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Chapter 1
 
   A sweet scent arose from a magnificent field of wildflowers. The bright blue sky, brilliant in its clarity. Subtle music that played gently in the background of the mind. These were all beautiful reminders of a thing that the man known as Scott Jacobs had grown to hold dear in his heart.
 
   “Welcome to the world of ARS, dear traveler.” said a voice that had the ring of familiarity, though it had been months since last he had heard it.
 
   Scott looked up. A warm and welcoming smile appeared when he took sight of the presence that had greeted him. “Hello Mid. It’s been a while.”
 
   A beautiful woman of flawless complexion, alabaster skin, and jet black hair greeted him. She wore an over-sized floppy hat and the low-cut robe that one might think a traditional wielder of arcane magic might wear. Her name was Mid, sister to Origin, and the Great Sage who acted as guardian of the Field of New Beginnings.
 
   “Dear Childe, it has been entirely too long. How are you and my little sister doing?” she asked in an overly sultry tone of voice. The slight upturn of her lips bespoke a hidden playfulness despite her austere beauty.
 
   Her appearance was a far cry from the one that she had shown him during their first visit. His first day on ARS had been spent in the company of an ancient old woman who was a bit of a troll. Scott had not met her again until later at Victory Station where she was revealed to be the owner of a lore crystal enterprise. At that time she had been revealed to be the overly attractive woman who currently stood before him.
 
   Scott smiled brightly. “We’re doing well. How about you?”
 
   Mid made a rotating gesture with the head of her staff. “The world keeps on spinning.” She sighed softly then flashed him a dangerously intriguing look. “Unlike my dear little sister, I don’t have a boyfriend to do well with.”
 
   “I’m sure that’s by choice.” said Scott. He chose not to rise to take her far too attractive bait.
 
   Amusement danced in her eyes. “You’ve changed a little, I see. My sister is a lucky girl.”
 
   “We both are.” agreed Scott.
 
   "You're both lucky girls?" she asked with a playful smile.
 
   Scott offered her a wry smile of his own, and then a nod of the head. "Sounds about right."
 
   “Wonderful news. Will you make her an honest woman, soon?” said Mid in a tone of voice that was heavily laced with mirth and curiosity.
 
   Scott laughed a little then nodded. “We’ve set a date, but we’re keeping it to ourselves for a while.”
 
   Mid presented a sensual pout. “Such cruelty, must you tease me so?”
 
   “Yes.” said Scott, his tone of voice light and amused. “Doesn’t having a little mystery in your life make you happy?”
 
   She tilted her hat down then quirked her lips to the side. “Now I’m jealous. My little sister has a man who understands me.”
 
   Scott nodded then made a mildly dramatic hand gesture. “Finders keepers.”
 
   Mid laughed in such a clear and bright manner that it sounded reminiscent of music. “Goodness, you’ve become dangerous. Do let me know if my dear sister ever takes up the family tradition.”
 
   “Of course, but I wouldn’t hold my breath on that one.” replied Scott in an even-handed manner. The family tradition mentioned was polygamy. It took many forms. Origin's mother Era pretty much wanted to have sex with anyone who held still long enough. Shara on the other hand wanted to be with a Scott, any old Scott would do, even a fat one. But she also desired to share her chosen man with lots of nice girl friends. In short, she liked harem comedies. Mid played the field a bit, but as she spent a lot of time at the Field of New Beginnings she was often playing solo.
 
   Origin, known as Rhea or Aria on various worlds, was a goddess of love and reincarnation. However, she was monogamous by nature. It marked her as the black sheep of the family, even if she was also the heir apparent to the gaming empire. It was even named after her when her selection as the future empress was announced.
 
   Mid pouted again. She was quite skilled at pouting. Most men would not have stood a chance against such an expression and the desires of the one who presented it. Scott was not most men. He had already earned and known the love of two extraordinary women.
 
   "Mid used cute pout. It was not very effective." said Scott with a laugh. Mid’s pout attack was not very effective versus the power of three-way love born between a man, a goddess, and a fairy best friend. She should have done her homework and studied the resistance charts properly.
 
   "My goodness. Such cruelty." Her smile widened three sizes as she said it.
 
   Scott reached over and placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s OK. You’re a beautiful person. You’ll meet the right guy and poutify him into loving you forever.”
 
   She blinked then drew back a little. Beneath the brim of her hat, he could see a slight blush creep up onto her cheeks. Mid was not one to blush frequently. Honestly, she was a bit of a pervert. Scott’s sincere tone and mild compliments were something she was unaccustomed to from a man. It would have been easier to deal with had he said something sexual.
 
   The sage blinked once then took a breath. Her smile returned and she placed her hand atop his. “I guess I’ll be calling you big bro soon, huh?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure I’d be the little brother.” said Scott with a laugh. She was a few thousand years too old to be his little sister.
 
   “But… You’re so big.” she said lightly before eyeing him up and down.
 
   Scott shook his head. “Well, there is that.”
 
   Mid grinned. This was fun. “Shall I become your little sister then?”
 
   “What, don’t want me to call you big sister?” asked Scott.
 
   The light began to dance in her eyes once more. “Dear childe… I would adore that.”
 
   “You’re crafty, Mid.” remarked Scott. He was pretty sure that entire exchange had been designed to convince him to call her big sister.
 
   “Well, I am good with my hands.” she agreed with a slight purr in her voice.
 
   Scott unleashed a mirthful chuckle. “I don’t doubt that, big sister.”
 
   She blinked twice then bit her lower lip. A joyful smile was unleashed and she moved forward to give Scott a warm hug.
 
   He was a little uncomfortable at first, but she did not try to molest him or anything. He relaxed and waited till she was done.
 
   “Are you certain there aren’t any more like you at home?” asked Mid in a warm tone of voice. She held him a little longer than necessary, but he did not mind. She smelled like wildflowers and was not being particularly handsy.
 
   “You could always get together with Shara and flip through a catalog or something. You know, pick out a Scott of your own.” he said flippantly.
 
   She chuckled sweetly then released him. “Oh my.” She placed a finger to the bottom her lip. After she thought about it for a moment she cocked her hip to the side and offered him an amused smirk. “Perhaps I’ll find a sporty model that has a lot of torque and handles dangerous curves with ease.”
 
   “He’ll be a lucky man, Mid. I wish you both the greatest of success.” he said.
 
   Mid glanced at him. She then looked away for a moment before she reached out and poked his shoulder in a strangely innocent manner. She puffed out her left cheek then made a weak hissing sound reminiscent of a small explosion. “P-ssht!”
 
   Scott realized the truth about Mid with that one action. She was a sultry temptress. But she was also fairly shy when it came to interacting with a man outside of her immediate family who did not try to hump her leg like a dog in heat.
 
   Mid pulled the brim of her hat down a little further than necessary then turned around and completely faced away from him. “Anyway, we should get you started on your grand journey, shouldn’t we?”
 
   “If you’re done teasing me about my love for your sister, then sure.” He had enjoyed his chat with Mid. She was a fun girl and did not try to shove her breasts in his face. That was a strange thing to consider as a positive action, but it was something that he had found delightful about her.
 
   A soft chuckle escaped her lips and she said, “Dear childe, I’ll never tire of that.”
 
   Scott smiled at her back. She was a nice girl. Though, there was one thing he had to do before they continued. “Can you do me a favor first, Mid?”
 
   “Hmm? Whatever could you want from little old me?” she asked curiously. She tilted her head back slightly and parted her lips in a mildly provocative manner and awaited his response.
 
   “Can you say bless your heart, just once?” he asked. Her accent was odd. It seemed to shift from an American Southern accent to something that attempted the version of British English that people on TV spoke. He had never actually heard anyone from the UK who actually had sounded like that, and he had met more than a few people from that part of the world. The change over for her seemed to happen whenever she moved from casual conversation to business mode.
 
   The effect was something like a classic Southern Belle attempting to speak with a faux-British accent. Surprisingly it did not grate on his nerves in the slightest.
 
   Mid laughed loudly then shook her head. “Goodness. What am I, a heroine from a classic Southern movie?”
 
   “Gone with the Mid?” asked Scott.
 
   She laughed again then pulled her hat down lower. “Bless your heart, Scott Jacobs.”
 
   He smiled at her. That was awesome. He always liked how a classic Southern Belle could sweetly say bless your heart like it was an insult or an obscenity. Though, he supposed the current term would be a Georgia Peach, even if he was sure that she wasn’t from Georgia.
 
   After they finished poking fun at her accent, they made their way to a strange object. In the center of the Field of New Beginnings there was a large mirror resting atop a pedestal. Mid explained. “This is a salvation mirror. You can view your stats here.”
 
   “I can’t just look at them normally?” asked Scott. He could not remember whether Rhea had mentioned this tidbit of information or not.
 
   “You could in the past, but recently there have been a few updates for the sake of further realism. Some stats that were visible before are invisible now. Other stats that were invisible are now visible. A few other things have changed or have been updated as well.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Well, now, the biggest change is that all experience is acquired under-the-hood, so to speak. So you won’t know how much experience will be needed to level a skill or what have you. You also won’t know how much you will earn.”
 
   “So, flying blind, basically?” asked Scott.
 
   “Yes, and no. You can still see your basic stats in mirrors like these. We intend to upgrade the system further so that eventually any reflective surface can be used.”
 
   “That would be useful. Where do I find mirrors like this when I’m out in the world?” asked Scott.
 
   Mid said, “They are found in every town or city with a church or shrine. Your status is not saved until you gaze into one, so no matter how many levels worth of experience you gain it won’t be permanently saved until you gaze into a salvation mirror again.”
 
   “Wait, so leveling only sticks when I look into a mirror? What if I die before then?” asked Scott.
 
   “Your experience since your last salvation period will be lost, even if you are resurrected. That’s the main penalty now.” said Mid.
 
   Scott nodded. It was like an old school save system. He had to go to visit one of these mirrors regularly to make sure his progress counted. “Do I lose any saved levels if I die?”
 
   “Only if you stay dead for more than three sun rises after you are killed. You lose all of them in that case and will have to visit me here in the field once more.” she said in a cheerful manner.
 
   “So the three day thing is based on the number of times the sun rises in this world right?”
 
   “Yes, it’s the best way to enforce dramatic tension as the dead won’t be able to log back in for four ARS days after their death, or until their avatar is resurrected. Even you will leave a duplicate corpse behind here when you’re booted back to Earth.”
 
   “Damn, must be hell on solo players.” said Scott.
 
   “Absolutely! Though, in more populated areas and common battlegrounds there are healers who specialize in finding and reviving corpses. So, it’s likely you won’t be forced to restart at level one. That counts as a reincarnation by the way.”
 
   “Wait, it does? Isn’t it limited to three here?” asked Scott.
 
   Mid nodded. “Yes. So, if you are killed and forced to restart three times your character will be deleted. In the case of players that means that they have to create a new avatar.”
 
   “What about me?” asked Scott.
 
   Mid looked to the soul mirror. “Scott, I highly suggest you don’t run out of reincarnations for now.”
 
   “Are you…. If I have to restart more than three times I’ll die for real?” he asked.
 
   “Yes. You aren’t actually a player. You’re considered something like an ascended local. They die and aren’t resurrected in time, they stay dead. They can reincarnate three times, but they aren’t protected by the restart system in case of death.”
 
   She looked him in the eyes. “You die and aren’t resurrected, you restart. You’re limited to three restarts, though. You don’t have an existence outside of yourself, like a player does.”
 
   “Probably best not to reincarnate at all then…” said Scott.
 
   “For now, that’s best. Also, your class is set, but you can still choose a new race. You might want to consider a long-lived one even if leveling is slower.” said Mid.
 
   “Is there no way to get more reincarnations?” he asked, nervous about the possibilities.
 
   “Well, not easily. If you do enough work for one of the religious organizations, you can occasionally end up on quests that allow you to acquire to request a boon or a divine favor. You can save those favors up over time and trade them in for things like an extended life span, auto-resurrection, or even an extra reincarnation.”
 
   “I assume I would have to do a lot of quests for a religious organization for either of those favors?”
 
   “Yes. There is no doubt about that, though you at least have an easy in when it comes to that.”
 
   “The whole champion of Origin thing?” he asked curiously.
 
   Mid chuckled. “Why yes, exactly. My dear sister cannot show you any special favoritism of an official capacity beyond the little things that she has done, but she can certainly reward you appropriately for completing quests in her name. Even the board cannot complain about that.”
 
   Scott nodded to her. “How likely are they to come after me?”
 
   “At the moment they can’t really. You’re blocked from being searched out through divine magic and several other means as you originated from outside the system. They have no reason to bother you for the moment even if they could search you out, though.”
 
   “I’m not sure that I’ve heard Rhea mention that.”
 
   “Yeah, the only one who can really check your files in the system is Origin, though I suppose our father could order them pulled for his perusal.”
 
   “So, they wouldn’t be able to find out where I am?” he asked.
 
   “Well, now. It doesn’t keep people from simply following you around physically, or tracking your movements through something like survival lore. They could also just look at Origin’s work station without her realizing it, like that silly girl Shara did.”
 
   “Shara did that?”
 
   “It’s how she found you originally. Clever girl.” said Mid with a chuckle.
 
   Mention of Shara caused him to think about the sweet, but slightly crazy, youngest sister of the family. They had not heard from her since they entered hardcore training mode in preparation for leaving the casual server. He hoped that she was doing well with her community service project.
 
   His thoughts turned back to the task at hand after a moment. “How do I choose a race?”
 
   “Look into this mirror, it has a unique function for class and race resets. That function only exists here since this field is outside of the same time-space as ARS proper.”
 
   Scott looked at the mirror and several options appeared on it. It took a moment to realize what he was looking at, but the interface was simple enough that he did not take long to get an idea of what needed to happen. “Will I have the same appearance on Earth as here?”
 
   “Yes. Keep that in mind when you choose.” said Mid.
 
   “Oh! What about on Earth? Am I restricted to three reincarnations there too?”
 
   “No, dear childe. That is a separate system. It was lightly recoded on your behalf. Die as much as you like there.”
 
   Scott grinned at her. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   He looked at the mirror again then sifted through the various options. There were hundreds of race options, but most of them were not compatible with a human appearance or life on Earth. He dropped the number of options to sixty-seven by removing anything that did not have a humanoid appearance. That number was cut further by focusing on races that could pass as human in public.
 
   Of the remaining races, Scott removed anything that had an actual limit to its lifespan. All that was left for him to choose from were races such as elves, certain undead like vampires, demons, and one race that caught his attention due to its divergence from the fantasy norm.
 
   Scott looked the racial choice over for a moment then grinned. “This could work!”
 
   “I don’t blame you. It’s a post-reincarnation only race as well, so you would not have been able to choose it on the casual server when you first arrived.”
 
   “I think it would work out well for me as a sorcerer as well. It adds bonuses to health and mana growth.”
 
   “Most reincarnation races do. Still, you’re right that it would help a great deal. That race is specifically tied to magic wielders of the sorcerer, paladin, and summoner class lines.” said Mid.
 
   Scott made his choice then felt a strange shimmering sensation flow through his body. When it stopped he was registered as his new race. He was a Lunarii, a race of ascended humans who had developed an affinity for starlight and could use it to manifest unique racial abilities. All of his physical changes were internal as it was something like a second-tier human race upgrade.
 
   He checked his status in the mirror.
 
    
 
   [Status]
 
    
 
   Scott Jacobs
 
   Race: Lunarii | Class: Twilight Master
 
   Age: 18 | Max Lifespan: Ageless
 
   Level: 1 | Title: The Reborn
 
    
 
   Attack:140 | Defense: 140
 
    
 
   Strength: 100 |Agility: 100 | Vitality: 100
 
   Intellect: 100 |Charisma: 100| Attunement: 100
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   [Racial Abilities]
 
   Health and Mana regenerates four times faster when under the light of the sun or the moon.
 
   Improved Health Growth
 
   Improved Mana Growth
 
   Racial Power: Celestial Attunement (Sorcerer Only)
 
   Racial Power: Starburst Sword (Paladin Only)
 
   Racial Power: Summon Nova Beast (Summoner Only)
 
   Ageless
 
   Experience Requirements are Four Times Higher than a Standard Human
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   [Class Abilities]
 
    
 
   Improved Unarmed Combat Development
 
   Improved Magical Development
 
   Unarmed Combat Attack Power Base is Equal to 140% of the Strength Stat
 
   Unarmed Combat Defense Power Base is Equal to 140% of the Agility Stat
 
   Twilight Sorcery Development
 
   Innate Synchronization
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   “That looks fairly badass for level one.” said Scott.
 
   Mid chuckled softly then gestured with her staff. “You are definitely better off than the first time that you stepped out of this field.”
 
   “What are those racial abilities that I’m seeing?” he asked. He had primarily chosen his new race for the fact that he would be able to regenerate his health rapidly instead of waiting solely for his enhanced vitality to heal his wounds.
 
   “Well, yours allows you to attune to the energies that celestial bodies radiate. Basically, it works the same as your other elemental abilities except that celestial energy overshadows the four basic elements.”
 
   “Overshadows?” asked Scott.
 
   “Only celestial energy resists celestial energy. It’s something only reincarnated individuals with advanced classes or races can use.” said Mid.
 
   “Are you saying that it negates all defenses?”
 
   “No, there are defenses against it. You can develop celestial resistance, or avoid being hit by a celestial attack. Otherwise, you have to weather the damage inflicted.”
 
   “Sounds awesome, but wouldn’t a lot of people try to develop resistance?”
 
   “Most can’t due to race and class restrictions. They tend to use items that add such resistances, though those are rare.”
 
   Scott thought that it still sounded a bit broken. Even in a generally imbalanced system like ARS had been on the casual server, there had to be a balance. “What’s the catch? Why wouldn’t everyone just play as a character with celestial abilities?”
 
   “Well, for one thing you can easily kill yourself. Celestial attunement abilities drain mana and health simultaneously at a far more rapid rate than elemental abilities. Even a basic aura generation will drain you at first.”
 
   “Well that makes sense. What do those other racial powers do? You know, the starburst sword and the nova beast?”
 
   Mid smiled at him. “So curious. Well, the sword is a manifestation of celestial energy that a paladin can wield, a real sword of light. It works exactly the same as your ability except that it is manifested in a single way, and provides both perks and penalties to friend and foe.”
 
   “I can see why a paladin would want that! A sword made of magic that can ignore elemental defenses would be hell to deal with on a battlefield.”
 
   “Yes, but don’t forget that it bolsters the abilities of friends and weakens opponents at the same time. At higher attunement levels it can even occasionally produce an effect that instantly kills an undead opponent regardless of level or defenses.”
 
   “Are all second-tier races like this? The overpowered abilities?” asked Scott.
 
   “Yes, for the most part. Those locked races were unlocked for you due to your champion status, as well.”
 
   “So, favoritism leads the charge.” said Scott evenly. Whatever he could do to get a little help in defeating the Lords of Destruction, he would take. Though it did seem strange to get such treatment when Rhea had implicitly stated that too much of that type of behavior would be construed as cheating. It would result in forfeiting to the board members before the entire ordeal even began.
 
   “Usually a player or a local has to undertake a quest to unlock the races they are interested in prior to reincarnation.” She touched her nose with the tip of her finger. “You’re technically considered something along the lines of in-world system support so it was allowable. That’s not favoritism, that’s just the way the system works.”
 
   Scott started to make a snarky come back about that, but stopped mid-sentence. If it was legit, he should just accept it. He was not a normal player anyway. If he died because he refused to accept whatever help he could get, he would be an idiot.
 
   Mid took a breath then pointed the head of her staff toward him. “I know that seems like favoritism to you anyway, but look at it from the perspective of someone who has to do tech support.”
 
   “What do you mean?” he asked.
 
   “Do you think every single new avatar made to manage the system’s upkeep should have to level manually to level one hundred and go on multiple quests just to do the job of system maintenance?”
 
   “Well, no…” said Scott.
 
   “Exactly. Despite what you are starting out with, you are not a game breaker by any stretch of the imagination. Besides that, there are still locked races for you to discover. The ones you can choose here are simply those that are easy to unlock.” She poked her staff toward him again in order to emphasize her next point. “If anything, you are fairly weak for someone who just reincarnated because you are forced to deal with the limitations of transferring from the casual server.”
 
   Scott smiled at her. “I should work on that.”
 
   Mid tapped the brim of her hat then pointed her finger forward. “Sounds about right.”
 
   A moment of confusion arose. Scott had a general idea about the process of skill creation, but he did not know the actual process. His look of confusion caused Mid to roll her eyes gently then gesture at him with her staff. “Just think clearly about all of the skills and spells that you had when you were on the old server. They all still exist in memory. Use those memories to create unique new abilities as your starting skills. You can also use the mirror to select miscellaneous skills not related to your class.”
 
   “Miscellaneous skills, I can have up to four right?”
 
   Mid nodded. “That’s true.”
 
   Scott moved back over to the salvation mirror and looked for an option that mentioned skills. “Is it true that I can only increase the number of miscellaneous skills when I reincarnate?”
 
   “Yes, but they can be activated or deactivated at any time, unlike class skills. Those are permanently added.”
 
   “Oh, so it’s four interchangeable skills that I can use at any time?”
 
   Mid nodded. It was a fairly simple concept. “You have to use a salvation mirror to change skills. Otherwise, that’s the way it works.”
 
   “How does that work, though? If I change skills do I just forget how to do something?” Scott was used to his brain being toyed with by now, but he wanted to keep his memories intact at least.
 
   “Ah no, you merely lose any bonuses from that skill. They increase through use and comprehensive development, so you would still know how to use a skill even if it would be incredibly weak without the system support.”
 
   “Ah, good.” Scott looked through his options for a moment, but only a moment. He only had three miscellaneous skills to put into a slot. He placed [Survival Lore] and [Boomerang Mastery] into active slots then nodded. The third skill [Dual Boomerang Specialization: Novice] would not activate in a slot.
 
   He decided to check the information for each of his previously mastered skills. He knew that they would start at a low level, but not exactly what they would do here.
 
    
 
   [Skill]
 
    
 
   Survival Lore
 
    
 
   The ability to survive in the wild. This skill governs activities such as foraging for food, identifying poisonous items or venomous animals, setting traps, fishing, general observation and various other outdoor activities such as climbing.
 
    
 
   This skill is a pre-requisite skill for the development of specialization in various survival activities. Development of this skill does not increase visible statistics but it does allow for the development of survival specializations through trial and error.
 
    
 
   Development Speed: A
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   [Skill]
 
    
 
   Boomerang Mastery
 
    
 
   The ability to effectively wield thrown items that return to the thrower. This skill governs the development of raw mechanical skill in boomerang usage, as well as the ability to develop special techniques for use with a boomerang.
 
    
 
   This skill is a pre-requisite skill for the development of specialization in various types of boomerangs. This skill improves the hidden variable [Accuracy] and increases the base damage dealt by boomerang weapons by a small amount per skill level.
 
    
 
   This skill’s base attack power is based on a combination of [Agility] and [Strength].
 
    
 
   Development Speed: E
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   “I assume A-Rank development speed is better than E-Rank?” asked Scott.
 
   “Yes, considerably so. Only S-Rank is higher. That is for class specific skills.” said Mid.
 
   “Do development speeds for miscellaneous skills vary by the person?”
 
   She shook her head. “They are set by the system. Combat and magic related skills tend to develop much more slowly as miscellaneous skills when compared to class skills. Crafting and survival type skills tend to develop only a little more slowly.”
 
   “Can I increase the development speed at all?”
 
   “Certain quests can do that, though you’ll be unable to remove the skill from your skill slot until after reincarnation if you undertake that route.”
 
   Scott stared at the mirror for a moment then asked. “How come I can’t add Dual Boomerang Specialization to my miscellaneous skills?”
 
   Mid laughed softly then shook her head. “You answered your own question, childe.”
 
   “Hmm?” asked Scott curiously.
 
   She smiled at him then whirled the head of her staff around. “It’s not a skill. It’s a specialization. When your skill at using boomerangs reaches certain level intervals you can choose specializations that you have previously developed.”
 
   “I see. Does survival lore work the same way?” he asked.
 
   “All basic skills do. First comes the basic skill, or pre-requisite. Afterward you develop and attach specializations to that skill.”
 
   “Neat.” said Scott. “How do I develop a specialization?”
 
   “Train with someone proficient at a certain specialization or use your skill in a specific way often enough to develop one. You won’t receive any sort of notification about developing them, though. Check with a salvation mirror now and then to see if anything new has become available to you.”
 
   “So knowledgeable!” said Scott brightly.
 
   Mid tipped her hat toward them then chuckled softly. “I do try.”
 
   Scott grinned at her for a moment then rubbed his chin. He now had to decide on his initial skills. He already had basic class skills including the ability to use primordial water magic. What he needed to choose was his starting spells and skills that he would custom create. He thought of them as spells and skills, but technically they were all spells.
 
   “I can custom create six starting spells, right?” asked Scott. The limitations placed on him for reincarnating after a transfer were fairly high. If he lived long enough to reincarnate again, he would keep all of his previously developed spells and gain even more spells slots as he leveled up.
 
   “You have the knowledge of how they work, but you can only create spells that you are able to develop with your attunement capacity, combat skill levels, and twilight sorcery level.” said Mid. “Just remember how the spells and skills from before felt when you used them. Go from there.”
 
   “Alright. I will.” said Scott.
 
   He walked away a short distance and thought strongly about his previous spells and combat techniques. He could combined them in any fashion that he liked, as long as he could properly attune that level of magical power.
 
   “Keep it simple…” thought Scott. He needed a few simple spells that would be easy to rapidly cast and would have a short cool down period.
 
   Scott thought about one of his first combat skills, the rapid strike ability. As a twilight sorcerer his path was to combine his martial skills and his elemental magic. If he wanted to mimic rapid strike and create a new twilight sorcery based on it, he would need to find the element that best lent itself to rapid movement.
 
   Two elements readily sprang to mind, lightning and wind. However, there were five elements that he had access to at the moment. Actually, six if he included celestial attunement. He was not certain what to do with the latter ability yet, but he would find out in due time.
 
   “It should be lightning…” Lightning was an element that traveled through things, while wind was a force of forward motion. The first would pierce or penetrate, the latter would bash or force something away.
 
   Scott closed his eyes for a moment and sought out his connection with the world around him. The secret of the power that a twilight master possessed was his connection with nature. By utilizing the energies available in the environment he could increase the potency of his spells and reduce the drain on his spiritual power when using those spells.
 
   He called to the lightning that danced along the edge of his consciousness. It was amazingly easy to discover it here in this place. Scott did not cease concentration to ask a question about that. This place was designed to assist new players entering the world. It made sense that skill creation would be easiest in the Field of New Beginnings.
 
   Scott felt the lightning outside, and knew of the lightning within himself. These forces, the outer and inner lightning element joined together and began to resonate. His inner lightning elemental essence grew and radiated outward from his spiritual core. It was easy to radiate an aura of lightning in this place. Soon electricity crackled all around him. Little spider legs made of lightning crept out from his body for short distances.
 
   Scott punched the air before him experimentally. He heard hissing and crackling sounds that made him nod. He punched again, and then once more. With each punch he felt the lightning surge through his body.
 
   It took him a moment to realize that his concentration on the lightning surge caused him not to notice the fact that his fist shot out just ahead of it. He already knew how a rapid strike was supposed to be executed. This was different. The lightning caused his fist to surge ahead of it.
 
   If he wanted to punch faster, punch harder, the lightning surge was the key. Scott concentrated on the surge for a moment then urged it to go faster. His punches became wild, uncontrolled, but they were fast and strong.
 
   Scott practiced his lightning surge focus for what seemed like hours due to his level of concentration. It was not until he opened his hands and tried the same surge focus technique that he noticed how much it had improved. He tried it repeatedly after that and it was not long before a sense of realization caused his eyes to widen. “Of course!”
 
   He drew on his connection with elemental lightning and used it to enhance the surging power that flowed forward unrestricted. His closed fist had prevented what the lightning needed most, a way through. His closed fist blocked the power from finishing its movement. His open palms allowed the surge to properly flow.
 
   In the end, he was able to develop a simple spell that had a lot of room for further development. For one thing, the attack power would be on the level of an accidental static shock. Utilizing only his elemental connection was not yet enough to create a powerful technique. His new ability needed fuel.
 
   Scott began to focus on the core of his being, the place where his spiritual power resided. As he did so, he created an image in his mind. That image was of open palms rapidly striking the air while electrical force flowed to the center of each palm.
 
   The hardest part of developing the spell was holding that image in mind, while also remaining in connection with both the lightning and his spiritual center. It was the reason why magic users needed high intellect. That stat allowed for greater ability to multi-task. His attunement was also a key factor. It was not a hidden stat in this world, and it was vital for maintaining strong connection with the myriad parts of his ability. He would train it hard when the opportunity arose.
 
   He began to sweat a little as he surged his palms forward. His body temperature had begun to increase at an alarming pace as his palms moved faster, and then faster still. Lightning arced all around his body for a moment then drew inward and flowed toward the rapidly moving palms of his hands. In the space between where his palms struck the air sparks began to fly.
 
   An arc of electricity surged from his right palm to his left with each repetition. Scott began to pant a little. Sweat poured freely down his face. However, he was soon able to maintain the arc of power.
 
   The arc of power was the key to the spell. Mastering the motions would allow him to rapidly strike an opponent while generating an electrical current that would pass through their body. The damage from the electrical component would be low, but it should have a decent chance to paralyze the nervous system. Using his mana to increase the power of the electricity surging through his palms, increased the speed of the strike until the arc of power was completed. Scott was not certain that electricity was really supposed to work that way, but it did in this instance.
 
   He named the spell [Surging Palms] in his mind because he could not think of anything more appropriate at the moment. “I think I’ve got something, but I’m not sure how to make it an official spell.”
 
   “Check the salvation window. You’ll have to continually use the spell pattern you created until you have developed enough proficiency that it becomes automatic.” said Mid.
 
   Scott checked the mirror and sighed loudly. He had no spell yet. “Man I’m beat. I wonder how much mana I used.”
 
   Health and mana were hidden stats in this world for the sake of realism even though there were plenty of fantastic things to see or do. He would only know how badly he was injured by noticing his actual injuries. There was no handy health gauge to distract him from the pain, though he did have health points hidden from his view.
 
   Mana was something that he could feel. It was a quasi-physical presence that responded to his thoughts. He sensed that it had diminished slightly, but not as much as he would have thought. Mostly he was tired from punching the air so much.
 
   “Lie down on the flowers and close your eyes. You’ll regain your strength quickly if you rest here.” replied Mid gently.
 
   Scott looked at her for a moment then quirked his lips. “Not going to cast a sleep spell on me?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, nothing so humorous. Though, I might draw on your face if you fall asleep on your own.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said, before he stretched out on the ground and closed his eyes. Training would prove to be quite a bit different in this world. Combining physical and magical abilities was quite difficult. As he began to drift off to sleep, despite the fact that Mid had claimed she would not cast a sleep spell, he thought that perhaps development of an even simpler ability might be in order first.
 
   Scott awakened a short while later, refreshed and ready to try again. In this place outside the actual world of ARS, restoring health and mana was much easier.
 
   “That was a nice little nap…”
 
   “Wasn’t it, though? If you lie down in this field anywhere, you’ll go to sleep and heal at a rapid rate.”
 
   “This is a little harder without being able to see my health and mana.” said Scott before rotating his shoulders experimentally. There was no stiffness. His short rest had completely healed his body and refreshed his mind.
 
   “That’s part of the point. It allows for a more dynamic and realistic world.” said Mid.
 
   “I heard that serious injuries can take weeks to heal through rest alone.”
 
   Mid nodded. “Potions, healing abilities, and the like can drastically reduce the time that it takes to recover. Your natural ability to heal from damage will rely on vitality and skills. The extent of the injuries are an important factor as well.”
 
   Scott checked the salvation mirror since something he remembered something that he had heard from Rhea before reincarnating. “Sweet! Unarmed combat and twilight sorcery increased!”
 
   “The experience pulse must have caught up. Good job.” said Mid.
 
   Experience in this world did not accrue instantaneously. It pulsed slowly and filled invisible experience pools. It was possible to fill those pools and not know it. If that happened someone would waste time and energy if they continued to grind a specific skill or spell. A person’s class level determined how large the various experience pools were, while intellect determined how much experience was absorbed during each pulse.
 
   It all happened behind the scenes. Only things like the development of a headache or becoming incapable of concentrating effectively would give a clue that such a point had been reached. Again, it was to simulate realism.
 
   Those pools of experience were important to remember, as there were actually three of them for his character level. He had pools to fill for skill development, combat actions, and social interaction. He could not simply murder fluffy woodland creatures and rocket up the level ladder. He had to actually interact with the world and develop his skills. In short, he had to live an actual life instead of hunt all of the time. 
 
   Luckily, taking and completing quests counted as social interaction. He could work on everything at once if he took on a lot of jobs and spent a little down time afterward hanging out in various places in town.
 
   He could also gain social interaction experience from coming to a personal understanding, or rather mental and emotional growth counted as social experience as well. Expanding his general knowledge of the world through literature and listening to stories could also work. Basically, social experience was acquired during moments of living life outside of skill and combat development.
 
   Scott moved back to his training spot and started to work on developing his spell once more. This field was in a place outside of normal time and space. He could take as long as he needed to develop his initial abilities and no sense of time would actually pass.
 
   He took a moment to calm himself and to begin to control his breathing. With each breath he became more in touch with his inner thoughts. He was able to focus on connecting with the lightning in the world around him and within his soul. It took a moment to recreate the blurring palm strike image he had used before, but once he did the rest of the spell pattern clicked into place. The surge began once more. His palms shot out at a rapid pace.
 
   After a while he started to add his mana to the flow to further empower the spell. The weak skitter of electricity increased in intensity. Soon it became a steady arc of power that snapped and buzzed.
 
   It became obvious after a while, however, that he was missing something in the equation. His aura was what actually maintained the electrical arc. His palms were merely used to maintain circulation of his aura. They were more of a concentration tool at this point that an active part of the spell.
 
   Scott concentrated on the pattern of his spell, the movement of his hands, and the circulation of the lightning. It was not enough. He needed more power, more mana. “Could it be so simple?”
 
