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***

 


I had a dream last night. I ran through a field of
wild flowers and fresh green grass. Behind me there were others,
people who I had never met. I could not see their faces since I ran
ahead of them. Yet, I knew that they were with me.

 


I don’t know why we ran, but in the distance ahead
there was a storm on the far horizon. The black clouds roiled like
a living thing, an encroaching darkness lit only by serpentine
lightning that shot out in all directions.

 


I knew that I should have run from that storm, but I
did not. My place was there at the heart of that maelstrom.
Something incredibly important waited for me there and I would go
to it. I did not know what that something was. I only knew that I
could not turn away and profess ignorance. I could not be such a
person, any longer.


Chapter 1: Please Lie Next
to Me

There were many forests in the world. Each had a
distinct presence, a type of existence that defined it. Within the
leaves and boughs of those forests many secrets might be hidden by
twisting shadows and numerous leaves born upon the wind. In one
particular forest, the Hidden Forest of the Wayward Heart, that
secret came in the form of a small group of people.

A swirl of leaves stirred by a sudden wind
indicated the arrival of a newcomer. Immediately that newcomer was
greeted in a familiar manner. “Hey, Sharde!”

Sharde, a ninja master of shadow and flame
turned swiftly toward the one calling out to her. “Hey Gambol!”

The ninja girl gracefully performed a
backflip that took her from the forest teleportation circle and
down a large drop to the ground below. A lesser person would have
died horribly, but for a true ninja master such a drop was nothing
more than a casual step.

“I did not expect to see you back so soon.”
replied Gambol, ninja master of wind and rain. He was a tall man of
modest build, but his eyes and casual grace bespoke his true skill
and power.

Sharde, a red haired girl of average height
and above average beauty smiled at the man. “Something interesting
has happened.”

“Oh, what is that?” asked Gambol.

“My sister has her eye on a man.” said
Sharde.

Gambol’s left eyelid began to twitch
spastically. “When you say sister...?”

“I think you know which one, Gambol. If it
was one of the other’s this would hardly be worth my
attention.”

“Ah, I see! So, the goddess of love finally
took an interest...” said the man. He seemed both intrigued and
relieved by that revelation.

“Now, now Gambol. Use her proper name here.”
requested Sharde.

“Ah, Rhea Ardente wasn’t it?” asked
Gambol.

Sharde nodded. “If we’re going to be here,
the least we can do is actually act like it.”

“You always get so into it, don’t you?”
Gambol smirked at the ninja girl. It was good to see her so
interested in something in this world, again. Recently she had
begun to act as though she were bored of it all.

Sharde laughed heartily then slapped Gambol
on the shoulder. “Of course, what’s the point otherwise? This world
is a wonderful place.”

“Truly it is... Sharde, what kind of man is
he? This man who has your sister’s attention?” asked Gambol.

The ninja girl spread her hands to the side
then shook her head. “Never met the guy, but I overheard mother
talking to my dear sister. You’ll never guess what kind of guy it
is.”

“What kind? Do you mean which family? I would
suspect that he must be of noble birth, at least.”

Sharde put her hand to her mouth and laughed
haughtily. “The noblest!”

“Really? Which one?” asked Gambol. This was
even bigger news than he had thought! Was her sister’s current love
interest a true family scion just like she was?

She gestured for him to come closer so that
she could share the secret. After he did so she said, “He’s an
Earth Human!”

Gambol’s eyes widened to almost comical
proportions. “No! How is that even possible...? I mean, that’s
amazing news... but how?”

“I don’t know, but I intend to find out.”
said Sharde. She looked to the side as she said it, however.

“Going after him yourself?” asked Gambol. He
noted her body language and considered the ramifications. He had
never known her to act like this before. At least, not in regards
to a man. She was notorious for ignoring the affections and
attentions of men.

Sharde laughed softly then looked back up at
him. She grinned mischievously and said, “What’s a modern ninja
girl to do? I can’t let my sister have all the fun. I want to play
with him too.”

“Well, yeah... me too.” said Gambol. He’d
love to play with an Earth Human. The human race was the foundation
of his entire civilization after all.

“Denied!” replied Sharde. Gambol made a face
and she laughed at him in a playful manner.

Gambol groaned loudly. “You’re really going
to deny me the chance to play with an Earth Human? Really?”

“Let me check him out first. Maybe he isn’t
even that interesting.” said Sharde.

The ninja of the wind and rain gazed at
Sharde with a disbelieving and sarcastic expression. She stuck out
her tongue at him then twirled her left index finger in the air.
“If he sets my heart aflame with passionate butterflies I’ll let
you know.”

“I hope so. It would be awful if the first
Earth Human brought here turned out to be a dud.” said Gambol.

Sharde grew quiet for a moment. For a time
she wore a thoughtful expression. That moment passed, however, and
she smiled at Gambol. “I’ve already investigated and discovered
some information. Dear sister needs to delete her browser history
more thoroughly and learn to name her personal files better. Would
you believe that he defeated a black grass rat overlord when he was
level five?”

“No...” Gambol said in a surprised, but
hopeful, tone.

“Well, he did.” said Sharde in a reassuring
manner.

A sudden girlish squeal erupted throughout
the area. Sharde eyed Gambol critically and he apologized for
becoming so excited. He could not help his outburst. He was
incredibly happy to hear that the Earth Human might actually live
up to the hype that surrounded his race.

“I wonder if he’s handsome. I had thought
that if I ever managed to meet one, it would be one of those cute
little fat ones who wore glasses and had that weird skin condition.
What was it called?” She turned to look at Gambol for further
information.

“I believe it is called acne if it is on the
face.” replied the powerful ninja.

“Yes, of course! I wonder if he has that?
I’ve never seen it in person...” said Sharde.

“One can only hope!” Gambol’s eyes lit up
happily. A real live Earth Human to play with! Who would have
thought it possible?

“What are you thinking, Gambol?” asked
Sharde.

“I wonder if we can be bros!” Gambol’s eyes
lit up with great excitement.

“Denied!” exclaimed Sharde.

“You’re so mean, Sharde! I’ll tell your
sister about you.” said Gambol.

Sharde laughed at her long -time friend then
patted him on the shoulder. “There, there, Gambol. Oh, did I
mention that he chose the sorcerer class?”

Another girlish squeal of joy echoed through
the small forest clearing. Gambol was certainly excited to hear
that. Maybe they could spar! Bros could totally spar. Who would
have thought that an Earth Human would come to this world and that
he would choose a magic and agility based class. Sorcerers were the
closest class to the ninja class that a basic class could be at
present.

 


***

 


Fists flew furiously in rapid-fire
succession. Quick and skillful footwork moved Scott through the
pattern that his body wanted to follow. Since the day that they had
left the inn, he had spent at least an hour each morning training
his body and basic movement skills. After he had first arrived in
this world he had not spent much time in simple training. The fact
that raising his level also increased all of his stats by a small
degree, made him think that level was everything.

While he would gain no physical benefit from
training his body outside of maintaining a lean appearance, he had
become slightly more aware of his movement capacity. He could feel
the knowledge of the sorcerer flowing through his body and
mind.

Scott could already feel greater confidence
when moving with strength, grace, and athleticism. His agility was
higher than an average human back home by a great degree. He could
perform actions that would astonish an Olympic level gymnast due to
the nature of this world’s system mechanics.

Scott leapt into the air and performed a
quick spinning jump kick before moving into a series of quick
punches after landing. Before he had started his daily training
regimen, he had relied only on sudden instinct. However, even the
minor training that he actually performed had greatly improved his
basic capacity for unarmed combat. He already had the instincts,
and apparently even the knowledge, of a trained fighter. This sort
of training helped him to better execute that knowledge.

“Not bad, but you’re still leaning too far to
the left when you jump and land. Your balance will be off.” said
Rhea. She rubbed her chin and considered his performance with a
critical eye. He had improved quickly, but it would still take
quite a bit of time before he could be called truly competent. Of
course, she had a biased and critical eye for agile combat
movements.

“Thanks, so I should do it more like this?”
He performed the same spinning kick motion as before, but
over-compensated by moving farther to the right.

She shook her head. “Better, but now you lean
too far to the right.”

Scott practiced the movement several more
times before he finally found the proper rhythm. He could have
trained alone and possibly reached a greater level of precision.
However, utilizing Rhea to check his movements for awkwardness sped
his training along at a tremendous rate. She acted as a set of
beautiful jade green eyes that could perceive the flaws in his
still basic, if flashy, technique.

“Well, if you’re done for the morning we
should probably head to Meaden.” said Rhea.

The sorcerer smiled then stretched. It was
good to work the kinks out of his body. “Sure, we can resupply a
bit and rest up for the final push toward the mine.”

“That’s the plan! Since you’ve covered the
costs of the supplies and the tavern a few days ago, this stay will
be my treat.”

“Far be it from me to deny a lady the right
to spend money on Me.” quipped Scott. His cheeky grin caused Rhea
to laugh. It was a mutually enjoyable moment and Scott joined her
by unleashing a laugh of his own.

They packed up their bedrolls and put them
away in their inventories before heading out. They only needed to
travel another few hours to reach Meaden.

Along the way, they were occasionally
accosted by a stray rabbit or a wild dog. There was nothing
particularly powerful this close to the road, so it took little
time to dispatch them.

“So, that’s Meaden?” asked Scott.

The town in the distance seemed to be much
smaller than Victory Station. He knew that it would be that way,
but it was still a bit shocking. There were probably fewer than one
thousand people living there.

“Yes, it’s just a small town with nothing to
set it apart from other similar little towns. The largest in this
region is Victory Station. If you want a bigger town, or an actual
city, you would need to head north toward Arnette or East toward
Eizen.”

“Eizen, that’s the coastal kingdom right? The
one with the main portion of the country on a single mountainous
island, but it has several small allied towns on the coast of the
continent?

Rhea nodded at her comrade. “Yes, they have a
strong naval presence but their ground soldiers aren’t as strong as
Arnette’s soldiers. That situation is the reason why free towns
like Victory Station can exist.”

“Right, they act as some sort of buffer
between those states.” said Scott. He had read that much in the
library.

“True, they are not currently at war. These
buffer zone towns tend to keep things that way to some extent.”

While the conversed the town came rapidly
into view. Soon they were at the entry gates. Though, the gates
were little more than a set of massive logs that could be raised or
lowered quickly from inside the wooden palisade. Meaden did not
even register the need for a true stone wall, apparently.

There was a short line of people waiting to
enter the town. Scott was curious about the wait and looked askance
at Rhea.

“Hmm?” she asked.

“Everyone has inventory screens right? Why do
they need so many wagons?” asked the sorcerer.

“Ah, it is because of how items become tagged
as property when they enter someone’s inventory. If you hire
someone to simply walk around with a massive amount of your
merchandise, they can legitimately walk off with it and never come
back. You can write contracts, but you can only really enforce them
in certain locations.”

“How do people move things then, is it always
in carts like this?”

“Yes, when it is large shipments. However,
they do hire couriers too. They just need to be sure that the
contracts are registered in locations with a large reach and
authority.”

“Such as?”

Rhea smiled at Scott. “Cities and towns with
a merchant guild branch office. If the guild exists in a town in
any meaningful manner, they control commerce in that area and can
enforce contracts.”

“Does Meaden have such an office?” asked
Scott.

“Yes, of course they do. Only small villages
and unincorporated frontier towns will lack a merchant guild
office, normally. Though, towns can refuse the guild and start
their own local commercial laws. Most of the towns in this part of
the world work with the guild since they also offer extra
commercial protection.”

Learning that bit of information brought
Scott back to his original thought. Why not just hire people to
carry your goods? Carts and wagons were just targets for thieves.
If Meaden did not have a Merchant Guild office, he could understand
it. However, since they could enforce contracts here, it made no
sense to the man. He mentioned that to Rhea and she chuckled at
him.

“Well, you might want to take a look at what
they are hauling.” The elf maiden gestured to the closest
wagon.

Scott looked it over then checked another.
“Produce and Hay? Farm supplies and things like that... Oh, I see
now.”

“Yep, a lot of these people are probably
local farmers. Why hire someone who might run off with your
merchandise, when you live close enough to town just to haul it
here yourself.”

“That makes sense.” said Scott. He could
carry over a few thousand items in his inventory, but they had to
be extremely similar if not identical. A farmer might have to walk
back and forth several times with items in their inventory if they
were not nearly identical.

The wagons made sense, now. If he ran a
business where he had high value items, like armor or accessories,
to sell he would use his inventory. The value in produce was found
in how much of it that you had to sell. Individually, a potato is
not worth the cost in time or labor to walk a few dozen of them to
town in your inventory.

While they waited, another wagon moved into
line behind them. Scott turned to see that it was driven by a
middle-age man. Next to the driver sat an attractive woman with a
baby on her lap.

“Mornin’.” said Scott.

The farmer looked down at him then nodded his
head. “Mornin’. Been waitin’ long?”

Scott shook his head. “Nah, we just got here
not too long ago.”

The older man nodded again then settled back
to wait. Time passed, and a wagon moved forward into town. Once
that wagon managed to make it inside; the other wagons moved
through at a steady pace. Three more wagons appeared behind them
while they waited, but no one acted like the wait was unusual.

Scott heard discussion behind them. After the
discussion grew heated he turned to see that the farmer was trying
to silence his wife in a gentle, but firm manner.

The man gave up when he saw Scott looking at
them, and he apologized. “I’m sorry. My wife was just excited. She
wants me to ask you if your companion is an elf.”

Rhea winced then sighed. She had not kept up
her former disguise after partying together with Scott. It was
obvious that she was not human, but that did not matter to her.
There was only one opinion besides her own that she cared for at
the moment. That opinion belonged to Scott.

Scott turned to look at Rhea and she nodded
at him in a casual manner. He looked back at the farmer and smiled.
“Yes, sir. She is an elf. Though, she does not like to make a big
deal out of such things.”

“Oh, I’m sure my wife meant no harm by it.”
said the farmer.

“I didn’t! She’s just so pretty... Like some
sort of fairytale princess.” said the woman excitedly.

Rhea’s face darkened slightly then took on a
reddish tone. She spoke softly, “Thank you.”

They moved forward in line. Only one wagon
was ahead of them now.

The farmer and his wife argued back and forth
for a moment. Eventually, the farmer sighed in exacerbation and
asked. “Excuse me, I’m sorry to bother you two. My wife wanted to
know if you’d like to come to our house for dinner tonight?”

Scott blinked then quirked his eyebrow. They
did not even know them, but wanted them to come over for
dinner?

Rhea tilted her head to the side and smiled.
“That would be fine with me...”

The sorcerer glanced at her then rolled his
eyes. Of course it would! She was supposed to pay for meals and
lodging while they were in town. He composed himself then turned to
the farmer. “My companion and I would be delighted to join you and
your lady wife for dinner.”

“Lady wife? My wife?” The farmer‘s face took
on a strange and confused expression.

His wife slapped him on the shoulder in
response. “If I wasn’t such a refined lady, I’d whip you good Jacob
Rasnell!”

“Yes, Honey.” replied the long suffering
husband.

Rhea placed a fist to her lips and giggled
into her knuckles. Scott shook his head.

Scott looked at her flatly then asked her in
a playful manner, “Remind you of anyone?”

“Whatever do you mean? I am a sweet and
delicate flower.” replied Rhea.

Scott looked as though he might say something
to the contrary. Rhea placed her hand atop her sword pommel then
quirked one of her perfectly sculpted eyebrows. “Right?”

