. “Maybe it is the Red Rock
Mine?”

“You already know about it?” She asked,
mildly surprised.

“I spent a lot of time in the library
recently learning about the area. I don’t know as much about zones
and the like since they were never mentioned in the books. I did
learn about a few different areas though.

“A few? You must have fifty places marked on
your map!” Her eyes widened significantly.

“What can I say? I wanted to know a few
places to go in my travels.”

She noticed something on his map screen then
asked, “These glowing spots. Are those quest leads?”

“Ah, yes. They are places that I have heard
of that I might be able to complete a few quests.”

“Askrida, that’s a town three zones from
here.” He had her curiosity piqued.

“Ah, yes. I was told that Askrida was having
a bit of trouble with Corpse Rats.”

“Corpse Rats? Do you intend to go help?”

“I guess. I’m not sure what the trouble is,
but if I can help I will. I do want to train more first.”

“I suggest we do. The monsters between here
and Askrida can reach up to level six, though locations like that
mine might go a few levels higher since people explore such places
less frequently compared to simply traveling through the land.”

Scott laughed softly. “Yes! Finally,
something to hunt besides level one critters.”

Rhea giggled at his enthusiasm. After
collecting their wits, the happy adventurers turned back from
hunting the low level slimes and started back toward town. They had
to sell off their loot and buy a few supplies.

Along the way Rhea bid Scott to stop. She had
seen something useful.

“What are those, herbs?”

She nodded and a happy smile rose upon her
face. “Yes! They are the final ingredient that I need to make
Fairy’s Cure.”

“What’s that?” asked Scott.

“That’s the basic healing and restorative
tonic that I learned to make. It does a little bit of everything,
but it’s weak. You can use it to heal minor status effects, and
slightly restore health and mana.”

“Wow, useful!”

“I think so, too. Do you mind if I use some
of the slime core and essence to make it?”

“No, go ahead. Use whatever you want. We both
earned them.”

“Thanks!”

In the end, she used four of the slime cores
and ten of the essences. They sat on a fallen log and chatted in a
friendly manner while she compounded the medicine. It took over an
hour, and during that time they witnessed many people coming and
going from the forest in the distance. They were not on the road,
currently. They had cut across the countryside to reach the slime
forest since normal monsters in this area were too weak to be a
threat.

“There had to be a few hundred people going
through there on the road.” said Scott.

“Yes, the road leads to other zones, but I’m
sure many of them went to the forest to try and hunt slimes.”

They had not run into anyone on their brief
hunting excursion, but that had no doubt been due to the location
that they entered the forest. Scott longed to find a less crowded
area that did not have as much overhunting to decrease the spawn
rate.

“I wonder why I rarely saw people fighting
rats and rabbits...”

“Neither of them drops gems. The trick that I
showed you is a well-known tip for hunting slimes. A large party
could probably farm a single slime all day if they took turns
killing off all but a few of them at a time.”

“That would mean that they would earn tons of
slime cores.” Scott felt as though he understood why the cores were
not worth much by themselves.

“Yes, no doubt. Of course, a large group
would get very little experience from such low end monsters. This
is a hunting spot based on money. Even if they somehow were to
manage to kill a thousand slimes per day, they would have to share
that money many ways.”

Scott ran the numbers. If a ten person party
hunted one thousand slimes. They would probably split around three
thousand to five thousand experience, depending on their level.
Higher level members might not get any experience. It would take
several days of hunting at that rate for him to gain another
level.

The Fayth distribution would only allow them
a few hundred Fayth per member if it was evenly distributed. They
might gain a hundred aquamarines. He guessed they might be worth
around three hundred Fayth each from what Rhea had said. They
probably earned four or five thousand Fayth each after selling
everything.

Of course, they would probably earn one
thousand ability points each. He nearly salivated, thinking about
that! Though, the likelihood of actually killing one thousand
slimes per day was low.

He suddenly realized something. Scott slapped
himself in the forehead, startling Rhea.

“What’s wrong?” she asked in concern.

“I just realized why adventuring equipment
was so expensive! People overhunting slimes and similar monsters
will probably drive up the price of things due to inflation.”