   He stopped for a moment and changed tactics. Instead of merely repeating the pattern constantly, he focused entirely on drawing his mana to a single point within his body. In this case, that point was within his chest. He continued to focus on increasing the concentration of mana at that point until he could not draw more, until it became difficult to even hold it there. He could feel some of it start to slip away as his concentration scrambled to keep up with the flow.
 
   A lot of that mana was lost when he tried to split his attention and focus on the lightning energy, and his spell focus. As that mana drifted away in large amounts Scott began to feel strange. The bizarre feeling started as an itch along his spine and a sensation of his body heating up. He ignored it at first, as that was something he had felt before when he had used his new spell for a lengthy time period.
 
   He became alarmed when things rapidly changed. In the space of a few seconds, his fingertips became numb, his vision blurred, and his heart began to beat erratically.
 
   Scott gasped loudly then clutched at his chest. The rest of the mana that he had drawn erupted outward and flooded his body system. He could not even scream due to the sudden pain overwhelming his senses.
 
   He fell to the ground and gasped like a fish. He could not speak and could barely move. His body could not determine if it was burning hot or freezing cold. Soon, it no longer mattered.
 
    
 
   [System Notice]
 
    
 
   You have died.
 
    
 
   You will resurrect in five minutes. Death penalties will not apply due to your current location.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Please be more careful with your precious life. I am lazy and would prefer not to take your soul to meet my sister in the afterlife. (She has a boyfriend now anyway, but don’t tell her that I told you.)
 
    
 
   ~ Silence, God of the End
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   Scott awoke in a dark, lonely, place. It was not his house on Earth. It was nothing really, just black space with neither light nor sound. He was barely coherent, but the few minutes that he spent in that omni-present darkness were distinctly uncomfortable.
 
   He awoke again, this time with a start and a jerk as he bolted upright. He blinked rapidly then felt at his body.
 
   “Welcome back.” said Mid in an amused tone of voice.
 
   “The hell was that?” he asked. 
 
   Before Mid could say anything a little blue screen rose up, surprising the man once more. He had seen many of them in his recent life, but this was something new.
 
    
 
   [Achievement Unlocked]
 
    
 
   This. Is. ARS.
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   There was an image of Scott clutching his chest, a ridiculous look of terror on his face, positioned below the apparent achievement. “What the hell is this?”
 
   Mid laughed musically. “You gained your first achievement.”
 
   “Achievement?”
 
   “Yes, you died doing something stupid so you earned the achievement: This. Is. ARS.” said Mid, as though that really explained anything.
 
   “This… Are those worth anything?”
 
   “They’re just fun things that people like to collect. You only get bragging rights for them.” she said.
 
   “So, only fun. No stat boosts or anything?” asked Scott. He was aware of the concept of achievements. A lot of games had such a system. He just hoped he would get something out of his first death other than a goofy picture of himself clutching his chest in terror.
 
   “That’s why they show up on a menu screen. They can be turned on or off, though they are still earned regardless of that fact.”
 
   Another thought occurred to him then. “I’m naked?”
 
   “Oh yes.” said Mid with a mischievous grin.
 
   Scott nodded slowly, his thoughts had already turned to what had happened. “Why did I die?”
 
   Mid stared at him. “You don’t know?”
 
   “No, if I did I wouldn’t need to ask that question.”
 
   “Ah, that’s right. You spent so much time on the casual server where everything is done through system assistance that you never really learned how magic works.” said Mid. “It’s a common problem.”
 
   “OK, so what’s the solution to that common problem?”
 
   “Time and training. You might also want to stop charging your mana as high as you did. There is no possible way that you can hold that much power while trying to cast an incomplete spell.”
 
   “I killed myself because I overloaded my body with mana?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, you fried your nervous system and your organs failed. You probably developed a lot of internal burns and bled profusely to go with it. Go see for yourself.” Mid pointed to an object nearby and Scott turned to look at it.
 
   His eyes widened. “Shit, it’s me.”
 
   “Oh yes, that is the well-cooked corpse that you left behind. When you are resurrected outside of a holy place, or a low-quality resurrection spell is used, a new body is generated in the closest system designated holy place.” said Mid.
 
   "Is it really resurrection if I get a new body?" he asked slowly.
 
   "What's life without a little arbitrary whimsy?" she asked lightly. "In order to restore your old body, the one doing the restoration would have had to use either an extremely intricate resurrection spell, or multiple lesser spells."
 
   "Why?" he asked.
 
   "Dear childe, look at your corpse."
 
   Scott walked over to the overdone corpse of his former life. His body was a mass of bruises and cuts, the eyes were a disturbing ruin, and his fingernails had fallen off for some reason. His corpse had an appearance similar to what he believed he would look if he had been treated like a piece of link sausage that was tossed into a microwave.
 
   “That’s just morbid.” he said.
 
   "It's also extensive damage. A healer would need to protect your body from being possessed by spirits, heal the damage to the extent that it can be re-invigorated, call your spirit from the beyond, reinitiate the silver cord that connects-" Mid rattled off a list of things that a healer would have to do to resurrect his corpse on the spot and Scott drew a mental blank. It sounded like a lot of work.
 
   "So, basically, resurrection is easier if the one doing it simply casts a spell to have a new body prepared?" asked Scott.
 
   "Absolutely. It is mostly used by priest or monk type characters with a divine connection. Basically, the system just generates a new body for the deceased's soul to inhabit, and the resurrecting party loots the previous corpse."
 
   "Corpse looting..." Scott muttered. This was all a convenient way to force people to traipse through dangerous areas to try and regain their stuff after they died! Unless there was a dedicated individual in a party who can resurrect the dead, there was no point in even bothering with a corpse run as anyone else would just take what they wanted from the person they had resurrected.
 
   That was the major reason behind the fact that player killing was more common on the classic server. There was no system in place to protect your items. If a person was killed, the killer could loot them with impunity and all in the name of realism.
 
   “You might want to loot your corpse dear. I don’t mind seeing your business, but my cute little sister might become jealous.” said Mid while eyeing the imagery before her.
 
   Scott closed his eyes. That was right, he did feel a refreshing breeze at the moment.
 
   He bent down, and quietly ignored Mid’s sweetly proclaimed, “Oh goodness.” He then set about stripping his corpse of valuables. He was thoroughly disgusted by what he saw after pulling his pants off.
 
   “Oh god. I am not putting those things back on.” Scott turned away from the ruination that his underwear barely kept in check. He had lost all control of his bowels and bladder during his idiotic death.
 
   Mid chuckled. “A soldier going commando, such a rarity.”
 
   Scott could not help but laugh at the silliness of that comment. He put on his simple noob clothes. They were plain white items which consisted of a cotton tunic, loose cotton pants, cotton socks, and a pair of cream colored shoes that were not made of cotton in any form. The cotton underwear had been left in place due to extenuating circumstances. None of his current items were clean, nor had they been before his death. However, they were far more tolerable than the underwear. He then turned to face Mid. “Alright, guess I’m ready to try again.”
 
   “Take your time dear. I’m enjoying myself.” she grinned at him then leaned against her staff.
 
   “I bet you are.” he said with a smile.
 
   Scott stepped away from his corpse then took a deep breath. He winced immediately afterward. “Damn.”
 
   He moved away from his corpse to find a more pleasant location. His old body had started to stink, though the scent that assailed his nostrils had mostly been from what his old cotton underwear had held at bay.
 
   Mid laughed at his plight for a moment. The situation was too funny.
 
   Now that a decent distance had been gained from his former body, Scott was able to try again. He could not die for good here, so it was best to work out the kinks in his magical knowledge before he left. The same sort of process would happen for Ero and Herbert as well. The three of them were separated for the duration of the opening tutorial, but they would all arrive in ARS proper together at the same time. By the time they stepped into the world for real, they would know exactly what they needed to do in order to use their skills and abilities.
 
   He began to center himself and focus on breath control once more. He had died before because he had taken on too much, too soon. This time he decided to try increasing the mana charged and stored in small increments.
 
   Scott centered the mana in his chest once more, and drew on just enough to maintain the energy stored there. He then connected with the lightning element and began the process of surging his energies once more.
 
   The twilight master experimented with several things. He tried to create the surging palm spell pattern first and then shoved the mana into the spell. That had resulted in an agonized scream as his arms sped forward uncontrollably. He had been forced to lie down and rest to restore his torn muscles and ligaments to good health.
 
   After he recovered, he tried a similar tactic. Except, instead of dumping the mana into his spell pattern all at once, he released it in small increments. The results were better, but a bit lackluster.
 
   He tried a few other things. Most efforts lead to results that were nothing special. A few, not nearly few enough, resulted in extreme pain.
 
   Eventually, he hit on a worthy thought. What if he focused on using the mana in the same way as the lightning? Instead of a solid knot of concentrated mana, he would focus on sending it along his arms. The worst thing that could happen was that he might die horribly. It was worth trying.
 
   Scott drew on his mana and concentrated it within his chest for a moment then began to strike the air with his palms without connecting to the lightning. As he punched the air, he focused his mana in a slow circulating pattern that mimicked the arcing lightning. It was much easier to manage as he did not need to keep his hands moving at a high rate of speed. The mana in his body wanted to circulate, to flow. It was natural to move instead of sit in one spot.
 
   His arms began to move faster and then faster still. His palms moved in a rotating manner, fluid, powerful. When one palm struck out in that circular motion, the other had already begun its backward movement. His entire body easily moved with this flow.
 
   A circular flow of mana appeared within his mind and the blurring hands image from before shifted form to match. It was no longer a frenetic attack at the air. It was a rhythmic motion that was simple to maintain.
 
   Once he felt comfortable with that rhythm, he connected with the lightning element once more. It took a moment to properly synchronize the mana and the lightning, but once he did there came a moment of realization. He was definitely on the right track, but for the wrong spell!
 
   As the lightning and mana circulated, an electrical discharge built up before him. Lightning flowed between his arms, a small amount at first, but with greater force after a time.
 
   It was more by some sudden instinctual awareness than practiced skill that he worked his body into a different movement pattern. He stopped trying to move his arms fast and instead focused on the intensity of the building energy. Scott slowed his motions to a casual speed and then shifted his hands at the end of the movement so that his palms faced each other instead of punched at the air.
 
   A sphere of mana and lightning began to form between his palms. He slowed his motions even further. The sphere grew in intensity as more of the energy was collected there. It radiated a soft, gentle, light.
 
   The little ball of lightning and mana grew slowly from the size of a volleyball to the size of a basketball. Scott thought about the situation for a moment then made an attempt to concentrate the energy. It resisted his attempts at every turn, but he slowly did just that. The soft light increased to a bright light, and then became a brilliantly luminous object so bright that he could not look at it.
 
   That was when something undesirable happened. The mana flow cut off. He had ignored the growing sense of unease and the gnawing emptiness that had begun to appear within him in favor of working on his spell. His mana had run out. For a brief second nothing but pure elemental lightning flowed through the bright sphere of light. It began to shake violently and looked as though it might explode.
 
   Scott instinctively threw his hands over his eyes, but the expected explosion did not occur. The ball of brightly shining energy merely flickered and shook violently in the air. He lowered his arms and looked at the ball of energy. He studied it for a moment then stepped back a few paces. It followed after him in a sluggish manner.
 
   “Congratulations.” said Mid in an amused tone.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You created a spell.” she said. “Let it run its course and then go check the mirror. You’ll see what I mean.”
 
   “How long do I have to wait?” he asked.
 
   “Let me check. You’re a little lacking in knowledge of such things at the moment.” She walked over and eyeballed his new spell. “About three more minutes with the amount of mana that you used.”
 
   “Thanks. I wish I knew how much of my mana I have to use to make spells work.”
 
   Mid chuckled. “Doesn’t everyone? You have to feel it out and practice. Over time you will be able to do this same spell both better and with greater efficiency.”
 
   The violently shaking ball of light continued to float in the air. Scott chose to walk around and watch as it followed him about the area. It was kind of neat. Once it dissolved in the air, he walked over to the mirror and checked it to see what had happened.
 
   The first thing he had noticed was that his unarmed combat skill was still at two, but his twilight sorcery had increased to three. “Skills level quickly, don’t they?”
 
   “Early on they do. Your stats are much higher than a new level one character, so it’s easier to train. Your class level will act as a bottle-neck once you leave here.”
 
   “Yeah, I see your point. There’s no way I would have developed that spell already if I’d been stuck with the stats I had the first time I was level one.” he said.
 
   “Probably not. Rather, it would have taken a lot longer to do it. There are reasons that the sorcerer class is not that popular on this server.” said Mid. "Most who try it actually do what you are doing, and reincarnate into the class in order to make it a little easier to train. Even basic sorcery is mana intensive during spell development."
 
   “I never understood why it wasn’t popular before.” he said.
 
   “On the casual server it is unpopular because it requires too much effort in the late game in order to stay a threat. At the level you were at, it is actually a little overpowered. It is almost the opposite of this server. Some choose to be a sorcerer first in order to become more capable at a different hybrid class like a dark knight or a paladin, even a monk.”
 
   Scott nodded. “It’s not popular here, either though?”
 
   “Not at all. Most people go for the simpler classes that use incantations. All they need to do is project a proper image, create a proper chant, and use their mana to fashion it into reality." She tapped her chin. "That is all class dependent of course. There are rules about what can be created as well, but generally speaking magic is a bit more freeform here.”
 
   “That does sound easier!” Scott had to wonder why anyone would be a sorcerer in that case. He liked the class, but a little mental masturbation and a few pretty words sounded like a much easier magical practice method.
 
   “Yes, but it is flawed in a critical way.”
 
   “How so?” he asked.
 
   “Those classes can use magic, but they don’t develop the fundamental knowledge necessary to truly master it. They end up with dozens of spells that each do one specific thing and they have to remember the exact words and imagery for each one.” said Mid.
 
   “How is that different than what I do? I have to remember the image I use and how to make the energy flow.”
 
   “Yes, but look at what you did. Mid-training you shifted from one pattern to another and created an entirely different spell. Most classes simply cannot do that. It’s one-shot, all or nothing, for them.”
 
   “I think I understand, but…”
 
   Mid smiled at him. “When most other classes create a spell they literally do that. They make a spell. You, however, generate a flow of mana and elemental energy that can become literally any related spell you want simply by mastering how that energy flows.”
 
   “Wait, I get it…. You’re saying I could start casting a spell, see that I need to do something else, and shift the pattern to generate a more relevant attack as long as the energy flow is similar. But other classes can only cast the spell they are casting.”
 
   “Hey, he gets it! Good job. Yes, once a class other than those related to monks or sorcerers begin to cast a spell they either finish it or lose the mana they drew up.” She pointed her staff at him. “You can do a lot of damage to a caster if you interrupt their casting. The concentrated mana would flow through their bodies.”
 
   “That’s why mages stay in the back and don’t fight upfront! Interrupt their spell-casting and the mana concentrated to power the spell erupts and damages them!” Scott’s eyes widened and he grinned like a moron who had finally learned something cool. 
 
   Sorcery was difficult, but once he mastered a spell he would be a lot harder to interrupt since the main game related purpose of his class was to develop the ability to actively fight in hand-to-hand combat while powering up his spells. It would also be harder to defend against properly trained monks and sorcerers, since it was more difficult to determine what sort of spell he was creating since he did not need to chant.
 
   “The easiest way to kill a powerful magic user is to goad them into using a strong spell then interrupt their concentration. They can resist minor distractions if they are high-level and well trained, but there are few pure mages capable of maintaining their focus when they take a boot to the head.”
 
   “I would wager a guess that they use a lot of shields and things like that to prevent people from putting their shoe upside their head?” he asked.
 
   “Absolutely. Shields, wards, guardian beasts, mercenaries. Anything to give them the time needed to charge their mana and blast the landscape.” she said.
 
   They chatted amiably about the path of sorcery and other magical paths. Mid played as a great sage, or as a lore sage in the casual server, so she had great knowledge of the non-sorcerous path. She liked incantations as a means of playing around, but she had long since moved to silent casting if she had to do anything serious. She basically willed her most practiced spells into being with a thought.
 
   Scott looked at the mirror then rubbed his chin. “That’s the name the system chose for my spell? Seriously?”
 
    
 
   [Spell]
 
    
 
   Scott’s Unstable Orb of Brilliance
 
                 
 
   A lightning spell that is created in the shape of a sphere. It provides moderate levels of illumination and follows the caster.
 
    
 
   Spell Type: Twilight Sorcery
 
   Mana Drain: High
 
   Efficiency: Low
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   Mid glanced at the mirror then chuckled. “Yes, that’s how the system shows things. You can change the name any time.”
 
   “I see.” He rubbed his chin. He knew how the spell was done now. Should he try to create more spells, or practice the one that he had? “Man, I wish I had more spell slots.”
 
   “You only use those for your most commonly used spells anyway. You can cast any spell that you can remember step-by-step, you just won’t have any assistance in its creation. In that regard it is similar to the casual server. Call out the spell name while focusing on the pattern. The system takes care of most of the necessary work.”
 
   Scott liked the sound of that, though he would still practice and train his spells without the assistance so that he would master their usage on the fly. During an actual fight it would be useful. He had to be certain that he was right in his current training plan, however. “Is it like the miscellaneous skills?”
 
   “Hmm?” she asked.
 
   “Can I switch them in and out of my spell slots whenever I want?”
 
   “Ah yes, but only at a salvation mirror. Think of those slots as sort of like hot buttons, or quick slots in a console game.”
 
   “That’s good to know!” Scott liked that answer quite a bit. He could rotate his spells into and out of the slots at need.
 
   “Yes it is, but you’ll probably want to write your spells down in a notebook or something. If they are not slotted, they aren’t held in memory by the system.”
 
   “Oh! I see, so I need a grimoire.” That made sense to him. The spell slots held information about his spells and if he concentrated on those spells that were slotted he could use them easily. His other spells would need to be done step-by-step. It would be both inefficient and mana intensive, but he could have access to all the spells that he wanted.
 
   “How does that work though? The new spell isn’t in a slot. It’s still up there, though.”
 
   Mid shook her head. “Add it to a slot and you’ll see the difference.”
 
   Scott did as prompted and the spell information changed. The basic blurb was the same, but there was a short section regarding the various bits of information that he need to know in order to cast it properly. There was even a little video of his creation of the spell for the first time.
 
   “That’s definitely an improvement.” he said.
 
   “Yes, it is. Non-sorcerers merely need to write down information about the projected image and their incantation. You need to remember each body movement and the way that the power flows. You have a lot more versatility, but it is more difficult.”
 
   Scott nodded. The lack of popularity for sorcerers was starting to make more sense. It was a class that required perfection of mind and body alongside great personal effort in order to advance. Most people just wanted to get on with things and go on an adventure, probably.
 
   “Thanks for putting up with all of my questions.” Scott smiled at Mid then yawned a little.
 
   “Dear childe, it’s what I do. I answer these questions frequently.”
 
   “You don’t ever get tired of it?” he asked.
 
   She smiled beatifically at him. “Not if the one asking the questions is reasonable. Unfortunately, I do occasionally have to deal with unreasonable people.”
 
   He could understand why that would happen. Not everyone would be willing to treat her respectfully. Her position was basically that of a tutorial sage. They were often considered annoying because they wanted to force-feed a lot of backstory. Players might not care for it, and even treat her like some sort answer machine without any concern for her feelings.
 
   They spent a little time discussing the situation, proper training methods, and how to advance his skills. They also spoke of Origin, Ero, and even Herbert. Scott eventually stretched out on the grass intent on properly resting. He had to practice his spell and then work on creating new ones. There was a lot to do and he wanted to do his best to get it done.
 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   Time did not flow normally in the Field of New Beginnings. There was no night, only an ever-existent morning. Scott did not know how much time he might have spent there while he experimented with his skills. Even though he could technically stay there for as long as he liked, there was a limit to how far he could push, how much he could learn while there. Once he reached that limit he would need to move on. That limit came all too quickly, and did so in the form of reaching the fifth skill level in his skills. His temporary experience pools would not empty for a skill that reached that level while in the tutorial area.
 
   Before he had realized this fact he had continued to train his skills, his mental state had worsened as a result. It would periodically become less burdensome, but would soon degrade once more. There eventually came a time when the lessening of the mental degradation ceased. 
 
   Now he was stuck with a constant, almost crippling, headache. The bright light of morning and the cheerful background music were like daggers. They assaulted his eyes and ears. It was like they made a continual attempt stab their way into the center of his brain.
 
   "So, this is what you meant about overtraining." asked Scott while he pressed his hands against his closed eyes and tried to relieve the pressure in his head.
 
   "Yes. It normally isn't as much of a problem out in the world proper. Out there you can just sit and rest for a short time as you absorb the acquired knowledge. At least, to a point; a point that you have reached." said Mid.
 
   "I think I know what you mean, but what can I do about it?" he asked.
 
   "Your permanent skill experience pool has no doubt started to overflow. There is a maximum cap for the number of skill related class levels you can bank without increasing your social and combat levels." she said.
 
   Mid tapped her chin for a moment then continued. "You gain experience at an accelerated rate here. Your race doesn't slow or improve your progress. You might have gained a few social levels as well."
 
   "So, the experience that I gained toward leveling has reached my skill experience pool cap. Can't I do something, like level up?"
 
   "No childe, not here." she said with a smile.
 
   "Is it because there is nothing to fight here?" he asked. He could increase his basic unarmed combat skills easily enough at the moment just by practice his movements, but without something to fight he could not gain actual combat experience.
 
   "Yes. I'm certain that you've already filled your skill pool to level five. Without combat experience, your mind is unable to find an outlet."
 
   "Level five is significant?" he asked before another stab of pain lanced through his head.
 
   "Yes, mostly because the number four is significant. It is the building block number for all class builds." she said.
 
   "What do you mean?" he asked.
 
   "There is a rule of thumb for advancement. One is a given. Two is Easy. Three is average. Four is hardcore. Five is extreme. Six is rare to be seen." she said.
 
   Scott blinked slowly then stared at her. "What does that mean?"
 
   She smiled warmly at him then made a little circular gesture with her finger. "Those are the numbers related to how the mechanics of the world are balanced. They relate to attributes and skills in relation to class level."
 
   "Oh, so that is how many of any given stat or skill I can have per level?" he asked.
 
   "It's possible to train past six, or not even gain one stat point or skill level. Those are extreme outliers, however. Four is the golden number." She made a finger gun and pointed it at him. She then closed one eye like she was trying to take aim. "If you increase your stats or class skill levels by at least four per character level, bang. You did it."
 
   "That makes sense I guess. Am I right in saying that maintaining a six-to-one ratio for skill or stat training is hard?" he asked.
 
   She nodded at him. "It is certainly doable, even ten-to-one is doable. It would just take a lot longer for little real gain."
 
   "Really? Overtraining isn't useful?" he asked.
 
   "Depends on who you are. Overtraining certain skills or stats at one point or another is almost necessary in order to wield better weapons or armor. You can develop better spells before facing stronger monsters as well."
 
   "So, then there is a reason." Mid was starting to confuse him a little. Was it possible that she was prolonging their conversations unnecessarily?
 
   "Dear childe, there's a reason for everything. The tradeoff is that it takes a lot longer. Unless you have to overtrain your skills or stats for a specific reason then you would be better off increasing your class level. At least that would allow you to train your skills and stats faster."
 
   "I see, then it would be hard for me to train any of my stats right now?"
 
   "Next to impossible, unless you want to spend a few centuries with me in this field." said Mid. She bit her lower lip a little and fluttered her eyelashes playfully.
 
   Scott offered her a grin in response. "Pass. Somehow, I doubt that I would survive that even with auto-resurrection."
 
   She chuckled softly then tugged on the brim of her hat. "Fair enough."
 
   "It's too bad we can't spar or something so I could level, though." he said.
 
   "We could, but I am required to not hold back in the least. I would kill you long before you gained even a single point of combat experience." she said.
 
   "Ah, I remember that you said something similar last time."
 
   Mid leaned on her staff and cocked her hip to the side. "Yes, it won't count unless I go all out. If I did go all out, you would die without gaining experience."
 
   "So, there is no way?" he asked.
 
   "Well, that's not entirely true." She offered him a seemingly innocent smile. "I can send you off on a tutorial quest."
 
   "Really? What would I have to do?" he asked curiously.
 
   Mid's smile became even more friendly and cheerful. "There is a certain rabbit, a wah-bunny, which likes to sneak into one of my gardens and eat my carrots. If you can stop it from stealing my carrots, I will grant you a reward."
 
   "A rabbit, huh? Alright!" Scott nodded then stretched his limbs. This should be good to relieve his headache. The first rabbit he had ever fought on the casual server had been a fairly surprising opponent, but he had reincarnation stats this time. He had faced down monsters larger than a bus and came out the victor. It should be simple enough to defeat a furry little carrot thief.
 
   "Thank you! You have no idea just how much I need this to happen." Mid raised her staff then made a gentle rotating gesture. A column of light arose around Scott and soon his faded from sight. 
 
   After he was gone she unleashed a well-cultivated and feminine smirk. Her staff rotated once and a window screen appeared before her that allowed her to monitor his quest progress. She just had to see how things went when he met the rabbit.
 
   Scott reappeared in a place that had the look of an old-timey farm. There was a rundown barn painted red with a black roof. He could see a small field where the carrots were planted. The rest of the area showed little more than hard earth and scraggly bits of grass. It seemed like a terrible place for a farm, as there was little growth outside of the carrot patch.
 
   "If I were a rabbit living in this I'd probably steal carrots too." remarked Scott. The pain in his head increased many times over. Rather, it had lapsed momentarily during his transport but it was now back in full-effect.
 
   He clutched his head in his hands and squeezed in an effort to lessen the pain. It was ridiculous that he would experience such pain, but it felt exactly like his head was about to burst from all of the knowledge that he had acquired.
 
   Scott staggered forward a few steps then took a deep breath. He could get through this. All he had to do was fight a rabbit. He was level one. Surely the rabbit was too.
 
   Speaking of the furry carrot thief, it did not take long for Scott to locate the very bunny in question. It was small, overly furry, and surprisingly it wore clothes. Rather, it wore something that looked like a sleeveless vest. The vest was cream colored with a little golden fringe at the bottom. It was strange and a little unsettling. He had seen stranger of course, but something about the simple fact that the rabbit wore clothes disturbed his prior feeling of confidence.
 
   He tried to study the little thing for a moment, but his headache intensified. He could not handle the pain much longer. He needed to end this as quickly as possible. Scott called out to the rabbit while he clutched at his left eye. The pain was particularly intense in that area. "Hey, rabbit! Get away from there."
 
   The little bunny stopped digging around in the carrot patch. It pulled a carrot from the ground as though it were making a point about its purpose. Slowly, it stood up on its hind legs and turned its head back to peer at Scott over its shoulder. One ear flopped adorably to the side while its eyes narrowed ever so slightly. "Wah?"
 
   "Don't wah me. Stop stealing those carrots and get lost." said Scott. He figured that the rabbit could wear clothes, so it must be intelligent. Maybe it was like Herbert and could understand humanoid languages. If it was intelligent then using his words first would be the best method. He only had to stop the rabbit, not kill it.
 
   The rabbit lifted the carrot up casually and waved it back and forth. It then cocked its head a little as though it were asking if Scott meant that particular carrot.
 
   "Look, I've got a headache. If you're not leaving, I'm kicking your furry ass out of here." said Scott. He had reached the end of his patience.
 
   The rabbit casually drew the carrot to its mouth and took a slow, confident, bite. It chewed slowly while savoring the carroty flavor.
 
   "That's it!" Scott tore his hand from his eye and ran toward the rabbit. His headache had to stop, and the mocking bastard needed to go in order to stop it.
 
   The rabbit tossed the carrot aside then snorted. Before Scott reached the halfway point between himself and the rabbit the wah-bunny shouted, "Waaaa-aaaaah!" and started shuffling its feet back and forth. It drew its front paws up like fists and took on a close fighting stance.
 
   Scott noticed the strange movements of the wee beastie, but it was hard to concentrate due to his level of mental degradation. The pain in his skull was so severe that he might even welcome a kick to the face.
 
   The twilight master leapt upward and then slammed his feet downward. He had perfectly executed a flying kick in an attempt to break the little rabbit's stance. His mentality had slipped, but he was still focused enough to recognize that the little thief had taken up a fighting stance. It would have to move out of the way due to the size difference if nothing else. Scott could capitalize on that by trying to break its balance.
 
   The importance of technique in battles had been drilled into him in recent weeks while preparing for this new world. He had been beaten half to death by the love of his life and her sister on more than one occasion. He had also studied the way that certain monsters fought, and spent a week at a temple where master sorcerers trained. Technique was vital for true mastery.
 
   The rabbit, however, had decided that it did not want to play by Scott's rules. Instead of dodging the incoming attack, the rabbit performed a strange counter maneuver that allowed it to hop back slightly and then actually use the air itself as a springboard for a somersault kick. It both avoided Scott's attack and countered with a powerful strike to the sorcerer's chest.
 
   Scott fell back with a startled cry as he felt tremendous pressure bear down on him. He was sent hurtling to the ground and hit with enough force that his body actually bounced.
 
   The rabbit landed on its feet and then stamped the ground once with its tiny little foot. That action somehow caused the half-eaten carrot to fly up into the air. The rabbit caught it almost casually then took another bite from its ill-gotten gain.
 
   Scott gasped for air, the wind had been driven from his lungs. The worst part was that the rabbit merely looked at him and ate the carrot that it had stolen. The damned thing was taunting him!
 
   It took an effort of will, but Scott rose again. His head throbbed and his vision had begun to blur due to the pressure in his skull. Yet, he was not defeated. The rabbit had to pay! "I said drop it."
 
   The rabbit cocked its head to the side and presented an adorable bunny expression. Its eyelids dropped down so that its eyes were half-lidded. It tossed the carrot aside then took up its close fighting stance once more.
 
   This time Scott decided that he would be more careful. The rabbit was clearly stronger than it looked! Instead of rushing in, he walked toward it carefully. Each step caused his head to throb a little, but when he got within fighting range he took the time to acquire a proper combat stance as well. It was an open stance to match the close stance of the rabbit.
 
   "Wah?" asked the rabbit curiously. It eyed Scott for a moment then dashed forward several steps. It stopped well outside of the sorcerer's physical attack range and then hopped back a few steps.
 
   Scott realized that the carrot thief was trying to feel him out. It was attempting to break his stance and composure while feeling out his reaction and defenses. What the hell kind of rabbit was it?
 
   Suddenly a strange energy began to radiate from the rabbit. Scott was uncertain what it was. He could recognize the mana, but there was an undercurrent of something else, something that was not elemental in nature.
 
   The rabbit was about to use a fighting skill, Scott could sense the build-up. He could not let it fire off whatever it was about to unleash or he would be in trouble. The sorcerer moved forward quickly and struck out hard with a low sweeping crescent strike.
 
   The rabbit shot straight down into the ground! One moment it was there, and in the next Scott's sweeping kick whipped through empty air. If the sorcerer had not been so focused on the bastard bunny, he would have thought that it had teleported or had become invisible.
 
   Though it pained him greatly Scott did his best to feel for the rabbit beneath the earth. Scott's senses could not find a proper lock. It felt like the bastard rabbit was everywhere and nowhere at the same time. It was like it had become the earth itself.
 
   A brief moment passed while Scott attempted to feel the rabbit out. Suddenly he sensed movement. A concentration of energy formed near where he stood. Scott instinctively jumped backward several feet to avoid what he thought would be an attack. But to his surprise a tiny rabbit fist erupted out of the ground at the mid-point of his jump! Scott had just enough time to realize that the rabbit had tricked him before that tiny fist rocketed into the bottom of his jaw. His teeth smashed together and several of them cracked under the pressure. His jaw was shattered by the blow!
 
   Scott was sent flying up into the air several feet, but the rabbit did not relent. It did its weird air-hop movement and leapt up after him at great speed. It caught up to him mid-jump, kicked off his chest, and then began to glow with a fearsome power.
 
   The world moved in slow motion at that point. A loud masculine voice cried out, "Bunny!" The glow around the rabbit increased several-fold. "Bunny!" The rabbit spun in mid-air, rotated its paws around, and then pressed them together. The brilliant glow radiating from the murder-minded rabbit moved to a single point before its paws. A sphere of incredibly intense energy formed there. "Haaa!"
 
   The Haaa! echoed through the air twice. It was as though the rabbit had shouted, but the world had laughed at the sorcerer's plight. The sphere erupted into a coherent beam of power that shot toward Scott, who had not quite hit the ground yet. The moment his back touched the earth was the moment that the beam of energy collided with him.
 
   A vibrant explosion rocked the area. The energy directed toward the sorcerer drove his body into the earth. An impact crater revealed the true force of the blast. A thick cloud of dust covered the area just before debris began to fall from the sky.
 
   From out of the dust a silhouette appeared. It was the rabbit. It had reclaimed its carrot and now it had come to gaze upon its victim. In a surprisingly deep voice, the same as the one that spoke earlier, the rabbit said, "Foolish boy. Your fists are as weak as your spirit."
 
   The wah-bunny finished its carrot then dug around in its vest pocket and pulled out two copper coins. It then tossed them down onto Scott's chest and said, "Pay the ferryman on your way to hell." before it turned away. After it did, the bunny dropped down on all fours then hopped away like an ordinary rabbit.
 
   A happy sigh erupted from the bunny before he began to pull up another carrot. He eyed the carrot lightly then closed his eyes gently and hugged it to his chest while his fluffy little tail wiggled happily. 
 
   "Stealing carrots is a rabbit's joy." he said in a far higher register than before. Gone was the commanding voice that he had used in battle.
 
   ~*~
 
   Deep in the heart of the bedroom of a young goddess in love, Origin had an important decision to make. Did she wear the red dress that made her eyes seem to sparkle, or the blue dress that matched her hair? These things were important as her appearance had to be immaculate. She was scheduled to have a dinner date with her father for the first time in quite a while. She wanted to look pretty but also more like an adult so that he would not worry about her excessively.
 
   "Why is this never easy?" she asked the mirror before her. She liked to dress her best, but things were different when it was for a meeting with her father, especially this meeting. He had not told her why he had wanted to meet, but she had a good idea.
 