He tossed her a wry smile then looked her
squarely in the eye before speaking in a flat monotone voice. “Oh
Rhea, you are the most delicate and beautiful flower in the garden
of life. The sun obviously rises in the morning only to see your
smiling face.”

She made a little gasping noise then slapped
him on the shoulder before turning away. He had been joking, and
she knew it, but to hear him say such a thing was quite
embarrassing. Her face heated up greatly and turned bright red.

Scott stared at the strange special effect.
Her face had literally turned bright red! How was that
possible?

“Aww, Jacob... Look at them. Isn’t that
sweet?”

“Yes, Honey.” said the farmer. He did not say
anything further and his wife looked at him with annoyance.

The wagon in front of them moved into town
and it was there turn to speak to the guard. They answered a few
brief questions about their purpose for visiting Meaden then were
allowed inside. They waited for the farmer and his wife.

 


<<< You have entered the town of
Meaden. >>>

 


The music of the road changed to a quirky
tune with a rural theme. Scott nodded in time to the tune while he
took in the sight of the second town that he had entered since
coming to this world. It was a tidy looking little place. The
people seemed happy, and there were children playing near a large
water fountain up ahead.

After the older couple entered town, Scott
and Rhea discussed when they should visit their house. The location
of their farm was added to the dynamic duo’s map-screen and the
quarter parted ways.

“What do you think?” asked Rhea.

“It seems nice. Though, I haven’t checked any
prices yet so my opinion might change.” said Scott. He grinned at
Rhea and she shook her head.

“I’m paying this time, remember?” She poked
him in the shoulder then shook her delicate finger at him.

“That’s true. You tell me if your opinion of
the place changes then, and I will take that into advisement.”

The blue haired elf sighed at the blue haired
human. “I will.”

“Excellent, I win.” said Scott.

She rolled her eyes then pointed toward a
sign that had a large pig on the front. “That’s the Tenderloin
Tavern. It has the best food and rooms to rent in town. Of course,
it is also the only place with rooms that also includes meals.”

Scott’s stomach grumbled suddenly as it
realized what she had just said. “Please pardon my angry stomach;
it knows not what it does.”

Rhea looked at him then slowly shook her
head. “I’m not sure if feeding you is a good idea. You become a bit
feisty after you have been fed.”

“Hey, don’t steal my lines.” said Scott. He
had said the same thing to her the first time he had cooked dinner
during their trip into town. He considered himself to be only a
reasonably efficient cook. She had taken her plate of food and
acted like it was the most precious thing that anyone had ever
given to her. The silly girl had looked almost heartbroken that she
had to eat it!

Rhea giggled at him then smiled shyly. She
looked down at her hands and fidgeted a little.

“Is something wrong?” he asked.

“Uhm, our lodgings...” she replied.

“What about them?” Was she short of funds? He
did not mind sleeping in the woods again if they needed to do
so.

The elf girl took a deep breath then said,
“We should share a room for the sake of keeping expenses low.”

“Sure.” He saw no problem with that. They
frequently slept next to each other on the road. Well, actually
Rhea always put her bedroll down next to whatever spot Scott had
chosen for his own bedroll. They then took turns keeping watch.

Rhea nodded then spoke to him in a tone of
voice that was strangely calm. “Good, let us share a room then
Scott.”

A sudden flurry of motion nearby caught
Scott’s attention. A little girl had pounced on a little boy and
they were wrestling near the water fountain.

Rhea leaned back smiled triumphantly then and
punched at the air above her in a double-fisted fist-pumping
motion. She was on the verge of shouting with joy, but she managed
to restrain herself. By the time Scott had turned back to Rhea she
had regained her composure and nothing seemed out of place.

“Hmm?” asked Scott. Nothing seemed out of
place to the man, but he had a sudden suspicion that he had missed
something interesting.

“Hmm?” asked Rhea. She smiled brightly and
gazed upon him with wide and innocent eyes.

He stared at her curiously for a moment, and
then asked, “Nothing I guess. I just thought that you had asked me
something.”

She shook her head back and forth. Her hair
swayed captivatingly in the light, and it caught Scott’s attention
like a shiny fishing lure catches the attention of a fish. “No, I
already had an important question answered.”

“OK...”

Rhea took a deep breath then turned toward
the Tenderloin Tavern. She strode forward purposefully with her
chin up and her chest out.

Scott quirked his left eyebrow and tilted his
head to the side. Had he missed something? He had definitely missed
something! The sorcerer snorted then ran to catch up with the
rapidly moving girl. She was suddenly in quite the hurry.

The Tenderloin Tavern was a brightly lit and
cheery sort of place. Rhea purchased a single room with meals for
two. They ate their lunch happily while discussing their plans.
They would set out for the mine in the morning. Today would be a
rest day. They also had that dinner date, as Rhea decided to call
it, with the farmer and his wife later.

“This ham and cheese sandwich is good.” said
Scott. He did wonder where they got the ham, though. He had not
seen anyone raising pigs on the way to town.

“Yes, isn’t it? Thunder boars are a good
source of meat for people in this zone.”

“Thunder boar?”

Rhea nodded at him. “Yes, you can often find
low-level ones in the forest and fields south of here.”

“I see.” That would be useful information
once he acquired those survival skills that he lacked currently. It
was his hope that he would be able to increase his level to the
point that losing eighty thousand experience points to learn a
skill-set would be worth the loss.

They finished dinner then headed toward their
room. Once inside Rhea immediately started to fuss with the bed
excitedly. She giggled and made weird little happy noises that
unnerved Scott. She bounced around the room happily, her hair
flying around due to her sudden movements.

The poor girl’s jaw dropped when she saw that
Scott had moved to the far corner again and had laid out his bed
roll. “You’re sleeping in the corner?”

“Well, yes. I can’t very well take the bed
and have you sleep in the corner.” replied Scott.

Her expression changed from surprise to
annoyance. “No way! You’ll sleep in this bed like a normal
person!”

“Where will you sleep?” asked Scott with
faux-innocence. He knew exactly where the girl planned to
sleep.

Rhea pouted at him. “You don’t want to sleep
next to me? What about the sacred bond of comrades?”

“That’s the first time that I ever heard of
It.” said Scott.

“Right, well... The ... The sacred bond of
comrades dictates that you must sleep in the same bed for the
purposes of becoming better comrades!”

Scott smirked. “You didn’t just make that up
did you?”

“No! If we had more comrades we would all
have to sleep in the same bed together.” replied Rhea.

“I’m sure you’re making that up.” said
Scott.

She pouted at him again. Rhea began to
sniffle a little. Tears began to well up at the corners of her wide
and innocent eyes. “Don’t you want to sleep next to me?”

“No, not that face!” Scott pulled away from
her in absolute horror. She was unleashing a devastating
expression. She had unleashed it only once before, when he told her
that he would not cook a second helping of dinner for her the other
day.

She pouted a little, and her lower lip began
to quiver. “Please Scott... Please sleep next to me in the big
comfy bed.”

“You’re an evil woman. You know that
right?”

Rhea’s cute expression grew even more
powerful when she clutched her hands to her chest and began to
fidget. “All I want... is to be closer to my comrade. Is that so
wrong?”

Scott was losing the battle of the bed. He
just knew it. He had to come up with some way to preserve his
masculine dignity. He liked Rhea, cared a lot for her really. Yet,
they were not intimate beyond being comrades and maybe friends. At
least they had not discussed anything further. Accepting her
request would set a bad precedent as far as he was concerned.

The elf girl gracefully glided toward him
then looked up at him with her innocent and soulful expression. “I
promise I won’t molest you in your sleep.”

“Well...” How could he turn down that
offer?

Her eyes widened even further then began to
sparkle in the light. How did she do that? He still had not figured
it out, yet! Was there some sort of emote command that he did not
know about?

Defeated utterly, he said, “Fine. I’ll take
the side closest to the door.”

“Great! I win!” She threw her arms around him
and giggled like an idiot.

Scott rolled his eyes then smiled down at the
girl. She was so cute at times.

“You know I have been looking forward to this
for a wh-” began Rhea. She began to fall to the floor, but Scott
managed to catch her just in time.

The unconscious elf girl began to snore
loudly, much to the amusement of her comrade. At least she would be
relatively safe inside the inn. He placed her on the bed,
gently.

A great distance away, in a city made of
crystal and high-tech modern devices, Origin awoke with a start.
She took off the tiara that she was wearing and sighed loudly. On
the screen before her were bright red letters. ‘AFK.’

“What the heck?” she asked the empty air.

Origin looked around then frowned. She did
not see anyone, but she had been automatically logged out of the
system. That does not happen by accident.

She stood up and walked over to check her
door. It was locked. She performed a deep scan of the room using
her divine powers. She did not detect anyone hiding in the
area.

“That sucks. I wonder why I was l
disconnected.” Origin sighed loudly. Whatever had caused it had
ruined a perfectly sweet moment with Scott.

She tapped on the return button on her view
screen. Her current location was displayed on the screen briefly.
Once it faded from view she was ready to return to the world below.
She placed the tiara back on her head. She slipped off into dream
land once more, and the elf girl Rhea awoke. Origin had returned to
her avatar and could once again play with her Scott.

After Origin had fully initialized her login
sequence, a soft laugh echoed through the room. A beautiful girl
with bright red hair slid out of the shadows. “You’re good dear
sister, but you’re no ninja master.”

Shara, Origin’s half-sister, smirked then
made her way toward the door. On the way she noticed something then
smiled a more normal smile. She walked over to her sister’s desk
and snatched up a tissue.

“Seriously, what am I going to do with you?”
Shara dabbed of the drool coming from her sister’s lips. It
perfectly matched he slight drool that trickled down her avatar’s
lips on screen.

“They are in Meaden, gotta remember that.”
Shara slipped out of Origin’s room quietly then headed off to her
own room. She had to figure out the fastest way to get to Meaden.
There was no way that she would let her sister hog the human. She
really wanted to play with Scott, too!

Once she reached her room she opened her door
and stepped inside. She hummed merrily and walked past her closet
filled with various cosplay outfits befitting famous pop-culture
characters from Earth. She ignored her desk that held cute little
anime inspired ninja figurines, and one strangely familiar figure.
On the desk stood a one-sixth scale model of Scott in his US Army
Uniform, complete with M-4 and kung-fu grip.

She stopped what she was doing then walked
backwards until she returned to her desk. She reached down and
picked up the Scott action figure.

“Hey. Do you think I’m pretty, Scott?” she
said softly to the inanimate Scott. She moved his fully-articulated
limbs and made him take on heroic poses.

Shara sighed then made the action figure take
on an expressive stance and made its head bob up and down by
shaking it in the air. “Yes, Shara, I do think you’re pretty.
You’re the prettiest ninja goddess in the whole world! Please play
with me every day!”

She placed the tips of the fingers on her
left hand, against her chin and smiled radiantly. “Of course I
will, Scott. I’ll play with you whenever you like.”

The goddess with a ninja girl fixation played
with her figurine for a time then placed Army Action Scott back in
his spot on her desk. She kissed two of her fingers then touched
them to the doll’s cheek.

Shara turned away from her favorite fictional
character and looked down to her desk drawer. A soft smile crossed
her lips as she unlocked it. She retrieved a disk then shut her
drawer before going to her system node.

The ninja goddess placed the disc into the
computer tray and waited for it to boot up. After the loading
screen passed she was greeted to a very familiar sight. Scott, in
civilian dress, was alone at his barracks room making
spaghetti.

She watched him put a few slices of jalapeno
into his spaghetti sauce then giggled softly. Honestly, who puts
jalapenos in spaghetti? What a Noob.

Shara watched Scott for several hours, as she
often did. She was not certain what fascinated her about the man,
but a few years ago she had taken it upon herself to watch him.
Origin had developed a powerful fixation on the man, and it made
her feel like her sister had abandoned her.

The red haired ninja goddess smiled gently.
“We’ll finally get to play together soon. I just know it.”

Whether she meant Origin or Scott was
anyone’s guess. A close-up image of Scott’s face appeared on
screen. Shara placed a finger to her monitor and gently traced the
curve of his chin. It was hard to judge human beauty. As a goddess
she mostly saw the flow of his spiritual energy. Origin’s love
interest had a warm and friendly soul tinged with a hint of
violence.

Shara shivered gently, but not due to any
form of cold or fear. She was not certain why, but whenever she
looked at this man she felt something shiver deep inside. It was
not an unpleasant sensation, but it was most unusual.

Eventually she sighed once more then looked
down at her console. Her eyes began to shimmer softly in the glow
of her monitor. She sniffled a little then turned her head to the
side and wiped at her eyes with her fingers.

A sad little smile crossed her lips and she
said, “I hope that you want to play with me, too.”

Shara hugged herself while she sat there in
her room, alone. Recently she had spent most of her time alone. She
had few real friends. In fact, she had no friends other than her
family members and Gambol. None of them had as much time to spend
with her as they did in the past. The lonely girl hoped that the
man on the monitor, a man who she had watched daily for several
years now, would want to spend time with her.

Despite her great beauty, Shara did not
understand how to socialize properly with other people. She had
always been an insular child. While she had played with her sister
Origin a lot during their youth, Shara had been drawn mostly to
watching Earth human television and playing games. She loved to
cosplay as her favorite characters. Her tendency to fixate of
characters that she adored had unintended consequences once she
grew older, however.

She was not sure why it was important, but
she felt strongly about playing with Scott. She bit her lower lip
and took a deep breath. Shara slowly released her pent up breath
then sobbed out. “Please, play with me... Please don’t be like the
others.”

Scott, the man on the monitor, was her last
hope. Everyone else, even her dear sister, had seemed to abandon
her. Even Gambol was only available on a highly irregular basis of
late. He was fixated on Theta, Shara’s older sister, and spent most
of his time trying to get her attention.

The ninja goddess hugged herself and let the
tears fall. She barely understood human emotions, but like any
deity she felt them keenly when they occurred. Emotions were hard,
brutal, things. She could not understand how humans were able to
deal with them. It was like a torturous wave of things she could
not properly understand crashed down upon her at random points in
time.

A lonely girl cried in her room that night.
Her heartfelt self-prayers were sincere desires to spend time with
both the one person who had been there for her every day even if he
did not know it, and to once again be able to spend time with her
dear sister. Playing with Scott would answer both of her earnest
prayers.

The gods wanted to understand humanity to an
almost desperate degree. Human cultures, emotions, thoughts, and
actions were a mystery to the eternal beings of the divine city. As
deities they had incredible powers and could conceivably live
forever. Yet, it was only when they could be close to the
short-lived mortals that they truly felt alive.

They did not understand human emotion, but
they could feel it. Unfortunately, their comprehension and
understanding of the concepts of emotion were far more limited than
their ability to actively feel such things. In many ways, a human
who met a deity and survived might think of them as incomplete
beings. In other instances, the gods might seem to be suffering
under several varieties of psychosis. Either way, they understood
themselves and their feelings even less than they understood human
actions and choices. In short, no matter how nice or sweet most
divine beings might seem, they were all essentially bat-shit
crazy.


Chapter 2:
Camping

The battle had been hard fought, but in the end all
was lost. No matter what came before the man, he fought to put it
down with all of the strength that he possessed. Despite his
stalwart nature and incredible dedication the end was inevitable.
There could be but one possible outcome. A loud reverberation
echoed throughout the room. *Buuurrp!*

“Jacob Resnell! Don’t act like that in front
of company!” exclaimed the lady of the house. She fussed about the
man, and made an attempt to excuse his poor manners.

“My compliments to the chef should be
appreciated, Honey.” said the farmer with an amused smile.