“Ah, yes. Adventurers and hunters can make a
lot of money. Though, you can’t hunt the same monster forever to
any good purpose.”

“Ah yes, they’ll stop spawning when you are
around.” Scott knew that much. He rarely saw rabbits anymore, and
the rats refused to even show up when he was around.

“We’re probably around the limit for the
slimes in this area, too. I wouldn’t be surprised if that one only
showed up because there were two of us. There is also the ability,
experience, and Fayth limit. ”

“What limits are you talking about?”

She finished making her medicine then turned
a soft smile in his direction. “Once you reach a certain level, or
defeat the same monster a specific number of times in a given
month, you’ll stop gaining anything from fighting them.”

“I see! So, when does the level-cap come into
play?”

“Level-cap? Oh, you mean when defeating a
monster stops giving you a reward?”

“Yep, that.” He smiled at her and she
returned it in kind.

“Well, it varies. Usually, it will become
obvious because you get half as much experience. Two or three
levels after that the experience will drop to zero and you’ll
receive half of the Fayth. Another two or three levels later, and
you’ll lose the capacity to gain ability points.”

“Hmm, so what... when you’re about ten levels
higher you won’t earn anything from a monster.”

“Sure, right now that is probably true. At
higher levels it might stretch out a bit.”

Scott rubbed his chin. He would love to
exploit such a cheaty method of acquiring ability points like the
people hunting here. Maybe there would be slimes in the mine? They
were supposed to be a possibility as a cavern inhabitant and would
be a slightly higher level.

“Alright, I’m done. It turned out well I
think.”

She showed Scott a glass jar filled with a
clear water-like substance. “This is how an elf makes money from
hunting slimes.”

“Oh?”

She grinned. “Fairy’s Cure is a low-tier
healing tonic but it is worth the same amount as a medium-tier
healing potion. We could get two thousand Fayth for this potion,
easy. A merchant would sell it for several times that amount”

Scott nearly choked when he heard that. “Are
you kidding?”

“Nope. Of course, it requires a lot of
ingredients. Some of them don’t grow around here. I would have to
buy them. So, profit wise we would probably only gain six hundred
Fayth.”

His eyes lit up! “Please become my personal
pharmacist! I’ll work you like a beautiful dog!”

She snorted at him. “Beautiful dog?”

“Yes, one of those Frou-Frou ones that wear
clothes and fancy hats.”

Rhea giggled at his stupidity then shook her
head. “I’m happy to make medicine to sell, but it isn’t something I
can do in large amounts even with the ingredients.”

“Really, why not?” He smiled at her.

“I’ll be put in prison for being an
unlicensed alchemist and merchandising without permission. You have
to be a member of merchant guild to sell more than twenty potions
in a month. If you’re caught overselling you can go to jail for a
year and end up with a massive fine.”

“Ah, still... it would be a nice bit of extra
money I suppose.”

“Yes, it will.”

Scott smiled at her. She had really been an
amazing person to run across. She was so kind and patient with him.
Rhea was definitely a special sort of person.

As though she could sense his thoughts, she
leaned against him and put her head on his shoulder. Scott could
not help himself any longer. Slowly, he slipped his hand around and
rested it gently on her hip.

Rhea’s eyes widened for a moment then slowly
closed. She wanted to enjoy the moment, the first time Scott had
ever given her a hug on his own without her prompting it or holding
him first.

After a few minutes she looked up at him. He
looked down at her. Slowly, inexorably they began to move their
faces toward each other. Lips parted.

“Scott...” she said sweetly.

“Rhea...” he said gently.

On the cusp of a sweet kiss a loud snore
broke the spell. Scott blinked and looked down. Rhea’s head had
dropped suddenly. “What... Rhea!”

He patted her face and shook her a little.
Several minutes passed and he began to grow desperate. Had she been
poisoned earlier? Was she sick? Did a monster cast a spell?

Scott looked around frantically for some sign
of why this was happening. Just as he was about to put her over his
shoulder and try to carry her to town, she woke up.

“Dammit...” she said, in a very un-Rhea-like
manner. Her beautiful face was pressed into an adorably angry
frown.

“Rhea! Are you alright?” Scott took her by
the shoulders and made her look at him.