   While she fidgeted and made little noises related to decision making a buzzer sounded from her console. Origin glanced over to it then frowned. "Again?"
 
   She stopped worrying about her dresses for a moment and went to see what had killed her love interest for the second time. After reviewing the information a decidedly annoyed frown arose upon her lips. "Mid, you didn't..."
 
   Origin tapped her screen and an image of Mid arose before her. She tapped on Mid's image twice and a window screen appeared in front of the madly cackling Goddess of New Beginnings. "Mid! What did you do?"
 
   The beautiful woman on screen glanced over to the new window screen and offered her younger sister a winning smile. "He wanted a way to solve his headache problem."
 
   "What?" asked Origin. Scott had a headache?
 
   Mid laughed softly then slipped her hand into the bowl of popcorn she had conjured up to eat while watching the show. "Yeah, his experience pools are overflowing and he's close to a total mental overload. At least he was."
 
   "You sent him to fight Bruce to deal with that? You know that rabbit is an auto-level boss meant to be a challenge for true reincarnated players! There's no way Scott could have beaten him without developing his skills to match his stats." said Origin with a protective growl.
 
   Mid grinned broadly. "I know. His headache will be less severe now, though. His overflowing experience pools will be emptied out." Even though his levels would remain intact upon death, the experience that was not fully absorbed from his temporary pools would be emptied upon death. Only permanent experience would remain intact.
 
   "That's cruel! Do you hate him or something?" asked Origin.
 
   Mid took a bite of the popcorn in her hand then pulled the brim of her hat down a little. "I don't think that hate is the right word."
 
   Origin stared at her sister for a moment then sighed. "Mid..."
 
   "Don't worry so much little sister. He loves you." said Mid with a bright smile on her lips.
 
   The light danced in Origin's eyes a little. "Did he say so?"
 
   Mid nodded. "So, when's the wedding? He wouldn't tell me."
 
   Origin's cheeks reddened slightly. "Mid, that's a secret."
 
   Mid pouted at her sister. "No fair. I don't like it when I'm not the one with the secret."
 
   "Suffer the mystery." said Origin sweetly.
 
   "You stole that from your fiancé." replied Mid.
 
   Origin laughed lightly then nodded. "He told me that once or twice. It always irritated me a great deal."
 
   "I can see why. But don't worry dear childe, I'll take good care of our boy." said Mid.
 
   Origin quirked her eyebrow then asked slowly, "Our boy?"
 
   "We shared a moment." said Mid lightly.
 
   "Mid!" exclaimed Origin.
 
   The onscreen sage laughed beautifully then made a fancy gesture with her hand. "You are just too easy little sister."
 
   "Don't tease me Mid. You know I'm a little sensitive right now." said Origin in annoyance.
 
   Mid chuckled softly. "I know. Don't worry. I'll take good care of your special little man."
 
   Origin rolled her eyes but smiled softly at her sister. Mid could be a handful, but she was a good sister at heart. In her own way she had probably did think that coaxing Scott into being brutally murdered by a rabbit with monk skills was the best way to cure his headache.
 
   "Well, he is going to respawn here soon. I'll talk to you later." said Mid.
 
   "Alright..." said Origin, her voice trailing off.
 
   The image onscreen faded out and Origin sighed. She was certain Mid would not try anything too forward, but it was still worrisome. Mid was crafty. Unlike Shara, who had the flirtatious sophistication of a walrus in heat, Mid could easily sneak another girl's man away if she really wanted to do so. Out of all of Origin's Siblings, Mid was the one who took after their mother the most.
 
   She unleashed a soft sigh then started to turn back to renew her nerve-wracking decision making regarding what outfit to wear when she met her father. An alert sounded on her console, a different one than the one that went off when Scott died.
 
   "Oh, they finally got back to him?" she asked. It was an alert that she had tied to his cell phone on Earth. Specifically it dealt with the US military. She had tied the alert to it so that Scott could focus on his goals on ARS without having to stop and check his voice email continuously.
 
   She fiddled with her screen for a moment then opened the alert message so that she could hear his voice mail. An unfamiliar voice began to speak. She snorted after hearing what that voice had to say.
 
   "Foolish little men." Scott was not going to go for their decision at all. They had decided to schedule him for a meeting in three months, but he was to report for duty in forty-eight hours. That wouldn't happen.
 
   Origin rubbed her chin. "Well, both father and Scott did say that I could negotiate directly if all else failed."
 
   A bright smile crossed her lips. "Why beat around the bush?"
 
   She brought her Earth avatar, Aria, up on screen then made a few minor adjustments that she was allowed to make. Her father had said that it was allowable to upgrade her power base there slightly in case the mortals needed to see that she was not lying about her nature.
 
   Origin hopped into her console seat and placed her tiara on her head. A brief moment later her consciousness dimmed and then brightened once more. She was now within the body of her avatar, Aria Ardent.
 
   Aria yawned delicately then stretched her body in a luxurious manner. Scott's bed was comfortable, and quite large. After a moment she sighed then sniffed at his pillow. It had not been long, but she missed him. In a way it was like her dreams had come true. Who didn't daydream about their favorite fictional character coming to life and falling in love with them? True, Scott was not a work of fiction, but he had been just as inaccessible until recently.
 
   She sat up and the sheet slid down to reveal her luxuriantly naked body. Aria noticed her nudity then blinked. "Ah, that's right I should put on some clothes."
 
   Aria started to retrieve the clothing that she had worn before, but a thought occurred to her. A goofy little grin crossed her lips and she bit her lower lip a little. "Scott's closet..."
 
   She moved to where her man-candy kept his clothes and looked through his selection. She chose a plain white button up shirt then giggled warmly. She slid it on and buttoned it up before going to the bathroom mirror to check it out.
 
   Aria fluffed her vibrant blue hair and turned from side to side. "This is it, isn't it?"
 
   It was a moment like in a movie where the girlfriend wears her boyfriend's shirt the morning after they make love. "Wow, if I had a cup of hot chocolate and a shameful smile this would be almost perfect!"
 
   After a moment she giggled once more. Then danced in her eyes and she bit her lower lip a little before she exclaimed. "Well, why not!"
 
   She practically pranced as she headed toward the kitchen. A few minutes later she sat at the kitchen table while wearing nothing but her finance's shirt and her amused smile. She sipped at her beverage then sighed warmly. "So shameless." Her smile widened three sizes after saying it.
 
   There was only one more way to make this little morning scene perfect, but sadly it was not to be. It would require the aid of a second party and that just would not happen. Aria laughed at her silly thought, but then her eyes widened when the doorbell rang. "No way!"
 
   In the perfect morning after scenario she would run into Scott's old fiancé right now. Did she dare go to the door wearing only Scott's shirt? It could not possibly be Sarah at the door, but the idea of it happening was so delightful that it could not be helped. "Well, it would be rude not to answer..."
 
   Aria giggled sweetly then pranced over to the door. It was probably the mail man or one of those nice people who wanted to bring the house owner the good news about their god even though sending an e-mail would be faster.
 
   The doorbell rang again and Aria spent a moment tousling her hair in just the right way. "Do I look appropriately scandalous?" She grinned. This would be great! "I wonder who it is?"
 
   Aria opened the door with a bright smile on her lips and she cheerfully said, "Hello, may I help y—"
 
   She stopped cold. On the other side of the door was the person she had least expected.
 
   The blond woman on the other side blinked then leaned away in surprise. She took in the sight before her, the sight of a blue haired woman wearing a shirt that was obviously too big for her. It did not take much thought to realize what was happening. "Where's Scott?"
 
   "He's not here right now." said Aria. The scenario was no longer as cute and whimsical as before. If anything it had killed the mood.
 
   "Oh." the blond woman said. "Uh, who.... Are you?"
 
   Aria saw no harm in telling the truth. "I'm Aria, Scott's fiancé. Who may I say asked for him?"
 
   "Fiancé... He, a fiancé?" She asked slowly as though the words did not process properly. It had been a little over nine months since she had last seen him, but this was a shock either way. 
 
   "Yes, we are so in love it would make most people sick." said Aria in a friendly tone. She then hugged herself and laughed. "He's just wonderful."
 
   Sarah grunted a little then started to say something, but Aria continued with a girlish giggle, her eyes wide and innocent. "And wow, when we make love I feel like the Earth shakes."
 
   Sarah's left eyebrow twitched slightly and she made a coughing sound. "Yeah, uh... I just. He hasn't been answering my text messages and I wanted to talk to him."
 
   "Oh? About what?" asked Aria with a pretty smile.
 
   "That's not really... It's our business."
 
   "We have no secrets from each other." said Aria, a little tenseness appearing in her tone. "It was one of the early issues in the relationship. Something about his old fiancé cheating on him on the night they were engaged, or something. What a pathetic whore, right?"
 
   If Scott had heard Aria speaking in this manner he would have been quite scandalized. She never spoke this way around him. Normally she was quite sweet and endearing. At the moment she was quite salty and perhaps a little spicy.
 
   "Did he say that last part?" asked Sarah, her face becoming a tight mask of anger.
 
   "I don't know, she's not important now. I should thank her, though. If she wasn't such a cheating bitch, I would never have gotten a chance to be with my Scott." Aria sighed dramatically then hugged her hands to her chest. "We've been ever so happy."
 
   Sarah looked like she could spit fire after hearing that. Her teeth began to grind a little. "How old are you anyway? You look like a teenager!"
 
   "Well, yes. I should. I'm eighteen. Wait, or am I nineteen?" Aria acquired a thoughtful expression. "Hmm, twenty maybe?"
 
   "You don't even know how old you are?" asked Sarah with a snort.
 
   "I've been so busy being in love with my Scott that I've lost track of the seasons." She smiled prettily. "Either way, I'm in the prime of my life and quite capable of handling his voracious sexual appetite during our many hours of love making."
 
   She reacquired her thoughtful expression. "My, is it voracious!"
 
   "Damned pedophile." muttered Sarah.
 
   "Hmm? Why would you say that? Do I look like a child to you? I own my own house and everything." said Aria sweetly.
 
   "Then why aren't you in it?" muttered Sarah heatedly.
 
   "Well, it's right there." Aria pointed to the house next door. Sarah glanced over to it then her eyebrow began to twitch again.
 
   Aria blinked. "Oh wait, you wanted to tell my Scott about something?
 
   "Look, it doesn't concern you. I want to talk to Scott." said Sarah with a little more heat creeping into her voice. Fiancé or not, this child kept referring to Scott as hers like she was bragging. It grated heavily on Sarah's nerves.
 
   "Well, my fiancé's not here, but if you want me to take a message I can do that." said Aria.
 
   "Can you put some clothes on first?" asked Sarah with a frown.
 
   "That would be silly. We plan to make love all day when he returns. The scented massage oil might not wash out easily." Aria touched her index finger to her chin and acquired a vacant expression. "It could be a while before he comes back, though."
 
   "Fuck it! Fine... just tell him that Sa—" The girl stopped for a moment then a crafty look came into her eyes. "Just tell him that he has a son, and to call me."
 
   Aria blinked then her jaw dropped open. "A son?"
 
   "Yeah, didn't tell you that did he?" Sarah smirked at the shirt-clad woman then walked off. She was incredibly pleased with herself. That would teach the big-knockered slut a lesson about messing with her.
 
   Aria was momentarily distraught then glared at the woman walking away in the distance. She did not even try to hide it when she brought up a menu screen, scanned Sarah, and checked her associations. Her eyes narrowed and she looked like she wanted to rip a certain someone in half. "Lying woman. Scott's not the father at all."
 
   Sarah got into a beat up old station wagon and pulled out of the drive way. She smiled viciously at Aria as she drove away.
 
   "The Joker was right. Sometimes you just wanna watch the world burn." muttered Aria while she stared daggers at the fleeing woman. At the very least it would be nice if some people burned just a little.
 
   ~*~
 
   The Field of New Beginnings was a place where time stood still. That did not mean that someone could stay there forever unless they simply wanted to hide from the world. Scott had learned first-hand that he was incapable of remaining in the tutorial area if he wanted to become stronger. His first fight in the new world had been a true disaster.
 
   "So, you're ready to move on?" asked Mid with a warm smile, but a sad tone of voice.
 
   "Yes. I don't really know what to do about creating more skills here. My stats are high enough, but I can't increase my skill level enough to help me focus on development of my spells." said Scott. He had only managed to create three spells in his time there, none of them were combat grade abilities. He could create a stable light spell after working on his original unstable orb of brilliance for a while. He had an ability that allowed him to start a small camp fire over time. He could also wrap Earth elemental energy around his body to slightly increase his toughness. It did nothing toward stopping an attack, but he would be able to travel the wilds without taking minor scratches from bramble thorns and similar things.
 
   Scott would love to stay in the field and learn a lot more spells over time, but every time he even tried to do so his headache would increase in ferocity. Until he could gain a few combat levels, he was unable to train properly. That was the limitation of the beginner area. Otherwise, newcomers would never leave.
 
   "Makes sense. You have done as much as you can here. Would you like to be sent to a tutorial dungeon near the city that you chose? It might help you learn the way of the world further? It's a fairly simple place and you will be able to develop your combat ability." said Mid.
 
   "That sounds good, but what if I die there?" asked Scott.
 
   "It's an instanced dungeon that is part of the tutorial system. Time doesn't pass and the monsters won't respawn there until you leave, but you can't return to it if you do leave." She nodded toward him then smiled a little. "Death in that dungeon just auto-resurrects you back at the safe room. It's your last free death allowance."
 
   "Sounds real good. Is there anything that I should know?"
 
   Mid chuckled. "The monsters are all low-grade but they are designed to match their level to your stats, much like the rabbit that killed you earlier. Though, they won't be nearly as skillful."
 
   "I hate that damned rabbit." muttered Scott. He had never wanted to murder a furry woodland creature so much in his life. He had even gained an achievement for being killed by the thing.
 
    
 
   [Achievement Unlocked]
 
    
 
                               They Call Him Bruce
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   The achievement had the image of the Wah-Bunny tossing two copper coins on his chest in a dismissive manner.
 
   "Find him in the world beyond. The quest is still available to you. Defeat Bruce and you'll get the reward that I promised." said Mid before granting him a saucy wink and a slight pucker of her lips.
 
   "I don't know which sounds more dangerous, the rabbit or the reward." said Scott flatly.
 
   Mid chuckled softly then shook her head. "Dear childe, you would love my rewards."
 
   "No doubt, but I am happy with my current rewards package." countered Scott with a smile.
 
   The great sage nodded lightly then smiled once more. "Good. Are you ready?"
 
   "I should probably check the mirror one more time to be sure." said Scott.
 
   "Ah, good point. Go ahead dear." said Mid.
 
   Scott went to the mirror then checked his status. His attributes were all the same, and his level certainly hand not changed. He checked his skills.
 
    
 
   [Class Skills]
 
    
 
   Unarmed Combat: 5
 
   Twilight Sorcery: 5
 
   Primordial Magic: 1
 
   Sense Life: 5
 
   Arcane Lore: 1
 
   Arcane Mastery: 5
 
   Light Armor: 1
 
   Analyze: 1
 
    
 
   [—]
 
                 
 
   [Miscellaneous Skills]
 
    
 
   Survival Lore: 5
 
   Boomerang Mastery: 1
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   Scott rubbed his chin. There were supposed to be a lot more class skills that he could learn, but he would have to discover them on his own or locate masters who were capable of teaching them to him.
 
   He was a little aggravated by the lack of ability to train his primordial magic skill, but he needed actual water in order to study its effects before he could hope to actually do anything with it. He could focus on elemental water energy, but he could not yet generate physical water. He felt like he was close to doing so, however. As with everything, he just needed to train more.
 
   "Alright. Everything seems to be the same as I remember it." said Scott.
 
   Mid rotated her staff and a glowing doorway rose up before him. "You'll be taken to a place where your health and mana will regenerate quickly. I suggest you use it frequently, but take your time when fighting your way through the dungeon."
 
   "I will. Thank you." said Scott.
 
   Mid fidgeted slightly then reached down and smoothed her dress a little. "Take care Scott."
 
   He smiled at her. She had thrown him to the wolves, rather the rabbit, but that was fine. He had lived after all. "What? No goodbye hug for your new little brother?"
 
   Mid smiled brightly at him then rushed over to give him a heartfelt hug. It was innocent and a little sweet. "Welcome to the family little brother."
 
   Scott wiggled a little and made friendly grunting noises for emphasis. "Thanks Mid. Am I still meeting everyone soon? We were supposed to get together till things happened."
 
   "Of course we are, but you should probably spend some time training first." said Mid. "I think Origin is supposed to be meeting our father for dinner at some point, so you'll probably be meeting him soon as well."
 
   "Should I be worried?" asked Scott lightly.
 
   "Yes." Mid did not hesitate and also did not lighten the mood.
 
   Scott blinked then leaned his head back a little. He acquired a thoughtful expression then said, "I see..."
 
   "Don't worry about it too much. Just go forth into adventure young man." she said before releasing him from their parting hug.
 
   Scott patted her on the shoulder. "Thanks for everything Mid, even the bunny murder quest."
 
   "All in a day's work, little brother." said Mid warmly.
 
   He offered her a brief smile then turned toward the glowing door. It was time to move on, even if he had so much more that he wanted to learn. Even attempting to train further in this place would cause a crippling headache. It was time for real training in the world beyond.
 
   Scott walked through the door and Mid sighed a little at his passing. "Might as well log out and let the system take over." Mid called up a logout screen then hit the little red button that would let her do exactly that. Her avatar slumped forward and started to snore. Soon it shimmered vibrantly and then changed shape into a fairly short elderly woman. Any new entrants to the world or returning reincarnates would be greeted by the system version of Mid, and not the true deity.
 
   The twilight sorcerer walked through a corridor made of light and out into a dimly lit room with smooth stone walls. He blinked several times rapidly as his eyes adjusted to the light levels then looked around.
 
   The floors, walls, and ceiling were all of a single uniformly grey color. The only things of note in the room were a small steel framed cot in the corner of the room, a silver mirror that hung on the wall, and a metal table with a little metal box sitting atop it. "Cozy."
 
   He checked the mirror first to be sure of what he suspected. He smiled when he realized that it was, in fact, a salvation mirror. "Useful!"
 
   Scott went to check out the box. He opened it up and saw several miniaturized items sitting inside and a normal sized envelope. He found that to be a bit strange. Did they use envelopes in medieval times? He knew this world was supposed to be different from the casual server, but was it really that different?
 
   He opened the envelope and found a letter inside along with ten silver coins. The coins were stamped with an image of a goddess with her arms spread wide on one side, and the sideways head of the same goddess on the other. There was a little motto written on the bottom. "In Origin we trust, huh?" asked Scott, an amused smile rising up on his lips. The letter inside was quite interesting as well.
 
    
 
   [Mission Briefing]
 
    
 
   Hellraising Hellions
 
                 
 
   Thank you for coming to the aid of the Valkovian Empire at this time of need. The agreed upon monetary fee and special equipment that you required for this task have been left here as per your request.
 
    
 
   The empire thanks you for your service, citizen.
 
    
 
   Mission Requirements: Defeat the Hellions that have taken over the 34th Street Subterranean Transit Authority building. Be warned, they are heavily armed.
 
                 
 
   Success: Defeat the Hellions 40/40
 
    
 
   Failure: If you flee the area before the task is complete.
 
    
 
   Reward(s): 20 Silver Fayth, Special Equipment, 1 Salvation Crystal
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   "The hell? Is this how quests are given in this world? That's pretty neat." Instead of a screen popping up, he had received a letter.
 
   The other items in the metal box were doll-sized versions of gloves and common equipment. Scott reached in and carefully took out an item that looked like a tiny brown leather vest. He was greatly surprised when it shimmered then expanded in his hand.
 
   "Whoa... Now that's neat!" Instead of an inventory screen they had something like this? Amazing! They were right about the place being both fantastic but focused on realism. It had game mechanics like this, but they were all integrated into the world instead of floating around in a distracting manner.
 
   Scott stared at the reddish brown leather vest in his hand for a moment. He was attempting to use the skill [Analyze]. It was a class skill that would allow him to recognize simple items. Eventually, he would even be able to sense the abilities of his opponents.
 
   Instead of a screen popping up in front of him he felt a strange connection to the garment, like he somehow understood it better. He still did not know what its stats were. He would need to analyze it further before he had a good idea of what it could do. The only thing he could tell for certain was that it was a light leather vest, it was of standard quality, and he could probably equip it without reducing his combat ability.
 
   Scott put on the vest then took out a pair of strange looking pants that expanded to a size that would fit him. After analyzing them he recalled what they really were. They were chaps, specifically batwing chaps. They were a leather item meant to be worn over the top of his pants. 
 
   Batwing chaps were cut wide with a flare at the bottom for easier leg movement. They had several straps along the waist and thigh that were used to fasten them, and were the same color as the vest. Upon further inspection he noted a second set of straps near the bottom flare.
 
   His ability to analyze items was still low, but he could tell that this was a customization option. It also did not take long to realize why they existed. He would need to kick a lot. He might trip on his own chaps if he performed a lot of fancy footwork in a low-position. The straps would allow him the protection of the leather armor, and the ability to kick like normal as the flare would be negated.
 
   There were a few other items in the box. He pulled out a leather strap that had a wide oval-shaped metal disk on the front. It was sewn together tightly in a complete circle. Scott slid the headband over his head and positioned the disk in front. It tightened when it was put into place and he sighed in relief. It actually helped his headache a little due to the slight increase in pressure.
 
   The other items were a light brown cloth bag, a light brown leather belt, and a pair of leather gloves with a hardened leather band across the knuckles. He equipped them all then nodded.
 
   Scott performed a few experimental punches and kicks. The new items were light weight, not that their weight would have mattered much with his level of strength anyway, and felt comfortable.
 
   He put the envelope back into the letter and then the envelope and his money into his little bag. When he did so he was delighted to see that the letter shrank down to the size of his pinky. The little bag could hold a lot more than it seemed! Though the coins remained the same size, about the size of an American nickel.
 
   After looting the metal box he tried to pick it up and take it with him. It refused to budge no matter what he did.
 
   The metal cot proved to be comfortable when he checked it, a little too comfortable. He wanted to take a nap as soon as he sat down. Scott had to force himself back to his feet.
 
   "Man, this is great!" Scott smiled to himself. The headache aside, everything he had seen of this world had him excited.
 
   There was nothing else to do in the room, so he moved to the only exit. Scott took a deep breath then released it slowly. There were forty monsters in this area that he had to deal with before this mission was completed. They should have levels equal to his stats, but were low grade monsters. He was not certain what that meant, but he was about to find out.
 
   Scott opened the door and stepped out into the subterranean transit authority building. The first thing he faced was a wall. He stepped further out and turned to see the door close behind him on its own. The door faded partially from sight. It was like it was trying to enter stealth mode. Perhaps it was doing exactly that. It led to a safe room after all.
 
   He looked around and noticed that he was currently in a dead-end corridor that had little in the way of decoration. There was a sizeable map on the back wall that caught his attention. It held the floor plan for the building.
 
   The old Scott, the one who thought he was a badass gamer, would probably just wander around and fight monsters for their loot. However, the new and more balanced Scott remembered a bit of his military training. He needed to know the strength of his enemies, their position, how smart they were, and various other things. In short, he needed intelligence. There was one place that seemed to offer it. Scott traced a route from his current position to the security room on the second floor.
 
   According to the map, the transit authority building was neither particularly wide nor was it tall. It had three floors.
 
   He left the map behind and headed down the corridor as quietly as he could. He slipped close to the wall and listened carefully as he moved. It was not long before he sensed a nearby presence. It felt relatively strong. He knew that it might be a difficult fight.
 
   Scott stopped near the edge of the corridor and listened carefully. He heard voices.
 
   "Stupid humans." muttered a low-pitched voice. The dull sound of something meaty being kicked could be heard.
 
   "Their meats taste good though." said another low-pitched voice, with a laugh.
 
   He could not be certain, but he thought there might be only those two monsters up ahead. He had no idea what they were exactly, but that was part of the challenge.
 
   Scott took a risk and quickly poked his head around the corner and then it back. They had both been facing away from him. They were humanoid and somewhat large, but he could not be certain what they were otherwise.
 
   He quietly took a breath then spun gently around the corner. He had to defeat the monsters that had taken over this building. That was the task at hand. This battle would tell him what he would have to contend with in the near future.
 
   "You think boss will get the city to pay?" asked one of the two monsters.
 
   "Who cares as long as he pays us?" asked the other creature.
 
   Scott noticed that they both wore what looked like heavy rain coats with the hoods up. It was impossible to see what they looked like, or their equipment. He had no real choice but to attack from behind and hope for the best. The corridor they were in now was too small to slip around them so that he could get a better look from the front.
 
   He leapt into the air and launched a powerful flying kick that caught the monster on the left side square in the back. The impact elicited a beautiful crunching sound upon impact, but despite the force of the strike the creature only staggered forward a few steps and shouted.
 
   "What the hell!" snarled the creature before both it and its companion turned toward Scott. He could see them clearly now. They had dull red skin, bright yellow eyes, and small horns jutting from their forehead. They also wore expressions of surprise and anger. Two small tusks jutted up from their lower jaws adding to their monstrous appearance.
 
   "A human? Eat that bastard!" roared the hellion that Scott had attacked. The creature then lifted its arms from behind the raincoat like outer garment and revealed its weapons, a set of twin pistols that did not appear to be made of metal.
 
   Scott's eyes widened in terrified fascination as the monster that he had attacked opened fire with its twin-pistols. Each shot missed him completely, but the little bursts of light made a surprisingly adorable Ka-pew! Ka-pew! sound.
 
   The gun-wielding beast roared in frustration when his ammunition ran out and he was forced to try and reload. "Stand still meat!"
 
   "He is standing still you idiot! Stop trying to look good cuz you got two guns!" snapped the other hellion. He whipped out a massive battle axe that he obviously could not have been hiding under his coat.
 
   A hint of relief washed over the sorcerer. An axe was something that he could deal with easily. Scott half-stepped back to avoid the hard swing of the monster's horizontal attack then rocked forward and launched a hard palm strike that slammed into the monster's nose.
 
   Disappointment settled in a moment later and he frowned. He had hoped for a clean break, but all he accomplished was bloodying its nose a bit.
 
   "Fucker!" roared the hellion before rushing forward in a sloppy charge.
 
   Scott slipped sideways and kicked out at the beast's legs in the passing. Its knee buckled and it fell forward in a heavy heap.
 
   "Shit!" snapped the other hellion as he fiddled with a spherical device. The sorcerer would not allow him to do whatever it was that he intended to do. It could not possibly work out well for him.
 
   Scott rushed forward and launched a hard straight punch toward the hellion's head. Surprisingly, the beast snapped its head sideways quickly and then whipped its right arm around it a circle to knock Scotts arm sideways before he could recover. The entire sequence of events had taken far less than a second but Scott was already off-balance and open to the beast's next attack, a hard rising knee strike to his solar plexus.
 
   The sorcerer gasped as some of the wind was knocked out of him, then cried out in surprise when a sharp elbow rammed down to strike his shoulder blade. He was unable to recover due to the rapid-fire counter-combo and the finishing blow from the monster came in the form of a hard spinning left hook that slammed into the back of his head with great force.
 
   Scott was heavily staggered by the rapid strikes and was knocked to the ground, dazed by the heavy blows. Obviously, the hellion was a gun-fighter that specialized in firearms and unarmed combat. It proved to be a devastating combination.
 
   "Fucker wasn't much." laughed the gun wielding hellion before he lifted his boot. The creature's metal clad boot rocketed downward and slammed into Scott's back with bone-crushing force. The strength of these monsters was as hellish as their name.
 
   "Save some for me." muttered the other hellion as he rose to his feet. Blood poured freely from his nose for a moment before he held it closed and began to breathe through his mouth.
 
   "Why? It kicked your ass. These meats is mine." said the gun-hellion.
 
   "The hell they is! If I hadn't kept it busy it would have killed you."
 
   "Really? Cuz' the way I see it, you didn't land a single hit and I smashed it on my own."
 
   The hellions were a physically strong race with lots of vitality and stamina. However, they were not particularly bright in comparison to other humanoid races. They were smarter than an average ogre, but not by much.
 
   The monsters began to argue heavily about who got to claim the corpse despite the fact that their meal was not among the deceased. That proved disastrous for the brutes as Scott was given time to recover.
 
   "I killed the human! Its meats is mine!" shouted the gun-fighter.
 
   "You sure it's even human? It don't smell human." snorted the other hellion.
 
   "Don't care. Meats is meats." muttered the gun-fighter.
 
   "You gotz no class, fucker. These meats is wasted on you." snapped the axe hellion.
 
   "Oh? I gotz no class?" snarled the gun hellion. "Me?"
 
   The meat that the two monsters fought over recovered enough to form a stupid, but logical plan. Scott launched a feeble kick toward the shin of the axe hellion then went limp.
 
   Neither monster noticed the origin of the kick, and had thought the meat to be dead and well-tenderized. So, it was natural that the axe hellion came to the conclusion that he did. "No class fucker! You kicked me!"
 
   "No I didn't! Stop saying lies." snapped the gun hellion.
 
   Soon the conversation devolved into a shoving contest. Finally, the axe hellion snarled at the gun hellion and swiped at him with his axe. "You don't touch me, no class fuck!"
 
   "I gotz class you assbag! You the one with no class!" snapped the gun hellion.
 
   "Me?! I got class! I'm softsticated as hell. Ugly shit." snorted the axe hellion.
 
   The gun hellion stopped for a moment then snickered. "Yeah, you soft alright." He ran his tongue along his upper lip. The other hellion shuddered in disgust and caused him to step back. That was all the gun wielder needed to see. The axe fighter was weak meat! He made a kissy face at the axe hellion then launched a hard right cross toward the face of the axe fighter.
 
   The axe hellion was not able to dodge completely, but it did not matter. He took a punch that skipped across his cheek, but managed to ram his axe handle up with under his former companion's chin with enough force to stagger him.
 
   The gun fighter was hit with a strong follow-up attack that cleaved through his leather rain coat and tore into his chest. A fountain of blood showered out as the monster fell back, knocked to the ground by the blow. The axe hellion wasted no time in chopping downward with brutal efficiency. Meat was back on the menu tonight!
 
   While the axe fighter finished off its friend, and thus won the conversation, Scott quietly rose to his feet. The axe hellion laughed maniacally as he chopped at the gun hellion and soon the other monster was no more.
 
   "Show you who gotz more class, meat." said the beast with another laugh.
 
   He turned back to the other white meat. The tender morsel should have been lying dead on the ground, but instead of seeing his dinner, the beast only saw a powerful fist rocketing toward his face. The hellion's nose broke cleanly this time. It was no longer able to withstand the force of the blow after having been weakened by a similar strike before.
 
   The hellion cried out in agony before he was swept to the ground with a strong, confident spinning hook kick to back of his knees. Scott leapt atop it, snatched a hunk of its hair and started to bash the monster's face into the ground with brutal efficiency. When he felt that the hellion was properly dazed, the sorcerer began to unleash a series of hard punches to the back of the thing's head. It was not long before it went limp.
 
   Scott panted a little. That battle had worn him out a great deal. The girls had not been kidding when they had each warned him that fights on the classic server were much more difficult. This had been like fighting real people. Real stupid people, but still real people.
 
   He sighed loudly, then stood up and started to collect his loot. He took the guns and the axe and stuck them in the bag. The axe took up a good bit of room as it was a large item and only shrunk down to about the length of his palm.
 
   The monster's pockets were searched and he found eighteen copper coins, each about the size of an American quarter if he had to guess. There were also a few of those little glowing spheres that the gunner had tried to use before, and two doses of a health restoring potion if the label of the bottle was to be believed.
 
   There was more to take, however. Scott stripped the corpses down and stuffed everything that they wore into his bag. That alone took up a lot of space. If he had to guess, he might be able to store the equipment of perhaps a dozen of these monsters. He would have to pick and choose then hope for the best.
 
   He left the naked corpses where they lay, there wasn't any way to hide them other than to drag them around the corner. There was no way to clean the blood splatter and gore at the moment, either.
 
   Scott considered moving on, but after a moment he decided against it. He went to go take a look at the salvation mirror and to rest for a while. If more monsters came out in search of these two, he would die if they saw him. He did not want to risk losing whatever experience he had gained or his items.
 
   Back in the safe room, Scott checked the salvation mirror then sighed. He had not increased his level. Truth be told, he was not surprised. He had not done particularly well in that fight. Still, his information was saved for later. Whatever combat experience he had gained would not be lost if he died.
 
   He hopped on the cot and closed his eyes. The battles to come would be fierce, he could tell. He needed to be as healthy as possible when dealing with them, and for now he would try to fight them one at a time if possible. Without the element of surprise, perhaps even with it, he would not be able to win even a one-on-one battle with these monsters easily.
 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   Time was a funny little thing. It was not quite Danny DeVito, but still it was a funny little thing. It became even more humorous when it was experienced by a race of immortal beings that could exist on multiple time-axis at the same time and actively engage in those timelines without causing a paradox. For instance, Aria Ardent could simultaneously exist on the mortal frame of reference that Scott Jacobs was normally part of, even while he existed in a timeless space outside of both time and normal space.
 
   In short, even though time did not pass in relation to Scott, Aria could still exist in a timeline that did not currently include his presence though it still held reference to his existence and his future presence would still be relative from the moment of his re-insertion. The concept was simple, but it could be quite confusing to the mortal mind. It is a rare mind that can accept that one thing can simultaneously be two opposing things and rationalize how said thing can exist without falling prey to the need to cite logic and consistency.
 
   It was in some ways like the old grandfather paradox. It is said by mortals that if a man goes back in time and kills his grandfather, he himself would cease to exist. However, if he ceased to exist then he could not go back in time to kill his grandfather and thus would exist. This is used as a thought experiment and as a means of trying to explain why time-travel is impossible without citing poorly understood physics.
 
   That paradox seems logical, but only from the limited perspective of a mortal understanding of time. For most mortal minds time flows in a distinct line. One event leads into another. However, for those who became known as the gods time did not flow that way. Linear time did not actually exist for them unless they chose to experience it. There were events and a flow of awareness, but they were omni-existent. If such a thing as a point could exist in time and space, then all points existed simultaneously for the gods if they were in their natural state.
 