Rhea casually poked Scott in the thigh under
the table. It was obvious that she wanted him to say something to
calm the woman down.

“Mrs. Resnell, you don’t have to worry about
that sort of thing around us. Rhea does it all the time.”

The elf girl turned to her comrade and looked
at him with a scandalized expression. “What!”

“Once a day? Twice on the weekends?” asked
Scott while smiling brightly.

She pouted at him then crossed her arms.
“That was supposed to be a secret.”

Scott blinked at her. She was going along
with him?

He smiled gently at her. It was nice to have
someone to play with. “Ah yes, well I changed my mind. The world
should know of this incredible news.”

Rhea snorted softly then poked him on the
shoulder. “Goofball.”

Jacob could not hold it back anymore. He
started to laugh loudly. After looking properly mortified for a
moment, his wife joined him with a good natured laugh of her
own.

The elf girl chuckled softly then shook her
head. She could not take this guy anywhere. Still, she had enjoyed
the evening a great deal. “You and your husband get along so well,
Honey.”

Honey smiled at the girl then snorted. “Sure,
when he’s not being a braying jackass.”

“Which isn’t often.” agreed Jacob.

Scott laughed at that then turned to Rhea. “I
know her pain.”

“Who’s a braying jackass?” asked Rhea. She
pouted at him cutely.

“I wonder.” He said in a warm and innocent
tone.

“You’re impossible, you know that?” asked the
elf girl.

Scott nodded to her, “I’m aware of that.”

She snorted at him again then smiled while
she shook her head. “Why did I join up with you again?”

“I’m pretty sure that you just needed someone
taller than you to act as shade when the sun is out.” said
Scott.

The dinner conversation continued like that
for quite some time. Scott and Rhea traded sweet barbs, and talked
with the farm couple. They discussed life on the farm for a time.
Eventually the couples broke off into pairs. The men went outside
to have a drink, and the women folk stayed inside to chat.

Scott had wanted to help with the dishes, but
that would have made Honey uncomfortable. Rhea volunteered to help
in his stead, but that would have made Honey even more
uncomfortable. They were dinner guests, and as amusing as it would
be to see Scott wash dishes, she could not bear the idea of her
beautiful elven house guest doing them.

“So, what’s it like being on the road all the
time?” asked Jacob. The middle-aged farmer offered Scott a cup of
his special cider, homemade hooch was the best hooch as far as the
man was concerned.

The sorcerer took the offered cup then
thought about a response. He had not been an adventurer long, but
he had moved around a lot when he was in the army. “Tiring at
times, but it’s OK when you’re not alone. It can be a little
unnerving at night.”

“I bet. Even as a farmer it can be a problem.
Bandits pop up, animals migrate, monsters show up out of nowhere.
Still, it’s not a bad life.”

“Yeah, my parents did a little farming,
nothing major. It was mostly a few animals and a piece of land. I
helped them out while growing up.”

Jacob nodded. “Makes sense to me. A lot of
the adventurers that I’ve seen have acted full of themselves, but
you and your lady haven’t acted that way at all.”

Scott shrugged. “I come from a faraway land
you’ve probably never heard of, but I had to work my whole life.
After I grew up on the farm, I joined the army. If I had ever been
full of myself, those things would have beat it out of me.”

“Ha. You were army, too? I did my bit as a
marine in Eizen, before I met Honey. Settled down after that. I
couldn’t leave her alone to go off and fight wars that made no
sense.”

Scott nodded to the man. He had tried to do
the same with Sarah, but those plans fell through. He could not
help but think that it had all turned out for the best, however. He
had loved that woman, and in some ways he still did. Yet, she had
been unfaithful. His current life or a life spent with an
unfaithful wife... There was no comparison.

The evening wore on and the farm couple bid
farewell to their houseguests. They offered to let them stay
overnight, but the adventurers turned them down. It would be a
waste of a good room at the inn.

Scott helped Rhea make it back to town. Scott
and Jacob were not the only ones who had shared a few cups of
cider. The elf girl had been a little too happy about sharing cider
with Honey.

It had taken a bit of effort to get her up to
their room, but not long after they arrived she calmed down a bit.
Scott stepped out of the room so that she could change into her
preferred night clothes.

“You can come back in... Scott.” called the
girl from inside the room

The sorcerer opened the door and walked in,
and the first thing that he noticed was that Rhea was lying under
the covers. She held them up to her chin and peeked out at him from
underneath.

“Are you alright?” asked Scott.

She nodded slightly. “Oh yes.”

“Well, good. I should get my stuff ready...”
said Scott.

“Ready for what?” Rhea tilted her head to the
side and looked at him with a wide and curious expression.

“Rhea, you’ve had a lot to drink tonight. I
should sleep in the corner, so you can stretch out...” Scott was
still a bit uncomfortable about the close proximity anyway. Their
bedrolls were often close together in the woods, but the only time
that they were actually next to each other physically was when they
ate their meals. They had not slept next to each other for any
length of time since they left the last inn that they had stayed at
prior to coming to town.

She blinked then shook her head from side to
side. “No, you promised...”

He could not argue against that point. He did
promise her that earlier. “Alright, I guess..”

Scott started toward the bed, but Rhea called
out. “Nope! You have to change your clothes... No armor in the
party bed, mister.”

“Party bed?” asked Scott. What was she
talking about?

Rhea giggled cutely then smiled at him.
“Well, this is the bed that we will share as comrades... So, it’s a
party bed.”

“Oh...OK.” Scott leaned his head to the side
and eyed her critically. He had a strong suspicion that she was up
to something.

“I’ll just go change then...”

“You don’t have to go...” she said.

“If I change my equipment here...” said
Scott. He left it implied, but if he performed an equipment change
where he was, there would be a brief moment of masculine nudity
involved.

“The only one who worries about that sort of
thing is you... Come on, give your comrade a show.” replied the
girl before giving him a silly grin.

Well, that was true. He was the only one who
insisted that she have privacy when she changes clothes. “I
guess... OK.”

Scott quickly opened his inventory screen and
made a few decisions, and then he turned away from Rhea before
changing his equipment.

“Boo! No fair.” cried the girl. She had
wanted a real show, dammit.

He laughed at her. She got her show, but it
was not what she wanted to see. She had missed the opening act and
had only caught the tail-end of it.

The sorcerer was now dressed in his original
equipment, jeans and a tee shirt. He walked over to the bed then
looked at Rhea with a cock-eyed expression. The girl looked
extremely excited for some reason. He was sure that she was
plotting something.

He slipped under the covers then looked up at
the ceiling. Rhea rolled over and looked at him. He could smell the
alcohol on her breath. He had partaken of a bit of the cider
earlier, but she had drunk a great deal more. She did not slur her
speech or act erratic, but her face was flush and she had become a
bit feisty.

“You’re so far away.” Rhea looked at him then
pouted cutely.

“Well, I’m still here...” replied Scott
casually. He felt anything but casual, however. He was a man, after
all. Such close proximity to a girl as pretty and attentive as Rhea
was an impossible situation for a heterosexual man to ignore.

“You’re here because of me, right?” she asked
him softly.

“Yeah, I’m here for you.” said Scott.

She gasped gently then giggled. “Oh Scott...
Such a bold statement.”

“Huh?” he rolled over and looked at her,
confused.

Rhea murmured softly then reached toward him
under the cover. She placed her hand gently against his chest.
“Such sweet words, and a manly grunt... Scott, are you trying to
seduce me?”

“No.” Scott rolled back over then looked at
the ceiling again.

“Liar...” said Rhea.

“Nope. I am not seducing you.” said
Scott.

Rhea snorted then sighed loudly in annoyance.
“Well, why not? Do I need to paint a sign with an arrow or
something? Go this way to find a hot drunk, elf?”

“Rhea, it’s because you’re drunk...OK?” said
Scott. She was normally bold and said what she thought, but right
now she was well outside her normal demeanor.

“Good!” She lunged forward and plastered
herself to him.

Scott started to ask her what she was doing
but he realized something that was both important and impressive.
“Rhea, are you naked?”

She licked him on the side of the face then
made a meowing noise. Scott tried to pull away from her but she
latched on and refused to let him go. “Yes, now pet the kitty.
Meow!”

“The hell? What’s wrong with you, woman?”
asked Scott.

“I’m a cute little kitty who needs her
comrade to pet her and make her feel wanted.” She snuggled close to
him and started to purr.

What was with this random situation? Scott
tried to push her away gently, but she fought back and ended up on
top of him. The elf girl wrapped him in a full body hug and nuzzled
her cheek against his chest.

“Seriously, Rhea... Get off...” said Scott.
He had never tried so hard to get a girl to not be naked in his
life!

“I’d love to, but you aren’t making it easy.”
replied the girl, before she giggled like a moron.

Scott groaned loudly, but before he could say
anything she lifted her head and looked him in the eyes. Her
expression changed from happy and bubbly to almost heart
breaking.

“Do you hate me?” asked the girl,
suddenly.

“Rhea... I...”

She clutched at his back and leaned forward.
She began to cry a little. “Just for one night.... Please. I
promise I won’t do anything...”

Scott suddenly felt dirty. She wanted to be
closer to him, but he kept pushing her away. Yes, she was
aggressive with her feelings, but didn’t that just mean that she
was earnest in her desire to be closer? He looked into her eyes as
they began to brim-over with tears, and he knew that he had already
lost the second battle of the bed.

“If you promise.... Then, OK.” said
Scott.

She sniffed loudly then smiled at him. Rhea
dropped her head then kissed him on the chest before nuzzling
against him.

Scott did not say anything, but after a few
minutes he could hear her start to snore in a soft and gentle
pattern. He sighed lightly then slipped his arms out of the
blanket. He embraced her gently; his arms on top of the covers.
After a few seconds passed he kissed her on top of the head. This
girl, what was he to do about her?

 


***

 


Intermittent rays of light shined down
through the branches of the forest perfectly enhancing the beauty
of the scenery. A true old growth forest, as Scott would consider
it, the forest north of Meaden was easy to navigate and lacked
excessive undergrowth. There were occasional briar patches and
holes hidden by roots and leaves, but they did not detract from its
natural beauty.

“So, what made you want to become an
adventurer?” asked Scott.

Rhea pondered the question for a moment as
they walked in the general direction of the Red Rock Mine. Their
current destination had been largely forgotten by most people, but
it was a source of revenue for Meaden and even Victory Station in a
bygone era.

The elf girl decided on her answer and then
nodded. “I wanted to see more of the world, and perhaps find people
to see it with.”

“That’s a good answer, I think.” He smiled at
her and she smiled back. They had stopped discussing their various
difficult topics, such as the elf stuff, that she would have to do
on occasion. Instead they had turned to topics that were a bit more
mundane.

“How about you? Why did you want to start
adventuring?”

Scott did not have to think about his answer,
much. “I have led a life that is largely sedentary since ending my
time in the military. Even when I was in the army I rarely did any
sort of traveling that I enjoyed. I mostly went to the shittiest
places imaginable and sat there trying not to bake or freeze.”

“I see.” His tone was a little off-putting,
but she could understand the sentiment.

He looked toward her and smiled a little.
“Yeah, well... Mostly, I just want to see what there is to see in
this world. Having a few comrades along would be nice as well.”

Rhea perked up a little after hearing that
bit of information. It seemed like he truly wanted to explore the
world and make friends. That was exactly what she had hoped to
hear.

The day wore on as they walked. The blue
haired duo chatted about many different topics and continued to
enjoy being together on their trip. Soon there would be fighting,
screaming, and blood. At the moment, however, there was only
pleasant conversation and a desire to learn more about each
other.

After a few hours had passed Rhea casually
asked, “So, do you have someone special in your life?”

He pointed at her then smirked. The elf
maiden’s face turned bright red and she shook her head back and
forth. “No, I mean... Do you have a girlfriend; or something like
that.”

Scott sighed and then shook his head. “No, I
am not exactly looking for something like that right now.”

“Oh.” Her shoulders drooped a little and she
unleashed a soft sigh.

He looked at her downcast features. She had
taken that news a little too hard. “I should say that I am not
against relationships. It is just that I recently had a long-term
relationship end badly. I’m not ready for anything too serious,
yet.”

Rhea nodded lightly, but sighed once more.
She was hearing things that she honestly did not want to hear.

He decided to change things up a bit. Scott
leaned over and bumped Rhea with his shoulder. “What about you? I
find it difficult to believe that someone who is as sweet and
interesting as you does not have a boyfriend.”

“Well no, I guess I don’t. There is one guy,
but he isn’t interested in relationships right now.”

Scott laughed softly then granted her a warm
smile. “He sounds like a total dumbass.”

“Yeah, he doesn’t know a good thing when he
sees it.” she replied with a smug smile of her own.

They laughed and carried on for a while, and
the journey continued. Scott and Rhea grew a little closer as the
miles passed. Soon, however, the trip came to an end.

A harsh cry pierced the air. They turned
quickly to see that three people were racing toward them. The term
people might be used loosely in this instance, however. The
so-called people were about the size of an older child in height,
but unlike a child they were lean and wiry with ugly pinched faces
and dark green skin. Their noses were three sizes too large for
their faces, and they each had a severe under-bite that exposed
sharp green fangs.

Rhea and Scott immediately went on the
offensive. The elf instinctively added a lightning elemental magic
current to her blade. Scott did not expend any time on
preparation.

The sorcerer rushed toward the oncoming
attacking group while focusing on his mental image of an iceberg.
He held that image in mind and kept it in focus even as he leapt
toward the closest goblin. He moved into a forward roll and just
before he reached the monster he unleashed a powerful spinning leg
sweep that used his forward momentum to add strength to the
blow.

The goblin was completely unprepared for the
sudden and precise movements. It was knocked off its feet. The
second closest goblin was within striking distance, now. It whipped
its pitted and scarred machete down with lethal intent. It was too
slow, however. Scott blocked the strike with his left rat-fang
gauntlet then turned quickly to the side.

The goblin was forced off balance and could
not recover before its human opponent unleashed his freeze spell. A
bright red number twelve rose up from its ice-rimmed body.

Rhea intercepted the third goblin before it
could reach her comrade. She deflected a strike that it had
attempted to land on the sorcerer’s exposed back then followed it
up with a forward push that knocked it off balance and forced it to
the ground. The goblin received very little damage from the strike,
but it was at a terrible disadvantage.

The Arcane Blade and the Sorcerer fought back
to back for a moment. Doing so allowed them to keep their opponents
separated. Despite the fact that they were probably at a higher
level than the goblins, the creatures were agile and had a lot of
stamina. If they allowed the goblins to gang up on either of them,
the party would be in serious trouble.

The main saving grace in the fight was that
goblins were not especially resistant to magic. Their innate
intellect was the only thing that allowed them to resist a spell or
spell effect. Suffice it to say, they could lessen the damage, but
they had little actual resistance to the effects of a given magical
attack.

Scott batted away another hard strike from
the frost covered goblin and stepped in to deliver a hard strike to
its armpit. The attack met with less resistance as the creature
only wore a leather vest as armor. The fangs of the rat tore into
its exposed underarm region with great force and the creature cried
out in agony.

At the same moment that Scott had chosen to
overwhelm his opponent by striking the nerve cluster located in its
armpit, Rhea raised her sword then slammed it down on top of the
goblin that Scott had knocked to the ground earlier. It penetrated
deeply into the stunned creature and caused considerable damage.
However, she was not able to finish it off. The other goblin had
regained its feet.