She glared at him for a moment then blinked.
“Oh! S-sorry, yes.”

“You just passed out then woke up angry. What
happened?”

“I’m not angry... at least not at you.”

Scott tilted his head to the side and looked
at her with an expression of confusion etched onto his features.
“Then, what happened?”

Rhea sighed softly. “I... well; sometimes I
will fall asleep for no good reason.”

“Do you need some sort of medicine? Is it a
curse?”

She blinked then jumped back a bit and
started to wave her hands around in front of her. “No, no... I
just... Ah... Just have a condition. It comes and goes.”

“Really...?”

She nodded her head vigorously. “Uh, yes.
Yes, and um... I know it will sound weird, but sometimes I’ll have
to go off by myself for a bit... by myself.”

“Ok, but can you tell me why?”

She shook her head then bit her lower lip.
She shrugged her shoulders in an adorable way and nervously said,
“I... uh... have to do elf stuff?”

“Elf stuff? Like what?”

She waved her hands around again then said,
“Just stuff... Girl elf stuff...”

She turned his head up and acquired yet
another confused expression. What the hell was girl elf stuff?

“S-speaking of which, and don’t think this
has anything to do with you or anything, but I am kinda gonna have
to go do some of that for a while.”

“You need to go do ...elf stuff... right
now?” asked Scott warily. His mind turned to several strange and
unusual thoughts.

She nodded quickly and tried to smile, but
she ended up acquiring a strange expression. She somehow looked
both constipated and on the verge of releasing a massive bit of
flatulence at the same time. It was a complicated and curious sort
of expression.

“OK, if you need to go... that’s... How long
will you need to do this, girl elf stuff? Should I wait for
you?”

“I don’t know.” She said while growling.

“I see...”

Rhea lunged forward and gave him a tight hug
before whispering. “I’m so sorry, Scott. I... I’ll meet you at
Victory Station tomorrow, OK? Can... Will you wait for me?”

He whispered back. “Yes, I think you’re worth
waiting for.”

She pulled back from him and looked at him,
just looked at him. Her eyes began to sparkle and shimmer a little,
as though she was about to cry. She clasped his hands and said,
“You don’t know how much that means to me.”

“I’d like to find out, I think.”

“Yeah... Ok!” Her cheeks took on a brilliant
scarlet color and she nodded her head up and down rapidly.

Scott was about to say something else, but
she nodded off again and started to snore. He blinked then reached
over to shake her, but she woke up immediately. She wore an angry
expression once again.

She growled low in her throat then stood up
after taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry, but I really am going to
have to go do ... do elf stuff.”

Scott stood up as well then reached out to
take her hand. “What are you talking about? What if you fall asleep
on the way to whatever it is that you’re going to do?”

She gently removed his hand from hers then
shook her head. “No, that won’t happen. I’ll be perfectly
fine.”

“But...”

She looked down and turned her head to the
side. “Please stop asking questions...”

“Of course I am asking questions! I’m worried
about you, dammit!” snapped Scott.

She flinched visibly, as though she had been
struck. “I’m sorry...”

Scott tried to grab her hand again, but she
danced away from him and ran off toward the forest. Scott took off
after her, but she easily outpaced him due to her greater elven
agility. He pressed on, but the moment she entered the forest he
lost all sight of her. It was like she had simply disappeared.


Chapter 10: Become My Warmth

In a world filled with wonder and adventure monsters
can be expected. Fantasy stories and role playing games are
littered with monstrosities and abominations that the hero must
overcome. There are dragons and three-headed dogs. There are
leviathans and razor-toothed rodents. There are more disease
bearing and flame throwing beasts in existence than you can
possibly imagine. Yet, the most dangerous monster of all has
neither scale nor fang. That monster is the mind killer known as
doubt.

Scott sat on his bunk at Neerdles plagued by
the ancient beast known as doubt. It had been two days since Rhea
had needed to go do elf stuff, as she called it. She had told him
that she would come to town the next day, but she had not shown
up.

He had told her that she was worth waiting
for, that he would wait in town. Yet, she had claimed that she
would arrive the next day. The next day had come and gone. Another
day had come and gone. Soon it would be dawn on the third day.