   The gods of the divine city chose to continually experience the concept of a mostly linear time progression for the sake of being authentically human-ish. It was sometimes as hard for them to experience linear time as it was for a normal human mind to experience the true nature of time and space. It was a bizarre, alien, concept that took a lot of effort to comprehend properly.
 
   Currently, the goddess Origin had split her consciousness into six separate instances. Four of them currently existed in the four servers of ARS as the local planetary goddess who was also known as Origin. The fifth was her core persona that resided in the divine city. The sixth was currently driving down a busy street at the wheel of a pink Cadillac. Though her fiancé was outside of time and space, she chose to exist in his original space in order to handle some of his business. Any paradoxes that occurred during the process would be cleaned up later.
 
   Aria swayed her head from side to side and sang along with the song on the radio. It was Michael Jackson's song Smooth Criminal. "Ba da-da-da-da, da-da-da-da, da-da-da-da duhn."
 
   She carefully performed a one hundred eighty degree turn that made her tires squeal and people screech in terror before she gunned the engine and tore down the highway once more. Her phone buzzed and she looked down. The goddess of love and bad driving checked her messages while driving down the busy North Carolina highway at speeds in excess of one hundred miles per hour.
 
   Aria snorted then leaned back and casually repositioned one of her legs so she could steer with her foot while she returned a text from Mid. What she lacked in common sense, she made up for in flexibility. "She really sent him there, huh? What's wrong with that girl?" asked Aria as she used her knee to help absent-mindedly steer her Cadillac around a truck that was hauling propane.
 
   There was a short lag period between the divine city and Earth due to the need to use Earth-based technology to communicate back and forth properly. It would not do to use menu screens for every little thing. That factor had caused her not to receive updates concerning Scott since she had the run-in with Sarah.
 
   Aria wove between the cars on the road using her foot while not bothering to look to see where she was going. The cars moved so slowly that it was easy to avoid running into anyone. That would not keep someone else from having an accident, of course. More than one car swerved off the road onto the grassy embankment, their drivers fearful for their mortal lives.
 
   She sent a text to Mid asking her to stop being cruel to Scott. It was not long before Mid replied.
 
   "Hang in there baby?" asked Aria. It was a photo of a cat hanging on a clothes line with those words captioned beneath it. "Cute, but what does she mean?"
 
   Aria rotated her steering wheel hard with her steering foot and pressed the brake pedal. Her Cadillac spun sideways and drifted a few dozen feet before she punched the gas with her brake foot. She took off again down the road she had just turned onto. 
 
   She acquired a thoughtful look. "I wonder what he's doing right now?" she sighed. "Bet it's more exciting than what I'm going to be doing with my day." She shook her head then pouted in a way similar to how a little girl might look if someone had asked her to eat her Brussels sprouts. "Meetings" *Blergh*. "Stupid military."
 
   In the background the sound of dozens of police sirens could be heard. She was a little sad to hear them. There were a lot of bad drivers and criminals in the world. Even the police seemed to be having an exciting day. She briefly wondered who they were after to need to bring in so many officers, but then she sighed again. Why couldn't she be doing something more exciting right now? "You better show me your appreciation later, Scott." she said. A slowly spread smile arose on her lips. She bit her lip a little as she started to envision just how much he would appreciate her.
 
   While eight of North Carolina's finest state troopers chased after her, Aria continued to daydream about how much Scott would appreciate her, and the depths of said appreciation. A slight hint of drool began to dribble from the corner of her lips and she giggled like a moron. "Oh Scott! You're so appreciative."
 
   ~*~
 
   The confines of the safe room were something Scott had become intimately familiar with. He had awakened there after several of his most recent deaths. He sighed then stood up. "What is that now? Six. Seven?"
 
   He shook his head then went to look at the salvation mirror. Little had changed since the first time that he had looked at him. The problem was that he had died too often. He had not even made it to class level two, yet.
 
   "I need to try another tactic." he said. Throughout his many deaths, Scott had managed to defeat only one more hellion. The monsters in this dungeon would forget about his existence whenever he entered the safe room. If he died they forgot him and then their locations would be randomized the moment he stepped out of the door.
 
   The main issue was that their skills roughly matched their stats. His skills only matched his level. They were clearly more skilled even if they were on similar footing stat-wise.
 
   "Direct confrontation doesn't work that well. Beating the things takes too long" muttered Scott. By the time he was nearly done with one monster he was normally beaten all to hell. The worst part was that the noise from the battle drew the attention of the others. They would often show up to see what was going on and then he would die.
 
   The problem was the length of the battle. Scott had tried everything that he could think of to shorten it. He had even attempted to use the pistols that he had found. That had proved slightly useful, but only in drawing a monster away. For some reason, the damage from the weapons was low. His lack of a firearms skill was possibly the cause, or perhaps they were just low-level weapons due to the fact that he was in a tutorial dungeon.
 
   As he sat on the cot thinking about his current issue, a useful thought occurred. "Maybe..."
 
   He nodded. There was no reason not to try and change things up a little. Scott put his new thought into action and slipped out of the room. The corridor at the end of the hall was empty, so he moved forward carefully. He sensed for the life around the corner even though it hurt his head slightly to do so.
 
   A life force that he had become familiar with was detected around the next corner. Scott only sensed one monster. He took out his pistol and leaned his head around quickly in order to see where the monster was at. The hulking brute was leaning against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest. He too wore the raincoat looking thing that the others wore. Scott would not know what weapons it wielded till it drew them forth.
 
   Scott fired off a round to get the monster's attention. He managed to hit the wall just beyond the beast. It stood up straight and looked around in surprise.
 
   "Hey, you hungry?" whispered Scott loudly before waving at the monster.
 
   The hellion exclaimed. "Meats!" before whipping out a greatsword. Scott hissed loudly then turned and fled. The monster quickly chased after him. Scott managed to make it back to the corridor that led to the safe room before it caught up.
 
   Scott twisted out of the way of a hard overhand strike that slammed into the floor with great force, and leveraged it into a hard spinning sweep to the monster's ankles. It was knocked off its feet and landed with a heavy *whuffing* sound. The air had been knocked from its lungs.
 
   The sorcerer immediately capitalized on the opening presented. Scott launched a hard downward heel-stomp that slammed into the monster's face. He kicked it a few times, but it soon recovered and lashed out wildly to try and drive Scott back.
 
   Scott obliged and allowed it to get to its feet. It was time to enact his strategy. He needed combat experience. Experience development did not work in the same manner here as it did on the casual server. Combat experience was derived through the actual combat scenario, not just from the kill. In fact, killing these monsters might have been wasteful. Scott was uncertain of that fact at the moment, but it was possible.
 
   The only thing Scott had to lose was his life. He'd already lost that several times. It was time to see if he could leverage that fact into a viable training method.
 
   The hellion snapped. "You damned meat!" before it picked up its greatsword and began to hack, slash, and chop at Scott with great speed and power. The sorcerer was hard pressed to dodge the attacks, much less counter them. He took several hard strikes that bruised his arms and legs. A decidedly nasty horizontal swing had gouged through his leather armor and caused him to bleed heavily.
 
   Scott was unable to dodge another incoming swing and he was forced to block it with his right arm. He felt the impact and the stress on his muscle and bone. However, he had managed to withstand the swing. His unarmed combat bonus granted him a natural defense of one hundred forty, but his unarmed combat skill had actually increased it by seven points. He had learned that his flesh was strong enough to resist some of the blows from these monsters, though it was still best to let the armor try to stop some of that damage.
 
   Stopping the monster's attack with a block had caused serious stress on Scott's right arm, but it provided an opening that he could exploit. He spun to the side and kicked at the back of its knee. The monster's leg buckled slightly, throwing him off balance.
 
   Scott threw himself forward, snaked his arm around the monster's neck and dropped quickly toward the ground in a bid to break the hellion's neck on his shoulder. The movement was successful, but was far from fatal. A shoulder neck breaker could easily end a fight on Earth, possibly even be fatal, but the hellion's health durability was simply too high.
 
   The shoulder neck breaker stunned the monster, however. Scott decided that one professional wrestling move deserved another. He rolled the beast over, climbed onto its back and slipped his arm around its neck once more. He used his other hand to comb back the beast's head and began squeezing his arm for all he was worth.
 
   When the weakly struggling monster's struggles stopped. Scott immediately let go. He snatched up the greatsword and shoved it into his bag, and then began to rifle through the monster's pockets. He found a few coins, but nothing too exciting.
 
   Scott left the unconscious monster where he fell then quickly moved back to the shelter of the safe room. Once inside he checked the mirror, saw no difference, and sighed. "I have to wait for the pulse."
 
   He needed to heal and to allow his armor and gloves to repair themselves. That was apparently the special function of the so-called special equipment. His noobie armor self-repaired if he was in a safe location, such as the safe room. It would be repaired over time, much like he healed when he rested.
 
   The cot called to him and Scott gladly went to enjoy his rest. Time passed in the timeless place. Injuries healed at an accelerated rate. His armor and weaponry were restored to perfect status. Scott awoke then sat up.
 
   "Alright. Let's see." Scott checked the mirror and rubbed his chin. He was still level one, but he had increased his light armor level by one. He saw no changes on his defense stat. Still, he was certain that it did something.
 
   He went out to fight a little more. While he was not certain that his tactic would work, it at least allowed him to train his light armor skill.
 
   Scott pulled his pistol from his bag. The unconscious hellion was no longer on the floor where he had been left to lie. That meant that the dungeon had reset. He found the monster in the same location as before. Since he had not died, the layout of the monster locations had not changed.
 
   Once again, Scott took a shot at the monster. Surprisingly, it whipped out another great sword and charged toward him.
 
   The sorcerer did not make it back to the point that he had before because he had been momentarily delighted to see that he could keep looting the same items if he wanted. In short, he had limited bag space, but he could farm these guys!
 
   "Stop meats!" snapped the hellion as he whipped his greatsword downward. Scott took a hard cut along the back that sliced through his light leather armor and caused him to bleed a little, but he had managed to narrowly avoid being cleaved in half.
 
   He turned quickly and struck down at the beast's rising hands with a double downward hammer fist. The greatsword was knocked from its hands just before Scott swung his doubled fists upward to slam under its chin. The monster's head was knocked back by the continuing combination move. Scott turned counter to his current movement and swept the monster's leg. This hellion was not an unarmed combatant. That much was certain. Without his greatsword he was easily knocked around by unarmed strikes and takedowns.
 
   Still, he did have incredible health and stamina. The hellion launched a desperate kick that Scott mostly avoided. He could feel the bruise beginning to form along the side of his calf, however.
 
   The sorcerer kicked, slapped, and dodged as best he could to lessen the fallen monster's strikes. Despite his superior position, Scott had trouble hitting the monster in a vital spot. The desperate flailing of the hellion's limbs was unskilled but powerful.
 
   Scott chose to hop back a short distance and allow the monster to get back to his feet. The hellion was the perfect opponent at the moment. He had little in the way of unarmed combat skills, so it was not that difficult to take him down to the ground. However, he was extremely dangerous with his greatsword. That forced Scott to act quickly to avoid taking damage.
 
   Thus began a dance with death, the partners in that dance were a twilight sorcerer and a hellion. The hellion would swing his blade and the sorcerer would do his best to dodge. Sometimes the sorcerer avoided the attack. Sometimes he was hit and paid a heavy price.
 
   Loud shouts began to echo down the hallway after a few minutes. The sound of the fight had drawn another hellion.
 
   "This is my meats! You fuck off!" snarled the hellion before whipping his blade around in a furious arc.
 
   "Meats!" roared the incoming hellion. It would join the battle soon.
 
   Scott saw that as the perfect time to end the fight. The next time the hellion made a heavily committed attack, Scott kicked the blade to the side turned quickly and launched a fierce uppercut that slammed into the beast's chin. Its greatsword dropped to the ground as it staggered back.
 
   The sorcerer scooped it up and raced off toward his safe room. The sounds of screaming hellions echoed through the corridor as their meat made a mad dash for freedom.
 
   Once inside his safe room, Scott made a bee-line for the salvation mirror then checked his stats and skills. There was no change, but he had not really expected to see one. His plan would take a lot of time and effort. He also had to wait for the experience pulse so that his acquired knowledge would be absorbed properly.
 
   "Man. I hope this is working. That guy was tearing me apart." Scott was fortunate that his current opponent was a heavy weapon user with little in the way of skills beyond swinging his weapon. A gun fighter, or a light weapon wielder, would have already torn him apart by now.
 
   He stuffed the greatsword into his bag then flopped down on the cot. It was time to recuperate from his battle once more.
 
   A series of short, but dedicated, battles began after that. The moment Scott thought that another hellion was going to approach, he did his best to get an opening in the battle and then raced off toward his safe room. During those battles he had run out of ammunition or magic charge, whatever the pistols used. Scott had resorted to stepping out from behind the corner and saying random things to irritate the monster that he had used as a training dummy throughout the day.
 
   He fought the same hellion over two dozen times, and managed to knock it unconscious three of those times. His headache increased severely in intensity during this time due to the heavy usage of his unarmed combat skills, but Scott felt that the plan had to be working.
 
   There was no way to know how much time had passed since he had begun training in the way that he had. He felt like the better part of a day, perhaps two days, had passed but there was no sense of time in the dungeon.
 
   "Guess I better get back to It." said Scott with a sigh. Was his plan working? His light armor skill had increased to three, but beyond that he had no idea.
 
   Scott glanced at the salvation mirror to make certain that his progress was saved, but then stopped cold. The mirror told him something interesting!
 
    
 
   [Status]
 
    
 
   Scott Jacobs
 
   Race: Lunarii | Class: Twilight Master
 
   Age: 18 | Max Lifespan: Ageless
 
   Level: 2 | Title: The Reborn
 
    
 
   Attack:140[147-154] | Defense: 140[151-159]
 
   Strength: 100 | Agility: 100 | Vitality: 100
 
   Intellect: 100 | Charisma: 100 | Attunement: 100
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   "It worked? Hell yeah! It worked!" Scott laughed loudly and slapped himself on the thigh. "Damn, I almost gave up on it."
 
   The thing he was most excited about was his headache. It was gone. Finally, the constant pain in his head had disappeared! 
 
   "What I have here is a chance to increase my skills a great deal and farm for a lot of items. Mid was right, I definitely need to take my time and learn everything that I can." Time did not pass here in relation to the rest of the universe. He was slated for the next insertion schedule into ARS, but everyone scheduled for that insertion would start at the same time since the gods pretty much did whatever they wanted with local time.
 
   His goal was level five, but it was also the headache. When he had both reached level five and his head felt like it was going to split open, he would be ready to move on. That would mean that his combat level had reached its peak in relation to his social and skill experience pools.
 
   "That's perfect." said Scott. He could level to five, bank another four combat levels, and then spend his first day or two out in ARS proper socializing and learning about the world. The city alone should be something wonderful to behold.
 
   He left his safe room and went out to find his training partner. The hellion was in his customary spot. Scott grinned. It was time to get to work.
 
   ~*~
 
   In the parking lot of the headquarters building that Scott had been assigned, a little red Camry pulled gently into an empty parking spot. Aria stepped out then sighed at her car. "Man, can't believe I had to change it to another car."
 
   While driving with her customary safety consciousness, she had realized that the state troopers were after her for some reason. Normally it would have been fun to be detained by the police and get booked as a criminal, but she had a time schedule to keep. She had been forced to quickly change her car from a pink Cadillac to the next thing on her list, a red Camry.
 
   Aria pouted at the car. It was fun to drive it, but she had liked her convertible. Maybe she would change it into a jeep next? A jeep could be fun.
 
   The vehicularly downgraded goddess locked up her car then strolled into the headquarters building in search of the only contact she had. Upon entering, she met with a Lieutenant James, who called up for Captain Johnson.
 
   A few minutes later the middle-aged captain came down the stairs and walked over to the duty desk. He glanced at the lieutenant then over to Aria. "You needed to see me about something, ma'am?"
 
   Aria smiled brightly at the captain then said, "Yes. We should go to your office."
 
   "Ma'am, I've got a lot of paperwork to do. Is this about one of my soldiers or...?" asked Captain Johnson.
 
   "It's about Scott Jacobs. I'm his fiancé." said Aria flatly.
 
   Captain Johnson blinked. "Scott... Jacobs." He turned to his duty officer. "Hold all my calls unless it's the colonel or better."
 
   "Yes, sir." said Lieutenant James before glancing over to the absurdly beautiful woman. She remembered Scott Jacobs as a man who was almost too pretty to be real. Now there was a woman in front of her that could easily match that if not exceed it. Where did these people come from? Where there any eligible bachelors there?
 
   Aria followed the captain up to his office. He locked the door behind them and sat down at his desk. "How can I help you?"
 
   "I suppose I should get directly to the point. Just to be clear, you spoke to me a few months ago when my fiancé made an offer to your government." said Aria.
 
   "Yes, I recall. It's still hard to believe. Are you really ... You know."
 
   Aria glanced at him then looked over at his desk lamp. "Is that special to you in any way."
 
   "That lamp? No."
 
   Aria pulled up a menu screen. She manipulated a few buttons and the lamp shimmered. In its place, was now a puppy.
 
   "The... That. Did you just turn my desk lamp into a dog?" asked the man in surprise. The desk lamp dog growled cutely then wobbled around. It was a Labrador retriever pup, and quite adorable.
 
   "Yep. So, not to be rude but can we dispense with the whole am I really a goddess thing please?" asked Aria with a warm smile.
 
   "Fine by me. What can I do for you, Ms...?" asked the captain politely.
 
   "Ardent. Aria Ardent is the name that I go by on Earth." she said.
 
   "I see. So, what can I do for you Ms. Ardent?"
 
   Aria wasted no time and began to discuss the situation. "Your superiors are not putting much effort into the offer that was made. However, Scott has received orders to report in two days. That won't be happening."
 
   Captain Johnson rubbed his forehead then sighed. "Can you tell me why?"
 
   "He's currently fighting hellions in an old subterranean transit authority building on the ARS classic server. Afterward he'll need to adjust to the new world-setting."
 
   "Hellions? What are they?" asked the Captain with interest.
 
   "A race of demonic ogre that is focused on vitality and strength. They aren't that bright in comparison to a human but they're pretty solid fighters and craftsmen. Compared to an average human if they were both at level one, they would have strength and stamina equal to your Olympic power lifters."
 
   Captain Johnson acquired a thoughtful expression. "That world you speak of, it sounds like a fascinating place."
 
   "It is, though most places that are different than what you are used to tend to sound fascinating." replied Aria.
 
   He nodded slowly. "That is true, even on this world. As far as your fiancé, I don't know what I can do. If he does not report he'll be in a failure to report situation."
 
   "I suspect the main issue is that your superiors do not believe you?" asked Aria.
 
   "It's an exceptionally difficult thing to believe. I could not even convince the colonel to meet with Sergeant Jacobs. It's too fantastical." he said.
 
   Aria tapped her chin for a moment. "Well, there might be a way. My father and Scott have said that I can speak on matters pertaining to this issue, especially if something came up during Scott's transition to the new server."
 
   "What do you have in mind?"
 
   "Simple. You have shown interest in ARS. Would you like to be one of the people who gets to go?" asked Aria.
 
   "What? Me? I admit that I have a certain interest, but I have a lot of responsibilities here."
 
   "So, go explore during your time off. Do you have family responsibilities that would make it difficult to train on the weekends?" asked Aria.
 
   "Ah, no. I've never found the time, really. I suppose you could say the army is my wife." said the man in a tone that bespoke a hidden sadness, but also a little humorous self-deprecation.
 
   "In order to accommodate Scott the time difference was set to a four-to-one ratio. Weekend training would give you a week at a time to explore if nothing else."
 
   Captain Johnson acquired the expression of a man who was both hesitant and intrigued. "I would be able to transport back and forth at will?"
 
   "Yes, though if you are killed you will be stuck here for twenty-four hours. If you die on Earth, though, you won't respawn. We can't allow everyone who might cross over to ARS to have infinite respawns on Earth." she said.
 
   He rubbed his chin. "Ma'am you make quite a case, and it is true that if I could show my colonel first hand, he could move things along."
 
   Aria reached out and took the puppy into her arms. It growled and snuggled close to her. "You should know something. Your government wasted so much time that Scott realized that he did not want people with heavy destructive powers running around Earth, so the classes will be restricted a bit."
 
   "Ah, I see. That is unfortunate."
 
   "Yes, but he also realized something else. Allowing only America to have super human soldiers could be highly damaging to the world. So, every country will be allowed to have a few."
 
   "Wait! That! We can't allow that!" exclaimed Captain Johnson. "Can you imagine the problems if some countries had super human soldiers? Even most of the first world countries would be tempted to do terrible things with that kind of power and we have stable governments!"
 
   "Yes, but the thing is that it really isn't a decision any mortal government gets to make. Scott could just call it off altogether. He is only offering this at all because he feels that he could use a little help in safe-guarding ARS in the future. It's not like you could imprison him or even execute him and make it count."
 
   "Dammit... This. Is there any way that you can change your mind? At least keep this away from countries that have a lot of armed infighting?"
 
   "We can do that. Honestly, he would probably prefer that countries that allow unsavory things like slavery and such not be allowed to participate."
 
   Captain Johnson calmed himself a little after hearing that. This was a great opportunity for America, and Earth in general. He could not speak for his superiors or the army in general, but they would be fools to let this chance slip away.
 
   "You said that the classes are going to be restricted now? By classes, you mean like classes in a video game right?" he asked.
 
   Aria smiled at him. "That is more or less correct. Most of what he authorized were ones that allow for physical abilities and healing powers. Much like your reluctance toward the idea of every country in the world acquiring super soldiers, he realized that allowing most countries to have mages and sorcerers could be disastrous."
 
   "Well, that makes sense, but Healing powers are allowed? Those could be incredibly useful. They will work here as well as there?" asked Captain Johnson.
 
   "All skills will work. That's the reason for the new limitations." said Aria.
 
   Captain Johnson nodded slowly. "If I go, I can go back and forth at will, correct?"
 
   Aria smiled brightly. She had him now. This little meeting had proved to be quite fruitful, and it would solve a lot of issues. She could just feel it. The puppy licked her face a little and she rubbed the back of his adorable little head. The only problem left unresolved was what she should do with the little guy now that he existed.
 
   ~*~
 
   Blood, bright red blood, not only does it make the green grass grow but it also splatters in a disturbing arc when mortal flesh is torn asunder. Scott knew this effect keenly as he once again felt the terrible bite of an axe against his chest.
 
   He fell hard to the floor and began to bleed out rapidly. He could see his severed arm several feet away from where he weakly struggled to maintain his existence. The massive axe blade fell downward once more and then he knew nothing for a time.
 
   An unknown amount of time later, Scott awoke in the safe room. He growled in frustration at his latest death. His plan had gone so well until he had turned that last corner too short and tripped over his own feet. It was a stupid way to have his life end. After all of the times that he had navigated that short set of hallways, it had taken only one mishap to give the greatsword wielding hellion the chance he needed to take the sorcerer down. What was worse, after that the monster locations had reset. He had died four times since then due to the randomized layout and roaming hellions.
 
   "This has to stop. There must be a way to get an edge in these fights, dammit!" snapped the naked man. He had reached level two earlier, but that did him little good if he could not even reach his damned corpse to reclaim his gear.
 
   His lack of equipment had been a serious issue during the last two battles. His corpse thankfully remained unmolested due to the fact that this was a tutorial dungeon, but that was cold comfort when he was brutally slaughtered every time he got close to it.
 
   Scott frowned and then leaned back against the wall and sighed. What could he do? His attack range was limited by his body. Even if he had his pistols they were out of ammo and did little damage to the hellions anyway. If he had any sorcery to use then he could conceivably have a chance, but all he had to work with were weak elemental powers that were more for utility than combat.
 
   He thought about his magic for a moment. He existed in a place where he could heal rapidly. Even if he was killed a few times all he had to do was keep going out there again until he found a situation that he could handle. "This would be a perfect time to train my magic further..."
 
   The twilight sorcerer closed his eyes and thought about the situation. His sorcery skill level was low, but his stats were roughly those of someone who had reached a level between twenty and thirty. Theoretically, he should at least be able to create a combat grade spell. He could use three spells at level one in the casual server. Scott had tried to mimic them through training and development, but he could not quite figure it out while he was in the Field of New Beginnings.
 
   He rubbed his chin. "The old saying about every journey beginning with a single step... Maybe I'm trying to do too much?"
 
   Scott opened his eyes. "Maybe..."
 
   A thought occurred to him. It was something that had crossed his mind briefly before, but he had not really been pushed to try and develop that line of thought since his head would not stop pounding at the time. "Step-by-step..."
 
   He stood up and moved to the center of the room. Practice would make perfect. For now he would ignore the hellions and work on his magical skills. He had all the time in the world.
 
   Scott focused on his breathing for a moment then began to focus on his [Stable Orb of Brilliance]. For now he would repeatedly cast the two spells that he had created that did not require a secondary target until his mana ran out. Afterward he would rest.
 
   He gestured with his palms and called out, "Stable Orb of Brilliance!" The orb of brilliantly shining light appeared directly above his head and greatly brightened the room. He immediately shifted his thought processes and focused on the Earth elemental spell that he had decided should be called Stone Skin out of a sense of tradition.
 
   As he concentrated on the slightly more difficult power, his body began to glow with a soft green light. After a moment he called out the name of the spell and a sheen of light green could be seen softly shimmering against his skin.
 
   The stone skin spell ran out after only twenty seconds, so he went through the process of casting it again. He continued to do that. Several minutes later his orb ran out of power so he started the process of casting it again. At that point he felt exhausted. Even with his enhanced mana due to reincarnation, he had not developed his spells to the point that they were energy efficient.
 
   Casting them through the system in the manner that he was currently using did not allow him to make the spells more efficient, but it did allow him to practice quickly casting his spells. It was important for various reasons.
 
   Scott took a nap and then repeated this process. He did this over two dozen times before he checked the mirror. He had not increased his combat skills at all since gaining his next level, but after constant usage of his magic he had managed to increase his twilight sorcery and primary magic skills to six.
 
   "I had to cast my spells a few hundred times to reach this point. This is definitely going to take a while." said Scott.
 
   Still, he had nothing but time. He had to see if increasing his skill level in magic would allow him to create new spells. At the very least he wanted to get those skills to level ten while he was here. Thus began a lengthy period of training his magic. He awoke from his nap fully refreshed, and spent his time casting his spells until his mana was as empty as it could possibly be.
 
   The process continued for one hundred rotations, it was a decision that Scott had decided upon due to how many runs he had been forced to make just to increase his skill level to six. Whenever he completed ten rotations he would check the mirror.
 
   "Well over a thousand casts of my spells and I only gained one skill level." remarked Scott. Had he been out in the world, it would have taken days, perhaps weeks to achieve this level of growth unless he chose to spend a small fortune on mana restoratives. 
 
   He rubbed his chin. At this point he was dying to go out and fight again. He had been cooped up in this room for what had to be at least one or two days of repetitive non-stop training.
 
   "Fuck it. This is more important than my boredom." Scott sighed loudly then nodded. He got back to work.
 
   He checked the salvation mirror thirty rotations later and he was happy to see that he had finally increased his magical skills to level eight. "Man, no wonder people level their class then back train their skills."
 
   Scott did feel fortunate in many respects, however. He had never once needed to use the bathroom, and felt neither hungry nor thirsty. He suspected that sleeping on the cot had a lot to do with those effects.
 
   Tirelessly, the twilight master spent his time grinding his skills. It took nearly another four hundred rotations to get his skills to level ten. He had cast the same two spells thousands of times. It was a feat that might have taken months on ARS, and did take several days of mind-numbing dedication in the hellion dungeon. Mid had not been kidding when she had claimed that it took a lot of time and effort to train past three skill levels per class level.
 
   "Finally." said Scott. He had reached level ten in both arcane mastery and twilight sorcery. The mirror also showed another interesting thing. "I can choose specializations!"
 
   Scott tapped the twilight sorcery skill and saw a short list. There were six items listed.
 
    
 
   [Special Options]
 
    
 
   Elemental Lightning Mastery I
 
   Elemental Earth Mastery I
 
   Elemental Water Mastery I
 
   Elemental Fire Mastery I
 
   Elemental Wind Mastery I
 
   Celestial Mastery I
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   After checking through the selections his eyes lit up. "This... This is what I was waiting for!"
 
   Each of the masteries would allow him to improve his overall ability to develop and utilize that specific element. His general twilight sorcery skill would improve all elemental masteries by a small amount, but these individual specializations would improve a specific elemental mastery further. They also increased magical defense against that element slightly.
 
   "It would be easier to develop one of the five basic elements, but celestial mastery..." Scott felt a strong pull toward that specialization. From what Mid had said, few classes or races had access to direct training opportunities for that sort of magic. If nothing else a slightly higher defense against it would be a good idea since it bypasses normal elemental and magical resistances. Scott chose to specialize in celestial mastery.
 
    
 
   [Specialization: Celestial Mastery]
 
                 
 
   Through tireless work in the development of your magical might and your racial connections to the power of the celestial bodies you have unlocked your hidden potential for the mastery of celestial energy.
 
    
 
   Your ability to develop celestial spells has slightly increased.
 
   Your defense against celestial energy has minutely increased.
 
   Your celestial spells will require slightly less mana to develop and utilize.
 
   You have obtained the basic celestial spell pattern [Radiant Starlight]
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   "A spell pattern?" That sounded promising! His biggest problem when it came to spell development was that he was uncertain how any of it actually worked. He had stumbled across the three spells that he had learned, but without an actual magic tutor he was lost. He understood intuitively why master mages were depicted as studying for a life time to create powerful spells.
 
   He could feel the knowledge of the pattern unfolding within his mind. It also appeared on the mirror under a new subject heading [Spell Patterns].
 
    
 
   [Celestial Spell Patterns]
 
    
 
   Radiant Starlight
 
    
 
   A spell pattern designed to generate an energetic phenomenon that spreads outward in all directions starting from a singular point.
 
    
 
   Minimum Creation Requirements: 2 Mana threads, 4 Celestial Mana threads, Attunement 40
 
    
 
   Process: The pattern is created by utilizing two threads of mana in a cross pattern. While holding these threads of mana, draw celestial mana to the convergence point at the center of the cross from four directions that bisect the right angles created by the cross. Once the threads are tied, draw the energy into a tight sphere at the center.
 
    
 
   The sphere created will begin to radiate a steady flow of celestial energy in an omni-directional manner and will continue to do so for the duration of the applied spell.
 
    
 
   Application: This pattern is best applied to area of effect spells and used in conjunction with other elemental forces that emit a radiant effect.
 
    
 
   Suitable Sub-Elements: Fire, lightning
 
    
 
   Unsuitable Sub-Elements: Earth, Wind, Water
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   "Threads of mana?" asked Scott. He rubbed his head for a moment, but his question was answered by the knowledge that had been unfolding within his mind. He decided to give it a try immediately.
 
   Scott lifted his right hand and pointed with his index finger. He touched the center of his power, his mana, and focused on moving it up through his body to the tip of his finger. After that he willed the power forward to a point just beyond his finger tip. It caused a slight lightning-like energetic effect where mana skittered out from his finger and stopped in the air before him.
 
   He drew his finger to the side and the mana hovered in place after he moved. Scott drew a thin horizontal line of mana roughly the width of his palm. He then moved his hand up and drew a similar vertical line that inexpertly bisected the horizontal line.
 
   The glowing energy floated in the air and made a slight crackling sound. The hard part began when he tried to touch the celestial energy within the area. There was little to be found due to the enclosed space. However, he did have a little of it housed within his spirit due to his connection to the heavens. It was a struggle, but Scott managed to draw four more lines of energy each of which bisected the right angles formed by the mana cross.
 
   This is where his attunement stat shined. He had more than twice the minimum required to attempt this process. It proved to be difficult to use, but that was primarily due to the low amount of celestial energy in the area. If he had been outdoors it would no doubt prove simple. His attunement stat made up for that lack nicely.
 
   Scott drew the energy together in a sphere and watched it begin to glow. Every few seconds a pulse of light would occur that lit up the whole room.
 
   He had created the pattern, but a pattern was not a spell. It was something that could be used to develop a spell. The next step was to combine this pattern with the one spell that he knew could fit well with it. He went through the process of casting the [Stable Orb of Brilliance] spell that he had cast so many times before.
 
   Once the spell was cast he took a moment to try and merge it with the spell pattern that he had created. Unfortunately, it did not work out well for him. He ended up losing both the spell and the spell pattern.
 
   Scott tried again with similar results. "Probably can't just merge a current spell with it. What if I..." he said.
 
   He drew up the spell pattern once more then studied it for a moment. He could not combine an existent spell, but that did not mean that he could not recreate the effect while using the pattern. He could not use the system to cast the spell if he wanted this to work.
 
   While the pattern of celestial power hovered in the air, Scott performed the steps to the [Stable Orb of Brilliance] perfectly. Sadly, they did not merge at that point either.
 
   He rubbed his chin for a moment then blinked. "Could it really be so simple?"
 
   Scott dismissed the [Radiant Starlight] pattern and took a deep breath. He began the process to cast his orb of brilliance spell but just before the point where he spoke the name of the spell, he envisioned the creation of the spell pattern in the air before him. The energy of his spell flowed into the imagined pattern and a sphere of light emerged. It was weak and wobbled in place like a drunk on holiday, but it was there.
 
   "Something's missing... but that's close." said Scott.
 
   After a moment it became obvious what the problem was. Scott waited for the weak and wobbly sphere to dissipate then tried again. This time he drew out the spell pattern in the air and concentrated on the mental image of the eight-point symbol but did not complete the action of causing it to become a sphere. He then performed his orb of brilliance spell and stopped just short of manifesting it by way of speaking its name aloud.
 
   The power of his spell merged with the pattern. He then caused it to draw together at the central point. It became a sphere of energy roughly the size of a tennis ball. It was still wobbly and unstable, but it was also far more intense in its brilliance.
 
   Scott fiddled with the spell creation mechanics of his new concept design until his mana ran out. After a lengthy rest period he went back to work. Developing his new spell into a workable power completely drained him several times, but he eventually stabilized the energy enough that the sphere of light did not wobble.
 