The elf met the goblin’s renewed attack by
whipping her blade up while keeping it pointed toward the earth.
She neatly deflected its crude assault, opening its stance up for a
follow-up strike. She lashed her sword sideways with great force
and took a step back in the process. The combination of simple
attack and instinctive footwork allowed her to strike a third time.
She stepped forward then delivered a brutal overhand strike that
bit deeply into its shoulder and cleaved through its clavicle.

The goblin fell to its knees and screamed out
in agony, but its cry was cut short when a leather clad elven foot
slammed into its blood drenched chest. It fell back and began to
flail its only working arm in a wild and spastic manner.

While Rhea performed her expertly honed sword
skills, Scott slipped under another attack by the goblin that he
was facing. He wrapped his arms neatly around the monster’s torso
then leapt upward and hurled himself backward. The movement forced
the goblin into powerful backward arc movement. The hapless
creature slammed into the ground head first. A loud *crack!*
radiated from the point of impact and the defeated monster
immediately went limp. Though it had not yet died, its neck had
been snapped by the brutal and efficient attack.

The sorcerer flipped over to complete the
attack and then reversed direction before slamming his elbow down
atop the paralyzed beast. A follow-up punch to the face ended its
life. By the time Scott looked up Rhea had finished off the other
two goblins with simple downward thrusts.

The elf girl panted softly then looked at
him. Blood coated her face, her armor, her sword, and the ground
around her. Scott could not help but stare at the sanguine vision
of beauty and destruction.

Scott blinked. “I don’t know whether to feel
emasculated or turned on right now.”

She snorted at him then shook her head. Her
shimmering blue hair caught the light in the forest, and seemed to
almost glow. “You should feel both.”

Rhea had taken down two goblins to his one,
though he had provided major assistance in one of those kills. His
first attack had heavily stunned the lead goblin, after all.

No more opponents appeared for a few seconds
and the battle music changed back to a normal traveler’s tune.
Scott read the screen that popped up, and grinned.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Victory!!

 


Your party has slain three goblins!

 


+ 45 EXP

+ 105 Fayth

+ 3 Ability Points

 


Item(s) acquired:

 


Ragged Leather Vest X 1

Rusty Machete X 1

Soiled Briefs X 1

 


<<< * >>>

 


Scott started to say something about how much
of an improvement that was over hunting a grass rat, but he was
distracted by a sudden and loud fanfare that radiated from his
position.

<<< * >>>

You have worked long and hard on mastering your
spells!

The Freeze! spell has reached level 1!

Force increases by 1.

Mana requirement is reduced by 1.

Range increases by 1.

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Oh neat, my spell just gained a level...”
said Scott. It had finally happened. He could scarcely believe it,
personally.

“That’s great news. Congratulations.” said
Rhea. She was happy for him. Training new spells and abilities
could take quite a bit of time.

Scott checked his spell then sighed. “Fifty
more uses and it will level once more.”

“You should train it while we hunt. We have a
tent so that would help a lot.”

“True, from what I hear it will act the same
as sleeping at an inn?”

“Sort of, tents and other consumable items
that are used for lodgings in the wilderness are enchanted to
provide a lot of benefits. Resting for one hour inside the tent’s
influence is equal to sleeping for an hour. Better tents and higher
grade lodgings provide better effects.”

“Wait, so if I were to simply sit inside the
tent I would get the same benefit as sleeping for an hour?”

“Sure. If you actually go to sleep, you’ll
receive about twice the recovery that you would normally when
sleeping. If we can save the money to buy an infinite use travel
house, it would provide up to a ten-to-one recovery rate. You still
have to get a real night’s sleep to recover actual stamina or to
remove minor status afflictions, though. The enhancement recovery
rate is just for health and mana.”

Scott immediately understood another
important facet of the world. “That’s it, isn’t it? That’s how
adventurers manage to stay in the field so long without spending a
fortune on potions.”

“Yep, that’s one way. There are special areas
in some zones that will rapidly restore your health and mana.
Certain skills and other things can be used for that purpose as
well.”

“A permanent travel house sounds expensive,
but like it would be worth it.” said Scott.

“They are. They cost more than some permanent
mansions in the larger towns.” said Rhea.

“That makes sense, I suppose. A house that
you can pack up and take with you would be in high demand.”

They chatted freely for a few minutes then
scouted the area in order to find the entrance to the mine. During
their patrol of the area, they ran across a few random monsters and
another trio of goblins.

Eventually, they found the mine entrance then
pulled back to a relatively safe distance and set up their tent.
Rhea showed Scott how to use it. He took the crystalline orb from
his inventory and at her direction; he shook it like a snow globe
then sat it down where they intended to place their camp.

They moved back about twenty paces and
watched as the globe began to rock and shake. After a brief few
seconds passed the crystalline structure cracked and a wave of
energy spread outward from the destroyed device. The energy wave
stretched out for about one hundred paces from where it had begun
and a curtain of light appeared in a perfect circle around the new
camp.

 


<<< Sanctuary! >>>

 


You have erected a sanctuary field! This location is
now deemed safe from aggressive monster encounters. Monsters will
not notice your presence or enter the field while you remain inside
its influence. Health and mana restoration is increased.

 


As the Champion of Origin you can designate this
location as your point of restoration if you are slain in battle.
Do you wish to do so at this time?

 


[Yes | No]

 


<<< * >>>

 


Scott grinned then pressed the yes button. He
did not want to respawn all the way back in town that was for
certain. It was a lot like saving his game in an old RPG. When you
used a tent or set up camp, you would get the option to save in
many of those older games. He wondered for a moment if there would
be save points and similar things that would occur in dungeons.

The tent that appeared at the center of the
sanctuary area was a simple affair. There were no cots provided,
but they had bedrolls so there would be no problem when it came to
sleeping arrangements. Another thing that he found useful was the
little fire pit that came with it. There was no need to start a
fire, as it started on its own and burned merrily without giving
off smoke.

“Now, that’s neat.” said Scott

“Yeah, it’s a magical flame. You can’t be
burned by it or cause a wildfire to start, but you can still cook
food and stay warm.” said Rhea

“Hmm, that’s weird and useful at the same
time.” A fire hot enough to cook with yet be unable to burn you,
was not something that he had expected to see.


Chapter 3: Just a Little
More Time

The entrance to the mine was an image born directly
from an old movie or game cliché. Three boards were haphazardly
nailed across the front, and there were heaped piles of rotting
meat and ancient bones scattered nearby. It was both an ominous and
invigorating sight.

“You know, since I started adventuring I have
become quite bloodthirsty.” said Scott. It was a thought that had
surfaced within his mind on a semi-frequent basis. In recent days,
he had hunted down and killed many random creatures that had done
him no harm for the most part.

Rhea smirked at him then shook her head.
“It’s the natural state isn’t it? Most of the time people do things
because they think that they have to do them. If you strip away all
of those things, in the end you just do what you want. Obviously,
you want to dominate random forest creatures and take their
stuff.”

He looked at her in a casual, almost lazy,
manner then smirked. “Sounds about right.”

Scott pointed to the mine. “Hey, random
creatures of the mine; die and become my life experience, OK?”

Rhea giggled at him then drew her sword.
“Yeah, die for me too, OK!”

Scott patted her on top of the head in
response. “Yes, yes. I’m sure they will.”

She puffed out her cheeks a little then poked
him in the side. “Let’s go.”

Scott smirked and walked over to the
entrance. He made no attempt at stealth and loudly pulled the
boards away from the entrance. He did not want them to get in the
way when they needed to get in and out. Honestly, he was surprised
that the goblins or whatever had not done so.

They entered the mine and Scott received a
system message, as he liked to call them.

 


<<< You have entered Red Rock Mine.
>>>

 


This is the first time that you have entered
this location. No qualified adventurer has entered the mine for
over ten years.

 


The monster spawn rate is currently at
maximum.

Monsters will be stronger than in the
surrounding area due to the mine being a long inhabited monster
lair.

 


All experience and treasure acquired will be
doubled for ninety-six hours.

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Wow, great.” said Scott. They should
definitely go dungeon diving more often. The bonus could
potentially do wonders for their levels and provide a lot of
interesting loot.

“Yes, absolutely. This will be fun.” said
Rhea.

They walked further into the mine and the
light-levels dropped considerably. Scott turned to Rhea and asked,
“Hey, didn’t you say that you had a way to get around it being so
dark in here?”

“Sure, hold on one moment.” said Rhea.

The elven girl opened up her inventory screen
and searched through it for a brief moment. “Here we go.”

Rhea took out a marble-sized sphere then held
it up for Scott to see. “This is a torch stone. They automatically
follow you around after you activate them. They provide decent
illumination at this size, bigger ones provide more.”

“Oh, that’s neat. Where do you get them?”
said Scott. Instead of physical torches, people used floating
stones that provided light.

She blinked. “Cave dwelling humanoid monsters
often drop them, and you can buy them in most towns. Didn’t you get
any of them when we defeated those goblins earlier?”

“Uh, no. I got mostly crappy armor and
weapons.”

“I see. You don’t have any survival skills
right?” asked Rhea.

Scott frowned. There it was again. He had not
developed his survival skill set. How could he? It required eighty
thousand experience points! “I have a lore ring for it, but the
experience requirement is high so I have not been working on
it.”

Rhea nodded at him. “True, at our levels it
is hard to give up that much experience. You might want to try it
for the next few days, though. I require a lot of experience to
gain a level compared to you. If you use the bonus, you might be
able to gain the skill in a few days.”

“Good point. I’ll give it a try. If the
experience seems too low, I’ll just level till the bonus ends.”
said Scott.

The sorcerer equipped his survival lore ring.
It was time to see what this thing would do for him. “Survival ring
status.”

 


<<< * >>>

 


Mid’s Ring of Survival Lore

 


This ring contains knowledge of the survival skill
set. By feeding your life experience into the ring you will be able
to learn the skills that it holds.

 


EXP: 0/80000

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Right, let’s go find something to brutally
murder for fun and profit.” said Scott.

Rhea patted him on the shoulder in a
comforting manner. “There, there, such a sensitive soul.”

He laughed at her a little then smiled. It
sucked that he had to give up so many beautiful experience points.
Eighty thousand experience points would boost his level quite a
bit. Still, he seemed to be missing out on a lot of things due to
not having any survival skills.

Scott considered his recent thoughts and
actions. They walked further into the old mine, but his thoughts
were not on the monsters. His thoughts were once again drawn to how
much he had changed. He had hunted in the real world, as he thought
of his old life sometimes, but never to the extent that he hunted
in this world. It was like he wanted to kill everything that moved.
Honestly, who was the real monster here?

His thoughts and idle speculation were
interrupted by the sudden arrival of rats, lots of rats. Scratch
that, there were lots of really big freaking rats.

“Cave rat swarm! Be ready!” said Rhea
excitedly.

Scott nodded to her then prepped his freeze
spell. There had to be at least thirty of the waist-high rodents
running toward them. What had they been eating all of this time to
get that big? He did not have the time to consider it at the
moment, but it was a question that he would ponder in the
future.

The sorcerer fired off two freeze spells
back-to-back in a wide dispersal pattern. Over a dozen of the
oversized rodents were caught in the effect, and to the sorcerer’s
surprise the damage was quite high. Little red numbers ranging from
thirty-two to forty-six popped up atop each of the stricken
creatures. Increasing the force of the spell had increased the
damage potential greatly!

Rhea dashed toward the rats at an angle, her
blade already surging with elemental lightning. That particular
elemental spell was her favorite to use on her sword as it had a
strong chance of paralyzing most enemies.

The elf maiden leapt upward and performed a
hard slash in mid-air. She neatly hacked into the side of one of
the rats that had chosen to try a jumping attack. The moment that
she landed, she performed a spinning motion that allowed her to
avoid an oncoming rodent while striking at its rear.

Due to the sheer number of monsters, Scott
opted to go ahead and train his freeze spell. He ducked and dodged
around the beasts before casting freeze three more times. Several
cave rats froze solid due to the overlapping spells, but most
continued on. Surprisingly, despite doing over a hundred points of
damage to a few of them none of the rats had died yet. What level
were they, anyway?

Rhea rushed in and performed a quick lunging
strike, before twisting out of the way of another rat. Her defense
was not perfect, however. A third rodent managed to reach her while
she was repositioning and bit down on her left arm. She cried out
in pain as a bright red number twelve floated upward.

“Rhea!” Scott heard her cry out, and
immediately started to move toward her position. However, she
called out that she was fine before she bashed the rat in the eye
with the pommel of her sword.

The cave rat attacking Rhea let go with a
squeal, but it was immediately replaced by three more rats that had
been trying to get at what they considered to be the easier meat.
Scott’s spells were devastating to them at the moment.

Scott leapt atop the back of one of the
larger rats that he had frozen and began to repeatedly stab and
slash it with his claws. The rat died quickly due to its already
weakened state. The sorcerer swiftly moved on to the next monster,
and then another one after finishing it off.

The elf hopped back and then to the side to
avoid a leaping rat. She followed her evasive movement with a quick
dash to the left. She had spied a rocky out cropping that she could
use. Once she reached the bit of rock, she called out to her
comrade. “Scott! If you have any mana left, try to herd them toward
me!”

“I’ve always got a little for you, Rhea!”
called Scott happily. He could not see the girl blush from this
distance, but he knew that she was probably bright red at the
moment.

Several rats moved toward Rhea, but Scott was
still closer. Most of them wanted to hang out with him in the hopes
of catching a meal. He rewarded them with a freezing blast of
magical energy that finished off three more of the rats, froze
another two, and sent several more squealing and scrambling
away.

He only had one more cast left in him, but
that was fine. The rats were complying with Rhea’s plan anyway.
Scott continued to hack, slash, stab, and annoy the rodents to the
best of his ability. One did manage to sneak past his guard and bit
into his side, but it did only a single point of damage. There was
something to be said for the sorcerer’s agility and defense bonuses
when combined with armor!

Scott elbowed the annoying rat bastard in the
skull and it dropped away. He followed that attack by leaping
forward to perform a powerful kick with his bladed boots that tore
open the side of one of the rats, before he spun to the left and
launched a powerful stabbing strike to the next closest rodent’s
chest.

Rhea’s voice carried over the loud squealing
and chatter of the rodents. She had begun to sing a litany, a short
elven battle song.

 


~Long and long, the lonely road,

No one knows where it goes.

Dance and Dance till the end,

Get up on your toes...~

 


She continued singing, and after a few verses
passed the rats began to act strangely. First the ones closest to
her did it, and then others chose to do it as well. The rats had
begun to dance against their will!

 


<<< * >>>

 


The cave rats have become slaves to the rhythm! While
the song’s effect lasts they will be unable to do anything but
dance, dance, dance!

 


<<< * >>>

 


Scott would have taken advantage of the
effect sooner, but he was enraptured by the beautiful voice of his
comrade. He had never heard anyone sing with such a radiant and
clear tone. No one human could have made such a sound, he was sure
of it.

He shook off the unintended side-effect of
Rhea’s unadulterated awesomeness then set about the task of rodent
extermination. Scott immediately began to stab, slash, beat, maim,
and utterly destroy the dancing rodents with great zeal.

They screamed as they danced, blood poured
from their hapless bodies. An agile whirl wind of death danced
alongside them, tearing their lives away while they helplessly
shook their furry little groove thangs.

Rhea continued to sing until her mana ran out
completely. All but four rats had succumbed to their wounds. The
remainder did not have much life left in them, either.