Self-recriminations invaded his mind once
more. Had he done something to offend her? Should he have searched
for her longer than he had? He had spent several hours searching
the woods. He had even run across another slime monster, and
several hunting groups while looking around. Rhea was nowhere to be
seen.

The beautiful elf had disappeared from his
life just as suddenly as she had appeared. Scott sighed deeply then
stood up. He had no choice in the matter. As much as he wanted to
hope that she would simply show up, he could not afford to wait any
longer. He owed a debt, and there was no guarantee that she would
even come back.

There were a few more hours till morning, but
he could not sleep. Scott chose to ready his gear and head out to
check the town bulletin board. If he did not see any promising
jobs, he would head off to the next zone in search of the mine that
they had discussed. It would be the next logical place to go given
his current level.

 


***

 


The dust of the road swirled about him as the
wind whipped. A storm was on its way, but he did not care. Rain or
shine, he had to push forward and try to become stronger. In this
world, strength was all that mattered at the moment.

Scott looked up at the darkening sky and
sighed. He brought up his map screen and determined how far away
the mine would be. The mine was at least five day’s travel from
Victory Station. He was not particularly worried about the monsters
in this zone as even critical hits from a rabbit or grass rat did
little damage. They had slightly higher levels at night, but even
then he had outgrown them.

“A roadside tavern, there was one about a
day’s travel from town.” He looked at his map and traced his route.
He was close to that inn. If he set out at a hard jog he might be
able to reach it before the storm hit.

The sorcerer picked up his speed and raced
down the road at a steady jog. He did not have much remaining money
after restocking his food and buying a tent. The tent was meant to
be used as either an emergency measure, or to extend the trip to
the mine by an extra day. It would be consumed after the first use,
but it would last twenty-four hours. During that time it would
greatly improve his regeneration rate.

Two hours passed before the rain started, but
he could see the tavern in the distance. Just as the downpour
began, he walked through the open door.

The place was practically deserted, but he
did see three people dining in the corner. Behind the counter an
older man used a cloth to wipe down glasses. He held a bored
expression, but did not seem unsettled by the lack of
customers.

Scott walked up to the bar and greeted the
man. “Hello.”

“Ah, good evening to you. Just beat the
rain?”

“Barely, I did get sprinkled on a little but
I managed to get in before the flood.” replied Scott casually.

“That’s good. Can I get you something?”

Scott suspected that he would have to buy
something or he’d be tossed out in the rain. He was hungry anyway,
so it was not a problem. “Sure, I could do with some dinner if you
have anything. A bed too, if you rent those out.”

“Staying the night? Sure, it’d be two hundred
Fayth, but you get dinner and breakfast. A full day is four
hundred, but you get three meals.”

Scott barely had four hundred Fayth left, so
he opted for the overnight stay. He had hoped that he could stay
here anyway. It was another two day trek to the zone border and
another day after that before he reached the tiny village of
Meaden. That village was a little beyond where he needed to go
before turning north toward the mine, but it would be a good spot
to rest before heading north.

“I’ll leave after breakfast.” Scott handed
over two hundred Fayth and chose the meat platter as his
dinner.

“That’s fine. You can have room number three
up the stairs. It’s keyed to you, so only you and your party can
enter.”

Scott did not bother to mention that he was
alone. Instead, he sat down at a table in the far corner and waited
for dinner. A plump, reasonably attractive, woman brought out his
meal then winked. He tossed her a few Fayth as a tip and she
flounced off in a happy manner.

After dinner, he headed upstairs to his room
then stretched out on the bed. He looked out the small rectangular
window and watched the storm raged outside. Lightning crashed, and
rain poured down in torrential sheets.

He sighed softly but jumped up with a start
when he heard a knock at his door. Curious about whom it was, he
walked over to open it. On the other side he saw a terrifying but
familiar sight.

“What in the world...?” Scott asked.

Rhea looked up at him with forlorn eyes. She
was drenched from head to toe. Her hair hung limply and she
shivered.