   The system called his new spell [Scott's Orb of Radiant Starlight]. He changed the name to something simpler and easier to call out in a fight. The name he chose was [Starlight Flare] since he could not just name it Radiant Starlight due to the fact that he had a pattern by the same name. It would contaminate his memories according to the name selection screen.
 
    
 
   [Spell]
 
    
 
   Starlight Flare
 
    
 
   A celestial spell that radiates a series of energetic pulses that both lights up the surrounding area and damages those not in the caster's party. It does extra damage versus dark aligned or demonic entities.
 
    
 
   Spell Type: Twilight Sorcery
 
   Nature: Continuous effect - Pulsating
 
   Current Maximum Effective Range: 4 yards/meters
 
   Area-of-Effect: 4.7 yards/meters [Spherical]
 
   Force: I
 
   Responsiveness: 38% [Below Average]
 
   Efficiency: 14% [Low]
 
   Stability: 26% [Weak]
 
   Mana Drain: Exorbitantly High
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   He assigned the spell to the fourth slot in his spell slot arsenal then grinned. The effective range of the damage.
 
   Now that he had satisfied his desire to work with his newfound celestial spell, Scott turned his attention back to his arcane mastery skill. He had to choose a specialization there as well.
 
    
 
   [Specialization Options]
 
    
 
   Improve Mana Regeneration I
 
   Improve Attunement Efficiency I
 
   Reduce Casting Time I
 
   Increase Spell Pattern Creation Efficiency
 
   Increase Mana Pool
 
   Increase Magical Resistance
 
   Increase Magical Power
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   He immediately noticed that only three of the options could be chosen multiple times. After reading the little blurbs for each option he nodded. It made sense. They were one-time increases, but he could find ways to increase them again through further training. He got the impression that he would need to find a trainer to increase them further.
 
   Each of the specializations played an important role, but he could only choose one. Ultimately, he chose the specialization that would allow him to develop more powerful spells easier at the moment. He chose to improve his attunement efficiency.
 
    
 
   [Specialization: Increased Attunement Efficiency I]
 
   
  
 


                            
 
   Your training and mastery of the arcane has allowed you to develop an improved capacity to safely draw on more of your mana. You can also more easily attune to all of the elemental energies in which your class and race is aligned.
 
    
 
   Attunement efficiency has increased slightly.
 
   Elemental attunement efficiency has increased slightly.
 
   Celestial attunement efficiency has increased slightly
 
   Maximum safe mana usage potential has increased slightly
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   Scott grinned at the mirror then immediately began to work on his newest spell once more. He wanted to see if there was any difference. After working with the spell for a moment he could already feel a slight difference. Certain aspects of creating it without the system help were slightly easier than before.
 
   He spent several rotations of training and sleep working on his new spell and managed to tweak it to the best point that he could manage with his current stats and skills.
 
    
 
   [Spell]
 
    
 
   Starlight Flare
 
                 
 
   A celestial spell that radiates a series of energetic pulses that both lights up the surrounding area and damages those not in the caster's party. It does extra damage versus dark aligned or demonic entities.
 
    
 
   Spell Type: Twilight Sorcery
 
   Nature: Continuous effect - Pulsating
 
   Current Maximum Effective Range: 4.5 yards/meters
 
   Area-of-Effect: 5.2 yards/meters [Spherical]
 
   Force: I
 
   Responsiveness: 38% [Below Average]
 
   Efficiency: 22% [Low]
 
   Stability: 35% [Below Average]
 
   Mana Drain: High
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   The changes to his spell were not incredible or particularly potent, but he was able to increase the area of effect by half a yard, and decreased the mana drain. Those two capacity upgrades alone would help a great deal he was certain.
 
   Mana drain was a little confusing for him at first. It seemed to have dropped an entire grade, but when he cast the spell it felt like he used the same amount of mana. The only thing he could see as a likely answer was that the mana needed for the spell remained the same despite the slightly increased effectiveness. It probably linked back to efficiency.
 
   "I doubt it is particularly powerful, but it's a start. Let's go see what the big red bastards think about it."
 
   Scott left the safety of the safe room and slipped quickly down the hallway. It was unnerving to be in the corridor after so long. The safe room had been a place where he could exist with absolute safety. It did not take long before memories of the horrors that he had faced began to well up within him.
 
   He did his best to calm himself by focusing on his breath control. Death was a likely outcome from what he did within the next few minutes. It was the most likely outcome. All he needed to do was be prepared for the pain that came with it and everything would be fine.
 
   Through the first large room he silently stalked, and into the next corridor. Normally there would have been at least one hellion in that room, but there was none today. However, it was not long before he reached the double doors that separated this side-section of the authority building with the main area. He could sense two hellions beyond his current location.
 
   Scott focused on his breath control for a moment then touched his mana. He concentrated on the spell that he intended to cast. Energies both celestial and elemental began to surge within him. He raised his hand above his head and called out. "Starlight Flare!"
 
   Lightning, mana, and celestial energy swirled or skittered upward along his frame and combined together and a single point displayed by an eight-rayed star. Those energies converged and became a sphere of bright pulsating pure-white light.
 
   "Hey! What that?" asked a boisterous voice. A hellion had heard Scott's cry.
 
   Scott burst out of the double doors and lunged for the closest of the two monsters. The hellion barely had time to reach into the odd rain coat to grab its weapon before he screamed in pain. The light pulsed and the monster cried out again. His flesh began to blister slightly and whirls of smoke skirled off his body and rose up from within his rain coat.
 
   The monster staggered back and hissed loudly. Scott did not get the chance to do more than launch a simple front kick before the second monster slammed into his back. He was sent flying forward, but caught himself in mid-air and performed a quick and dirty somersault.
 
   "The light! It burns!" screamed the demonic ogre. They backed away from Scott for a moment while eyeing the hideous light that floated above him. The light itself easily carried throughout the area, but the damaging effects only worked within a fairly short range. What the beasts did not know was that the light could be moved by the will of the one who conjured it.
 
   Scott nodded his head and the light rotated forward slowly and moved away from him. The hellions backed away while they hissed at the light.
 
   "Light burns! Light meat make me angry!" snarled one of the hellions before he revealed that he was an axe hellion. His battle axe had a blade that was easily as wide as Scott's chest.
 
   The hellion on the left hissed something to the axe hellion then ducked around the corner. The little hairs on the back of Scott's neck rose. Was he a gun-fighter? That made no sense. If he had a gun he could have attacked Scott at range.
 
   Scott could see his corpse up ahead. It was at the end of the corridor where the hellion had turned the corner. If he played his cards right be could back them away long enough to snatch up his body and make a run for it. As long as he could get it closer to the safe room, he would have a better chance of returning to it in the future.
 
   The axe hellion snarled at him then grinned and then performed a quick spin to make it around the corner. A little spherical object went flying out from the connecting corridor and bounced off the wall. Scott instinctively jumped back, but to his surprise nothing happened. He heard angry voices from the corner.
 
   "What you mean, it dud!" exclaimed one of the hellions.
 
   "It not go boom. It dud." explained the other one reasonably.
 
   Scott quickly ran forward upon hearing that explanation, but the moment he got within five feet of the little sphere it shook violently. A smiley face appeared on its smooth surface and it began to click.
 
   He immediately picked up speed and kept running past it. He barely managed to hurl himself around the corner before the smiley face's smile grew three sizes and the little sphere exploded with great force.
 
   "It not dud!" exclaimed one of the hellions briefly just before the other hellion shrieked. "The light! It burns!"
 
   Scott's ears rang from the power of the explosion. While the hellions screamed and flailed in their attempt to escape the horrible, horrible, light Scott tried to stop the ringing in his ears. By the time he collected himself the spell was close to running its course.
 
   He picked up his corpse in a fireman's carry and ran back toward the safe room. If he was lucky he might even make it.
 
   "Get the light meat! It running away!" screamed the axe hellion before running after Scott. The grenadier hellion pulled out another smiley-faced explosive and joined the chase.
 
   They could not get too close, however, as the light gave Scott minor protection from them for the moment. They had absolutely no defense against it even if it did not do much damage to them.
 
   "Meat! I wanna eat light meat!" screamed axe hellion as he chased Scott.
 
   "Stop light meat! I wanna eat you!" screeched the grenadier.
 
   The spell ran out just as Scott cleared the large room and he whirled around the corner to enter the next corridor. Just before he reached the corridor that led to his safe room, he dropped his corpse and made a mad dash for safety. Scott whipped open the door just as another grenade went flying his way.
 
   He staggered forward and sighed. "Damn that was close. When the fuck did these things get grenades?"
 
   Scott sat down on the table then smiled. At least he knew the spell did something good. It was weak, but it worked. Hopefully the grenade had not blown his corpse apart, either. If everything went well he wouldn't be naked much longer. Things were starting to look up a little.
 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   The sound of booted feet slapping down rapidly against the stone floor echoed through the corridor behind Scott. He skidded around the corner on his way back to his safe room, chest pounding and breath coming hard and fast. He had lost count of the number of times that he had fought and died in the three story building that the hellions had laid claim to in the tutorial dungeon.
 
   Sometimes he won, many times he lost. However, as time passed he spent the effort to train both his skills and his will to survive. Against the hellions it only showed to a small degree, but even a small degree of improvement was better than none and the effectiveness of his training was easy to notice.
 
   The rapid-fire staccato of sound echoed through the area. Scott turned the second corner just in time to avoid being cut down by magical machine gun fire. He reached his safe room at the same moment that the machine gun hellion turned the final corner. This time he had made it back safely. He had managed that feat more frequently of late.
 
   Blood dripped steadily to the floor as it poured from his many wounds. The number of hellions had decreased recently, but there were still over two dozen of them in the building. He did his best to kill a gun-fighter every time he saw one, even if it meant he would die as a result. Close fighters were dangerous, but the gun wielding monsters could kill him without even getting close to him. They did not all have terrible aim like the first one that he had met. In fact, most were good at taking him down.
 
   The old wisdom that a man should rush a gun and flee from a knife was in full-effect due to his situation. Most of his deaths had come from gun-wielding hellions who had managed to kill him while he ran or because they had been part of a small group. When he rushed them he also died, but it happened with less frequency.
 
   He glanced at the salvation mirror briefly to save his status then went to sleep. It was a consistent practice for him. How long had he been in this place? It was impossible to know, but it felt like weeks if not a few months.
 
   After he awoke, he spent some time analyzing all of the items that he had gathered recently. Most of his loot sat in a large pile in the corner of the room. Once he had discovered that they would remain there safely, he had cleaned out his bag. The only thing he made certain to keep inside was the coins that he had looted. There were hundreds of the little copper things inside his bag. They took up quite a bit of space. Scott checked his status to see if anything had changed.
 
    
 
   [Status]
 
    
 
   Scott Jacobs
 
   Race: Lunarii | Class: Twilight Master
 
   Age: 18 | Max Lifespan: Ageless
 
   Level: 5 | Title: The Reborn
 
   Attack:140[183-190] | Defense: 140[201-209]
 
   Strength: 100 | Agility: 100 | Vitality: 100
 
   Intellect: 100 | Charisma: 100 | Attunement: 100
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   [Class Skills]
 
    
 
   Unarmed Combat: 31
 
   Twilight Sorcery: 28
 
   Primordial Magic: 1
 
   Sense Life: 20
 
   Arcane Lore: 1
 
   Arcane Mastery: 26
 
   Light Armor: 21
 
   Analyze: 18
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   [Miscellaneous Skills]
 
                 
 
   Survival Lore: 15
 
   Boomerang Mastery: 1
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   "Things have definitely changed." said Scott. He cataloged a list of his current chosen specializations to remind himself of what he had chosen.
 
    
 
   [Notations]
 
    
 
   Unarmed Combat Specializations [2]
 
    
 
   [Improved Health Regeneration I]
 
   [Improved Defense I]
 
    
 
   [Twilight Sorcery Specializations [2]
 
    
 
   [Celestial Mastery II]
 
    
 
   Sense Life Specializations [1]
 
    
 
   [Sense Nature I]
 
    
 
   Arcane Mastery Specializations [2]
 
    
 
   [Increased Attunement Efficiency II]
 
    
 
   Light Armor Specializations [1]
 
    
 
   [Reduce Armor Burden: Light Leather]
 
    
 
   Analyze Specializations [1]
 
    
 
   [Compare Similar Items I]
 
    
 
   Survival Lore Specializations [1]
 
    
 
   [Improved Environmental Observation I]
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   He nodded his head slowly. Things had begun to make a little more sense once a few of his skills had reached level twenty-five. The specializations seemingly followed the same progression as the class levels from the casual sever. He would know for certain once he had a skill level reach forty, or if he left here before then and asked Rhea.
 
   His unarmed combat skill had not increased in several days, or what felt like several days, since it had reached thirty-one. He had fought the hellions over a hundred times since his arrival. He had danced with as many as two of them at once while avoiding their attacks over a lengthy period of time. During that time he had come to the conclusion that increasing his skill-level past thirty for most of his skills would be an extremely difficult thing to accomplish in this place.
 
   The leveling system was the issue. He has currently sitting at a fairly severe bottle neck. He could already feel a slight headache beginning to form and suspected that he was close to reaching his combat level cap. He could not increase his social level in this place, otherwise it would be a perfect hunting ground for a long time to come. Once both his combat and skill experience pool level caps were reached he would have to wrap things up quickly. The ensuing headache would make it too difficult to concentrate if he tried to farm the place too much longer after that.
 
   Scott moved over to his mountain of looted crap and began to analyze and then compare each item. He could not see actual stats for an item, though he could see which among then was probably better than others. None of the stuff he had collected was better that what he actually wore, if his analysis was correct.
 
   A great deal of time passed while he analyzed his items. It was important to do this both before and after going out to stalk the hellions. Doing so had steadily increased his skill at analyzing things.
 
   Once the mountain of weapons and various armor items had been analyzed Scott stood up and stretched. It was time to go out and try to kill off a few more of the hellions that wielded firearms or grenades. He only needed a few of them to be left alive for farming purposes, and honestly the fewer that remained in the end, the easier it would be to finish the quest when he had to deal with the coming headache.
 
   ~*~
 
   Wide and curious eyes took in the sight around them. Nothing but beautiful wildflowers as far as the eye could see, the man known by most people simply as Captain Johnson gazed upon the Field of New Beginnings. He had logged in, as Aria Ardent had called the process, and now attempted to make sense of what he saw. He needed to figure out his place in the strange new world.
 
   "So, newcomer. You think that you have what it takes to be a priest, do you?" asked a rasping voice.
 
   Captain Johnson, Adam to his friends, turned to see a tiny old woman with a walking staff. "Uh yes, excuse me ma'am are you the one called Mid?"
 
   "Yes, that I am. You are Adam Johnson, would-be priest of Blizrum, god of war. Am I correct?" asked Mid.
 
   "Ah, that is... What I chose. This place... I don't know." Adam looked around a little more. One moment he had been alone in his bedroom and in the next moment he was standing in a field of flowers. Aria had said that it would happen in that way, but to actually see it had been quite disconcerting.
 
   Mid chuckled lightly. "It can be a confusing time, especially for one such as you. Do you have any questions?"
 
   "Ma'am, I have many questions." admitted Adam. He had so many questions.
 
   ~*~
 
   The sounds of a goddess hard at work echoed through Origin's room as she tried to finish as much of her backlog as possible. Most reincarnations and destined love pairings took place through the system or through her constantly working goddess avatars. A lesser expression, a tiny portion of her true essence, operated most of the reincarnation systems on any given server.
 
   However, some things required her direct intervention on a higher level. A few souls were flagged for further review due to various reasons. Sometimes they were part of a destined love-pair. Sometimes they were assassins that murdered a king. At other times they were simply players who needed to have their rare class and skill combinations saved. Most of the time flagged souls were actually just people such as Scott who were trying to transfer between servers. That was something an in-world version of Origin could not handle directly.
 
   She had originally had a huge backlog of flagged souls, but due to the fact that she had actively matched the time in her room to the time Scott spent in his tutorial dungeon she had managed to nearly clear the backlog entirely. Little-to-no time had passed outside of her room relevant to the amount of time that had passed within her room.
 
   Just as she was about the finish up her backlog she received a message from Shara. "Little sister wants to meet up?"
 
   Origin smiled softly. She had not spent much time with Shara recently due to her job and her new fiancé. This could be fun. They had met up once or twice but only for a few minutes. The gamer goddess thought about things for a moment, realized that she should be tired, and then affected a modest yawn in order to maintain her authentically human-like lifestyle.
 
   Shara wanted to meet up in Origin's room, so the blue-haired goddess sent her a message saying that she was available. It was not long, even with the time-dilation before a knock came at the door. "Come in!"
 
   The red-headed ninja girl opened the door quickly and raced into the room. "Big Sister!" Shara leapt atop Origin and bowled her over onto the floor while embracing her powerfully.
 
   Origin laughed warmly and patted her on the back. "Good to see you too, Shara."
 
   Shara laughed sweetly then snuggled close to her older sister. "I've missed you."
 
   They hugged tightly for a few minutes while the ponytailed girl nuzzled her older sister's neck. She was a sweet girl, and quite lonely most of the time. Despite how she occasionally irritated Origin whenever she was around Scott, she did love her little sister.
 
   Once the obligatory cuddle-session ended, they hopped up onto Origin's bed and started to discuss the reason for Shara's visit. The ninja-girl was both incredibly excited, and at some points quite angry.
 
   "That is... How could something like that even happen?" asked Origin incredulously, her anger rising with each passing second.
 
   Shara wore an express that was part anger and part sorrow. "Little Liz was so young and sweet, and that guy did that to her."
 
   "Her own step-father... How could her mother side with that evil creature?" asked Origin.
 
   "I don't know! I've tried rewriting things several times, but those idiots that run the project committee censured me." She looked Origin in the eye, "Do you have any idea what it is like to be promoted to one of the higher divine positions in the local pantheon, but put on restriction like an unruly child?"
 
   "No, and it is pure garbage. We should see if we can buy them out." said Origin. The entire project that Shara had been assigned to sounded like it was so poorly run that an incompetent child could have handled things with greater skill. 
 
   "Can we?! That would be wonderful! My—The Scott native to that world would not have to experience that trauma, and his little sister would not have been killed because it happened!"
 
   Origin's fingers curled into fists and she closed her eyes. "That guy raped his own step-daughter to death and got away with it, and when Scott tried to do something about it, he ended up put in prison? They call that justice?"
 
   "It's so screwed up! I know. The Scott in that universe actually walked in and saw the aftermath of everything. He was so psychologically traumatized as a child that he has trouble even functioning as an adult at times." said Shara heatedly. She then looked Origin in the eyes. "It gets worse, though."
 
   "How could that get worse?" asked Origin.
 
   Shara shook her head. "I can't find Liz anywhere in the system. It's like her soul vanished from the reincarnation folder."
 
   "What!" snapped Origin. That was a grave crime, and since she was a goddess of reincarnation as well it was also like a slap in the face. "They misplaced an entire soul aspect? What sort of idiots are they? Souls can't just go missing! That poor girl needs to be ushered into a new existence where she can heal, not lost in the system somewhere!"
 
   "I know that! I can almost believe that they hid her file on purpose just to screw with me. I swear it's like working with a bunch of childish idiots." said Shara.
 
   The conversation hit a lull after that. There was a lot more that could be said, but neither of them knew what to say. The entire situation was so terrible that it was hard to think of it.
 
   It was Shara that found something to say. "Oh, my guild has been kicking Corpse Rat's ass all over the place since you left the casual server."
 
   "What? Really? The time-dilation shouldn't have allowed for much of that." asked Origin in confusion.
 
   "What did you set it at? Months have passed there since you paid Gambol." said Shara.
 
   Origin blinked. Her eyes widened slowly. "Crap on a cracker! I didn't reset the time-dilation relative to our characters!"
 
   Shara laughed at her sister. "No way? Did Ms. Perfect forget to sync the time-ratio?"
 
   Origin groaned. "It doesn't matter that much since we won't be going back there unless we finish the issue with the board, but it's still a stupid mistake."
 
   "Yeah, Corpse Rat is pissed that we're picking on them so much." said Shara with a laugh. "I haven't been personally involved, though they know who hired us since you wanted it to be known."
 
   The blue haired goddess sighed then laughed a little. "I received a few forwarded complaints, but never bothered to read them. I'm not a complaints department." 
 
   She closed her eyes gently then snorted. "It makes sense why there were so many now. The time-dilation was not changed, so they had been getting their asses handed to them a little at the time for months."
 
   "Don't worry about it. Everything is nice and legal. It isn't even one of our family members doing the ass kicking. When the money runs out, the assassinations will stop."
 
   Origin smiled sweetly. "It's too bad for Corpse Rat, that I had a lot of money to burn."
 
   Shara laughed a little then hugged her sister. "They really shouldn't have tried messing with you."
 
   Origin placed her head against her sister's cheek. "They shouldn't have messed with my family."
 
   Shara acquired a crafty look in her eye. "Speaking of messing with family..."
 
   "Still not sharing." said Origin with a smile.
 
   Shara groaned loudly. "Oh come on... You share with Ero."
 
   The blue haired girl sighed softly. "I know, and she's sweet, but it is hard for me. OK?"
 
   "Yeah, I get it. If they had not bonded while you were away on family business, she wouldn't be in the picture, either." said Shara before she unleashed a petulant pout.
 
   "Maybe you can find a way to be with the Scott in your community service project?" asked Origin.
 
   Shara nodded. "I hope so, but we'll see. He might not like me much when he realizes the truth."
 
   "Hey. Shara, don't think like that." said Origin.
 
   "Can't help it. I can't help him much with anything to be honest." said Shara before she unleashed a soft sigh.
 
   "Well, you became one of the goddesses of that world-setting, right?" asked Origin.
 
   "Yeah, for all the good it does. I can't even do something as simple as a soul-retrieval and reincarnation for Liz." said Shara bitterly.
 
   Origin hugged her sister tightly. There was little else that she could do for her at the moment. Their family did not control the project that Shara was working on for community service purposes. Those who were in charge, were clearly unconcerned about the people who lived in that world natively.
 
   Shara needed a change of subject. Origin began to tell her about recent events that had occurred in her life since last they had met.
 
   "Really? Thirty-seven times?" asked Shara incredulously. Her future brother-in-law had died repeatedly in the tutorial dungeon.
 
   The blue haired goddess sighed softly. "He's doing fairly well, all things considered. From what I have been able to glean about his situation, he's taking things slow and farming the hellions."
 
   "That's good. It certainly wouldn't hurt to maximize his growth and finances." said Shara thoughtfully.
 
   A beeping sound came from Origin's console and the girls looked over to it. A big red number thirty-eight popped up on screen. Origin snorted then smiled softly. "Well, dead again..."
 
   Shara laughed a little. "Geeze, is it really that bad? It's a tutorial dungeon!"
 
   Origin shrugged. "Forty hellions, all leveled to match his reincarnation stats, and have skills equal to their level. That would be difficult for anyone."
 
   "True! Plus he's farming them, so he probably runs afoul of other hellions wandering into his combat area." Shara nodded.
 
   A nod of her head was the only response that Origin gave. Shara noticed the suddenly pensive look on her sister's face. "What's wrong? Do you miss him?"
 
   "Yes, of course. It's not that, though."
 
   "Oh? What's on your mind?" Shara squeezed Origin's hand gently.
 
   Origin frowned slightly. "I've been helping Scott with a few things on his Earth, since there was no reason not to do so. The time-dilation had to be shifted around a bit, but there has been real progress."
 
   "Oh? Do you mean with the government?"
 
   "Not really. They're idiots. I worked out a deal with the captain that Scott met with first."
 
   Shara looked at her sister curiously. "What happened?"
 
   "Right now he's talking with Mid in the Field of New Beginnings. He's going to be a test case and deal with the government on Scott's behalf since Scott will be busy adjusting to the new server." said Origin.
 
   "Ah, so get the captain to deal with the idiots while you get more time with Scott! That's great... Isn't it?" The look on Origin's face was counter to how Shara thought her sister should feel about the situation.
 
   "Yes, that's wonderful and I think it will work beautifully." said Origin with a sad expression and a slightly angry tone.
 
   "What's wrong, Origin? You don't sound happy." said Shara.
 
   The blue haired goddess sighed. "I met Sarah recently."
 
   "Sarah, who is—Wait! Wait, you mean Sarah?" asked Shara incredulously. "Did you look for her or something?"
 
   "No! That woman showed up at Scott's house while I was getting ready to go meet with the captain." Origin's fingers curled into fists and she looked as though she wanted to strangle someone.
 
   "What? What did she want?" asked Shara, scandalized. Sarah had pretty much devastated Scott when she'd dumped him without so much as a parting text. The same night she had accepted Scott's marriage proposal she had gone off and had drunken sex with her first boyfriend and gotten pregnant from it.
 
   "Scott, naturally. The hussy! She had the nerve to go to his house and demand to see him, she even tried some lame tactic where she pretended that her child was really Scott's." said Origin.
 
   "What? Scott's the father?"
 
   "No, no. I'm a little iffy about checking on Ero's possible pregnancy since that actually matters, but I had no trouble checking on that woman's story." said Origin an edge in her tone.
 
   "So, she lied?" asked Shara.
 
   "Yes, total fabrication. The problem is that she's sent like three dozen texts to Scott's phone. I swear she has tried to reach him as often as he's died in the tutorial!"
 
   Shara acquired an introspective expression then nodded casually. "Wow, bitches be thirsty."
 
   Origin blinked then stared at her little sister. "What?"
 
   Shara laughed. "Sorry! I'm trying to be a little more street. Is it working?"
 
   Origin shook her head. "No, not so much."
 
   The red headed goddess grinned at her older sister. "Well, fine then.What are you going to do?"
 
   "I don't know." Origin sighed loudly. "I don't want to tell her off since she was Scott's fiancé. That could go badly, you know."
 
   Shara nodded. "Yeah, humans can be a little weird about their emotions and stuff."
 
   "Yeah." said Origin with another sigh.
 
   A brief awkward pause rose up between them. In order to break that silence, Shara said, "You should go all Final Fantasy Seven on her ass."
 
   Origin looked to Shara, an obvious question on her lips. The red head beat her to the punch by clarifying her statement. "Get her on top of a giant cannon and have an epic slap fight."
 
   The elder sister blinked slowly then unleashed a ridiculous grin. "Shara, I love you."
 
   Shara made a happy squealing sound then hugged her sister tightly. "Yay!"
 
   Origin rolled her eyes then lightly stroked her younger sister's hair. She was a sweet girl, a sweet girl who had given her a wonderful daydream. Origin closed her eyes and vividly dreamed about an epic slap fight with Sarah. There was background music and everything.
 
   ~*~
 
   The slight scraping sound of metal lightly brushing against metal echoed through the room, but it alerted no one. A hellion wearing the customary odd raincoat stood directly beneath the air conditioning vent for the security room. He made no sign that he might have heard the slight noise.
 
   Truth be told, the building was full of these little noises. The hellions were used to minor noises and due to the way the world worked, they were unaware that they had an intruder in their midst.
 
   The hellion sighed loudly then glanced at another security feed. A glowing crystalline orb on the desk in front of him shifted color as the image on screen changed to a close-in view of the cafeteria. "Meat... So, hungry."
 
   He was so embroiled with his desire to eat sweet, sweet, meat that he did not notice the overhead grate slide open then hang down ominously. He certainly did not notice it when Scott slipped halfway out of the low ceiling. However, he did notice it when two powerful arms snaked around his neck and snatched his oversized ass up into the air slightly.
 
   The hellion tried to scream. He beat at the arms holding him in the air by his neck, but he could get no leverage. His feet dangled uselessly just a few inches off the ground.
 
   Scott dropped the monster after a he held it aloft for a full minute. He swiftly rolled out of the large opening in the ceiling, an obvious security oversight that he had exploited several times now, and landed on the floor with grace and skill.
 
   He wasted no time. Scott placed his palm against the monster's forehead and began to concentrate. A soft blue glow formed around his hand. Several seconds passed and the air temperature began to drop drastically in the immediate area. Soon the flesh of the monster's head began to take on a darker color. Frost and then ice began to form along its face.
 
   Scott sighed loudly after he spent the better part of a minute directing elemental water in the form of ice to do his bidding. He stomped downward with his booted foot and the hellion's head shattered in a gruesome display.
 
   He stood up then glanced at his palm. "Not quite there, yet." It took too long to generate the icing effect. It was not like the freeze spell that he had used on the casual server. That particular spell had been his go to spell for much of his early career as a sorcerer.
 
   Ranged attack spells were particularly difficult for him to create at the moment. However, he had learned that he could create minor elemental effects if he created simple touch-spells. He called the power that he had just used, [Grasp of Winter].
 
   Scott set about looting the corpse of his latest security office victim. He had taken out a few of the hellions in this manner once he had discovered an easily accessible entry into the building's ventilation system. Much like the overly large air ducts in a typical videogame, the ducts in this building were quite spacious.
 
   He checked the security footage and counted all of the remaining hellions. There were twelve of them scattered throughout the building. Recently, Scott had begun to whittle down their numbers in anticipation of his final push. He could feel that he was close to the point where he would not be able to do much more in this location. Before that happened, he wanted to get the number of remaining monsters down to one or two.
 
   Scott noticed that four of the monsters were milling around in the employee lounge on the first floor. He grinned. That was not unexpected as he normally found at least one or two of them there.
 
   Despite the tempting nature of so many monsters packed together in a single room, he had other prey in mind. He zoomed-in on the chief director's office on the third floor. There was a single hellion, slightly larger than the rest, sitting in the director's comfortable office chair.
 
   Scott had slain the boss several times now. He had developed a method of attack through trial and error that nearly always worked. Each time the boss had died, the number of hellions left had decreased by one. He suspected that whatever hellion was next in line for the title got to be the boss since the old one had died. Their memories of events were always reset if Scott died or returned to his safe room.
 
   The main reason that he primarily focused on killing the boss and the hellion in the security room was that they both granted him something beyond a removal of monsters from his quest. The security room hellion granted him access to the monitors so that he would know the displayed location of the hellions. The boss dropped better loot, mostly in coinage, but still it was a chance at better loot!
 
   From the moment that he had discovered his current method of attack, he had exclusively killed only the security room guard and the boss. He did occasionally farm the other hellions for experience and things to analyze, but he only killed those specific monsters.
 
   Scott hopped back up into the ceiling then moved quietly along his chosen route. He had to stop now and then to wait for roaming hellions to continue walking away. They tended to be more alert than the stationary ones. They would notice creaking metal and other things.
 
   He slipped out of the ducts then climbed the stairs to the third floor, and entered a different set of ducts at the top of the stairs. It was more efficient, as the other set of ducts was like a labyrinth due to improbably placed grates and fans that seemingly had no purpose other than to make his life difficult. The ventilation shaft that he used now led up to the ceiling and allowed him to take a straight route to the director's room.
 
   Once he arrived, Scott stretched out quietly and listened for a while. The boss always started the same conversation whenever he arrived. He was on the phone with the city government, negotiating for the release of hostages that they did not even have. He had been through every room in the place, including the hidden basement sub-level. He had found nothing but hellions to contend with. Though, the secret basement level occasionally spawned a random useful crate. He typically looted it for food and water after killing the boss.
 
   Scott listened attentively to the conversation as the hellion spoke about killing and eating one hostage every hour till his demands were met. These guys were disturbing on so many levels.
 
   After the call ended, Scott listened for the movement of heavy boots on the carpeted floor. The boss always did the exact same thing after the phone call ended.
 
   The hidden sorcerous assassin reached into his bag and pulled out a smiling grenade. He quietly opened the grate in front of him, and then casually tossed the grenade over toward the Boss' location.
 
   The hellion boss gazed impassively out of the overly large glass window. He was fearless despite the possibility of snipers, or perhaps too stupid to realize that standing in front of a window is the best way to get shot by the police when you were an armed hostage taker.
 
   The sound of the grenade hitting the floor nearby caused the hellion to look down. His eyes opened in surprise. He had just enough time to exclaim, "Oh Shit!" and throw his arms up before the smiling face on the grenade grew three sizes.
 
   The subsequent explosion rocked the area and sent the boss hurtling through the glass window with tremendous force. Scott immediately hopped out and ran over to the door to the room. He locked it with the deadbolt then trotted over to the destroyed window and looked down. On the ground three stories below he could see the dead hellion artfully arrayed on the stone.
 
   Scott doubted that the fall could have killed the beast, but he accepted it all the same. It had the feeling of an end-scene from a movie or action game. Every time that he'd done this, he had said something different after the fact. This time was no different. He nodded to the boss then said, "Applesauce. Bitch."
 
   The body on the ground shimmered then disappeared. A moment later it faded into sight in the room once more. Scott immediately began to loot the corpse. It would not be long before the nearby hellions raced toward the room now that the fight was over.
 
   "Aha. Special loot get!" exclaimed Scott happily before he pulled a shotgun out of a hidden holster on the boss' hip. It was a short-barreled weapon, but it was clearly some sort of shotgun. He also looted all of the boss' equipment and discovered two silver coins and several dozen copper coins.
 
   Rapid pounding noises came from the door just as Scott finished looting the corpse. He glanced down to see what underwear the boss wore this time. It was a disturbing habit, but he blamed the system. Each time he had slain the boss, he had noticed that the deceased former hellion leader had worn different comically styled underwear. The first time he had worn boxer shorts with cute little ducks on them. Another time, it had been women's panties; exceptionally lacey women's panties. This time they were tight white briefs with a Hello Kitty themed print.
 
   "Seriously? That exists here?" That little cat popped up everywhere. Wait, was she a cat? He was fairly certain that he'd read somewhere that she was actually supposed to be a little girl who lived in London.
 
   The pounding on the door became more insistent. Scott had heard it all before, of course. It did not bother him much to know that there were several angry demonic ogres on the other side of that single door who wanted to eat his sweet meats. "Yeah, that's right. She's a little girl. A little British girl."
 
   He glanced at the images of the little girl emblazoned on the hellion's underwear then rubbed his chin. "I didn't know that little British girls had cat whiskers, but hey, everyone has their own special thing I suppose."
 