Scott and Rhea nodded to each other then set
about finishing the battle. The sorcerer ran to the right. The
arcane blade ran to the left. Together they performed quick
slashing movements that continued to whittle down the health of the
remaining rodents while preventing the furry little beasts from
gaining a single hit.

After the final rat died and exploded in a
shower of light, Scott surveyed the area while panting heavily from
the exhausting battle. When no more monsters presented themselves,
he looked at Rhea with a feral grin.

The battle music faded away and a somber song
took its place. It was a song filled with quiet tones and soft
scuttling sounds. The battle report displayed immediately after the
change in the musical score.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Victory!

 


You have faced a thirty-two cave rat contingent and
lived to tell the tale!

 


+0 EXP

+1152 Fayth

+32 Ability Points

 


Item(s) Acquired:

 


Cave Rat Tail X 32

Small Cave Rat Pelt X 48 (Poor Condition)

Cave Rat Eye X 7

Cave Rat Fang X 3

 


<<< * >>>

 


“No experience points? Let me check my ring.”
Scott looked to his survival lore ring and read the experience
information.

After reading it for a moment he blinked then
turned to look at Rhea. “Seven hundred eighteen experience points.
Holy crap...”

“Well, it was a swarm and the experience is
doubled. Do you still think that you won’t be able to gain the
experience points necessary to gain survival skills?” Rhea smirked
at him then tossed her hair around with a sudden twist of her
head.

The sorcerer chuckled softly then happened to
take in the sight of the blood and gore that had been splattered
about on the floor and walls of the mine. The bodies had
disappeared but the destruction had remained. Still, he did not
care about that. His first instinct was something a bit more goofy
than depressing. “You see that, rats! That’s the power of
friendship, bitches!”

Rhea could not help herself. She threw her
arms up and cried out in a feminine display of comradery. “Yeah!
Friendship, bitches!”

Scott put his hand to his mouth and made a
gasping noise. “Rhea, such language...”

She pouted at him. “You said it first...”

He could not keep pretending to be offended
after seeing her devastating pout. He started to laugh. She laughed
as well, and they enjoyed the moment. However, Scott decided to
ruin it.

“So much blood.” He leaned over and wiped his
hand on Rhea’s armor.

She squawked like an overly-excited chicken
then asked, “What are you doing?”

He grinned at her, “Sharing the
spoils...”

“Eww, stop that!” she cried. Rhea backed away
from him with a horrified look on her face.

Scott advanced on her position, “Comrades
should share everything, even a bed. You remember that right?”

She immediately turned and fled, her hair
streaming behind her. “No, that sounds like something you made
up!”

“Stop running away and become my towel!”
Scott laughed when his overly dramatic statement caused her to cry
out. He gleefully began to chase the girl around the mine. Was it
stupid to be playing around like this in a cave full of monsters?
Yes. Still, there was something about the moment that he truly
enjoyed. Maybe he was just designed to be an asshole? Either way,
the moment felt nice.

“Nooo!” wailed Rhea while she ran for the
cave exit. They would need to rest a little to restore their mana
anyway. They might as well head back to the tent and get cleaned
up.

Scott took off after her as his laughter
filled the air. He had not had this much fun with someone in quite
a while.

--

Three days passed as they hunted in the Red
Rock Mine. Due to the absurdly high number of monsters that
appeared whenever they entered the cave system, they had never had
to go in too deeply. The tent proved to be invaluable during this
time.

Scott had thought that it would only last for
twenty-four hours, but it turned out that his information had been
wrong. The tents actually lasted twenty-four hours after each use.
They could not be taken up and used again, but as long as you kept
using the tent it would not disappear for one full day after each
rest period.

There were limits, however. A simple tent
like the one that they were using degraded over time. It would stop
working after a week at most, even if the tent did not disappear.
That was more than enough time to fight and rest for training. They
could purchase more in the future and never need to worry about
having to run back to town to rest.

Rhea was extremely happy. She had finally
reached level seven after their third hunting trip. If Scott had
not been focused on developing his survival skills he would have
gained several levels. However, once the bonus period ended he
could just fight the monsters for normal levels of experience. He
would still gain levels at an accelerated rate compared to fighting
back in the Victory Station region.

“I’m close to gaining another level, Scott.”
said Rhea, excitement obvious in her tone. They had managed to find
places in the early portion of the mine where they could use the
terrain to their advantage. After that, they had found it much
easier to deal with monster swarms, though the goblin parties they
fought had been decidedly harder to deal with than the rats.
Goblins also gave much more experience, however.

“Yeah, I’m about one-third of the way to
gaining my survival skill, too.” said Scott, a smile upon his
lips.

The elf girl acquired a thoughtful expression
for a moment then sighed. “Scott...”

“Yes, Rhea?”

“I’m sorry, but I...need to go do elf stuff
for a while.” She seemed both sad and annoyed.

“I see. Do you really have to go now? Can’t
you at least stay long enough to get that level that you were
talking about?” Scott did not have any anger or frustration in his
tone, but he clearly wanted her to stay.

She looked down at the ground then nodded her
head. “ I’m sorry. I wish I didn’t have to go...”

“It’s OK. If you have to, you have to... But,
when will you return?” asked Scott.

“I... it, it’ll be about a week I think.”
replied the girl.

“So, long? Really?” he sat up on his bed roll
and looked at her. What would make her need to leave for a
week?

Rhea looked down at the ground then softly
said, “I’m sorry...”

Scott saw the sadness in the girl’s face and
posture. He was not mad at her, but she would be missed. They had
grown a little closer as comrades in the last few days. “It’s OK,
Rhea. I’ll just head to town and sell off my share of the loot and
buy a new tent. By the time you return, everything will be good to
go for us to hunt some more. We’ll get that level.”

The elf maiden’s eyes began to shimmer with
unshed tears. She sniffled a little, but looked up at him with a
warm smile on her lips. “OK. It’s a promise then?”

“Sure, we’ll hunt some more when you get
back.”

She crawled over to him on her hands and
knees and wrapped her arms around him. Rhea embraced him gently
then kissed him on the cheek.

Scott coughed a little after being exposed to
her sweet maneuver. His face began to grow flush from the simple
and beautiful moment. “Eww, girl cooties.”

“Oh deal with it, you big baby.” said Rhea,
before she puffed out her cheeks in an adorable and childish
display of disapproval.

He sighed in a loud and overly dramatic
manner. “I suppose I should take my medicine. I mean, if I am not
exposed to the cute girl elf cooties, how will I develop proper
antibodies to ward them off in the future?”

She patted him on the cheek then smiled
sweetly. “There ya go champ, justify it any way you like.”

Scott’s face began to burn a little once more
the he shook his head and thought. ‘This girl...’

“I have to go, but if you don’t behave
yourself I will have to kiss you three times when I get back.” Rhea
threatened him sweetly then brandished her index finger in an
admonishing movement.

Scott’s left eyelid started to twitch and he
slowly raised his hand to his lips. He made his hand tremble
slightly and in a show of faux-timidity he said, “How would I
survive such a terrifying ordeal...”

Rhea stared at him flatly for a moment then
poked him in the chest. “I’ll be back, soon.”

“OK.” said Scott softly.

“Is that all you’re going to say to me before
I go?” she asked, a tremor in her voice.

“Well, I had wanted to poke you in the chest
too, but I figured that you’d like that too much.”

Rhea quirked her eyebrow then snorted at him.
She reached down clasped one of his hands and then raised it up to
eye-level. “This hand? Was it the finger of this hand that you
intended to use?”

“Yep, good ol’ pointy.” Scott wiggled his
index finger at her.

She smirked at him then drew the hand down to
her left breast and pressed it against her armored chest. “This
hand can touch anything it likes. I would definitely like it, but
it could never be too much, OK?”

“Rhea...” said Scott, his eyes wide due to
his surprise at her actions.

She sighed then looked down and to the side.
“I’ve never made it a secret that I want to be with you.”

Scott felt shame burn through his body. He
liked the girl, probably far more than liked her, really. Yet,
while they had to keep secrets it was hard to trust her completely.
That lack of trust was leaving him as time passed, but he could not
be as bold with his feelings as she had just been. He was confused,
and possibly a coward.

“Rhea... I...” Scott started to say
something, but Rhea looked up at him once more. He could see that
she was starting to cry a little. He did not understand why she
felt so strongly for him, but unless she was an award winning
actress her feelings were real. It had all started so suddenly, as
far as he knew. She professed deep and potent feelings for him, but
gave him only vague answers when he questioned her about their
origin.

“Yes...” She looked at him with wide, sad,
eyes. She knelt there on the ground, her eyes shimmering softly in
the light due to her softly trickling tears.

Scott had intended to tell her one thing, but
he found that he could not speak the words that he had originally
wanted to say. Instead, a different urge overcame the man. He
started to breathe in and out with greater force.

Rhea looked at him curiously, noting his
sudden change in posture. She was about to ask him what was wrong,
but she never had the chance. The reluctant sorcerer leaned in
suddenly and kissed her on the cheek. Her eyes widened in shock.
Did he really just do that?

Scott pulled away from her then crawled back
a little. It was as though he was afraid of what she would do.
Neither of them spoke for a moment, but he broke the silence. “I...
Just... Just give me a little more time, OK.”

Rhea started to cry again, heavily this time.
However, her expression was one of pure joy. “Yes! Yes, as much
time as you need.”

Scott grunted when she lunged forward and
wrapped her arms around him in a powerful embrace. For such a
slender girl she was quite strong.

She placed her head against his shoulder and
snuggled in closely. Rhea could not stop crying, but now it felt
good to do so.


Chapter 4: The Legendary
Blue Haired Boyfriend

The soft hum of machinery echoed through the spacious
bedroom just before Origin lifted her tiara from her head. The
golden device was a spiritual link between her true existence and
the avatar that she utilized. She did not actually need the device
to manifest in that world, no god did. However, it was part of the
mutually agreed upon lifestyle concept known as authenticity.

Earth humans from many different universes
were a subject of great interest among the divinities who lived in
the celestial city. Those intriguing, incredibly finite, creatures
had invented a pop-culture concept known as virtual reality. That
concept included ideas such as the neural-link. Although most
versions of Earth did not have technology levels that allowed for
full-immersion virtual technology to exist, the gods had seen it as
an interesting idea. They had decided to use it to limit their own
consciousness prior to insertion into a mortal world. This would
allow them to mimic the human fiction while accepting the
differences in their true natures.

The blue haired goddess sighed loudly then
placed her tiara on its pedestal before she stood up. She
absolutely hated to leave Scott when things were becoming cozy, but
she had duties to perform.

Origin walked toward her closet and snatched
up a few clothing items that she would need. It did not matter what
she wore at the moment, she would have to change later. She laid
her clothes out on her bed then headed to her private bathroom.

“I suppose I should take a shower.” The
goddess sighed loudly once more. Why must real life be so tedious?
She really did not want to deal with what she had to do today, at
all. The life of an heiress was filled with difficulties, even if
you were an immortal being of incomparable beauty.

She looked into the full-length mirror on the
back of her bathroom door then frowned. “I look like a mess.”

Her idea of a mess involved hair that was
slightly mussed combined with slightly rumpled clothing. Unlike
when she spent her time running around as Rhea, Origin had to
actually maintain appearances for the sake of the empire. Yes, the
glorious empire.

The young goddess, and heir to the family
throne, stuck out her tongue at the image in the mirror. She lifted
then tossed her hair with her hands. She turned one way and then
the other. “I wonder what he would think if he saw me like
this?”

It was no idle speculation, really. Rhea was
a creature that she had crafted to be almost too pretty to look at,
but compared to her actual appearance the elfin avatar was a modest
downgrade. Gods and goddesses were practically perfect in
appearance most of the time. That was why even a single stray hair
could send some of them into a tizzy.

When they directly interacted with mortals
they had always taken on an avatar, a sort of form that the mortal
mind could handle. The old stories that passed among mortal kind
regarding terrible things happening to anyone who saw the true form
of a deity were based in reality.

Origin stripped down then slipped into her
shower. The hot water soothed her aching soul. It helped her to
relax a little before it was time to get dressed and leave. As the
soothing effect of the water calmed her faux-human body she could
not help but smile. “Wonder what he would think if he saw me,
now.”

The goddess laughed gently at the idea of the
soldier she had adored for so long, seeing her in the shower. It
was such a beautiful domestic image that she began to fantasize
about other things. Soon she lost track of time while daydreaming
about Scott baking her cookies while wearing a cute frilly apron
then meeting her at the door when she came home from a hard day’s
work.

She bit her lip and reviewed that last
fantasy one more time. That was how humans did things, right?
Something about the image seemed slightly, off. However, she could
not see the reason for her misgivings.

She would have to research traditional
domestic roles again later. They were not as interesting as the
Earth human gamer culture, so she had not focused on that aspect of
their lives for any lengthy period of time. If she remembered
correctly, the bread winner went out to win bread and the cute
little homemaker stayed home and baked. She was the heiress to the
empire, so obviously that made her the bread winner.

Origin tapped her chin lightly. “I do wonder
why they consider bread to be a valuable victory reward, though.
Would they not prefer experience and gold?”

Time passed and the shower ended. The blue
haired deity made her way down to the private garage of her family
tower. An Earth human might call it an impossibly large
sky-scraper. Origin just called it home. The fact that her home was
large enough to accommodate an entire Earth human mega-city’s
population was something that she did not really see as a big
deal.

On the way to her car she spied the rest of
her companions for the day. “Hey Silence, Mid ...Mom.”

“What’s with that long pause before saying
hello to your mother, dear?” asked Era. The gorgeous goddess of
fertility took a moment to shift her weight and thrust her hips to
one side.

Origin screwed up her bottom lip in a
petulant display, but she did not need to answer her mother. Her
brother did it for her. “She misses her man-toy.”

“Silence...” said Origin in a dangerous tone
of voice. Speaking the truth did not grant license for rudeness,
after all.

Mid chuckled at them both then tilted her hat
down with two fingers. “Now, now play nice children.”

The blue haired girl frowned at her older
sister. Mid’s true form was a far cry from the old sage that Scott
had met, and several times more alluring than her avatar Regal
Alice.

“As much as I would love to hear more about
Origin’s man-toy, we need to get going.” insisted their mother. The
goddess of fertility, the god of death, the goddess of life and
rebirth, and the goddess of sensuality got into Origin’s black
convertible and headed off toward their destination.

Origin drove them through the busy streets of
Celestia; or rather she drove them from one traffic jam to another.
Most gods were terrible drivers and accidents occurred on a
frequent basis. No deaths occurred, of course. Even the weakest
deity could withstand a high-yield thermonuclear blast without so
much as batting an eyelash. They were beings of pure intellect and
vital force. Their human forms were simply a means of feeling the
authenticity of being like their beloved humans.

After an hour had passed Origin could not
stand it anymore. She slammed her hand down on her horn repeatedly
then shouted, “Move your asses, damn it!”

“Oh, childe...” murmured Mid from the
backseat. She and their brother silence had taken up the rear
position, while the matriarch had chosen to ride in the front with
the driver.

“Such language, what would your sextoy say if
he heard you talk like that?” snipped her brother.

Origin turned around in her seat and looked
at Silence. “Do you want me to crash us into a building? I’ll do
it.”

That was no idle threat. They were still a
great distance from their destination. If she crashed the car they
would be fine, but they would have to actually walk the rest of the
way. Walking in their game worlds was a fun and authentic
experience. Walking in the celestial city was just a pain in the
human-like backside.