Scott looked at the elf who had gone off to
do elf stuff, and saw a girl who looked like she had barely
survived an attempted drowning. What had she been thinking? He
wanted to ask her so many questions but she was soaked to the bone.
“Come here.” he said softly.

Obediently, she entered the party room and
stood in the middle of the floor with her head down. She fidgeted a
little then stared down at her hands.

“Did you bring a change of clothes?” he
asked.

She nodded once, but did not speak. Rhea
trembled, but not entirely from the cold.

“You get out of those wet clothes.” Scott
walked outside and shut the door.

Rhea sighed loudly then unequipped her gear
before dropping it from her inventory list. Naked as the day she
was born, she set about putting her clothes and armor up to dry.
After putting everything in place she equipped a set of pink
pajamas that had a cute little animal print style.

She knocked on the door and said, “OK,
Scott.”

He re-entered the room and immediately
noticed what she was wearing and frowned. He was mad at her, why
did she have to be so damned cute?

Rhea slid her fingers together then looked
away shyly. Neither of them spoke for a while. Scott was the one
who finally broke the silence. “You should get some rest. It must
have been hard traveling in the rain.”

Her face grew slightly red and she sat down
on the bed. She sat there for a time and waited for the questions
to come. She waited for the questions that she could not
answer.

A question did finally arise, but not the one
that she suspected. “Have you eaten?”

She blinked then looked toward him.
“No...”

“Are you hungry?”

Rhea bit her lower lip then slowly shook her
head. “I... am fine.”

“I see.” said Scott.

Silence ensued after that. Scott eventually
took out a blanket and pillow that he had stored in his inventory
then settled onto the floor in the far corner of the room. “I owe
you money from the sale of the slime loot. I spent it on supplies
for the trip and for this room. You’ll get your share out of my cut
of the mine, if you are still going. Otherwise, I won’t be able to
pay you until I get back.”

“That’s fine... I still want to go.” was the
soft reply.

“We’ll eat breakfast then head out in the
morning, if that is alright with you?”

“Yes.” said Rhea.

Scott rolled over and wrapped himself within
the confines of his blanket. He had many questions, but no energy
to ask them. Honestly, at this point he was not even sure if they
mattered anymore. They were just two people journeying together.
What right did he have to her secrets? He had a few of his own as
well, after all.

Rhea sat on the bed for a while, tears
silently trickling down her cheeks. There was so much that she
wanted to tell him, so much that she could not tell him. She could
feel the shift in the atmosphere of their journey and it hurt her.
Things had been so warm and fun before, but now they were
different.

Scott had not been cold to her, nor had he
yelled at her. He had simply accepted that she had returned then
proceeded to treat her politely. He had not tried to take the bed,
and she suspected that if he could afford it he would have gone to
get another room.

His politeness had hurt worse than any
argument could have. She knew that it meant that he had closed his
heart to her once more. All of the effort that she had put into
getting him to open up and accept her over the few days that they
had known each other had been destroyed. He did not trust her. She
knew that now.

She cried for a while then slowly slid
sideways and curled up on the bed like a child. She lay there for a
while in her pink animal jammies, her chin on her knees. She could
not sleep. She did not have the energy to crawl under the covers
and it was starting to get cold.

A few hours passed and exhaustion started to
overtake her. Rhea shivered softly in the cold, but it was the
sense of loneliness that truly caused her body to shake. Something
happened that got her attention. Even though she was half-asleep,
she still sensed movement in the room. Someone was moving
stealthily, or attempting to do so.

Rhea felt a gentle pressure atop her body and
the cold ceased to be a concern. A soft masculine voice, barely
more than a whisper, said, “You’ll catch a cold like that.”

She did not move or speak. She did not even
dare to open her eyes. Rhea felt a strong, but gentle, hand slide
across her hair brushing back a stray strand. A soft, nearly
imperceptible sigh escaped his lips before the night-shadow moved
back to his corner of the room.

The sad little elf girl clutched at the
blanket with her delicate fingers. A soft, timid, smile rose upon
her lips. She inhaled the scent of the blanket then pulled it over
her head. It was proof that he did not hate her, even if he did not
trust her. Rhea wanted to be wrapped in that proof completely.