   "You in there meat?! I smell you! Come out, meat!" shouted the hellions.
 
   Scott glanced at the door for a moment then frowned. "So noisy."
 
   He sighed lightly then moved over to the ventilation system and returned to his personal inter-office highway. Scott was long gone by the time the hellions broke into the room and discovered what sort of things their former boss had been into.
 
   Scott stopped by the sub-basement to loot the crate and discovered several pieces of fruit, a candy bar, and a bottle of water. "Sugar it is!" exclaimed Scott before heading back to his safe room.
 
   It could easily be said that he had made this place his home. He no longer feared leaving his safe room in the slightest. If he died, it merely meant that he had screwed up. He endeavored not to do that same thing again in the future.
 
   Currently, he had a very simple and easy method of clearing out all of the hellions. As long as he killed only the security hellion and the boss, he would finish the quest in another five rotations.
 
   Scott sat on his cot and drank from his bottle of water. Food and water had not been an issue since he had discovered that crate in the basement. Before that, he had subsisted off of candy bars and the sodas he had taken from the drink machine on the far end of the first floor. He had died a few times trying to get to that life-saving elixir.
 
   When he died and respawned here he was no longer hungry. If he went a long period of time between deaths he became hungry like a normal person. The cot seemed to slow that process a bit, but he did eventually have to eat and drink.
 
   "I'm done here, aren't I?" he asked the empty room after a while. Every skill that he could increase in this place had risen to at least thirty. He had started to develop a rather nasty headache recently, and he had more loot than he could carry in his bag by a wide margin.
 
   Scott sighed. "Yeah, I should finish this soon." It had been a lovely place to train, but his skills were not increasing at all, and he was certain that he had reached his level caps for both combat and skill levels. All he could really do at this point was farm items and coins. If he did that for too much longer he might reach a point where his headache became so severe that he would not even be able to open his eyes or move around.
 
   He performed his customary analysis of his items, an action that caused his headache to increase slightly in severity, and then set out to repeat his previous hunting actions. It was time to end this dungeon crawl. He had developed boss killing in this dungeon to a science. It did not take long before he had finished off the hellions.
 
   After the last boss hellion had been blown out the window by a happy grenade, Scott looted the corpse and checked the underwear. The last boss had worn a bright yellow panties with the word Sassy Girl emblazoned on the back. "I don't even..." said Scott before he took a shuddering step back from the terrible visual image. Afterward something surprising occurred. The phone rang.
 
   He glanced around the room for a moment then shrugged and picked up the receiver. The crystalline spheres on either end of the device lit up as a familiar voice spoke to him across the line.
 
   "So, seems you finally finished the tutorial." said Mid.
 
   "I suppose, so. What happens now?" he asked with a smile. It was nice to hear a voice that did not sound interested in eating his sweet meats. Though, with Mid one could never tell.
 
   "Head back to the safe room and follow the instructions that you find in the box there." said Mid before the line went dead. Scott replaced the fantasy phone back onto its cradle and the glowing sphere at the center of the device dimmed.
 
   Scott meandered his way through the transit authority building without concern. He had killed everything in the place already.
 
   After he returned to his safe room, he glanced at the mirror then checked the little box for further information. There was a new letter waiting for him inside, along with ten silver coins and a small light blue colored crystal.
 
   Scott pocketed the money and the crystal then read the letter. It was a congratulatory message on completing the tutorial.
 
    
 
   [Message]
 
    
 
   Congratulations on completing the tutorial dungeon!
 
    
 
   Unfortunately, you cannot take the items and money that you have gathered with you out into the world. It would be problematic for various reasons.
 
    
 
   Do not be too upset about the situation, however. If you place everything, including your quest rewards, into the box and close the lid you will be compensated accordingly.
 
    
 
   ~ Mid
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   Scott frowned. "Man, that's weak. What was the point of farming all this stuff then dammit!"
 
   He analyzed each item one at a time before he placed them into the box. He had a mountain of armor and weapons to place inside, and did not bother to count them at all. Even though the items were shrunk down to the size of something a typical Barbie Doll might be able to use, the items were heaped above the rim of the box.
 
   Scott stood there naked and annoyed as he closed the lid. A brilliant light flared from the box and then it died back slightly. The box continued to glow for a moment afterward. Once the glow died down and the lid opened, Scott took a look inside.
 
   "The hell is this?" Scott picked up an item that looked a lot like a fantasy version of a cell phone. The device sit easily in his palm, had a large glass screen on the front and three crystal spheres situated just underneath the screen that were arrayed like buttons.
 
   The little sphere in the center lit up and then started flashing in a rapid manner. Immediately after the flashing began, the device emitted a cutesy ring-tone sound reminiscent of the victory tunes from the casual server. Some strange instinct overtook him and he touched the flashing crystal.
 
   The screen lit-up and an image of Mid appeared like they were having a video conference. "Hi! I see that you received your compensation!"
 
   "Compensation? Mid, what is this?" asked Scott.
 
   "It's a Crysta-com, dear childe. You have something similar on Earth." she said with a smile.
 
   "So, it's some kind of smart phone?" asked Scott.
 
   "Yep, the ARS equivalent. You can even use the Aethernet to order stuff online." she said in a perky manner.
 
   "Wow, that's neat." said Scott. Sure, he was butt naked and faythless, but this was still pretty neat.
 
   Mid chuckled warmly. "It's pre-set with a few global store chain addresses. As a premium account holder you'll be able to buy and sell from various stores with greater success."
 
   "Now that does sound neat. Any of these places sell clothes?" asked Scott.
 
   Mid laughed musically then nodded. "Dear childe, of course they do. Normally ordering off of the Aethernet would require you to wait twenty-four hours before your packages arrived in the mail. If you order now, they will all appear in the mail box on the first floor by the time you arrive there."
 
   "I can order without money?" asked Scott, a confused tone in his voice.
 
   "Check your bank balance." said Mid.
 
   "Gladly, but how?"
 
   Mid laughed again then gave him a basic rundown of his new toy worked. Scott fiddled with the crystals located below her laughing image. A moment later her image shrunk down and he used his finger to move her to the corner of the screen.
 
   "Oh, you touch me so forcefully." said Mid with a silly giggle. She was in high spirits today, for some reason.
 
   He checked his com-menu and located his bank balance. His eyes lit-up when he saw that he had a little over twenty-three thousand Fayth.
 
    
 
   [Bank Balance]
 
                 
 
   [Balance: 23,438]
 
   [Copper: 38][Silver: 34][Gold: 2][Platinum: 0][Aurans: 0]
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   He let out a low, slow, whistle. "Definitely better than just twenty silver!"
 
   "Absolutely. Tutorial stuff needs to stay in the tutorial, but we compensate our premium players according to their efforts. It is one of the special services."
 
   "Wow, not bad. I should probably do a little shopping!" said Scott in rising excitement. Suddenly, his prospects in this world had never looked so high.
 
   "Lucky! I have to work another few hours before I can shop." said Mid with a smile.
 
   Scott laughed a little. "Really? Can't you just split into different Mids and shop all you want?"
 
   The mini-Mid in the corner of his screen tugged down the brim of her hat. "Yes, dear childe. I certainly can. But it's just not the same."
 
   They chatted freely for a moment until Mid said something else that was quite interesting. "Yes, you definitely want to save five silver for licensing."
 
   "Rhea never mentioned licensing, or did she?" Scott tried to think about what sort of specific things Rhea had said to him. She had been detailed about the game mechanics of the classic server, but most of the lore and similar things had not been discussed in detail.
 
   "Probably not. However, it is important that you go and have your class licensed in your home city. That will give you legal protection and allow you to hunt, rent property, and other things." said Mid.
 
   "Does everyone have to do that when they go to another city?" he asked.
 
   "Ah, no. Licenses are good throughout a given nation. You'll want a passport for international travel, but those are one hundred gold coins and must be re-issued every four years." said Mid.
 
   Scott blanched. "It costs a million Fayth to travel internationally?"
 
   Mid shrugged then smiled warmly. "If it makes you feel better, that's only a quarter million per year."
 
   "You have no idea how much better that makes me feel." said Scott in a sarcastic tone of voice.
 
   She laughed at him then shook her head. "It's expensive, but it is also globally accepted. You need to recall things like World Travel and other rapid transportation methods. When you have the power and resources, you'll literally be able to traverse the entire planet in a matter of moments."
 
   Scott understood it. He just did not like the idea of paying for it. His anus had clenched so hard that he might have crapped out a diamond if he had thought about it. Although, had he actually done so his monetary issues might have been solved.
 
   Travel expenses aside, Scott decided it was time to do some shopping. He fiddled with his Crysta-com for a moment and brought up a menu that showed the names for several stores. He immediately recognized one. "Regal Alice, huh."
 
   Mid's smile brightened further. "Why yes, feel free to spend all of your lovely money in my store."
 
   Scott laughed at the girl's blatant attempt to separate him from his funds. He clicked on her store's name and a secondary menu popped up. He read through it then blinked. "I get discounts?"
 
   "Why yes, dear childe. At my store you receive a base twenty percent discount and trade agreement for purchasing from you. Though, if you go to Meaden you'll receive thirty percent on trade-in goods that my store accepts."
 
   "My agreement for Meaden carried through? I thought that it would have stayed behind." said Scott.
 
   "I own the franchise. I do what I want." she said.
 
   Scott laughed, "Then why not thirty percent across the board?"
 
   "Why? You're not marrying me, you silly boy." said Mid with a twinkle in her eye.
 
   "Really? I'd only get a thirty percent discount if we got hitched?" asked Scott.
 
   Mid laughed in an absurdly adult manner. "Dear childe, even if we did get hitched a girl's still gotta eat."
 
   "And buy fancy hats." said Scott.
 
   "Indeed!" she said with a laugh. "Only the fanciest of hats, dear childe." she practically purred the words.
 
   "Fair enough." said Scott with a soft chuckle. He decided to steer the conversation away from the topic of marriage. He already had an engagement to think of after all.
 
   "So, do all of these stores give me a discount?" asked Scott.
 
   "Of course, they're part of the premium account holder's consortium. The largest and most dedicated businesses across ARS are added to the list, though they charge extra for delivery."
 
   "It would be less expensive to go in to their store." said Scott. That made sense, actually.
 
   "Yes, unless you absolutely need something or you see a premium item that you like, it is best not to order online if you can go into the store." said Mid.
 
   Scott checked out what Regal Alice had to offer. On the casual server, the store bought and sold lore crystals. What he saw on the list of online items was something different. It was mostly a selection of accessories and specialized lore crystals that taught basic information about things in the world.
 
   "These lore crystals don't work the same as on the casual server, right?"
 
   "Correct. They slowly teach you while you focus on them. It is similar to finding a tutor or trainer, but takes a lot more time and effort. If it is a skill crystal it will also grant you a skill over time, but the growth quality can be effected if the lore crystal is low-grade." said Mid.
 
   "I thought this sort of thing would be rare, here." Scott was fairly certain that he had been told something along those lines.
 
   "Well, they are rare enough aren't they? Check the prices." said Mid.
 
   Scott tapped on a crystal that was touted as capable of teaching gunsmithing, it was a high-grade crystal. When he saw the price, his anus clenched tight enough that it could be used to draw metal and turn it into wire! "Three hundred fourteen gold to learn gunsmithing?!"
 
   Mid laughed sweetly. "Dear childe, of course it is. That's a production skill. You can use it to make things that make money. The premium grade, and master grade cost several times more money than that. Though if you ever see either type of crystal in my store, I highly suggest you buy it regardless of what skill it is."
 
   "I see. What's so special about them?"
 
   The business goddess smirked in amusement. "Well, premium crystals can increase the growth rate of a skill when you learn it through the crystal by up to two letter grades. A master grade crystal allows you to learn a skill with S-ranked growth regardless of what it would normally be ranked as."
 
   "Wait, S-Rank? Wouldn't I have to give up a slot permanently to use either of those types of crystals?" asked Scott.
 
   "Yes. They are the only short-cut method to avoid lengthy questing. Though, some of those quests actually culminate in finding crystals like the ones mentioned."
 
   "I see." Scott looked through the available selections for a time, but saw no premium or master grade lore crystals. The few that he did find were all high-grade. Mid explained that she did not carry mid-tier or lower items in her store. She sold those bulk rate to artisans and production companies. Prices varied from two gold to over thirty-two thousand gold.
 
   Copper Fayth was the most basic medium of currency for bank balances and daily purchasing power. Gold was the standard for higher level purchases. The item that basically cost three hundred twenty million Fayth was called the [Divine Circlet of Eldritch Wisdom].
 
   It was a level four hundred item that was proof-tested and known to increase intellect and mana by four hundred percent. It also increased experience gains by forty percent, and provided celestial protection that was rated at three hundred eighty points. Oh, and it also allowed summoners to summon a Lesser Abomination of the Deep.
 
   "It's interesting that items actually do have stats. I could never see any when I analyzed things." said Scott.
 
   "That's because you currently suck." said Mid lightly.
 
   Scott laughed. "True enough, but I wonder how I can suck less at analyzing things. What is this proof-testing that I see, anyway?"
 
   "Items that are analyzed by masters are considered to be proof-tested. Without master level specializations in analysis and knowledge of that item type, you can't really proof-test."
 
   "Knowledge of the item?" asked Scott.
 
   "Yes. Let's say that there is a master swordsman who also has a master level specialization in weapon identification, but she is only an expert in the use of the bow. That swordsman can accurately tell you the exact stats of any sword, but put a bow in her hand and she wouldn't be able to tell you the exact stats. She would be able to guess fairly well, though."
 
   "Ah, so if I master boomerangs and light armor, then get master level specializations in armor and weapon identification, I can see their stats?" asked Scott.
 
   "Yep!" said Mid.
 
   Scott smiled at the mini-Mid on his screen then left her shop and sought out a clothing store. A store called Fashion Fatale caught his interest. He would receive a ten percent discount whenever he shopped there.
 
   He looked through the premium selection for a moment and found a few pieces of clothing that doubled as light armor. The total cost was eighty-seven silver, after taxes and delivery fees were added on, but some of his new clothing had nice options. 
 
   The proof-testing showed that the combined defensive boost would be twenty-nine to forty-seven points. Plus, the leather gloves and boots doubled as weapons, and would increase his attack by eight to fourteen points. He was delighted to see that he could buy and equip light armor items up to level seven due to the fact that his light armor skill was both a class skill and was high-enough to allow him to equip better equipment already. 
 
   The level restrictions on items were based mostly on required skill to wield the item, even if it did not make sense past a certain point. One level required four skill levels in that skill. If the item related to a class specific skill then the main class level could equal the restriction level. However, if it was not an item related to a class skill then only miscellaneous skill levels applied.
 
   For instance, a level ten sorcerer could equip a level ten light leather vest. However, if they wanted to have a higher-level piece of equipment they would need a higher level of light armor skill. If the sorcerer had a light armor skill level of forty, they could not equip anything higher than level ten equipment. However, if they had a light armor skill level of eighty they could equip level twenty light leather armor.
 
   Alternatively, if the level ten sorcerer wanted to equip steel field plate that was restricted to level one hundred they would need to have a heavy armor skill level of four hundred even if their class level was one hundred. They would need to train their miscellaneous heavy armor skill at the slower growth rate as though it were a class skill just to maintain relevance at the same level.
 
   Acquiring higher level items did not only allow for better item stats, but a better chance of acquiring and using unique items with special options at an earlier level. His blue silk shirt, passionate red harem pants, and yellow silk sash each had special options, though his other lower level purchases did not.
 
    
 
   [Clothing]
 
    
 
   Blue Silk Shirt of the Starry Skies [Proof-Tested]
 
    
 
   This shirt woven from the silk of the [Shatterpillar], a common insect monster in the Valkovian region, is of medium quality and fineness. It is sleeveless in design and makes quite the bold fashion statement.
 
    
 
   Item Type: Clothing (Light Armor)
 
   Material: Cloth (silk)
 
   Level: 5
 
   Restriction: Sorcerer, Monk, Fighter
 
   Durability: 24/24
 
   Quality: Medium
 
   Fineness: Medium
 
   Defense: 8-14
 
   Value: 2600
 
   Special Option: Improved Elemental Control: Lightning
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   [Clothing]
 
    
 
   Yellow Silk Sash of the Elusive Wind [Proof-Tested]
 
    
 
   This sash woven from the silk of the [Shatterpillar], a common insect monster in the Valkovian region, is of medium quality and fineness. It is simple wrap-around design that is the perfect accessory for the discriminating monk or sorcerer.
 
    
 
   Item Type: Clothing (Light Armor)
 
   Material: Cloth (silk)
 
   Level: 7
 
   Restriction: Sorcerer, Monk
 
   Durability: 16/16
 
   Quality: Medium
 
   Fineness: Medium
 
   Defense: 4-9              
 
   Value: 1700              
 
   Special Option: Increased Agility [+2]
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   [Clothing]              
 
    
 
   Passionate Red Pants of the Fire Dancer [Proof-Tested]
 
    
 
   This set of pants woven from the silk of the [Shatterpillar], a common insect monster in the Valkovian region, is of medium quality and fineness. It is a harem style design and makes quite the bold fashion statement for the agile and evocative.
 
    
 
   Item Type: Clothing (Light Armor)
 
   Material: Cloth (silk)
 
   Level: 6
 
   Restriction: Sorcerer, Monk, Fighter
 
   Durability: 25/25
 
   Quality: Medium
 
   Fineness: Medium
 
   Defense: 9-14
 
   Value: 3300
 
   Special Option: Flame Dance
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   Scott looked over the proof-testing of his items for a moment. His other purchases; the underwear, socks, boots, and gloves did not have anything special about them. They also did not provide much additional protection. Their only good quality was that they were not particularly expensive.
 
   He had a little over one gold coin left that he could spend since he needed to buy his license, so he looked through a few other shops while chatting with Mid. He noticed that items such as the bag that he had before were easy to buy in stores, but they were rather expensive. A simple space bag cost five gold Fayth. He settled for purchasing a money pouch for forty-five silver. It only held five hundred coins of any denomination, but it was better than walking around with an arm load of money.
 
   Scott decided to save his money after that. If he needed anything else he could buy it in a store. There was also the fact that he needed to live off of what he had in his pocket for a while. He spent some time chatting with Mid then shut down his Crysta-com.
 
   A few minutes passed as the naked man made his way over to the mailbox on the first floor. It was close to the exit, but not close enough that he could not resist the urge to tempt fate by opening the door.
 
   Scott found several small boxes sitting next to the mailbox, each of which was addressed to him. He opened them up and donned his attire. After he finished getting dressed, he glanced at the double doors that led outside, but he opted to return to the salvation mirror first.
 
   Inside his safe room Scott gazed upon his himself in the mirror. He blinked twice then placed his hands upon his hips. He then threw back his head, flashed a smug manly smile, and laughed like a barrel-chested he-man from an old adventure novel. "I look like a circus freak. Ah. Ha-ha-ha. Ha-ha."
 
   The colorfully clad man checked his stats and skills one last time before he headed out.
 
    
 
   [Status]
 
    
 
   Scott Jacobs
 
   Race: Lunarii | Class: Twilight Master
 
   Age: 18 | Max Lifespan: Ageless
 
   Level: 5 | Title: The Reborn
 
    
 
   Attack:140[193-199] | Defense: 141[232-250]
 
   Strength: 100 | Agility: 100[102] | Vitality: 100
 
   Intellect: 100 | Charisma: 100 | Attunement: 100
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   [Class Skills]
 
    
 
   Unarmed Combat: 32
 
   Twilight Sorcery: 31
 
   Primordial Magic: 1
 
   Sense Life: 30
 
   Arcane Lore: 1
 
   Arcane Mastery: 30
 
   Light Armor: 30
 
   Analyze: 31
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   [Miscellaneous Skills]
 
    
 
   Survival Lore: 30
 
   Boomerang Mastery: 1
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   "Colorful... and a badass." said Scott with a grin. His grin faded after a moment then a slight sadness overcame him. He sighed loudly then left the safe room for the final time. He had become strangely attached to the place. It was his immortal refuge from the hellions outside his door.
 
   He strolled through the tutorial dungeon and headed for the front door. Once he reached it, he took a deep breath then slowly released it. "This is really happening, huh? I'm really leaving this place?"
 
   Scott turned back one last time in order to give the tutorial dungeon its proper consideration. He could not know the exact amount of time that he had spent there, but he felt as though he had made something of a life for himself within the confines of the subterranean transit authority building.
 
   Nostalgia was a funny thing. The building and everything in it had sucked big hairy demonic ogre balls. Yet, he could not help but feel a little odd when he walked through that door. He might still be a noob, honestly he probably would be a noob in the world to come long after whatever happened with the Lords of Destruction, happened. He was an outsider, a non-entity who had crossed worlds. His place was not set, nor was it something that could be decided easily. His purpose was to become strong, have fun with his friends, and possibly save the world.
 
   The blue-haired master of the twilight smiled softly as the door closed behind him. He walked forward a few steps then he faded away. Not long after, the world itself faded away and it became as though it had never existed in the first place.
 
   When Scott next opened his eyes it was in the strange black void that he experienced whenever he had died recently. In front of him flashed the words important message. He tapped the air before him to open up the message and he smiled broadly.
 
    
 
   [Message]
 
    
 
   It's about time you finished playing with those hellions. How long do you expect a girl to wait, huh? No consideration at all! Well, I'll have you know that I'm fine with that.
 
    
 
   I'll see you soon, Scott.
 
    
 
   Oh, and I made a teensy, tiny, little mistake with the time-dilation. It's nothing major, but Ero and Herbert won't be joining you for at least nine hours if not a little longer. Time has to resync properly.
 
    
 
   Anyway, I have a few other things to tell you but they can wait till we meet up in a few hours.
 
   I love you, Scott. XOXOXO
 
    
 
   ~ Origin – Also, Rhea and Aria. Uhm... and a few others you might meet... If you're a good boy. 
 
    
 
   PS: Enclosed is something I thought that you might like. Don't forget what you're fighting for. Hee hee.
 
    
 
   PPS: Drink some water. I know you'll be thirsty.
 
    
 
   PPPS: Sorry, Shara wanted me to say that last part...
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   Scott tapped on the attachment that came with the message. His eyes immediately widened and he thought that his heart might stop for a moment. "Rhea and Aria in low-cut wedding dresses..." Apparently, Origin did not mind sharing if it was with herself. That was good to know for future reference.
 
   The image before him was of Origin in her Rhea and Aria guises. The two forms of his goddess love were wearing wedding dresses and hugging each other in a passionate embrace. Their cheeks were pressed together as they looked out at him longingly.
 
   His face reddened slightly. Whether it was because of the mind-altering effects of ARS or because he had just seen the most absurdly beautiful sight in the world, he did not know. He lifted his Crysta-com and pressed a crystal. "And now you're my background image."
 
   While he fiddled with his phone to set the background he discovered that he had a music folder. He opened it up and found a few musical selections were pre-downloaded.
 
   "Ero's theme...? The High-Elf's Lament?" Scott looked through them then blinked. "The Ballad of Fat Scott?"
 
   He clicked on the last one and listened for a moment as a female voice that he was absolutely certain had to be Shara began to sing. She sang out sweetly in a heartbreaking voice, but the content of the song was ridiculous.
 
   "Our love went away, the day you went to your: Big. Fat. Grave..." The song rose to a powerful crescendo and the music crashed all around him. "Oh—Oooh... Fat Scott, why did you not: Eat. More. Fruit..."
 
   He listened for a moment as she continued to sing and then zeroed in once more when her voice started to rise. "Couldn't you hear the heart behind my bountiful and lonesome breasts...? It was crying out, oh It was calling."
 
   The voice grew somber and sweet at the same time. "Now, soft and lonely, they quiver everyday... here on my chests." The song stopped suddenly and she spoke normally in a soft and questioning tone. "I'm sad, so I can make chest plural right?" 
 
   There was a quiet moment followed by a lonesome sigh just before the music started once more. "And in the darkness of my lonely heart... My tears... Won't stop falling..." sang the sweet voice of Shara.
 
   Scott blinked then gazed at his Crysta-com with a flat expression. "Seriously, Shara. What the hell." He kind of wanted to find Shara and give her a big hug, but he also wanted to laugh his ass off. He was so conflicted.
 
   "This thing is fun." said Scott. Sure, it was basically just a smart phone from a fantasy world, but it was still fun.
 
   The message floating in the air disappeared a few minutes later and a glowing doorway appeared. Scott put his Crysta-com in his pocket and then walked through the door. He walked out onto the scene of a back alley. There was a dumpster nearby and an overly large rat currently taking an equally large rat crap off the side of said dumpster. He also saw what looked like a guy who had the head of a bear passed out against a stone wall. He had a bottle of something in his hand that Scott could tell was alcoholic and incredibly sweet from the smell alone, even at the current distance.
 
   "Welcome to the fantasy life." he remarked sarcastically.
 
   He slipped past both rat and drunken bear-headed man, and headed out toward the street beyond. Scott looked around in fascination at the buildings and people around him. The city looked like a strange fantastical version of a near-future Earth. Just down the street he saw a couple of people arguing while standing near a massive elephant-like creature.
 
   He could not hear what they were saying, but the huge elephant-thing sat down on top of what looked to be some sort of vehicle. There was a loud sound that followed immediately after. One of the arguing men started to scream in a high-pitched tone while he pointed at his crushed vehicle.
 
   Scott and several others watched as someone in heavy armor rode up on a vehicle that looked a lot like motorcycle that had no wheels. It hovered like something out of science fiction, though there was the skitter and skirl of electricity underneath the body of the machine.
 
   The officer separate the arguing men, seemed to listen to their story, and then said something to them. The owner of the elephant started arguing with the newcomer. The apparent law enforcement officer reached into a holster on their hip and pulled out a massive firearm that could not have possibly fit into such a small space.
 
   Both men threw up their hands, and surprisingly even the elephant lifted up its forelegs. The officer took something out of his pocket, gave something to each man and the elephant, and then got back on his wheel-less motorcycle. He rode off like that sort of thing was an everyday occurrence.
 
   After the show was over, the gathered crowd departed. Since everyone else went about their business, Scott did the same. He wandered down the street taking in the sights around him.
 
   Eventually, he made his way to what he believed to be a city park. He walked up a set of high stairs to the top of a hill that acted as an overlook. There were couples all over the place, as well as small families. Scott was even surprised by the sight of two fairies buzzing around a small rose bush. Seeing fairies reminded him of Ero and he smiled a little. He missed his best fairy friend.
 
   It was dark out, but the city was aglow with lights and alive with sound. The background music was subdued but had a certain whimsical and fantastic air about it that seemed fitting.
 
   He walked to the edge of the overlook and leaned over the rail. Down below he saw a large pond, and on the pond shore he saw mermaids lazing about while chatting with each other.
 
   "Mummy! Mummy! Whazzat!" asked a little girl excitedly as she pointed down at the mermaids below. They were well lit by a nearby lamp that caused their scales to sparkle and gleam in the light. The little girl was cute. She had a little stubby tail, short hair, and white-furred ears that were rounded but triangular. She also wore a pretty little floral print dress.
 
   "Sweetie, you know that it's not polite to point. We have to be mindful of others and the appearances that we keep." explained the older version of the little girl. She was motherly, but a beautiful young woman with bright blue eyes and gleaming white fangs. She wore a sleeveless dress with a fur-fringe and had her hair done up in an elegant manner.
 
   "But mummy, daddy always says that a honey badger doesn't give a fu—" began the girl in a sweet, but excited tone of voice. Her mother whipped her hand down and covered her mother. "Never mind what your father says, dear."
 
   "Is it because he's low-class, mummy?" asked the little girl, who was apparently kin to a honey badger.
 
   "Yes dear, but not necessarily the sort of class that you're thinking of at the moment." She said it with a warm, motherly, smile. Scott could detect a hint of long-term suffering in her voice, however. Daddy honey badger no doubt caused her no end of concern.
 
   The mother continued to show her daughter around and Scott listened in to their conversation in a casual way. It was not every day that a man heard two honey badger people speak in a faux-British accent. The fact that there was no reason for the accent to exist outside of Earth was even more interesting.
 
   Eventually, the little girl and her mummy wandered off to some other part of the park. Scott stayed in place and continued to people watch. It was a strange, yet familiar, sort of city.
 
   Several hours passed while he stood there on the overlook. If not for the sudden explosion of a nearby building and the panicked screams of terror, he might have stayed there the full nine hours and some change that he needed to wait for Ero and Herbert to log in to ARS.
 
   Scott whipped his head around to the location that the sound had erupted from and saw the devastation of what once had been a substantial building. Nothing but a smoldering ruin remained.
 
   The wind whipped up and soon the formerly cloudless sky became heavily overcast. It was not until someone on the overlook pointed to the sky in the distance and screamed out the words, "Thunder Reign!" that Scott knew where to look.
 
   Hovering in the sky at a good distance was a brightly shining mass of lightning that had taken the form of a bird. A shrieking sound echoed through the air followed by an incredibly bright flash of light. A thunderous sound like an explosion, rocked the air and another tall building took damage. Instead of exploding, it fell sideways and collapsed in a way that blocked the road.
 
   Air raid sirens began to blare loudly and soon a strange blue energy field arose over the city. Scott stood there slack jawed as lightning shot down and slammed against the new shield. 
 
   "Hey you!" snapped an authoritative voice. Scott turned and saw a man in heavy black armor rushing over to him. "Get to a shelter now!"
 
   "What's going on?" asked Scott excitedly.
 
   "Do I look like the damned answer police? The Storm Tyrant summoned Thunder Reign, if you don't want to die get underground!" snapped the officer before pointing toward a group of people running toward a small building on the other side of the park.
 
   Scott looked to the officer then the panicked people running toward the structure in the distance. It looked like an oversized subway entrance. He started forward but suddenly he felt the hair on his head and arms beginning to rise up. Static electricity rose all around him.
 
   "Dammit! Go!" snarled the officer before he rushed toward the edge of the overlook. Scott chased after him and followed his lead as the man leapt off the side.
 
   "Fuck Beaaans!" shouted Scott as a bright flash of light erupted from the hilltop. A thunderous explosion drowned out the rest of his obscenity as he hurtled toward the water. Before he hit the surface a wave of force lashed out that sent him skipping across the water like a thrown rock. He skipped twice, was knocked further into the air by a second wave of force and went flying end over end for a brief moment. He flailed his limbs spastically while he screamed for his life. A brief few seconds later he crashed down into the center of the pond with a loud splash.
 
   Scott lost consciousness momentarily, but somehow made it to shore anyway. He did not bother to look back at the ruination that had once been an overlook for the park. He was currently more concerned with saving his own ass. That underground shelter idea sounded quite good right about now.
 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Explosions rocked the air as the occasional lightning bolt made it through the city defense field. The warding was powerful, but spread thin due to the necessity of covering such a large area. As time passed it would temporarily weaken in certain areas. When that happened lightning strikes, or worse, managed to get through.
 
   Exploding buildings were bad enough, but the monsters that began to spawn in certain areas would hunt down survivors. They were weak as monsters might go, but compared with many of the less active citizens those monsters were hellish beasts.
 
   Scott, for all of his recent training, was having a tough time of things as he raced through the city in search of a place to hide. Unfortunately for him, he had reached the park shelter too late. The guard turned him away because they were at full capacity. What sort of man turned away another man in a crises because space would be a little cramped? Scott had discovered quite quickly that the city guard valued a little elbow room more than his life.
 
   So it was that the twilight sorcerer fled through streets filled with rampaging monsters, chased by lightning that seemed to follow him exclusively. Though, the latter issue was most likely all in his imagination.
 
   Scott rounded a corner then swiftly ducked down to avoid a hard swing of a biting steel axe. The beast, some sort of living armor or machine doll, quickly whipped its massive axe back toward him with the reverse side. Forced to roll away from the powerful strike, he was only narrowly able to avoid a surprise strike from another of the eldritch monsters.
 
   A terrifying sensation tore over him as a wave of dark energy rippled out. Scott screamed in fear and rolled away quickly in order to get away from the hellish thing. The armored monstrosities had the power to cause hallucinations while instilling a demoralizing fear on their target.
 
   Up, up the fallen debris of a ruined house Scott clambered. He rose atop the debris and did his best to shake off the fear effects while the monsters gathered round. They were not particularly powerful, but they were durable and disregarded most physical attacks. At least, they disregarded his physical attacks.
 
   The aura of fear, the desperation to flee that it inspired, and the physical representation of his waiting death; all of these things combined to make it incredibly difficult to concentrate. However, with that simple moment's respite he was able to begin the process of calming himself, of reaching within to begin taking the steps to fight back.
 
   Energies of storm and the celestial forces above began to surge within him as he envisioned the pattern for his spell. Within his mind's eye he could see the forces of nature and the heavens above converge and express themselves via the power of his will. Scott lifted his hand above his head and unleashed that power. "Starlight Flare!"
 
   Brilliant in its luminescence, a sphere of bright white light and crackling lightning appeared overhead. An auric effect raced outward that would light the world around him while it also damaged those considered to be opponents. The dark aligned and demonic would take special damage. Though uncertain whether these beasts counted as either dark aligned or demonic beings, it did not matter. The spell was his best hope at present.
 
   Sluggish due to his lack of skill and overall experience, the orb floated down as his will directed. The axe-wielding monsters unleashed unholy screams and their armor began to spark wildly as they were touched by the celestial energies. While they could defend against axe or sword, they were no match for a power that ignored standard magical defenses.
 
   Scott was greatly surprised when several of the beasts fell over sideways, destroyed by the light. Starlight flare was an area-of-effect spell, to be certain, but it did not do a great deal of damage even to the dark or demonic. Of course, this event was not like the tutorial dungeon. These monsters were not scaled to his stats.
 
   Unlike the hellions, the living armor beasts just continued to try and get to him without care or concern. Even as smoke roiled off of their armor they did their best to terrify and destroy. They were mindless creatures created by an evil will. Soon, they were nothing but charred armor and the remnants of a nightmare.
 
   Scott sighed slightly then slid down the debris to check the wreckage for loot. He was uncertain of whether he would even survive this event, but if he did, he wanted to get paid for his troubles.
 