Their powers were somewhat restricted inside
the city for the sake of Earth human lifestyle authenticity. They
could all teleport for instance, but they could not legally do it
unless it was an emergency because an Earth Human could not do it.
The need to walk somewhere due to crashing your vehicle was not
considered an emergency. Neither was the need to simply travel
across town. Though, certain exceptions could be made if you had a
time-sensitive quest to complete in one of the many game worlds
that existed. Playing games efficiently outranked the inconvenience
of car crashes in the divine worldview.

Silence made a motion across his lips, like
he was zipping a zipper. She snorted then turned back toward the
front of the vehicle. The other cars began to move again after a
few more minutes passed. It took them over two hours to reach their
destination. All things considered, it might have been faster if
they had actually walked.

“Alright, do you all recall what you need to
do?” asked Era.

“Yes.” the siblings said in unison. Their
mother had drilled it into them for weeks.

“Right, everyone get dressed and meet me
backstage. We don’t have much time left before we have to start
thanks to the traffic snarls, but we have enough time to get
ready.” said Era, before she waved them off and strode purposefully
toward her private dressing area.

The siblings looked at each other then they
shrugged before wandering off to their own dressing rooms. They had
to get ready, too.

It was not long before the event started. Era
wore a business suit that showed far too much, or perhaps just the
right amount of, cleavage and an incredibly short mini-skirt. She
received lots of attention when she sensually walked out onto the
main stage.

A massive crowd of gods and goddess awaited
her; many of them began to call out to her by name. She was quite
popular. Almost everyone wanted to be personal friends with the
buxom and beautiful goddess of fertility, after all.

“Friends, as many of you know I am the
president of the O.E.C., the empress Era.” said the goddess. She
was answered by a cacophony of cat calls, screams, and more than a
few marriage requests.

She laughed in a good natured manner and
waited for the crowd to settle down. “As you know, our hot new
property Origin A.R.S. is quite popular. I have called this meeting
to announce that the next expansion is due to go online
shortly!”

“Expansion, is it the new continent?” called
a man in the far back. How his voice could be heard over the throng
was anyone’s guess, but it had still reached the front.

“Actually, yes! My daughter Theta is in
charge of the final debugging of the monster races and several
hidden quests on the new continent, so she could not be here today.
However, I did manage to drag three of my other children away from
the game world long enough to come speak with you all today about
the new systems that will come into effect, and the new races that
will be available.” replied Era.

“Origin is here isn’t she!” cried out a young
male god from the front of the crowd. He was not alone in his
interest as several dozen others, both male and female, called out
her name.

Era smirked at them. They were always like
this when it came to her youngest daughter. “Yes, in fact she is
here today.”

The crowd erupted in a sea of enthusiastic
cheers. Backstage behind the curtain, Mid snorted. “Gee, I guess I
could have stayed home and made pretty rings to sell on the auction
site.”

Silence muttered, “Dark Gamer.”

Mid snickered at him then shook her head.
“Hey, we need to earn money to live in this city.”

“We all get a share from the company’s
profits.” countered Silence. Lack of money was not exactly an issue
for them by any stretch of the imagination.

“Yes, but my way is more fun.” said Mid.

Origin ignored them both and listened for her
signal to go on stage. She hated these damned press conferences.
Her mother always made her wear things like the outfit she had on.
The poor thing was wearing what amounted to nothing more than a
battle bikini. She wore a gold and ivory colored breast plate that
literally only covered her breasts, a set of thong style armor that
protected nothing but her remaining dignity, and what she
considered to be epic hooker boots. She felt like a goddess of war
who had decided to become an exotic dancer in order to work her way
through medical school.

She had tried fighting monsters while wearing
high-heeled boots a few times. It was doable with a lot of agility,
but why bother unless you were saddled on a mount and using them
like the ancient Persians of Earth? Sure, they were originally
combat footwear for soldiers, but that did not make them an ideal
choice for someone who was not trying to fire a bow from
horseback.

The goddess heard her signal and took a deep
breath. She pressed her index fingers to the corners of her mouth
and forced her lips into a smile. “Time to shine...”

Origin stepped out onto the stage and she was
immediately assaulted by a throng of cheering voices and the flash
of cameras. She did not throw her hands up to cover her eyes like
she had done the first time she had done this, centuries ago.

The blue haired goddess of love strode across
the stage; her diaphanous half-skirt flowed behind her in parallel
to her streaming hair. The effect was not lost on the crowd and
many of them gasped and cried out for her to love them. Whether
they meant it, or they were just trying to be authentic was not
something that she chose care about.

“Greetings people of Celestia. I am Origin,
the next in line to inherit the Origin Entertainment Conglomerate.
Yes, before you ask I am named after the company. I only say so due
to the fact that I am asked that question every time I bother to do
one of these press conferences. I have answered it the same way for
centuries now.” said Origin in a slow and deliberate manner. If she
did not treat them as though they were small children, they might
not understand.

Various people in the crown smirked or
snorted. They were used to her superior attitude at this point.
That was why she was given the title of Ice Queen by those who did
not know her. She always seemed frigid and for lack of a better
term, ‘bitchy’ to those who were not within her circle of friends
and close associates. The fact that her general bitchiness in
public stemmed from their idiotic questions and occasional pawing
never seemed to register in the minds of most of the other gods and
goddesses.

“Before we begin, allow me to answer the
common questions that you media types like to ask. Yes, the company
is doing well financially. No, I am not accepting marriage
proposals at this time. No, I won’t make an exception for you.
Also, no, that really was not me in those leaked erotic photos that
showed up on D-Net last year. They were cunning forgeries, get over
it already.”

Various members of the crowd laughed at the
last answer. Only a year before D-Net, the divine Internet of
Celestia, had been gifted with the erotic image of two frost hounds
mating. One of the ice elemental dogs from ARS, the official name
of the game world that the OEC operated, had Origin’s head in place
of the head of the dog on the bottom. The frigid bitch in heat meme
had become popular for a time.

Origin was used to that sort of thing,
though. She knew that she was a nice girl, despite the way other
people treated her at times. She could not help it if she was
simply not interested in socializing. The party scene was not
really her thing. She liked to play games, watch anime, and
daydream about the one guy who she knew that was not an idiotic
asshole, was that so wrong?

In many ways, it could explain her attachment
to Scott. He, even when they first met back on Earth, had made her
feel comfortable in his presence. Sure, he did not know that he had
met her before, but Origin knew.

“Anyway, down to business. The new updates
have been mentioned on and off for thirty years or so, now. They
are not really news worthy, but if you insist I will answer
questions.”

Hands immediately shot up into the air.
Origin sighed loudly then pointed at the least perverted looking
individual. “Yes?”

“Will you marry me?” he asked her in a
serious tone of voice. The crowd erupted into a fit of laughter for
a moment.

She stared at him impassively. Her eyes bored
into him like he was a neighborhood dog about to take a dump on her
freshly cut lawn. He began to look nervous as the seconds ticked
by. A brief moment passed and he could not take it any longer.
Slowly, he began to squat down. Eventually, he disappeared below
the shoulder level of his neighbors in the crowd. He did not want
her to keep staring at him with such baleful eyes.

“Any, other questions?” asked Origin.

Several hands when up once more and Origin
pointed to a woman in the middle of the crowd. “Yes, the new
continent... When will the expansion be released?”

“We’ll release it in another eight years, so
anticipate it. Alright?”

“Wow, so soon! That’s great.”

“Right, questions?” asked Origin.

She called on a few more people. They chose
to ask legitimate questions. However, after she had answered
several people someone else asked a dumb question.

A girl who wore glasses and a trench coat
asked, “Is there any truth to the rumor that you actually have a
boyfriend?”

Origin frowned at the girl. Who wears a
trench coat to a game development press conference? Her question
was ridiculous as well. “No, I do not.”

“Really, so the video I am seeing right now
is not of your avatar Rhea Ardente renting a single room in Meaden
despite being in a party of two?” asked the suspiciously attired
individual.

“Wha... What video are you talking about?”
asked Origin. She tried to avoid hesitating, but she had dragged
her answer out just enough to capture further attention from the
crowd.

The crowd went wild as various bloggers and
game site reporters began scrambling for their authentic-looking
Earth Human smart phones. It did not take long for them to begin
finding the video in question.

“Whoa, hunky.” cried one girl. She bit her
lip and nodded her head.

“He has blue hair, too... interesting.” said
a random male reporter.

Origin’s left eyebrow began to twitch, but
she regained her composure. “It does not matter what that video
states. I am currently not attached in any sort of relationship. I
paid for the inn lodgings, because that adventurer helped me out
with my low-level avatar after my recent reincarnation. We went
hunting, nothing more.”

“No way, I want to hunt with Origin.” called
out a hideously fat man who looked like he had recently eaten three
or four other men. He was a big fella.

From behind the stage curtain Mid and Silence
tried their best not to laugh as their scantily clad sister had to
deal with the fall out of the most recent scandal. The crowd
probably believed her story, but that did not matter. The legend of
the blue haired boyfriend would spread far and wide.

 


***

 


The forest did not seem as beautiful as
before. Scott could not help but notice that without Rhea’s
presence he felt a bit lonelier than he would like to admit. It was
a fleeting sensation, however. She would return in a few days.
Until then, he had a few things to take care of and he wanted to
get to them.

“Alright, let’s see. I need to sell my loot,
but there is no way that I’m going back to town while that bonus is
in effect.” Scott unequipped his survival lore ring then stretched
a little. He would not head back into the mine just yet. There was
one more thing to take care of first.

He had not gained any levels, but he had
gained a lot of ability points. It had been extremely difficult for
the ability point obsessed part of his brain not to immediately
spend those points as soon as he could upgrade something. However,
he had persevered.

After the last few days and the random
battles on the way to the mine, he had over thirteen hundred points
to spend. He intended to use them all so that he would be as strong
as possible before heading back inside to hunt alone.

“Hmm, I need to go ahead and upgrade my
level-up bonuses for attack and defense. That will give me all my
leveling passives...” He spent eighty points on that then took a
hard look at what he had to work with.

Scott considered his options now. Both his
health and his agility would take quite a few ability points to
increase. His health would require one hundred seventy points, and
his agility would require one hundred forty points.

Thinking out loud, he said, “I’ve been agile
enough to avoid the monsters for the most part... what I am really
lacking is mana and attack strength.”

The sorcerer considered his options for the
moment. He could nearly double his mana pool if he spent most of
his ability points in that direction. That would be enough mana to
increase the level of his spells several times before Rhea
returned. In fact, he could increase the level of his freeze spell
without even going into the mine. He only needed to use it eleven
more times.

“That would be a waste of the bonus time,
though. I’ll hunt and use my spells normally until time runs
out...” Scott made his decision. He dumped a large portion of his
ability points directly into his mana pool and increased it eight
times, bringing his mana to a whopping one hundred one.

His strength was a bit lopsided compared to
his true agility. He opted to increase that as well. Scott
increased his strength by five, which in turn increased his attack
by twenty points.

“Only eighteen ability points left?” He could
increase one of his other stats, but there was little point in that
at the moment. He was about as good as he was going to get in that
regard. Scott decided to check his status to see how things had
changed.

 


<<< Status >>>

 


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

Age: 18 | Level: 7

EXP: 1308

Next Level: 1232

Ability Points: 18

Health: 90[90] | Mana: 101[101]

Attack: 30[213] | Defense: 30[315]

Strength: 34[34] | Agility: 31[20] |
Accuracy: 22[22]

Intellect: 35[35] | Luck: 16[16]

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Much Better.” Scott smiled happily at his
stats. Things were quite a bit better balanced now. His accuracy
could use a little work and his luck was on its own at the moment,
but he really did not have much else that he could do till
later.

The sorcerer closed down his status screen
and unequipped his armor. He removed it from his inventory
piece-by-piece and visually inspected it. He did not want to waste
any more time from his bonus period that he had to, but he needed
to assess whether his armor and weapons needed repairs. He had
taken a few hits during the last few days, but they seemed to be
reasonably intact. He should be good for one more day, he
hoped.

After logging his gear back into his
inventory, he said, “Equip all.”

He could tag primary armor, weapons, and
accessories to auto-equip. Only one item per slot, unless it could
be dual-worn, was available for tagging. His quilted cloth armor
was considered under-padding for his main armor, so he could add it
to that slot. It saved a lot of time.

Completely geared up and ready, Scott dumped
the crap items from his inventory. They would be fine inside the
sanctuary area, and he would have a lot more space for items that
he gathered during the hunt.

The sorcerer strolled toward the mine
entrance, a look of dedicated resolve on his features. Unlike the
last few days, Rhea was not around to bring out his goofy and
playful side. Playtime was over. He did not know what had changed
within him that caused him to become so gleefully destructive, but
he had come to terms with it over the last two weeks.

He had once been a soldier, but he had rarely
had to fire his weapon at anyone. Despite being a trained soldier,
his business had mostly been nothing more than standing around and
waiting for things to happen. Now, killing truly was his
business... and if the Fayth that he had accumulated recently was
any indicator, business was good.


Chapter 5: Secrets and
Strategies

The dim light of a torch stone provided both
illumination and difficulty for Scott as he silently stalked the
corridors of the mine. The light afforded him the ability to see,
but it also generated many shadows in the area that granted his
opponents more places to hide. He considered using more than one of
them, but his supply was limited.

Unlike Rhea, he did not receive many of them
in his drops. He believed that he had enough of them left to grind
the monsters in the mine until the bonus ran out, but he would have
to procure more of them when he went to sell his loot in town.

He heard the change in the musical score long
before he saw his next opponent. That was partially due to how the
world worked, and partially due to the fact that his next opponent
was lying in wait in a location high above his head. A soft hissing
noise provided a clue to its actual location. Scott looked up just
in time to be hit with a thick strand of sticky webbing.

He shouted out a loud curse, “Shit!” then
tore at the webbing in a desperate attempt to remove it. In this
mine, spider web based attacks could only mean one thing.

 


<<< * >>>

 


You have been entangled with webbing!

Your movements are slowed.

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Shit.” cursed the sorcerer once more. He had
not been able to remove the web fast enough.

His opponent was another one of those damned
shadow weaver spiders. They were a major pain in the ass even when
there were two people in the party.

The shadow weaver skittered through the
shadows on the roof of the mine. It was quite agile despite the
fact that it was easily the same size as a normal man. The open
area that Scott had entered had a much higher ceiling, more like a
natural cave than a manmade structure. That great height would make
it difficult to attack the annoying monster at range. He would have
to lure it closer. Unfortunately, shadow weavers were slightly
cunning. They would avoid coming within striking range of their
opponents.

The music grew louder in tone and developed
into a heavy percussion style reminiscent of a beating heart. Drums
beat loudly, ominously, in the background. That meant that the
monster that he faced was strong enough to do serious damage if he
let it. He had not heard that particular musical score until he had
come to this mine, but whenever it had played he had faced a hard
fight.

Another hissing noise escaped the spider and
webbing shot down once again. Scott was prepared for it this time.
He leapt backwards and managed to narrowly avoid being hit by the
annoying attack. It did no damage on its own, but the status
effects were deadly. The spider skittered around a little more. It
was planning out its next strike. Scott could feel its calculating
gaze upon him. The sorcerer decided to take the fight to the
creature.

The main issue that he had with these things
was that they tended to only pop up in areas where there was a high
ceiling. His freeze spell would not reach it, but he did have one
other that he could try that he knew might do the trick. It had
worked before. After narrowly dodging another web-shot he reached a
large rock and leapt atop it. Scott immediately jumped once more
after reaching the top then loudly shouted, “Burn!”