Several hours passed before she would awaken.
Dawn was still at least two hours away. Rhea quietly got out of
bed. She needed a drink of water. She looked over to the corner and
saw that Scott was curled in a ball while hugging his pillow
tight.

Her eyes widened. He was not sleeping with a
blanket? Did he only have one?

She could feel heat begin to rise up from the
depths of her being. Why did he give her his only blanket? It would
have been silly to think that he had another if he had been trying
to sleep in the manner that he was currently sleeping.

She forgot her thirst and marched over to the
bed like an angry she-cat. She snatched up the blanket, the
bedspread that she had not been using, and another pillow then
stalked over to the corner of the room. Her eyes blazed with
feminine fury. He had done something this stupid! He had even
quietly admonished her for sleeping without a blanket! The nerve of
the guy...

Rhea draped the bedspread over Scott then
slid underneath it as well. Her motion disturbed his tenuous grasp
on dreamland and he awoke groggily.

“What?” asked Scott in a lightly slurred
tone.

“Quiet. Go back to sleep you idiot.” It was
impossible to see it in the dark, but Rhea’s face had taken on a
bright red shade due to both her anger and her nearness to Scott.
Her lips had pressed together in a devastating pout that threatened
to turn into a full-blown frown.

“Huh... Rhea?” asked Scott before reaching
out in the darkness. Why was it so dark anyway? His hands, as hands
often do, pressed against something. It was a rather warm and soft
something.

Rhea gasped loudly then smacked him on the
shoulder. “Not right now!”

Scott blinked and tried to grasp the
situation better, pun intended. He finally woke up completely when
he heard Rhea gasping for air. “What the... Rhea what are you
doing?”

“What am I doing? What are you doing!” She
asked in surprise.

His eyes widened in the dark and he drew back
his hands. Had he just been squeezing...? What was wrong with him!
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to...”

“I know. Its fine... Now just go back to
sleep.” she said.

“Sleep is impossible now.” muttered
Scott.

Rhea tried to fight the feeling, but she gave
in to temptation. She unleashed a soft feminine giggle.

“What are you doing down here anyway?” asked
Scott.

“Well, you looked cold and I didn’t like
that.” she replied in a soft voice.

“The cold never really bothered me...”

“Is that why you were shivering and curled up
in a ball?”

Scott did not have an answer to that
question. Instead he asked a different one. “Why did you curl up
with me?”

She quietly murmured, “You looked lonely,
too.”

He had only just woken up, but he was
coherent enough to catch the true meaning of what she had said. She
did not mean that he looked cold and lonely. She had meant that he
looked cold and lonely, too. She was lonely. That was why she had
joined him.

“Fine, but no molesting me in my sleep.” he
said.

She snorted loudly. “Who molests who in their
sleep?”

“You sure didn’t slap my hand away.” replied
Scott.

“Why would I?” remarked the girl before
snuggling closer. Scott could feel his face heating up at her
response. The nerve of this girl...

The conversation entered a lull for the
moment. They both continued to lay there in the dark listening to
each other breathe. Finally, it was Rhea who broke the silence.
“I’m sorry, Scott. It took me longer to finish than I thought it
would.”

He did not immediately reply. Rhea grew tense
and nervous for a moment. However, when he did reply it was to say,
“You don’t owe me an explanation.”

“You don’t think so?” she asked,
confused.

“We both have our little secrets Rhea. Don’t
ask about my stuff and I won’t envision you doing perverted elf
things in the forest.”

“P-perverted elf things? What is it that you
think I do!”

“I’d tell you, but you’d either slap me or
want to marry me. So, I won’t say a word.”

She laughed softly then patted his cheek. She
could see him just fine in the near-total darkness. Even a little
light was enough for elven eyes.

“Too bad, I would have liked to have known
the outcome.”

“Suffer the mystery.” said Scott.

She pouted at him. She did not like secrets,
even if she had to keep one.

“Scott...” she asked after a few minutes.

Sleepily he asked, “Yeah?”

“Is... Is this OK? Me doing this?”

“Mhmm. Warm.” he murmured.

She smiled brightly. He did not mind, huh?
That was a start. “I’m glad to hear that... You know I-”

“Rhea...” Scott interrupted her.