   It was a scene that replayed itself constantly throughout the next few hours. Scott, uncertain of where to go in the city, roamed around in circles. He fought the automaton beasts, or whatever they might be called, whenever he could find a safe vantage point outside their reach. He ignored them the rest of the time. He had a strong suspicion that their axes would neatly cleave him asunder. Theirs was a game of cat and mouse. It was a most peculiar variant of that game however; one where both the cat and the mouse each had a cannon, but their bodies were made of glass. The first shot to hit would win.
 
   He slipped under a bit of debris to hide from a passing contingent of the armored beasts. Dozens of them marched by his hiding place never suspecting that sweet, sweet, mortal meat resided only a short distance away. Scott would not have said that he cowered before their numbers, but he would not have denied it either.
 
   After the rattling bastards passed, he crawled out of the debris and started moving along the street once more. He had yet to find another shelter, but had run across many badly ruined corpses. Men, women, children; it did not matter to the things that stomped through the streets. If they sighted the living, they did their best to tear that life away.
 
   "So, this is war in a fantasy world." said Scott softly in a voice slightly louder than a whisper. A whisper might give him away as it was often more harsh than words spoken in a soft tone. It would carry farther through the desolate streets.
 
   Through an alleyway he slipped, his hands at the ready and his eyes alert to the dangers of the world around him. It was hard to sense the energies of man or monster in the ruination of this part of the city. What was not difficult to sense was the fear in the voice of the young child who began to scream just up ahead.
 
   Scott launched himself up the chain link fence that blocked off the alleyway then flipped over the top to land on the lid of the dumpster on the other side.The child screamed once more, before he went terribly silent. Around the corner, the gruesome sight of six of the beasts repeatedly slamming their axes down to tear apart the remnants of a former life could be seen.
 
   Blue eyebrows pressed together. Scott's eyes narrowed. He was tired of seeing things like this. Sometimes the monsters stopped to make sure a corpse was a corpse. Yet, this was far worse. He had arrived too late to even try to do anything for the boy while he lived. But he would be damned if he let those things continue to desecrate his corpse.
 
   Enraged, but alert, eyes scanned the area for some vantage point that he could use to easily finish the beasts. There was none. It was an open parking lot, but none of the vehicles were high enough off of the ground to use as a stable point of attack. "Fine, we'll have to dance a little."
 
   Scott checked the area once more then nodded. He could not be perfectly safe, but he made a plan of attack then called out his spell. None of his other abilities were defined enough to be of any real use in this fight, but he knew that starlight flare would kill these things if he could keep them from killing him first.
 
   He ran toward the gathered monsters and snatched up a chunk of stonework that he saw on the ground in passing. With a snarky cry of, "Hey, ugly." he threw the bit of shattered building at the closest monster. It smacked into the side of the beasts helm and all six of the monstrosities ceased movement.
 
   The background music shifted from the somber, depressing, score that had been playing. It had been the background soundtrack of a city in ruin. A violin played in the background as woodwind instruments carried a melancholy tune. Now, the music had shifted to a deep drumming sound. It was a pounding tune reminiscent of barbarians about to make war in any number of sword and sorcery films.
 
   Slowly, they turned their helms toward the blue-haired sorcerer. Eldritch light flared through their eye holes and the monsters began to stomp toward him. The background music picked up woodwind instruments and the beginning stirring of a guitar.
 
   They were faster than they looked, but still slower than a hellion. Scott easily made it to the first spot that he had picked. He leapt atop an overturned car, a dark grey contraption that looked a bit like a jeep with no wheels. It was a strange thing to see in a parking lot full of vehicles that actually did have wheels, but that was not important at the moment. What was important, was that the beasts were upon him.
 
   His little pulsating light of celestial retribution burned the beasts even as they stomped toward him. The closest among them whipped his axe down in a killing stroke, but Scott had already begun to move. Compared to the hellions, these things were just as dangerous in a close battle but far more predictable.
 
   Scott launched himself backward just enough to avoid being cleaved in half. His light remained on the other side of the vehicle and burned the monsters with its purifying force. The axe-wielding beast yanked its weapon free of the wreckage before it and two of its brethren joined it in chopping down what remained. It was rather disheartening to see how little time it took them to tear through so much solid metal.
 
   However, every few seconds that passed the monsters were burned by the light. Scott hopped back to avoid another powerful cleaving motion then repeated that process a few more times. He needed to keep the monsters busy, but he also had to stay outside the range of their fear effect.
 
   Soon he had hopped back far enough to begin the next phase of his plan. Scott leapt atop a bright orange vehicle that looked like a muscle car from earth. When the first monster swung at him, he performed an expert backflip that allowed him to almost lazily arc through the air to land atop the next vehicle behind him. By the time the monster freed its blade, the pulsating light had taken the life of one of its compatriots.
 
   Scott nodded. He had not performed these backflips and hopping motions to look cool. He needed to kill these murderous bastards and move on. Fighting them head on was suicidal for him at this point, so he had been forced to use the terrain and focus on his magical attacks throughout this horrible night.
 
   The monsters tore into that poor car for all they were worth, and soon broke it down to the point that they began to step up onto the wreckage. Another monster fell to the side, its armor charred by the light.
 
   Starlight flare could last for only a scant few minutes at his skill-level, but that was more than enough time to wreck these things. They relied heavily on their brute power and physical defense.
 
   A repeat performance of his backflip and wait plan occurred, and soon the remainder of the beasts fell to the side. The power animating them had been destroyed by the gentle celestial light.
 
   No time was wasted in checking the fallen monsters for loot. He could not carry the charred armor plates for lack of space, but he did find a few coins and the occasional gemstone when he defeated one of these things. 
 
   Surprisingly, he also found something new. "A letter?"
 
   Scott opened it, expecting to see some sort of mission orders even though the monsters probably did not even read.
 
    
 
   [Mission Briefing]
 
    
 
   A Desperate Mother's Plea
 
    
 
   Oh Origin, patron of love and reincarnation; please hear my prayer. My son Jimothy has run off in search of his father. I fear the worst! Please, hear the prayer of a desperate mother and bring my sweet boy home to me. Barring that, bring what remains of him so that we might return him to this world.
 
    
 
   Mission Requirements: You have located the remains of a young boy slain by the Eldritch Armor Knights of the Storm Tyrant. Bring his remains to his mother before three dawns have passed.
 
    
 
   Reminder: If you have a crysta-com you can scan the code at the bottom to generate a city map and location for the quest.
 
    
 
   Success: Bring the remains of Jimothy to his mother.
 
    
 
   Failure: Fail to bring the remains of Jimothy to his mother before three dawns have passed.
 
    
 
   Reward(s): Increased Event Contribution Acknowledgments, improved relations with the church of Origin, a mother's thanks.
 
    
 
   [—]
 
    
 
   Scott's eyes narrowed. "I see. The letter thing really is how quests pop up sometimes. That's an odd way to give out quests, but I'll do my best." He fiddled with his crysta-com for a moment until he recalled how to scan things. After scanning the bottom of the letter, a map application appeared on his mobile device. It showed his current location, and his next destination, which was Jimothy's body. There was even a little distance marker that showed how far he was from his objective.
 
   He ran over to the body of the boy and then wished that he hadn't. What he saw was something that no one should have to see, much less the boy's mother. The body was in too many pieces to lift and carry. He was forced to tear down the awning of a nearby building and use it to pile the pieces inside. He wanted to be as gentle and respectful as possible, but it was not easy.
 
   His crysta-com vibrated in his pocket and he checked it. He had received a destination update. "Distance eight thousand six hundred forty-seven." How far was that? It sounded like a large amount of ground to cover.
 
   Scott took a few experimental steps toward his destination and the distance dropped by twenty-two."Oh! I get it, it's that many normal steps." He thought about it for a moment, it sounded like the destination and distance markers worked on full paces. Those were about a yard, which was similar to a meter. "Eight kilometers then...?" 
 
   He rubbed his chin. The metric system was not exactly a native thing for him. His time in the army had taught him that a twenty kilometer ruck march was about twelve miles. Given the fact that the destination thing seemed to measure movement in paces, it would probably be better to consider the distance in yards or normal steps instead of meters in the future. "It's a good four or five miles through this hell to get you home, kid."
 
   The colorfully clad sorcerer reached down and carefully lifted the wrapped body of the small boy. Before his change into a fantasy world hero in the making the burden of carrying so much weight would have been problematic. Scott barely noticed the weight, however. Such was the carrying capacity of a man when they had five times the strength of the strongest man who had ever lived on Earth. Though, there was a much more solemn weight to this small burden in his arms that no stat could lighten.
 
   In the distance he could hear the tell-tale sounds of gunfire. The city guard was fighting against another wave of monsters. Lightning crashed in the background. The invasion of the city continued unabated. The background music had already shifted and returned to its somber score and its crying violin as well.
 
   "Let's get you home." said Scott softly. The sorcerer set out across the city once more. This time he did not stop to fight monsters. He avoided both them and the patrols of the city guard. They would try to usher him into one of the underground safety areas or shoot him since he might look like a looter, or worse.
 
   A few minutes later he was forced to stop and wait as a roving guard patrol passed near his location. He truly did not want to stop and explain his current situation to a city guard. What would he say if he had to explain? Scott snorted then shook his head. One hand rose into the air palm up. "Pardon me good sir, may I be on my way? I have collected various bits of a small boy in this sack and I don't want him to spoil."
 
   For a moment he thought that he should feel bad about his morbid joke, but the moment passed and he chuckled softly in the darkness. As disturbing as the situation was, the ability to laugh at it helped him to relieve quite a bit of built up stress.
 
   He continued on his way, his heart a bit lighter despite his terrible burden. After a time he came to a rather significant impasse. What looked to be an entire sky-scraper had fallen over sideways. It was the sort of hellish damage that a modern city would normally see if a giant monster invaded.
 
   Scott scrambled over the top, or rather what had once been the side, of the fallen megastructure using the debris as a means of reaching its high surface. Roughly half the way to the top he was forced to break his way into the building through the surprisingly damage-resistant glass that constituted its outer wall. He was certain that it had been weakened in the collapse, but he was surprised that it had not already broken during the fall.
 
   The war was ridiculous. If the city survived, would it ever be whole again? Once inside the building he called out his starlight flare spell to allow him to see what he was doing, and to add a little protection in case of axe-wielding monsters.
 
   The sideways structure proved to be rather maze-like at first as it defied his sense of logical physical dimensions. He had to crawl through doorways, and ended up reversing his course several times before he managed to climb up into a corner officer through interior rooms.
 
   It took more time and effort than he would have liked, but he managed to pile enough debris up in the corner of that corner office to reach the glass wall above. It was not exactly the smartest move, but if he wanted to continue forward from here he would have to break through the glass. He sat the sack of Jimothy to the side then covered his eyes with one hand while he punched up into the glass with the other.
 
   Without clear sight of his target it took a while to break through, but he managed it somehow. He had received a few minor cuts from the thick glass shards in the process, but he was tough enough physically for such a thing to only be a minor irritation. His knuckles did feel a bit raw, however.
 
   Scott tossed the Jimmy sack up through the hole, respectfully of course, then leapt up and out of the madness that was a sideways building. Once free of the place he looked around and saw that the way beyond was surprisingly clear. "Well, that's something."
 
   He walked to the edge of the building and looked down. There was no clear way down nearby. The glass only appeared at the halfway point on the side of the building, and the place where it had fractured and toppled in a manner that probably completely defied the laws of physics was filled with loose, shifting, debris that he could not trust as a means to escape the place. One wrong move would leave both him and his passenger buried. Frustration welled up within him for a moment. He thought he might have to go back inside and seek out a middle room.
 
   It was not until he spied something on the street below that he had an idea. It would be risky, but wasn't everything risky at this point?
 
   Scott carefully walked to his chosen destination and looked across the divide. The building that he stood on was huge and even fallen on its side, it was still a long way down to the street below. However, there was a street light with an extended arm that he might use.
 
   He sighed then checked the ties on the makeshift sack he had made to carry Jimothy. Afterward, he spoke to the boy. "I'm sorry about this, but it's the only way unless I want to backtrack a lot." Left unsaid was the fact that backtracking through the mess that the city had become could lead him into an even worse situation.
 
   Scott respectfully tossed the Jimothy sack off the side of the building before looking at the street lamp once more. He took a deep breath, steeled his resolve and then made a running leap toward his goal. Unfortunately, his aim was a little off as he was not used to making such grandiose leaps. Scott's hands just barely gripped the lamp's arm, but that was not nearly enough to stop his descent. A great deal of the momentum of his fall was mitigated but the force was still enough to rip his fingers free of their loose purchase. He fell hard to the earth below and landed with a loud, pained, cry. Thankfully, enough of his fall had been broken that his legs had not been.
 
   Once he recovered from the surprising end to the current leg of his journey, he collected little Jimothy and went about his business. Along the way he would occasionally check his crysta-com to see where he needed to go. The monsters and guard patrols thinned considerably once he left the city-center, and became practically non-existent as he entered the outskirts of the city where Jimothy's family lived. At the moment the invading army seemed content to do as much damage to the heart of the city as possible.
 
   It had taken over three hours due to the wreckage and the need to hide on occasion, but Scott managed to reach his destination. It was a building that looked like a church but with a statue of Origin in the courtyard. She had her arms outstretched and wore a crown of flowers. Her well-sculpted face brought a smile to his. He missed her, and the statue was an excellent likeness.
 
   Reminiscence of currently denied love aside, his destination was not a house like he had originally thought. It was a civilian defense shelter beneath the church. The guards posted outside stopped him as he drew closer to his goal.
 
   "Sorry, sir. We're full."
 
   "I'm not here to stay. I'm here to deliver something." said Scott.
 
   "A delivery? Here? In this?" asked the guard surprised.
 
   "Is it a pizza, captain? I could do with a slice." asked one of the men snidely, though there was also a slightly hopeful tone in his voice. Several of the men laughed, though the one manning the heavy gun didn't take his eyes off Scott while doing so.
 
   "Aye, me too! Is there sausage on it?" asked one of the other men.
 
   The captain shook his head then granted Scott a long suffering look. He had been with these men a little too long tonight. "Forgive my men. These little jokes keep their spirits up."
 
   "It's fine, but I really do need to go inside." said Scott.
 
   The captain shook his head. "Like I said, we're full up. Too many people in one place could draw those things down on us. We can handle a few of them at a time, but we aren't the army. We're not equipped for large scale battles." 
 
   Uncertain what else to do, Scott pulled out the letter that he had received and showed it to the guard. The man's eyes widened, and then they slowly narrowed. "I see. So, the boy didn't make it?"
 
   Scott shook his head. "No, he was killed before I could get to him, though I destroyed the eldritch armor knights that took his life."
 
   "Ah, good! Well, there's a few priests of Origin downstairs. Can't turn away pregnant women, or children whether living or dead according to the head priest's order. You can take the poor lad down there and discuss things with the head priest." said the shelter captain.
 
   Down into the earth he went, the body of the small boy wrapped in his arms. The previously laughing men were silenced by their captain. There was no joy in this moment, and what Scott bore was certainly not a pizza. Though, had anyone taken a good look inside the sack after the way that it had been dragged through the streets one might wonder at the similarities that the contents held in relation to pizza toppings.
 
   After clearing the stairs he walked down a short corridor and moved past another set of guards. They had him wait a moment as they opened a metal blast door and turned off the shield that helped to secure it. Through the door, Scott was met with the sounds and scents of unwashed humanity. Though, some of the unwashed masses were not exactly human.
 
   In the far back there was a small alcove where robed men congregated around a table. They viewed a large crystalline sphere with rapt attention and hawkish eyes.
 
   "Pieter, I tell you that the army is overmatched this time." said one of the men as Scott approached.
 
   "Dovak, do you see the placement of the second battalion? They are clearly buying time for something." said the man named Pieter.
 
   "Aye, see here and here as well? The Blizrum priests are focusing their powers on the rear guard as well, instead of the main attack force." said another, unnamed, priest.
 
   Scott eyed the fourth man, the man with the fanciest robes. He wore red robes and a large circular shaped gold medallion that had the appearance of a stylized phoenix within a triangle. If he had to guess, that man would be the head priest. He was also the only one who had yet to speak.
 
   It did not take long for the older man, the head priest, to turn his head. He blinked slowly once, and then twice more. His eyes widened when he gazed upon Scott then slowly placed his hand to his mouth. Scott immediately felt an uncomfortable sensation flow through his body.
 
   The head priest stood up from his chair and moved toward him, the action causing a minor ruckus among the younger priests. "What's going on your eminence?"
 
   Snow white and bushy eyebrows pressed together as he took stock of Scott's face for a moment. He then turned back to the other priests and said. "Continue your lessons on the study of war. I must speak with this man alone."
 
   The three younger priests stared slack-jawed at Scott and then back to the head priest. This was a strange sort of event to have happen during an invasion!
 
   The head priest gestured politely for Scott to follow him. He hurried after, curiosity evident upon his face. What had spooked the older man? He had taken a single look at his face and suddenly become quite animated. In the far alcove, behind a metal door, Scott and the head priest began to speak earnestly.
 
   "My apologies for not entertaining you better, brother." The older man extended his arm to Scott. A sudden urge possessed the blue haired man. Scott reached out and clasped the older man's forearm. The older man clasped Scott's as well. The priest's eyes lit up slightly when Scott said, "Well met, brother. My name is Scott."
 
   The older man visibly relaxed after hearing what Scott's mind now referenced as a customary greeting among kin, more specifically the head priest was Lunarii himself. In many ways it had been like when he had first learned to fight or to use his magic. He had simply known a few things via spiritual download and the rest had to be learned. He now knew several customs among his new race.
 
   "Ah, brother. I am the head priest of this church. I am known as Heralt." He took a breath then smiled beatifically. "Long has it been since I have seen a brother of the twilight. Tell me, what brings you to this land and this shelter?"
 
   "I am in this land searching for a means of improving myself, brother. Sadly, I am in this shelter to bring this child to his mother." said Scott.
 
   The head priest glanced to the burden in Scott's arms then inclined his head. "It is always the youngest among us who suffer most in times of war."
 
   Scott nodded. He was not certain what else to say on the matter.
 
   "Twilight brother, do you know the name of this child's mother?" asked the priest.
 
   "No, but his name is Jimothy. Here, have a look at this." Scott gently laid the boy's body atop a nearby table then then pulled out the mission briefing.
 
   The priests' bushy eyebrows rose once more. "Brother... You directly received a prayer request from our great goddess, Origin?"
 
   "Seems so." said Scott in a non-committal manner. He received no useful additional information on the subject and did not want to lie to the man.
 
   The head priest. Closed his eyes then sighed softly. "Jimothy. I know of only one who lives in this neighborhood. He is a small boy, quite rambunctious. He is his mother's heart and her bane."
 
   Scott nodded his head. "I heard him cry out, but I arrived too late to do anything but avenge his death."
 
   "That is a sad tale told many times tonight brother. At least this time there is a happy ending." said the elder.
 
   Normally, such a statement would seem bizarre. In this instance, it was the truth. The head priest was one of the few people in the city capable of greater resurrection. Scott helped the elder to prepare the body of the boy. Neither man wanted to gaze long upon the corpse, nor the ruination caused by the monsters that stomped through the streets.
 
   The elder began to make large sweeping gestures with his hands. He whispered soft words that Scott could barely hear, but made the various pieces of the body on the table begin to shimmer and shake. Soon they appeared to melt into a puddle. It was both immanently fascinating and entirely disgusting to witness.
 
   Where once there had been several dozen chunks of unfortunate Jimothy, there was now a rapidly congealing puddle of Jimothy goo. More words of power were spoken. The goo flowed together into a singular mound and then began to spread outward once more.
 
   Scott watched as the head priest commanded the goo to take on the form of the boy that it had once been. The process stopped there for a time and the priest stepped back, exhausted.
 
   "Now we must wait a short time, brother. The genetic structure of the boy must settle or he will mutate uncontrollably. Such things can be fixed, but not easily."
 
   Scott nodded as though he had understood that. "So, this is greater resurrection?"
 
   "Yes, the second most difficult type of resurrection, and the most advanced that the gods have taught us to use directly. Only the prayer of total awakening takes more power, and it might even cost the life of the one who prays for it."
 
   Several minutes passed in polite conversation while the elder rested. He consumed a brightly glowing vial of fluorescent blue liquid then sighed. "The Storm Tyrant has made a mess of things with his grand ambitions."
 
   "Oh?" asked Scott. He knew nothing of the man's ambitions, but would certainly like to know more.
 
   "Yes, how there can be such bitterness in the heart of one so young is beyond me. It is not like he was destined to be the Valkovian emperor. He was the youngest of twelve." said the priest with a sigh.
 
   "Thunder Reign..." mumbled Scott purposefully. He spoke the word as though he considered something, but what he was really attempting to do was coax the old man into explaining what Thunder Reign actually was.
 
   "Oh yes, Thunder Reign indeed. Without that divine beast summons he would not be a true threat to the crown. I'm still not certain how a human, one who had never been trained as a summoner to my knowledge, could summon a beast of that magnitude without killing himself."
 
   Scott filed that tidbit of knowledge away. He had wondered about the creature he occasionally saw in the flash of lightning. It was a great bird much like the ancient Quetzalcoatl from meso-american mythology and lore. The great thunder bird that controlled lightning and storms in the minds and hearts of the ancient peoples of South America.
 
   He still did not understand how lightning could blow up a stone building, but he had decided not to question it too closely. There was probably some sort of magical ability in that lightning strike that caused explosions. 
 
   They spoke of lighter things after that for a time. The old priest asked a few questions about Scott's travels. Scott answered them as best he could. Eventually, the gelatinous goo that had once been Jimothy was ready for the next step.
 
   "You who have fallen to the darkness both battered and torn, return thy form to that of man that your loved ones may no longer mourn." sang out the priest in a well-formed rhyme.
 
   Scott had not heard such a succinct rhyme for a spell before. He did not use incantations, and had only heard a few spells that were actually cast via such a method. Once or twice Rhea had utilized a blade singer style song in a fight, but it had largely been unnecessary. There had also been an occasional magic-user in a town that he had heard in passing when they were wandering through the casual server.
 
   Gelatin Jimothy shimmered and shook briefly as waves of mystical energy radiated throughout his body. With each pulse of power the corpse took on a form that was more solid and distinct. Several minutes passed as Jimothy hardened back into a little boy, and it was another few minutes before the priest was satisfied that the boy was as solid on the inside as the outside.
 
   Bushy white eyebrows pressed together in consideration while the elder considered the next step. "He seems to have come this far well-enough. There is no hint of a curse, at least no curse at a level that would cause problems."
 
   Another tidbit of information was filed away inside Scott's mind. There were curses that would interfere with resurrection. He had not been happy to know such a thing was possible, but he was glad to have been granted a warning about it.
 
   Gnarled old hands waved over the body as Heralt cleansed the boy of any lingering negative status effects. Once that process was completed he sang out a short lyrical verse in a language Scott did not understand. The corpse on the table began to emit a radiant light, soon a white mist similar to a glowing fog suffused the area around the body.
 
   As the priest chanted the light intensified but the mist diminished. Not long after it had appeared, the mist was gone. The light died away shortly after that.
 
   Heralt sighed, exhaustion evident on his features. "It is done. The child will need to rest for at least a full day before he can undergo further healing."
 
   He turned to Scott. "We should inform his mother."
 
   Scott glanced down at the body and noticed that the color had returned to the body, and though hard to see Jimothy's chest did rise and fall in a shallow manner. It would be easy to miss if he did not look carefully.
 
   "I'm curious about something, brother." said Scott.
 
   "Yes, brother?"
 
   "Why use greater resurrection when you could have simply brought him back in a new body?" asked Scott.
 
   The elder nodded. "Fair question. You are not from this city so you do not know. The city defense shield interferes with simple restoration as a means of interrupting the ability of foreign powers to resurrect within the city walls. The boy would have randomly been restored at one of the holy places outside of the city. Those places are crawling with monsters."
 
   "I see, and the body was too damaged to use lesser resurrection." said Scott thoughtfully.
 
   The elder sighed once more, obviously tired. "Yes, that power can only be used if the body is mostly intact. A limb or two can be missing as long as the head is intact, but you saw the state of the boy."
 
   A frown crossed the sorcerer's lips. "Now it makes sense. Those damned tin cans are deliberately chopping the bodies apart."
 
   "Of course, it's an ancient tactic of war. The more damaged the body, the harder it is to restore the life of the fallen. Simple restoration requires us to touch the body or an important piece of it at least such as the head, a major organ, or a large limb. Lesser resurrection requires a relatively intact body."
 
   "Greater resurrection is needed for bodies that have been torn apart... What about true awakening?" asked Scott.
 
   "Ah, now that dangerous prayer is for the fallen who have had their bodies completely destroyed by incineration, disintegration, or one who has been digested by a beast so that no large body parts remain. It can also be used if the body has not been found, though there is a greater chance that the prayer will go unanswered in that case."
 
   "I see, so when nothing is left of the body the gods might answer an earnest prayer." said Scott.
 
   Heralt nodded then a wry smile crossed his lips. "Unless you're a noble or well-heeled merchant in some kingdoms. There are those who hedge their bets."
 
   "Hedge their bets?" 
 
   "Yes, they routinely have a major body part surgically removed once a year then have the missing limb regenerated. They have to spend a week or so as an invalid, but if they die they can simply be restored in town."
 
   "Smart. Freakish, but smart." said Scott. "I assume that they preserve the limb somehow?"
 
   "Of course. Such magical preservation lasts for several years actually, but they do this on a yearly basis so that they have a few backup limbs in different locations to prevent theft." The old man informed Scott in an amused tone of voice reminiscent of a terrible gossip.
 
   "I'm surprised such a work around actually works." said Scott.
 
   "It doesn't always. They hedge their bets but even simple restoration can fail. Those preserved limbs are often long removed from the body." Heralt leaned in and whispered to Scott like the next thing that he said would be a dire secret. "Their connection to the spirit of the fallen weakens and the limb is destroyed in the resurrection attempt regardless of whether it works or not. They always use the newest limb first since it has the best chance of working."
 
   "I'll guess that doing all that is hideously expensive." said Scott.
 
   "Oh yes, keeping a limb fresh and preserved in such a way that it will actually work requires high level magic. Those sorts of spells do not come cheap."
 
   They were about to discuss such things further when an urgent knock came at the door. Heralt moved to the door, annoyed at the interruption.
 
   Pieter was on the other side. Before the head priest could ask what the issue was, the younger priest blurted out. "Your eminence! The lunarii have come to the aid of the empire."
 
   "Show me!" exclaimed Heralt with great excitement. Scott followed after them as they left the room. He was curious as well.
 
   The four priests, and a blue haired sorcerer, gathered round the crystalline sphere. Heralt frowned then waved his hand over the top to cause the image on the surface to expand upward into an illusory image. Surprised by the contents of the imagery Scott could only look on in fascination at this world's version of a news report.
 
   "Yes, you're seeing it live here on channel seven! The Lunarian capital ship, Golden Crescent has arrived on the scene and the paladins of Sol-Karan have taken to the battle field on their sky-cutters. No wait! They also brought the one hundred first war-mech regiment." said an anchorman who Scott could only think of as an orc. He had the tusks and brutal features one might associate with such a person.
 
   The image on screen shifted back to the battlefield and Scott was able to see what a true battle was like on this world. Everywhere he looked there were blond haired men and women whipping through the skies on small boomerang-like objects. They hurled coherent beams of light down on the armies before them, fired off shots from large magical firearms, or swooped down and used their mighty warhammers to do incredible damage to various eldritch armor knights.
 
   On the ground, massive armored figures that looked every bit like giant robots stomped through the area while firing off coherent beams of light or swinging huge blades that plowed through the enemy.
 
   Magical artillery batteries from the back, it was the Valkovian military regiment survivors acting as fire support, and aimed for the thickest concentrations of the knights in opposition. On the ground all around the battle there could be seen thousands of bodies and the wreckage of hundreds of vehicles, even a few giant robot looking devices as well. The ground was stained black as the innocent earth had become soaked with the blood of the fallen.
 
   The background music that accompanied the image was strange, but exciting. It had the blaring brass horns, orchestrated classical music with booming drums, and overall dangerous tone that one might expect. However, there was also the sound of 80s style heavy metal guitar riffs and electronic dance music mixed in like the battle was some sort of drug-induced rave. Somehow it all worked together to create a dynamic battle the likes of which Scott had never even seen on television.
 
   "It's happening! The Lunarian capital ship is preparing to fire!" exclaimed the orc anchorman. 
 
   The gathered men watched in rapt fascination as the capital ship, a massive flying vessel shaped like a strange combination of giant glowing golden ring, and stylized wings of light that flared out and back to give the ship a crescent shape. In truth, it looked a bit like a boomerang. If the image could be believed, Scott guessed that the ring portion alone would easily have a diameter roughly the size of an aircraft carrier from Earth.
 
   Magical energy was drawn into the center of the ring causing an extraordinarily intense light to radiate outward. Scott had his first clear glimpse of Thunder Reign as the lightning beast appeared from within the clouds and began striking down at the ship in earnest with its tremendously powerful lightning.
 
   The wings of light that radiated outward from the central ring flared brilliantly as the lightning strike hit the previously invisible shield surrounding the core of the vessel. A brilliant golden light erupted outward as electricity arced all around the vessel.
 
   Bright pristine light whirled within the center of the ring and more power was drawn from within the vessel and the world around it. The news anchor said something in the background about the celestial energies used by the main gun of the Golden Crescent.
 
   Suddenly, paladins turned swiftly from the battle. Golden shields appeared around them and they placed their hands over their ears. The Valkovian army immediately began to hunker down as best they could as well.
 
   "It's coming!" exclaimed Heralt with excitement, his eyes raptly trained on the screen before him. "The pride of our nation..."
 
   As the light intensified at the center of the ring, a wave of pressure washed out that caused the sky to clear and the land beneath them to tremble. Eldritch armor knights caught below the ship were crushed into the dirt instantly.
 
   "What...?" asked Dovak as he felt a minor trembling in the Earth even at this distance. A slight rattle of items on the table showed the power of what was about to be unleashed.
 
   It was then that it happened. A brilliant flash of light, a tremendous clap of thunder, and the release of the most powerful magical attack Scott had ever seen. Energy whirled together at a single hyper-condensed point at the center of the ring. A massive blast of pure celestial mana raced outward and slammed into Thunder Reign with enough force to cause the entire city to shake once more.
 
   The light from the attack was so intense that the men had to look away for a moment. However, the moment the anchor orc started to shout they looked back. "Crescent annihilation has done its job! Thunder Reign's immortal thunder defense field is down!"
 
   "Damn right!" snarled Dovak as he stood up and made a fist.
 
   Suddenly, the battle came alive again as every paladin and remaining Valkovian soldier began attacking the summoned beast in earnest. A rough half minute later the Golden Crescent began to fire intermittent beams of light that spiraled into the monster bird with great effect. Thunder Reign screamed in pain and outrage. Feathers flew, blood poured from hundreds of minor wounds.
 
   The beast tried to fight back with its lightning mastery, but the sheer number of attacks kept it constantly on the ropes. Without its natural defense field it was just another massively powerful monster. The individual forces arrayed against it were nothing but ants attacking a gigantic picnic, but they were also fire ants that worked as a swarm.
 
   Still, even with all of the forces arrayed against the beast it took the better part of half an hour to destroy it. The battle for the city was over. Thunder Reign had been beaten, for now.
 
   Scott watched as the paladins of Sol-Karan and the Valkovian army regulars mopped up the remaining knights on the field. Soon, even the beasts that roamed the streets would be taken care of and the process of restoring the city could begin.
 
   However, for now there was another task at hand. At the behest of Heralt Scott went in search of Jimothy's mother. The head priest needed to attend to the boy to make certain nothing untoward had happened during their absence from his side. Normally, the child would be taken to his home or to a hospital to rest, but during this time of crises he had to remain where he was.
 
   A short time spent wandering through the small underground bunker led him to a weeping woman in the far back corner. Several women and a teenage boy were sitting nearby trying to console her. 
 
   Scott looked at the crying woman for a moment and noted that her features matched the description that Heralt had given him. He walked over to someone standing nearby but far enough away as not to disturb the distraught woman in case she was not who he sought. "Excuse me, can you tell me who she is?"
 
   "Who she is? What's your problem? Don't like a woman crying?" asked the man in an overly loud tone that got everyone's attention anyway. "Huh? Want me to shut her up? Is that it?"
 
   The dark haired man laughed strangely then pointed at Scott. "Is her grief upsetting you, fucker?"
 
   He stared at the man. "No, I was trying to politely ask if you knew whether or not she had a child named Jimothy, but that didn't work out too damned well."
 
   "Jimothy!" exclaimed the woman. She jumped up from her seat. "Have you seen my Jimmy?"
 
   "Dark haired boy, about this tall?" asked Scott before he placed his hand at about hip height. He had no way of knowing if she was the only mother of a Jimothy in this place. There was no need to get her hopes up otherwise.
 
   "Yes! Where did you see him! Is he alright?!" she asked before rushing over to Scott.
 
   "He is now. When I brought him in, I had to take him to see the head priest." said Scott.
 
   "My, my Jimothy... the priest. Father Heralt helped him? Was he dead?" asked the woman with fearful eyes.
 
   Scott winced then nodded. "Yes, but he's fine now. He'll need to rest a few days though. I can take you to him."
 
   "A few days... but the priest. No, was my poor little boy so bad off?" Her eyes widened for a moment and she acquired a fretful look.
 
   Scott closed his eyes briefly then open them before unleashing a tired sigh. "Ma'am, I really don't think you want to know too much about that. Your son's here in the shelter, though."
 
   Several of the gathered people looked like they were on the verge of tears. It was a wonderful thing to hear in this time of tragedy. Some of them had loved ones who were still out in the city.
 
   He led Jimothy's mother to where her son rested, and Heralt greeted her warmly upon their arrival. "Tishe, your son has come home to you."
 
   "My boy!" Tishe rushed over to the small body lying in repose on the table. Jimothy barely breathed at this point, but he did draw breath. It was far more than she had hoped.
 
   A slow smile spread across Scott's lips as he watched her fuss about her son. On Earth such a thing would have been impossible. The tragic tale of Jimothy would have remained a tragedy. Here on ARS, there were chances that people could take. The terrible end need not be the only way of things, at least not every time.
 