A fiery dart of burning magical energy raced
out of his palm. The spider tried to avoid the attack, and
partially succeeded. However, the burn spell was more than just a
tiny little darting flame. A bright explosion of fire and light
erupted outward with great force only two feet from its position.
The extra height from Scott’s leap had given him just enough range
to affect the monster.

The shadow weaver screeched in panic and fell
from the ceiling. It plummeted toward the ground then crashed into
the hard-packed earth with a loud *thump!* The noise and light had
temporarily stunned it and the hard landing had only deepened that
status affliction. Its little spider legs wiggled in the air in a
spastic and uncontrolled manner.

Scott immediately hurled another fiery ball
of destruction in its direction. The attack hit with another
explosion of light and sound that rocked the area. The badly
injured spider curled up like an angry fist, but that would not
save it. The third burn spell set it on fire after doing over
thirty points of damage. It did not take much longer after that for
the annoying monster to turn into motes of light.

“Man, I hate those damned things. I waste so
much mana on them.” Scott continued to grumble for a brief few
seconds. He would not make the mistake of trying to fight the
spiders in this mine at melee range again. He could hurt them, and
they could hurt him. However, they were also venomous. The poison
was mild and it wore off quickly, but he only had three of Rhea’s
herbal tonics to use in an emergency.

The music took a little longer than normal to
change back to its standard mine exploration track, but the result
was the same.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Victory!!

 


You have defeated a shadow weaver!

 


+84 EXP

+28 Fayth

+1 Ability Points

 


Item(s) Acquired:

 


Spider Web X 3

Spider Leg s X 2

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Not bad.” The only good thing about the
annoying monster was that it did not swarm. Usually there would
only be one or two in an area. If there had been more of them in
the area than that working the mine even with Rhea’s help would not
have been a good idea.

Scott moved on. There would probably be no
more monster spawns in this part of the mine due to the presence of
that creature. The spawning system was a strange combination of
random battles and natural habitat considerations that made little
sense, but somehow worked. He had not fully comprehended all of the
subtle nuisances of the system, but he learned a little more each
day.

Once he had escaped the spider’s lair, the
web effect ended. It never lasted long, anyway. Luckily he had been
hit in the chest with the sticky attack. His movement speed had not
been slowed enough to matter. During a hunting trip with Rhea, he
had been unfortunate enough to have a web-shot trap one of his arms
against his side for a while. That had been a major cause for
concern at the time since it effectively cut his attack options in
half and threw off his balance.

The sorcerer walked boldly through the mine
while he searched for prey. Hiding and stalking prey was either not
possible or required skills that he did not possess. Either way, if
he wanted to fight he had to be seen by the randomly attacking
monsters. It was annoying at times, as he would never know if a
monster was nearby. They managed to get the drop on him most of the
time and he was forced to fight battles that he might have avoided
otherwise.

It did not take long before he was faced with
a new opportunity. A loud cry from the darkness alerted him to the
presence of his next opponents. Four goblins ran at him from the
corridor up ahead. They were sharp noses, green skinned, creatures
that stood at about the same height as Scott’s chest. In some ways
they seemed like the world’s angriest, ugliest, children.

“Oh, yeah. Come on!” exclaimed Scott before
firing off his burn spell. The tightly grouped monsters were caught
in the fiery explosion that resulted.

One goblin caught fire and started to squeal
while running around in a blind panic. “Burning! I’m buuurn-ing!”
screamed the goblin while he flailed his arms around in a way that
made him look like he was trying to fly away.

Scott fought back a brief bout of dark
amusement at the burning goblin’s antics then utilized their sudden
panic to his advantage. He raced in to take the battle to them
directly. He had not reached a point where he could just spam cast
his spells, otherwise he would have burned them all to death from a
safe distance. There was something to be said for the ability to
use magical heavy artillery when the only expense was a little food
and rest.

The sorcerer landed a flying kick to the
chest of the closest attacker. It fell back with a loud cry. One of
the other creatures lashed out with a rusty machete, but Scott
easily blocked the strike with his forearm. His wooden armor was
stronger than the dull and battered metal. The surprised goblin
found that his attack was turned to the side. Scott slammed his
other hand forward, ramming his rat fang gauntlet into the
creature’s exposed chest. A bright red number twenty-six floated up
and away.

The burning goblin squealed once more then
fell to the ground. He spasmed a few times then turned into motes
of light. ‘One down, three to go.’ thought the man before following
up his previous strike with a vicious uppercut that skewered
another goblin’s jaw.

He was forced to dodge the strike of the
third remaining goblin now that he had gotten its bearings once
more, but the creature’s clumsy attack was easy to deal with. Scott
turned along with the direction assault and ripped his gauntlet
from the second goblin’s jaw in the process.

A powerful kick slammed into the third
goblin’s lower back that sent it sprawling. Scott did not have time
to revel in his victory, however. He cried out in pain suddenly
then immediately turned to face the thing that had hurt him. The
first goblin struck out once more. He had gotten back to his feet
during the brawl with the other monsters.

Scott hopped back to avoid a hard horizontal
slash, and then repeated that movement when the goblin swung back
in a reverse swing. He seemed a little more skillful than the
others, but that was not saying much for his capabilities as a
warrior. The monster posed no real threat to the sorcerer.

A hard strike to Scott’s left flank caught
his attention. He was losing focus and taking hits! The third
goblin had gotten back to his feet and joined his comrade.
Thankfully the second goblin was bleeding out on the floor, or the
man would be hard pressed. Fighting three monsters of a similar
level to you could be problematic. He was strong enough to deal
with two of them, but he was taking damage.

Scott jumped back to avoid a horizontal slash
from the first goblin, but was forced to twist to the side to avoid
a lunge from its companion.

The goblins grew more aggressive upon seeing
that they could back him up in this manner, but they forgot to take
into account the fact that he could use magic. Their murderous
intent was clouding their judgment.

Scott hopped back to avoid a strike, but then
leapt forward diagonally to evade a downward stabbing motion from
the other combatant. His palm shot out and gripped the goblin’s
face in a brutal display of aggressive dominance. “Freeze!”

He had expected the cone of freezing energy
to wash out and capture both monsters in its field of effect.
However, something far stranger occurred. The freezing magical
attack coalesced entirely inside the goblin’s head!

“The hell?” asked Scott, stunned at what he
had seen. He was barely able to lean out of the way when the other
goblin tried to strike him in the shoulder. Instead of hitting the
sorcerer, however, the attack missed and slammed into its companion
with great force. The unfortunate goblin’s head exploded in a
shower of meaty frozen splinters.

The surprised monster who had launched the
attack open his eyes wide then made a startled cry. “Skeeshna,
no!”

It turned to look at Scott accusingly and the
sorcerer shrugged. “You did it.”

Scott almost felt bad for the thing, but he
decided that it did not matter. According to Rhea, monsters
respawned after a period of time passed. The goblins that he had
defeated would all live again, maybe not in this mine specifically,
but somewhere. Though, he had already defeated at least eight or
nine Skeeshna’s in this place. It was possible that he had killed
the same goblin more than once in the last few days. Everything
respawned eventually, even the people. Though, with humans and
similar beings the respawn was through rebirth as a child. They
ended up living new lives, and did not remember much if anything
from their former lives.

It screamed at the man once more, but its
scream was cut short by a strong kick to its stomach. It doubled
over in pain, but its agony would not last for long. A brutal
uppercut rammed Scott’s rat fang gauntlet upward with enough force
that he completely penetrated through the bottom of its jaw and up
through its eye.

“Seriously?” Scott frowned at the dying
monster and shook his fist. He was stuck! What a disgusting
development.

“Damn it, just die already!” snapped the man
while trying to free his hand. The goblin complied with his desire
after a short time passed. He made a mental note to not do that
again if he could help it. Getting his weapon stuck inside his
opponent seemed like a good way to get killed during a protracted
battle.

Three of the four goblins were now dead, but
the goblin he had stabbed earlier in the battle still jerked and
spasmed on the floor. It bled heavily from its brutal wounds, but
it had not quite died yet. Scott elected to end its suffering via a
hard kick to its face. He was a kind hearted soul and did not want
to see anything suffer. The sound of snapping bones echoed down the
corridor when he repeated his merciful kick.

The music changed back to its normal score
and he eagerly awaited the results. These goblins seemed to be a
little stronger than what he had found outside and in the entrance
areas of the mine.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Victory!

 


You have defeated a squad of goblins!

 


+384 EXP

+320 Fayth

+4 Ability Points

 


Item(s) Acquired:

 


Rusty Machete X 2

Torn Leather Vest X 3

Tatter Boots X2

Goblin Soul [Rare]

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Nice! Wait... I acquired a goblin’s soul?”
Scott looked at his inventory screen to see what that was supposed
to be. His eyes lit up.

“No way...” He pulled his new skill ring from
his inventory and then looked at it until he could see its basic
information.

<<< * >>>

 


Goblin’s Soul

 


This lore ring allows the wearer to develop the
ability to summon goblins as minions.

 


EXP: 0/2400

 


<<< * >>>

 


“I can use this to summon goblins?” That was
cool, but he put it back into his inventory for now. He wanted to
gain a few levels while he still had the bonus in effect. He would
try and learn more about the goblin summoning ring later.

“I wonder if every monster can be summoned.”
He was not a summoner by trade, but the ability to call extra help
might be nice.

Scott checked his health then frowned. The
short fights he had faced earlier combined with this goblin battle
had whittled away quite a bit of his health. “I should probably go
rest.”

The sorcerer made his way back toward the
mine entrance. Along the way he ran across common threats in the
mine, a few rats and a lone goblin. Once he reached the surface he
trotted toward his campsite then sighed loudly. He really hoped
that he would be able to restore his health and mana with greater
speed in the future.

He walked into the sanctuary zone to make
sure that it still worked properly then stepped back out of the
safe area to practice his spells. He had gone on three quick
hunting trips so far and his spells had been used frequently.

After firing off three freeze spells he
received a message that stated that he had increased its level to
two. “Sweet!”

“Force three, mana requirement six... Nice.”
Sure, he had to use it seventy-five more times before it increased
in level once more, but it was much stronger now. From what he
could tell the magical damage that a spell could do was something
like force times intellect. Intellect and a few other factors
determined its resistance to magic. Smarter monsters were usually
more resistant to magic unless they had a critical weakness to a
specific element.

The concept seemed a little broken, until he
realized that the force would top out at five when his spells were
mastered. Higher tier spells probably had a higher force rating, so
it still balanced out. The real difference between magic-users
would be intellect and any skill modifiers that would change the
level of force for a spell. Someone with an intellect of one
thousand would do up to ten times more damage with a first-tier
spell when compared to someone with an intellect of one
hundred.

Scott considered how broken that seemed.
Magic-users who could use high-tier spells with much greater spell
force would be army killers. Unless your opponent could completely
resist magical effects, a mage would be an incredible damage dealer
compared to a warrior or fighter.

He checked his other spells and decided to
train his burn spell with the last of his current mana. He spent
the last of his remaining mana to cast the spell twice then sighed.
The draining effect of being critically low on mana made him feel
exhausted. Still, it was not a big deal. He had intended to get
some sleep anyway. When he woke up, he planned to go in for one
last hunt before the bonus period ended. He had not quite reached
his next level, but he was one or two battles away.

Scott looked at his status then frowned.
Hunting solo was a lot slower than it had been when Rhea was with
him. It made no sense. What was he doing wrong? Sure, the spawn
rate was lower now due to their constant hunting over the last few
days, but he should be able to do better than this.

A thought occurred to him, and he decided to
try it out on his next hunt. The exhausted man stretched out on his
cot.

Sleep did not immediately claim him. After a
short time he began to think over the events of the last few days.
Things had been going quite well between him and Rhea. They worked
well together. However, there were things that still nagged at him.
Not all of those things had to do with her directly, but they led
to him thinking a few strange thoughts.

She had to leave for long periods of time,
occasionally changed her speech patterns, and seemed to have
personality issues. At one moment she would be the sweetest girl he
had ever met, and at other times she had an icy demeanor. Did that
matter? No, elves might be naturally bi-polar in this world, for
all he knew. However, when he combined her actions with a few other
things... His suspicions increased.

The most definitive thing was something that
had nothing to do with her. It was the mine bonus. Why was it
ninety-six hours? Wasn’t that extremely arbitrary and random? He
had been in this world long enough to notice that most things
regarding time and usage were similar to Earth.

Scott could have easily seen a twenty-four
hour bonus, or even one for up to seventy-two hours. A week, or
even a month might have made sense. Why four days? Why was the
bonus for exactly four days when he knew of nothing else that
synchronized with that? The world operated on a seven day week with
twenty-four hours available in each day.

The sorcerer gazed up at the roof of the
tent. Rhea sometimes had a strange sense of time as well. She’d had
to go do her so-called elf stuff once on the trip to Meaden. She
had said that she would be back in ten or fifteen minutes. However,
she had been gone for almost an hour. He overlooked it then, but
the arbitrary four day bonus had tickled his brain a bit.

Scott called up his status screen then
scrolled to the very bottom. He looked at the option to return
home, and noted its locked status. The sorcerer stared at it for a
moment then closed his eyes. In truth, he had started to suspect
that she was like him. She was someone from another world who came
here, but could leave and return to her world of origin. Yet, even
if that were the case he was still missing something.

Why did the girl suffer from surprise
narcolepsy? His suspicions pointed toward her being something like
him, but that bit of her personal trivia kept him from honing in on
that possibility. It was possible that she was similar to him, but
she definitely had some other deal going on.

He began to drift off to sleep after a few
more minutes. He was very tired. His last thought before slumber
overtook him was that he wished that she would confide in him. As
long as she kept her secret, it would be hard for him to completely
trust her. Worse, if his suspicions were close to the mark, her
supposed feelings for him might be nothing more than an act, a bit
of role playing. How could he trust her feelings, when they arose
out of nowhere and seemed to be so complete?

“Rhea, what am I to you?” He sighed
softly.

Scott had been in several relationships in
his life. None of them had turned out well. Even when he thought
that everything was perfect, he had been wrong. The recent break-up
with Sarah was a definitive reminder of that fact.

He thought about his past relationships. Most
of them had been short, shallow, things that ended after a few
days. He was happy to commit to someone if they seemed worthy. Yet,
his relationships had always fallen apart. In all honesty, he had
begun to wonder if he was the issue.

Sarah getting drunk and cheating with her old
boyfriend did not really feel like an issue he had caused, but
there were other relationships. When he was in the army, he had
been forced to move around and that explained a few more of his
failures. Still, there were several more failed attempts at finding
that happily ever after that men were not supposed to want, but he
did.

His old buddies in the army used to joke that
he was the toughest chick that they knew. He spent a lot of time
brooding and thinking about things, and had feelings. Manly men
were not supposed to have feelings unless those feelings were based
around anger, food, or sex. Of course, a lot of his so-called
buddies were no older than what he looked like now. A few of them
began to reflect more as they grew older, but by then they had all
moved on and lived in different places.

Scott thought about his past, and the
potential paths that his future might take. He could not know what
Rhea truly thought of him. Worse, he could not truly trust her
outside of fighting by her side. She would not tell him what her
elf-stuff entailed.

Secrets were the last thing that he would be
able to tolerate in a potential romantic relationship. That sort of
thing had ended his last long-term union and he refused to enter
into a romantic liaison with someone if they could not be straight
with him. At least, he earnestly hoped that he would not be so
foolish in the future.


Chapter 6: Sweet
Deal!