“Huh, yeah?”

“Be quiet and keep me warm.” Scott stretched
out then cuddled up to the girl who exuded so much warmth.

She started to frown at his commanding tone,
but the feeling of being held so closely silenced her briefly.
After the moment passed she softly said, “Become your warmth,
huh?”

“So warm.” murmured Scott before he slipped
into dreamland.

Rhea’s face heated a bit. Unable to restrain
herself, she leaned forward and kissed Scott softly on the
forehead. She hugged him tightly then fell asleep as well.


Chapter 11: Epilogue

The image onscreen snored softly. The elf girl Rhea
had succumbed to her mysterious condition once more. Of course, it
was the middle of the night and Scott was on watch while they
rested just off the side of the road. It had been three days since
the duo had left the tavern. They were only a half-day’s walk from
Meaden now, and would be able to journey to the mine soon.

Origin gently removed a golden tiara that she
had been wearing, and then placed it to the side. She stretched and
stood up. She had been in her command chair for quite a while
now.

“Well, they look comfortable at least.” She
said in a slightly sullen voice.

“Who looks comfortable?” asked a voice from
the doorway. Origin turned to see her mother standing there. The
Goddess of Agriculture wore a curious expression upon her face. Her
soft green eyes and jet-black hair framed a beautiful heart-shaped
face much like her daughter’s.

“Just a few people on the world below.”
replied the Goddess of Love and Reincarnation, quickly. She had
replied a little too quickly and her mother had become suspicious
immediately.

“Really? You’re actually spying on people?”
Origin was mortified to see that her mother entered her room and
made a bee-line toward her screen.

The goddess of love turned quickly and tried
to turn off her screen but her mother got an eyeful, even so. “Hmm,
hey... that elf girl.”

Origin growled softly and changed the
subject, “Mother... what did you want? You don’t visit out of the
blue like this normally.”

“Visit out of the blue? We’ve had today
scheduled for weeks!” exclaimed Era, Origin’s mother. Her jet-black
eyebrows shot upward in surprise. Surely her daughter had not
forgotten this most important of days?

“Was today special?” asked Origin before
looking to the side and acquiring an unconcerned expression.

“Origin! You know that today is when you
agreed to finally start accepting marriage prospects.”

“Pass.” The goddess of love leaned back in
her incredibly comfortable chair and made a loud sighing sound. She
had no desire to deal with that today.

“You’re already two thousand years old; it is
high-time that you started to consider marriage!”

“Why? None of them even know me? They just
want to get in good with our family.” groused the physical
incarnation of love, life, and reincarnating to live once
again.

“Well, yes. That is probably the case, but we
can’t have you unwed forever. It is simply not done. If something
should happen to you, who would take over as the next in line?”

“Next in line. Next in line! Why can’t
Silence do it? How about Theta or Mid? Did you ever think that
Shara might be interested in being empress?”

“You know full well that your brother is a
male. The crown only goes to the head of the family!”

“That still doesn’t explain why my sisters,
especially my older sisters, don’t have to deal with this.” groused
the blue haired girl.

“They live in the world Origin, remember?
They chose to accept roles that keep them out of politics.” said
Era.

“Fine, then let Shara be the next in line.”
replied the younger goddess.

Era sighed loudly. “Shara is your
half-sister. She only shares blood through your father. We’ve been
over this. You’re the next in line.”

Origin made a sour expression then sighed
loudly in a manner similar to her mother. “I’m busy now. You know I
love you, but I’m in the middle of important work.”

“What important work? You were just-” Era
tried to berate her daughter, but she was cut-off mid-sentence.

“My job. You know the time is coming when
those council idiots will probably authorize a reset.”

“That takes years! It hasn’t even started,
yet. Now is the proper time to settle down. Do it before you are
swamped with work.”

The younger goddess crossed her arms over her
impressive chest and huffed loudly. “I don’t care.”

“Child you task me...” muttered Era.

“If I were actually a child, you wouldn’t
even be asking me to do this.” replied Origin.

“I’m just thinking of your future. The
council might make the decision for you if this goes on too
long.”

Origin sighed then looked down at her hands.
“I know that. I just don’t feel comfortable marrying someone who I
don’t know.”