   Two hours passed after the reunion of Jimothy and his mother before the all-clear was signaled throughout the city. Once the invading army had withdrawn, the eldritch armor knights had lost their cohesion and tendency to form into groups. They had proven to be easy prey for the city militia to mop up while the army outside the shield did the same on the battlefield.
 
   Scott spent those hours awash in local color. A few people stopped by to thank him for what he had done. A few others had asked whether or not he had seen anyone else. The time had passed and soon he realized that the better part of nine hours had occurred since his arrival in this world. He pulled his crysta-com from his pocket and checked the time. "Almost three in the morning..."
 
   He moved to thank the head priest for all of his help that day then left with his reward. His contribution would be remembered, and Jimothy's mother was thankful. While neither of those things would directly fill his belly, they at least carried over into good will from both the local people and the city itself. That could only help his cause.
 
   After his goodbyes had been said, Scott slipped out of the shelter and moved to a quiet area beyond the neighboring houses. Smoke rose high into the sky from various points in the city. The fire fighters and local militia would have to work overtime to end the fires and probable looting that was now happening throughout the town.
 
   A scant few minutes passed and a strange warmth flowed through his skull, and then throughout his body. A happy laugh echoed through the landscape of his mind. "Scott!" exclaimed the welcome voice of his fairy BFF.
 
   "Ero!" exclaimed Scott, happy at her return. A soft chittering sound near his feet garnered his attention next. He looked down and saw that Herbert had arrived as well. The little grassrat sported strange new attire. "Herbert, what's with the cape and the domino mask?"
 
   The rodent stood up on his hind legs and crossed his forepaws over his chest. Apparently, his attempt to look like a little badass was his only response.
 
   Ero separated from Scott's mind then started to flutter around his head excitedly. "Scott! Scott! Scott-Scott!" cried the excited fairy.
 
   He ended up spinning in place while he tried to follow her movements. It was not until she stopped that he finally saw what she wanted him to see. "Ero! You're wearing a dress."
 
   A cute and cheerful laugh escaped her tiny lips. "Yes! Isn't it pretty? It's one of the powers that I can use in this world now that I've grown up a little and chosen a profession."
 
   The dress in question was a gossamer gown that glowed and sparkled in the light. It was also sheer to the extent that it had a diaphanous appearance. In short, it was practically see-through.
 
   "You gained the power to wear clothes?" asked Scott incredulously. He was not certain that such a power could exist in this world. Ero was almost as against the concept of clothing as the NRA was against arbitrary gun-control.
 
   The adorable laugh returned. "No, no. I gained the power to spin spider webs, moonbeams, and dewdrops into cloth!"
 
   "So, clothes." said Scott.
 
   Ero sighed at him. "Such a boy response. I can do stuff! Cool Stuff. As my skill grows I can even weave larger items. Hello, get what I'm saying?"
 
   Scott smiled at her. "Yes. You can make cool things."
 
   "You don't get it." she pouted at him. "You wear light armor. Hello."
 
   "Wait, you're saying you can make me clothes?" he asked curiously.
 
   Ero's laugh returned once more. "Yes, and for Rhea, and Herbert. I can make them for myself as well. I'm a fairy dream weaver now."
 
   "That's great! My cute little fairy best friend took up a trade." said Scott.
 
   She smiled sweetly at him for a moment then looked down, a slight redness appeared on her cheeks. "Don't tease me so much. I'm in a delicate way, you know."
 
   "Of course I won't." said Scott before reaching up to give her a platform to stand on. Ero alighted atop his palm then brushed her hand along her generous curves. Her gossamer gown shimmered softly in response to the movement.
 
   They smiled at each other for a moment then turned their attention to Herbert. He was still a baby grassrat, but he had chosen a path in life as well. Scott asked him. "Don't suppose you'll tell us if you have a profession now."
 
   Herbert inclined his head then made a dynamic pose. Ero gasped then clapped her hands. "I see, he became a grassdancer."
 
   "A grassdancer?" asked Scott. More to the point, Ero could tell such a thing?
 
   "Yes, hold on. I'll translate." Ero turned to Herbert and asked him to explain his situation. Herbert moved in a series of dynamic dance moves then stopped. He chittered twice and waved one paw in the air.
 
   "I see!" said Ero. She turned to Scott. "Since he is technically a guardian beast, he was allowed to choose one of the warrior professions of his people. He chose grassdancer, the grassrat version of a blade dancer."
 
   "Oh, so he dance fights?" asked Scott. That sounded fairly cool.
 
   Ero smiled warmly. "Yes! He fights using his natural agility and can use dance moves to bolster the party or demoralize the enemy."
 
   "Hey, not bad Herbert!" said Scott cheerfully. The tiny dancer whirled around on the spot then moved his head to the left and then back to the right.
 
   A strange sense of energy, and a desire to move, arose with the sorcerer upon seeing the dance-like movement of his tiny little friend. He felt more focused, more capable somehow.
 
   "Oh wow, that was your special dance move, right?" asked Ero.
 
   Herbert nodded then chittered merrily. Scott glanced to the little fairy and she explained the situation for him. Ero said, "Herbert has to develop his own dance style but he knows several basic moves. Stringing them together has allowed him to learn at least one dance already."
 
   Ero waited for further clarification from the tiny dancer, and then said, "The move he just used was a short-form version of his Passionate Freestyle dance. It raises vitality and agility slightly based on his skill, and lasts for just a short time longer than he actually dances."
 
   "That's a sweet deal Herbert." said Scott. A dancing grassrat, a fairy seamstress, a currently MIA goddess of love and reincarnation, and a sorcerer who looked like he had strayed from the circus. These were the people who might have to save the world at some point in the distant future. Weather dependent. Sunday journeys not preferred.
 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   The city of Valkovia had become a fallen metropolis in the heart of the kingdom. The ruination of the city and the loss of life after the battle were staggering. Several days had passed since the end of the conflict and the rescue teams were still pulling people from the rubble. Unfortunately, at this point they could no longer be saved.
 
   In a city of millions, tens of thousands of lives had been extinguished. Even in a fantasy world where resurrection is possible, such things happened with great frequency.
 
   Scott and his tiny team mates had taken up the call to action. They had joined in the recovery effort to help the city as best they could while they waited for Rhea to arrive. She had to finish the last of her work so that they would have plenty of time to spend together in coming adventures.
 
   Ero lifted up a block of shattered stone several times larger than she was then flew over to a nearby wheel barrow. She could have changed to her larger form to do the work, but it did not matter. She had the same strength in either form now that she had ascended to the second tier. It would be quite the surprise for anyone who might see the tiny fairy lift and carry something that would make a grown man stagger.
 
   Several younger faeries fluttered over to Ero's position and began to giggle. They were first-tier faeries, and could only lift small items such as cups or tea pots. "Wow, big sister is so strong!"
 
   Ero flexed her tiny muscles then grinned. "It's the power of love!"
 
   The faerie girls giggled amongst themselves, and Ero wore the biggest smile she had ever shown to date. It had been a fairy long time since she had seen another member of her race. Faeries were rare, but still a bit more common in this world than the other. 
 
   Herbert could not lift much, so he spent his time dancing to the beat of the background music. His sweet moves bolstered the morale of those around him and increased their productivity. He was quite popular due to the status effects and his cool attire. 
 
   People had approached Scott several times with the interest of buying Herbert, but he was not a pet. He was part of the family. If Herbert wanted to try his luck in the world that would be his business, but Scott would not sell him off like a common animal. He was polite to those people since it seemed reasonable that they would not understand the situation. It was the people who came up to ask him if he would sell Ero to them that barely escaped with their skin intact.
 
   Scott hefted a heavy slab of stone high overhead and walked over to the dump truck that the city had brought in for the clean-up in the area. It was a feat of strength that would have been nearly impossible for an Olympic class power-lifter, but one that was only moderately tiring for Scott. He had been lifting and carrying such weights all day long. Still, he was ready for the work day to end. Oh, how he was ready!
 
   The chunks of debris that he, and a few others in the clean-up crew lifted, were far too large for a wheelbarrow. They were forced to carry them by hand.
 
   "Hey, you're pretty strong." said a man with the head of a wolf.
 
   Scott glanced over to the wolfman then smiled. "Same to you."
 
   The wolfman chuckled softly. "My people focus more on agility, but it's still good to have your strength recognized."
 
   "I see." Scott extended his hand. "Scott."
 
   The wolfman extended his clawed paw. "Angru the Possessed."
 
   "You're possessed?" asked Scott, surprised.
 
   Angru smiled a wolfish smile. "I'm a bloodrager by trade."
 
   "Bloodrager? Is that some sort of berserker?"
 
   The wolfman nodded then reached down and grasped a massive chunk of stone. He hefted it overhead with a grunt. "Ah, yes. We invoke the lunar madness at will instead of waiting only for the full moon. We can control it well enough that we usually only attack our opponents."
 
   Scott hefted a stone slab of his own then said, "Usually?" before they both began to walk back to the dump truck.
 
   They offloaded their cargo then Angru continued. "It usually works, unless there is bad blood between the bloodrager and someone nearby. It becomes difficult not to turn our rage on someone we hate."
 
   Scott nodded politely then sought out another stone to lift. While he did so, Angru spoke up once more. "What about you? Where does your strength come from?"
 
   "I'm a sorcerer." said Scott.
 
   Angru's eyes lit-up. "A sorcerer with blue hair? Tell me, are you Lunarian?"
 
   "Ah, yes." said Scott.
 
   The wolfman practically beamed with joy. "Well met, moon brother! I had not thought to see one such as you outside of Twilight Desert or the Mountains of the Dawn."
 
   "I like to travel." said Scott lightly. He did wonder why everyone wanted to call him their brother, though. He sort of understood a little about his new race, but it did not make much sense for someone besides another Lunarii to call him brother so keenly.
 
   "Ah, I understand the allure of the open road. I mostly stay at the village nowadays since I married my love and acquired my fourth girlfriend."
 
   Scott glanced at the man-wolf. "Romance taking up too much of your time?"
 
   Angru sighed loudly. "I love them all dearly, and often, but between my twelve cubs and five women it is quite difficult to get out and ramble the wilderness."
 
   "I can see that. I have enough trouble dealing with the ladies in my life and there are only two." replied Scott.
 
   The wolfman clapped him on the shoulder then grinned. "We are men with many blessings."
 
   "That we are. That we are." agreed Scott.
 
   "What are you two jabbering about?" remarked another wolfman. This one was a bit smaller than Angru, and spoke in a cocky, abrasive manner.
 
   Angru glanced at the newcomer then sniffed the air. His muzzle wrinkled lightly. "Your scent is as fake as your fur."
 
   The newly arrived Blood Tracker snorted at Angru. "What do you mean by that? Want me to kick your ass?"
 
   The larger wolfman shook his head. "Who are you trying to fool? You smell like a wet dog."
 
   Yellow fangs flashed darkly. The younger blood tracker snarled at Angru. "Who are you calling a dog, you old bastard?"
 
   "I didn't call you a dog, boy. A dog is loyal and true. I said you smell like one when he's wet."
 
   "Whatever, I don't have to listen to this garbage." muttered the smaller blood tracker. He continued to mutter as he left the area.
 
   "What was that about?" asked Scott curiously.
 
   Angru sighed. "The younger generation, sometimes it seems like they aren't right."
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   The wolfman shook his head. "I don't know, maybe I'm paranoid?" He leaned closer to Scott then whispered. "But sometimes I wonder if they are even really blood trackers."
 
   "Oh?"
 
   Angru nodded to him. "They look like a blood tracker, but they smell wrong and act like hormonally challenged idiots. I swear; it is almost like someone playing make believe, like they are just pretending to be one of my people. It irritates me."
 
   Scott immediately thought about the blood tracker he had dealt with on the casual server. The comparison between that jerk and Angru was quite clear. Was it possible that in some way Angru could sense when one of the gods was playing as one of his people?
 
   The long work day wore on. Scott learned many things about Blood Trackers, and about Angru. They were both from races that venerated the moon in some fashion. There was a long association between the lunar races, and they generally got along well.
 
   At the end of the day, they collected their pay. Between the three of them they earned roughly three silver coins. The city spared no expense when it came to clean-up and repairs. The cost for restoring the capital would be obscene, but at least the city and most of its people had survived.
 
   That evening they met up with Rhea on the corner of Ivy and Way. It was the location of one of the more popular restaurants in the city, the Saucy Mynx. But since most people were too exhausted from the hard work of fixing the city, or the grief at its destruction, there were few patrons.
 
   "Rhea!" cried Ero before she fluttered over to the blue haired High Elf.
 
   Herbert stood up on Scott's shoulder and waved at paw at the fourth member of their group. She had been missed.
 
   Rhea laughed loudly and held out a hand for Ero to stand on. "Look at you, Ero! So ladylike."
 
   Ero performed a quick pirouette that caused the hem of her skirt to rise up lightly into the air. "Thanks!"
 
   Scott smiled at the sweet scene then gazed gently at Rhea. The high elf glanced over to him for a moment then lowered her eyes a little, a soft tinge of pink rose up within her cheeks. "I missed you." he said.
 
   A gentle smile crossed her lips. "I missed you as well."
 
   They shared a warm, endearing, moment before Rhea lifted her free hand and gently brushed her hair back over her ear. "So, what have you three been up to today?"
 
   "Back breaking labor!" exclaimed Ero. She lifted her arms into the air and flexed her muscles.
 
   Rhea grinned at the tiny girl. "How'd it go?"
 
   "Fairy well! We earned three silver!" Ero beamed a bright smile briefly then blinked and touched her finger to her lip. "I hope that's a lot."
 
   "It's about a week's pay for one normal highly experienced laborer." said Rhea.
 
   Scott spoke up. "Want to help us out with the clean-up from now on? We only just started the other day."
 
   "I'd like that. How long are we contracted for?"
 
   "Two weeks. The debris should all be cleaned up by then since we have super powered people helping out." In a world where hundreds of workers might have a lifting and carrying capacity that was higher than a bulldozer on Earth, clean-up after a natural disaster was simple. Scott alone had the weight carrying capacity of a light truck. Though, he could only carry stackable debris or singular large pieces due to his size.
 
   "So, about twelve days left?" After Scott nodded, Rhea grinned. "We could earn a little over half a gold coin if the four of us worked together!"
 
   "Speaking of money, what did you start with?" asked Scott.
 
   "I chose to do a premium tutorial dungeon as well, but spent most of my loot compensation on equipment. I have just a little under one gold left."
 
   "Same with me." said Ero.
 
   Herbert made a chittering sound that Ero translated as, "Me too."
 
   Scott rubbed his chin. "Sounds like we might be close to four gold after we finish this job. Are we going to pool our money or just keep separate accounts?"
 
   It was Herbert who spoke up first. Ero translated for the chittering rodent. "Herbert says that we should start by opening a savings account that provides a reasonable interest rate, but does not include excessive money handling fees. We should take half of the money that we have on hand and place it into that account and evenly distribute the rest."
 
   Scott blinked at Ero then glanced down at the cape wearing Grassrat. "Herbert, you know about financial matters?"
 
   Herbert chittered excitedly and Ero translated once more. "A Grassrat knows to save food for hard times. The grass dies back in the winter. Besides that, part of my tutorial training involved learning about necessary aspects of functioning in a society other than my own."
 
   Scott glanced at the rat then to Ero and finally to Rhea. "Sounds like a good idea to me." He did wonder how much Ero had embellished the grassrat's words. Even as a baby Herbert seemed quite intelligent. It was one of the mysteries of the so-called monster races.
 
   Rhea and Ero nodded. Scott looked down at Herbert. "Good idea, let's go with that."
 
   After they finished discussing the rules of how their party would operate financially, Scott decided to bring up something that had been building within him for days. Rhea could not help but laugh as he expressed his desire. "You want a giant robot?"
 
   Scott rubbed the back of his head and laughed. "Come on! We could be total badass giant robot jockeys."
 
   "Actually, it's not a bad idea. Some monsters are huge and the ability to have a giant robot battle with them could do wonders, but..."
 
   "But?" asked Scott.
 
   "You should know that war-mechs aren't allowed for civilian use in most countries without special dispensation. Even if you managed to get that, the least expensive commercial models cost over a hundred platinum Fayth." said Rhea. She lifted a finger before Scott could continue. "That's not even for the giant ones. We'd be talking dozens of Aurans for a low-end version."
 
   "A few billion copper Fayth?" asked Scott, an incredulous expression on his face. His anus would normally clench at such an amount of money having been mentioned, but this time it was too shocked to even make an attempt to pucker.
 
   After that pronouncement the group had a nice meal at the restaurant and discussed other things. Scott explained what had happened during his tutorial training, and the others shared their own tutorial moments. Rhea had finished her tutorial quicker than the others as she already knew the best methods for completion, but she still spent a little time farming monsters to build up money.
 
   Inevitably, the discussion turned to one that surprised Scott greatly. He spoke up, "What? Are you serious?"
 
   Rhea nodded then unleashed a sigh. "Yes, Sarah stopped by your house."
 
   Scott leaned back a little then gently lowered his fork back down to his plate. He had just been about to take a bite of his spaghetti when the topic had changed. "You, what happened? Did she say why she went there?"
 
   "Not really, though she was concerned by my presence." admitted Rhea.
 
   "I'll bet... Why were you at my house anyway?" he asked.
 
   Ero offered Herbert a bit of the lettuce from her salad and he gratefully accepted. After the transaction they both turned back to look at the other two members of their group. This promised to be interesting. While Herbert knew very little about the situation, he could tell that it was a tense subject.
 
   "I was about to head off to see the captain about the government deal. Sarah arrived before I left."
 
   Scott frowned then propped his chin up on his hands. His eyebrows pressed together. He took a moment to think before he asked, "She wouldn't tell you what she wanted?"
 
   "She wanted to talk to you. Though, as a parting shot she made up a lie." said Rhea.
 
   He closed his eyes then took a deep breath. "What's wrong with that woman? What lie did she tell?"
 
   Rhea flinched slightly then curled her fingers into a fist. "I've already checked, and it is not true. Alright? It's not true."
 
   "What's not true, Rhea." asked Scott softly.
 
   "She... Sarah tried to claim that you were the father of her child." said Rhea.
 
   Scott nodded. "Ah, is that all?"
 
   Rhea blinked at him. "Is that all? Really?"
 
   "I couldn't be the father of her child unless life had decided to play an incredibly cruel joke on me. So, I believe you." said Scott. He vividly recalled that Sarah had claimed that Jake was the father of her child. Unlike their relationship, which had been involved proper protection and planning, Sarah had forsaken the concept of condoms or the pill during her time with new old boyfriend.
 
   "Scott... I, are you sure?"
 
   He gave Rhea a look. "Are you lying to me? It would not be the first time, but I decided to put that all behind me."
 
   "What? No! I would never lie about something like this!" exclaimed Rhea. She stood up from her seat and slapped her hands down on the table. "I swear, I'm not lying. I did check!"
 
   "I know." Scott offered her a warm smile. "We don't have any more secrets, at least nothing earth-shattering."
 
   Rhea bit her lower lip a little then sighed. "I'm sorry..."
 
   "No reason to be. We moved past all that, and I understand your reasons. Hell, now that I've seen just a little of this world, I even appreciate a few of those lies on my behalf." said Scott.
 
   "I... Yes. Thank you for that." said Rhea, a slight stutter in her tone. She looked away from him briefly. "Maybe I should have just not answered the door."
 
   "Why? Sarah's the one who has no business showing up on my doorstep." said Scott. "My wife can do anything she likes in our house."
 
   "Wife?" Rhea's eyes lit-up and her smile returned. "I like the way you say it."
 
   Ero handed Herbert a small chunk of radish, and the Grassrat handed her a peanut. They both chewed on their meal while they continued to watch the soap opera playing out before them.
 
   Scott reached forward and gently took Rhea's hands in his. "I'm not the best guy in the world. I lack ambition, drive." He took a deep breath. "I never really had anything in my life worth fighting for until I met you. No one, especially not a woman who cheated on me the same night that I proposed to her, can change how I feel about you."
 
   Rhea's face became flush and she closed her eyes. Emotions were a difficult thing for her people. They did not understand them completely, but they did feel them. At that moment many complicated sensations washed over her. "Scott..."
 
   "Rhea." he said softly.
 
   Ero munched on her peanut, and watched the sappy romantic moment with keen interest. This was better than television!
 
   The blue haired high-elf extracted her hands from her husband-to-be and then took a step back. She gazed at him with a vibrant intensity. "Thank you."
 
   "Hmm? What for?"
 
   Rhea smiled softly at him for a moment. "No one has ever said something like that to me before."
 
   Scott stood up then walked over and slipped an arm around her. "I'm glad that you took a chance on me."
 
   The tips of her ears turned bright red. She kissed him softly on the cheek then wrapped her arms around him. There was nothing else to say, but the silence in the moment spoke volumes.
 
   Of course, that silence was broken by the sudden outpouring of cheers from the other patrons in the restaurant. Scott and Rhea broke apart, shocked by the sudden noise.
 
   "Aw, that was so sweet!" cried a girl holding a server's tray. A man at the bar called out, "We rent out rooms, you know."
 
   "Hey, do you see their hair?" asked someone in the far corner. Two other people at his table looked at Scott and Rhea more closely.
 
   "Think they're one of those couples?" asked the man.
 
   Another man, one with beady eyes and a sneering expression, snickered. "Damned cosplay freaks. What kind of idiots change their hair color and try to pretend to be other people."
 
   "Maybe they're the real thing?" asked a red haired girl at the table before she filled her wine glass.
 
   The people at the table had a merry laugh at that. The first man spoke again, "Right, Origin and her boyfriend would just happen to be having a lover's discussion in the middle of this restaurant."
 
   "People gotta eat." said the redhead.
 
   First guy snorted then stabbed his meat with his knife. "Whatever, that shit aggravates me."
 
   "Dude, you're just mad that Origin didn't write back when you sent her that love letter." said Beady eyes.
 
   A loud grinding noise echoed through the air as First Guy's teeth ground against each other. "That stuck up ice-bitch! What kind of woman receives an epic love letter and doesn't even give the guy who wrote it a handjob, or something? No damned manners at all."
 
   "I think I see why she didn't write back." remarked Redhead with a smirk of wry amusement.
 
   First Guy snorted at his female companion. He waved a fork around in her direction. "She didn't write back because she thinks she's too good for me. My father owns a game franchise that covers an entire solar system! Six planets, and thirty-seven inhabitable moons!"
 
   "Maybe your father should have sent her a love letter then." said Beady eyes.
 
   The snort returned. "He did. She shot him down."
 
   "Let it go, man. She has a boyfriend now." said Beady eyes.
 
   "Fuck that, and fuck all those cosplaying assholes." First Guy raged a little then gripped the edge of the table tightly. "I sat behind that stuck-up princess in high school chemistry."
 
   "Really? Did you ever talk to her?" asked Beady Eyes in growing excitement.
 
   "I picked up her pencil for her once... the bitch." muttered First Guy.
 
   Beady Eyes leaned forward. "Did she say anything?"
 
   "Yeah..." First Guy closed his eyes and acquired an expression that bespoke a memory of wonder and enchantment. His hands rose to his face and he puckered his lips a little. "She said, Thanks."
 
   Beady Eyes squealed a little and kicked his feet under the table. "No way dude, did she let you touch her tits?"
 
   "No! Not even once, the bitch." First Guy growled. "Worse, she even actively dodged when I tried to trip and fall onto them during our human courtship rituals class." 
 
   Redhead spoke up. "What? The nerve! Were you partnered together?"
 
   "Yes! She would step back and toss her hair instead of letting me accidentally grope her breasts, as is the human custom." remarked First Guy.
 
   The beady eyed restaurant goer frowned. "That's not right. How were you supposed to learn anything if she wouldn't help you?"
 
   An angry sighed escaped the lips of First Guy. "I know. I even told her that. Do you know what she said?"
 
   "What?" asked Beady Eyes.
 
   A derisive snort was First Guy's answer. It took a moment before Beady Eyes understood what his friend meant. "All she did was snort at you?"
 
   "Wow, so cool." remarked the redhead. Her eyes began to glimmer with a feral light. "No wonder every guy in school tried to accidentally bump into her after class."
 
   "I tried it once, too. All she did was sigh and shake her head after we stood back up." First Guy grumbled softly then shook his head before giving the foursome at the other table a dirty look.
 
   "So cool." said the Redhead once more.
 
   "Now look at these fools. One bitch wishes she was Origin, and the other is trying to be that mystery asshole that she's dating." said First Guy.
 
   "Why do you care so much, man?" asked Beady Eyes. "It's not like you know those fools."
 
   "It just grinds my gears, dammit! All these idiots dressing and acting like those two. This is the third couple I've seen this week!" raged First Guy.
 
   Redhead waved her hand back and forth in the air. "Come on man, just let it go. They're a couple of kids having fun."
 
   "Fun my ass. I went through hell trying to get Origin's attention, and now these feebs are sitting around playing make believe that they're someone they're not!" snapped First Guy.
 
   Beady Eyes glanced at the redheaded woman and then they both looked to First Guy. "Uh, isn't that what we're all doing?"
 
   First Guy pointed at Beady Eyes without looking away from Rhea. "This and that are two different things."
 
   Redhead quirked her eyebrow at the irate man then glanced over to the fake Origin. "What's her character name supposed to be anyway?"
 
   "I think its Ray, or something." said First Guy dismissively.
 
   "It's Rhea Ardent." Beady Eyes said before he snorted. "You call yourself in love with her and don't even know her most common character name."
 
   "Idiot. I know that much! That's her character on the casual server. Why would she be the same person here?" said First Guy.
 
   Beady little eyes pierced the man for a moment then their owner sighed loudly. "Whatever man, it's just a couple of posers and their little friends. Let it go."
 
   "Hell no. I want to teach those fanboy noobs a lesson. I recognize some of their gear, low-end trash." said First Guy.
 
   "I'm out. I don't do PVP if there isn't something in it for me." said Redhead.
 
   First guy glanced toward her. "You can take some of their loot."
 
   Redhead rolled her eyes. "Come on. What could a noob possibly have worth taking?"
 
   It was then that Scott pulled out his Crysta-Com to check on something. Redhead's eyes lit-up. "I'm in. That's a gold coin or two at least at the pawn shop."
 
    
 
   A sinister laugh was First Guy's response to his companion's sudden change of mind. This promised to be entertaining.
 
   They waited patiently as the noobs continued to have their dinner. The quartet laughed, and occasionally sang cute little songs, the happy bastards.
 
   After a while First Guy became irritated. "When are those happy singing bastards going to leave?"
 
   His beady eyed companion shrugged his shoulders. "They seem like they're having fun."
 
   First Guy grumbled lightly for a moment, and Redhead decided to force the issue just to shut him up. She stood up from her table and strolled over to where the other group was sitting.
 
   "Greyson! What are you doing here with this whore!" snarled the redheaded woman passionately.
 
   The four people at the table flinched under the verbal assault then turned to look at the newcomer. She was a statuesque common elf with flaming red hair and a dash of freckles across her nose.
 
   Scott glanced up at her with a flat expression. "You have the wrong guy."
 
   "How can you say that to me after the wonderful night we spent together!" cried the Redhead.
 
   Ero started munching on another peanut. Today was truly fascinating. Dinner was proving to be better than television at every turn! Oh, the drama!
 
   Rhea frowned at the weird elf, and Herbert merely looked confused. Scott was the only one who spoke among them. He had formed an idea. 
 
   Something about this situation did not seem like an accident. He had a better idea of what might be going on when he saw two men staring intently at the group. It was obvious that they wanted to cause a scene for some reason. There was no way that she could mistake him for someone else. "You're right. How shameless of me. Won't you have a seat?"
 
   Redhead blinked, as did the others at the table. Scott merely smiled pleasantly at her while she formulated her next move.
 
   "N-no! I won't have a seat, you womanizer!" She reared back and slapped him, or rather she tried to do so. Scott dodged her attack casually.
 
   The redheaded woman was as surprised by how easily he had dodged as she was by the fact that he was not rising to take her bait. Wasn't this guy a total noob? He was dressed like a noob. Reincarnated people would be dressed in stronger gear.
 
   Scott winked at Rhea briefly then turned back to the redheaded woman. "I'm sorry that I mistreated you. How can I make it up to you?"
 
   Confusion had begun to rise up within the red haired elf maiden. "What, I don't think you can make it up to me..." she said in a non-comital manner. What was happening here?
 
   He reached out and took her hands, "Such a beautiful and intelligent woman. Clearly you can think of something."
 
   Redhead's cheeks turned as red as her hair. "No, no... There's nothing."
 
   "I've been a horrible person, haven't I? Dallying with you, just before I take the time to have a nice dinner with my family. I should have told you that I plan to marry her. Can you forgive my indiscretion?"
 
   "What the hell are you saying?" asked Rhea, her eyes wide in surprise. She had caught his wink earlier, but even so, this was annoying on many levels.
 
   "This is freaking weird..." said Redhead. Why was this guy playing along?
 
   "Ah, yes... I can see how this would be awkward for you. If only I were a better man, perhaps I could have been worthy of someone as warm and captivating as you."
 
   "Yes, that's right... If only..." murmured Redhead. This was becoming an entirely different sort of conversation.
 
   "What is this?!" exclaimed Rhea.
 
   Scott turned to her. "Oh, sorry honey. I didn't tell you, yet! This is the girl I told you about, the one who might spice up our love life."
 
   "What? Are you high?" asked Rhea, her eyes were wide and perfectly expressed her confusion.
 
   "Wait a minute, pal! I am no one's spicy addition!" exclaimed Redhead, flustered.
 
   "Oh. Sorry to have troubled you then." said Scott before he turned back to his spaghetti like nothing had happened.
 
   "Y-yeah, no problem." said Redhead, confused and ready to leave the table. Everyone was staring at her. She scurried back to her table and sat down, her face aflame with embarrassment.
 
   Rhea pointed her fork at Scott, an angry scowl on her otherwise beautiful face. "Scott..."
 
   "Never met her before in my life." he remarked gaily.
 
   "Sure didn't seem like it." said Ero while she munched on a peanut. Herbert chittered his agreement.
 
   He waved them off then casually said. "Don't look, but she is sitting with two guys. They were staring at us quite intently."
 
   The blue haired high elf blinked then tried her best not to look at the other table. "What are you trying to say?"
 
   Scott shook his head. "I'm not certain, but I think she was just trying to cause a scene for some reason. So, I went with it to see what happened."
 
   "So, you don't know her?" asked Rhea.
 
   He laughed a little then smiled at Rhea. "Never met her before in my life, but it was obvious that she was pulling something."
 
   "Oh, OK." said Rhea. She didn't look like she was fine with the situation, but it had resolved itself.
 
   Herbert chittered something that sounded thoughtful. Ero translated for him. "I wonder what she was up to?"
 
   "Who knows? Maybe they were just bored?" asked Scott. It was likely to be something more sinister, but he was not sure what they planned to do after making such an obvious scene in a restaurant.
 
   "They could be player killers." reasoned Rhea.
 
   Scott nodded to her. "The thought had crossed my mind. Why would they target us so blatantly in a restaurant, though?"
 
   Ero supplied the obvious answer. "Maybe they're idiots?"
 
   "There's a thought." said Scott. What if they truly were idiots? It would make a great deal of sense.
 
   Meanwhile at the player killer table. First Guy animatedly spoke his decision on the matter. "These guys must be idiots."
 
   "That would make a great deal of sense." said Beady Eyes. Honestly, who just goes along with the scenario when someone makes a scene in public?
 
   Redhead sighed softly. "I don't know, but I'm out."
 
   "You're what?" asked First Guy.
 
   She raised her hand and made a dismissive gesture. "I'm just not feeling it now."
 
   "What'd he say to you anyway? I only heard a little of the conversation." said Beady Eyes.
 
   The redhead woman sighed softly then made another dismissive gesture. "He was pleasant. Unlike certain other people I spend my time with."
 
   "Pleasant?" asked Beady Eyes.
 
   "I'm pleasant as hell!" snapped First Guy. "You're just easy to fool when a pretty boy bats his eyelashes at you."
 
   "Whatever, I'm getting bored. If you boys want to go hunt down some noobs, go ahead. I'm heading back to my room." she said.
 
   They watched her leave then sighed. Beady Eyes spoke up. "Dammit. I thought she'd let us see her naked this time."
 
   "I know, right?" muttered First Guy. "Damn that blue haired fanboy."
 
   "Hmm?" asked Beady Eyes.
 
   First Guy snorted at him. "Come on, man. She was all hot and bothered about getting her hands on something to sell, and then one little conversation with asshole over there and she needs alone time."
 
   "Wait, are you saying that she's going to her room to..." said Beady Eyes.
 
   First Guy nodded sagely then sighed. "It's all his fault, man."
 
   Beady Eyes took a swift drink from his wine then stood up and started toward the stairs. First Guy called out, "Whatch doin, man?"
 
   "Our room adjoins our companion's room. The walls are paper thin." said Beady Eyes without looking back. He did stop just long enough to say, "You do the math." before he rushed toward the stairs.
 
   First Guy blinked. The proverbial hamster wheel that existed within his mind began to turn at a rapid pace. His eyes lit up. "Wait for me, man!"
 
   Back at Scott's table the group had entered an animated discussion about things to come in the future. Life promised to be quite interesting in coming days. Once the current job cleaning up the city was finished, they would need to begin training in earnest. 
 
   The dynamic nature of this world, and the strangeness of it all, excited Scott to no end. He could feel his old desire for adventure begin to creep up within him. That spark had been damped a bit when Rhea had started to reveal all of the great truths of his current existence. He had mostly gone with the flow after that point. Now, things were different. Everyone was more or less on equal footing. They could each develop in their own way, and become stronger as warriors, as people, and as a family.
 
    
 
   
  
 

###
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading volume 5 of Origin ARS. There are a lot of interesting new adventures to come and I hope that you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoy writing them!
 
    
 
   Whether you love the series, or loathe it, please write a review at your preferred eBook retailer to share your thoughts.
 
    
 
   Thanks!
 
    
 
   ~ Scottie Futch
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