“Origin... How can you get to know them, if
you keep refusing to meet them?” asked Era.

The goddess of love sighed softly and shook
her head. “I already know that none of them would work out,
anyway.”

“You couldn’t possibly know that.”

Origin bit her lower lip then casually
glanced toward the screen. The image had changed. Scott was
kneeling over the body of the elf girl, Rhea. Once again he was
straightening the blanket she was sleeping under to make sure she
was not cold.

Era’s eyes traveled with her daughter’s and
then widened. “You can’t be serious.”

At the top of the screen floated three bright
red letters ‘AFK.’

“Oh child...” Era wrapped her arms around her
poor besotted daughter. She had a rough road ahead of her.

Origin smiled, despite the situation, and
allowed her mother to hold her. They stayed that way for quite some
time before Era spoke again. “You really did this thing?”

Soft green eyes sparkled gently in the light.
“Yes, I really did.”

“Why?”

Origin shook her head. “Do you remember my
last trip to Earth?”

“Yes... the system went down and you were
stuck there for several days without any resources due to the time
variable.”

The girl nodded against her mother’s chest.
“Yes, I went in the form of a child.”

“Of course, you had a rough time of it too.
Some of the unsavory types took notice of you.”

Origin frowned. “Yes they did, but... someone
else took notice too.”

“Oh, you mean that man, the one who scared
off those idiots and took you for ice cream?”

The younger goddess giggled softly then
smiled. “Yes, I had never had real ice cream before. It was a
little different than the stuff that they make here.”

“Honey, what does that have to do with
anything?”

A shy giggle escaped Origin’s lips once more.
“He asked me if I wanted to be player two.”

Era’s eyes widened due to the shock of
hearing such a statement. She pulled away from her daughter and
stared at her as though she had said the most ridiculous thing in
the world. “He did... That... what did you say?”

“Mid popped up before I could accept.” Origin
frowned at the memory of the raven haired seductive goddess
appearing in a semblance of her natural form. That wonderful man’s
eyes had shifted quickly from her to her dark haired sister. If
only she had not gone in the form of a child!

“Oh...” said Era. Her voice was a bit sad, as
though something hoped for had failed to occur.

“It’s OK... after having to wait several
years I finally have a chance to play with that man.”

“You mean?” Era looked to the screen once
more and saw Scott gently stroking the elf girl’s hair. The elf
girl snored softly in a rhythmic manner. That was to be expected of
an avatar when you were logged in, but not actually playing.

“Yes.”

Era gazed upon the man on the screen for a
moment then smiled. “Well, he showed good character when you first
met. Though, you have a rough road ahead of you if others find out
what he is, dear.”

“Yeah, I was trying to keep it secret. So far
only Mid, Silence, and you know. Well, I know too ... but does that
really count?”

“Try to keep it that way, child. If word gets
out that you have brought an Earth human to the world things will
become problematic.”

Origin nodded. “I’m already dealing with
Mid’s interest in him. The last thing I need is a horde of slutty
goddesses chasing after him, or idiot gods trying to fight him to
see if the rumors are true.”

“Well, can you blame them? Everyone loves
Earth humans. I might steal yours for myself.”

“Mother!” Origin looked annoyed, but
strangely she did not look surprised.

“What, you don’t want a little brother or
sister?”

The goddess of love growled softly. Era
laughed, but she did not apologize or claim to be kidding. Origin
frowned cutely in consternation. This... could be a problem.

While the goddesses debated life, love, and
man-stealing the world below kept on spinning. Down on the ground,
far below the celestial city, a nice guy gently stroked the hair of
a lightly snoring elf. She was a strange girl. She was a girl with
many secrets, but he suspected that she meant him no harm.

“I wonder what you are hiding.” It was her
secret to keep, but he hoped that she would trust him enough one
day to actually share it with him. Till that day came, he would try
to understand her needs.

Scott did not know what would happen between
them. He was not ready to enter a new relationship; but he was not
averse to it either. All he knew was; that Rhea was a sweet girl.
He did not want to hurt her in anyway.

###

 


Thank you for reading the first volume of Origin
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