It was time; Scott had readied himself as best he
could. Though, he was uncertain of how ready he could really be in
this situation. He was about to do something extremely stupid. The
former soldier took a deep breath then took out several of his
remaining torch stones. He would only hunt here one more time
before going to town to sell off his loot and resupply. It was time
to see what his stupidity could provide.

He activated the stones and the area
brightened considerably. After the torches were lit, he ran forward
and released his pent up breath in a loud battle cry. His shout
echoed through the mine. Nothing happened at first, so he shouted
once more.

Scott frowned. It seemed that his tactic did
not work. Still, he chose not to give up on it so quickly. The
sorcerer continued to run. Every so often, he shouted. After he had
entered a deeper portion of the mine, the deepest area that he and
Rhea had entered before, something changed. When he shouted the
music changed!

 


<<< * >>>

 


Your loud and aggressive presence over the last few
minutes has become intolerable to the denizens of the mine. The
mine dwellers have become agitated and will mass together to attack
you.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Scott blinked. He had not expected a message
window. He had just wanted to see if making a lot of noise would
attract more monsters. He had mostly just walked around quietly
before, and the number of monsters available to fight had been
limited. That was one of the differences between how he had been
hunting, and how he had hunted with Rhea. When they hunted
together, they chatted and made a lot of noise.

Scott’s eyes widened when he heard the loud
chitter of cave rats, the clatter of goblin boots, and the sounds
of cave bats shrieking in the darkness ahead. It would not be long
before the first monsters arrived. He immediately realized that his
tactic had worked beyond his wildest dreams. However, he had gone
beyond stupid and headed full-speed into suicidal territory. The
sorcerer briefly observed the area then shook his head. This was no
good. He needed a place where he could limit their numbers and
effective attack range.

He turned and ran back the way he came. While
he ran, he considered his options. One place in particular came to
mind. If he took the battle to that place, he might have a
chance.

One of the larger open sections of the mine
had been used as a sort of office area. His party had discovered it
during the final hunt that they had gone on together. When he
arrived, he heard the background music change into a song that he
liked to call ‘The Pursuit.’ It was similar to the percussion based
music that had played during the last spider battle, but it had a
hungrier and more aggressive tone. The brass horns mixed with the
drums gave it an extra deadly flair.

The sorcerer spied the place that he needed
to reach, the office. It was erected on top of a rock ledge that
was high off of the ground. Only a narrow series of ramps and
platforms connected it to the mine floor below.

The background music rose steadily in volume
as he ran, and soon it became an all-consuming assault on the
senses. He reached the ramp just in time. Six cave rats entered the
large cavern area. They were not the only ones to join the coming
event, however. Goblins, spiders, bats, even a few of the rarely
seen slimes in this cave began to pour out of the various entrances
to the area.

Scott tried not to crap his pants, but he was
not completely successful. There had to be dozens, perhaps over a
hundred monsters to deal with! He had hoped for a small swarm, but
this was well-beyond what he could have dealt with on open
ground.

The horde raced toward him, shrieks and
shouts were their battle cries. The ramp was only large enough for
a single person to walk up at a time, and it was designed with
three connecting platforms. So, really there were three ramps each
at a roughly ninety-degree angle. If seen from above the ramp
system would look something like a lightning bolt.

Scott moved to stand at the second platform
and chose to wait for the army of monsters to come. It did not take
long. The cave bats arrived first. The shrieking creatures were
black and brown monstrosities about the size of a bowling ball.
They were not particularly strong, but they were fast and they
could fly.

Two of the creatures swooped in for a quick
diving attack but were easily dealt with by swift strikes to their
critical areas, their wings. It was a tactic that had served well
throughout gaming history. If a fast flying monster attacked you,
such as these bats, do not try to land a killing strike. Aim for
the wings. If you damage them enough to prevent the monster from
being able to fly, they will usually be a lot easier to deal
with.

The bats were no different. They were the
weakest monster in the mine once you took away their speed. One bat
fell to the platform with a shriek, while the other fluttered
around erratically. It was not able to fly properly and eventually
settled down on the platform rail.

More bats came, but they were only an issue
for a brief moment. Of course, the time spent dealing with them had
still come at a price. The rats and goblins reached the first
platform then began to run up the ramp toward him.

Scott rolled under a diving bat then came to
a stop with his right palm pressed forward and down toward the
oncoming horde. “Burn!”

A tiny burning dart of mana erupted shot from
his palm and impacted on the lead goblin before unleashing a loud
and fiery explosion. It was knocked back by the blast and took the
monsters behind it down with it due to the steepness of the
ramp.

Another bat attempted to take him for its
meal, but he leapt into the air and performed a spinning kick that
neatly sliced off one of its wings. The creatures were annoying and
took up precious time. However, he managed to fire another
explosive dart of magic down the ramp after he handed. This time he
was able to catch several of the monsters in the blast zone.

He ran half-way down the ramp and fired off
two fiery attacks before returning to his position. The last two
impacted directly in the central area of the platform and caught
many of the massed monsters in the blast radius. Several of them
went up in flames then started to scream and run around. The
burning effect was contagious in its own way and whenever one of
the burning monsters, especially the rats, was near another monster
for more than a second it would catch fire as well.

Scott stomped on the weakly crawling bats
that he had cut out of the skies before then turned to see that the
fire was starting to die down. Several members of the horde were
dead, but more had taken their place. It also seemed like more
monsters were entering the area. That was not a good sign. He had
already expended one-fourth of his mana.

A hissing sound from his left indicated the
thing that he had feared most had come to pass. The sticky string
of web material shot toward him. He barely had time to react to it
and knew that it would hit. However, his foreknowledge was flawed.
Just as the spider began to shoot its webbing a bat swooped in to
try and make an attack. The spider ended up webbing the bat
instead!

The spider made a strange clicking growl sort
of noise then looked between Scott and the bat. The sorcerer’s eyes
widened when he realized what it was doing. The spider was trying
to decide what it wanted to eat! Scott snatched up the bat by one
of its feet then tossed it toward the spider. The hellish
monstrosity chittered then jumped toward it. Thankfully, it did not
catch it until it had moved beyond the rail. The spider had its
meal, but it also plummeted toward the ground.

Scott fired off two more burn spells toward
the mass of monsters that were trying to climb the ramp. Then he
ran over to the downed bats. He snatched them up and threw them off
the platform into the closest pocket of spiders. There were only a
handful of the annoying eight-legged freaks, but the bats kept them
busy.

He was surprised and excited to see that
something else happened as well. The remaining bats heard the cries
of their brethren. They turned on the spiders and began to attack
them! The spiders were much stronger, but the bats had greater
numbers.

Two of his most annoying foes were out of the
picture for the moment. He returned to the rats and goblins. His
mana was running low, so he opted to drink one of his tonics then
focus on physical attacks. While his mana regenerated to a minor
degree, he manned the entrance to the second platform.

A badly burned goblin struck out at him with
its rusty machete, but he turned it aside and delivered a hard kick
that knocked it back. It did not produce the same force as the
explosive magical attack, but it did give him a little room. He
continued his evade and kick tactic for several minutes before he
was forced back by the sudden arrival of a creature that he had
nearly forgotten about.

The slime did not do much damage when it
wrapped around his leg but it did surprise him. The goblin that he
was going to force back, took the chance presented and launched
forward in a full-body tackle. Scott was knocked back and to the
ground.

He bashed at the ugly bastard with everything
he had and killed it quickly, but the real damage was done. Several
rats and a goblin had made it to the next plat form. He fought them
for a moment, kicking and punching for all he was worth. However,
the momentum of the battle had changed. He was the one being forced
back with every movement. Soon he was unable to hold position.

Scott fired off four consecutive freeze
spells in order to slow the progress of the monsters, draining a
large chunk of his remaining mana in the process. After the final
freezing burst, he raced for the next ramp. Unfortunately, the
strength of his freeze spell was such that it could do over one
hundred points of damage if it hit for the maximum amount. His
rapid-fire attacks had not slowed the monsters; they had outright
killed over twenty of them.

Killing twenty monsters so quickly should
have brought about an amazing feeling of pride and completion.
However, monsters dissipated into the ether when they died. Scott
had done nothing more than free up space for the hungry bastards
behind the unfortunate creatures who had faced his power.

The tonic had only restored a small portion
of his health and magical energy. He had recovered his mana to
about the halfway point, but the Fairy’s Cure had run its course.
He had two more doses, but he had to use them sparingly. He had no
time to drink another at the moment, anyway.

Three goblins attacked at once. Scott managed
to maneuver around the strikes but not cleanly. He took a hard hit
to his left thigh that caused his knee to buckle. The temporary
imbalance in his stance left him open for a flying tackle from an
oncoming rat.

He was knocked to the ground, hard, and
immediately received several powerful strikes to the legs and face
that whittled away his health. Scott’s defense was a bit high for
his level, but with so many attacks coming at once his hit points
were being lost at a rapid pace.

He struggled with the oversized rodent, but
he was unable to find any leverage. Out of physical options he used
one of his little used spells. “Flash!”

The rat screeched in pain as lightning arced
through its body. It was stunned long enough for Scott to wrestle
his way free. There was no chance to catch his breath, however. His
new found freedom from combat did not last long.

A hard leather-clad fist raced toward his
face. He was rocked by the surprising power of the blow, and it
took a second to properly right himself. It was a second too long.
Skinny arms embraced him in a bear hug and held him tight. The
goblin’s ugly brethren now had the chance to strike without
impediment.

Scott was hit over a dozen times before he
managed to twist and struggle his way free of the hold. His health
was close to the critical stage now and there was no end to this
battle in sight. For the first time, he had come upon a situation
in his life that made him feel as though death was the only
possible outcome. Even Gnarl Tooth, the Black Grass Rat Overlord,
had not given him this sort of impression. He had made a serious
miscalculation when he had run through the mine screaming.

There was no choice. He needed breathing room
if he planned to stay alive. Scott called out, “Freeze!”

He only used the spell once this time, but
several of the goblins and one rat still died from the power of his
spell. Thankfully, the ones that had not died did slow down quite a
bit.

His body felt sluggish, but he struggled past
the pain and growing exhaustion. He hopped backward and moved
toward the ramp as fast as he could go. He took a hard strike to
his unprotected back in the process, but he reached the position
that he desired.

Another freeze spell was unleashed in order
to clog up the narrow entrance way with half-frozen bodies. While
the horde attempted to crawl over their frozen compatriots Scott
climbed the ramp and headed for the third platform, the one that
contained the actual mine office.

The burn spell was employed to knock back a
rat that came leaping after him. Luckily it caught fire and spread
its burning love to the rest of the nearby rats. Soon rat and
goblin alike were burning while running around screaming in agony.
Scott took the chance to take out another Fairy’s Cure tonic and
gulp it down. They did not heal much, but they cured many ailments
and restored by a little health and mana over a short period of
time.

He returned to his previous tactics of evade
and attack to keep the monsters pressed back along the ramp. He was
thankful that they were quite stupid. If they had a reasonable
capacity to plan, he would already be dead.

Over time his health rose back to around the
halfway point while his mana returned to about one-third full. He
did not have much time to survey the battleground between attacks,
but it looked like monsters were still trickling in to the area a
few at the time. He did notice that the newcomers seemed to arrive
in fewer numbers per incoming wave than they had before. It was
possible that he was emptying out the entire mine right now.

The only time that he used a spell now was
whenever a random slime popped up on his ramp. There seemed to be
no more bats or spiders to deal with. Either they had grown bored
of the battle or they had destroyed each other. Either way, good
riddance!

Time passed. He was forced to use his freeze
spell five times due to the influx of slimes. He had opted for
using it due to his low mana, and the overall range of its status
afflicting power. Scott knew that he would not be able to hold here
much longer. Yet, where would he go? He was backed into a corner
now.

He kicked, punched, and shoulder blocked his
enemies away due to the narrow confines of the ramp and his greater
combat skill. Yet, his death was inevitable if he was forced to
continue in this manner. What he needed was more breathing room. He
had done incredibly well up until this point if you considered the
sheer number of opponents that he had faced. He had taken the high
ground and forced his opponents to fight in a location of his
choosing. It was a location choice that eliminated the greatest
strength of the monster horde, their numbers. Still, he was but one
man, one exhausted man. His body ached in places that he had not
known to exist. He believed that even his hair hurt at this point.
His limbs shook and his mind had lost some of its sharpness. He was
losing his coherence of thought, and his strength was dwindling
away.

This was not a battle like the combat action
he was forced into with Gnarl Tooth and the grass rats. They had
only come at him a few at a time, like in this battle, but the
grass rat swarms had come at intervals. These bastards never
relented. They continued to attack and did not seem to have grown
tired to any great degree. Their numbers were starting to thin, but
there were still far too many of them.

Scott continued to push them back whenever
they reached his position, but it was a hard thing to accomplish.
The rats were actually the most difficult opponent that he could
face in this way due to their body shape. He could not just kick
them in the chest. He was forced to lift and push them, or
something similar. It was always a struggle to keep them back. More
than once he had used his freeze spell just to be able to get his
hands on a particularly insolent rodent.

Why were these damned things so persistent
anyway? They just kept coming! It really was like an old school
role playing game. The monsters kept fighting till they died, no
matter what. It made no sense in real life, but in a game it was
perfect logic. The monsters were designed to be obstacles and to
kill the player. Was that all these things were? Did they exist
solely to kill him, to eat his sweet meats?

What could he do, though? There had to be
another sixty or seventy of the things, and more trickled in over
time. The battle would never end at this rate. If he’d had more
tonics he could have spammed his spells and killed them all. As it
was, even if he drank his final tonic he could use freeze four
times or his other spells three times.

Scott rammed his knee upward into a goblin’s
chin before slamming his hands forward to knock it back. It fell
over the top of a rat and rolled down further to knock over a few
other monsters. The other goblins slapped the fallen one around a
little without doing much damage then they all got back in place
and continued to mill around like they were waiting for their
turn.

The sorcerer caught a rat that leapt toward
him, it was a smaller one, and tossed it back. It knocked several
goblins over and they began to stab at it with more force than they
had done with their comrade.

If only he could coax them into all-out war
with each other like he had done with the spiders and bats! They
had refused to do that, though. He had tossed, burned, flashed, and
frozen them in all manner of ways. Yet, they would not turn on each
other for long. Was that he effect of higher intelligence in
specific monsters, or just bad luck on his part? He was uncertain,
but desperate to find some method of ending the battle that did not
include his untimely death. Thankfully, it would not be long before
he was granted the chance that he desired.

A noise caught his attention, a hard thing to
do among the cacophony of the current combat scenario. It was the
sound of metal straining, groaning. Scott stabbed a goblin in the
chest then sent it flying back to knock over a few more monsters.
His attack caused the ramp to groan loudly once more.

Scott spared a quick glance to the side. He
saw that the moorings for the ramp were no longer connected to the
rock face that it had acted as an anchor. It was just a metal ramp
designed for a handful of people to cross at any given time. It was
only supported by the rock wall and the bracing that had held it in
place.

Scott slammed his fist forward and impaled an
overly large rat through its beady little eye. It dissipated into
motes of light and he was forced to immediately fight the next
monster. The aggressive movements of the monsters as they tried to
pile over each other to get to him caused the unanchored ramp to
groan and sway.

Somehow, he felt that this was a chance! If
the ramp gave out, the bastards could not get to him and he could
rest for a while. Sure, it was a long way down to the bottom, but
that was fine. He did not care about that as much as a normal
person would. If he was careful, he might even make it to the
bottom without taking a serious injury. His agility, health, and
armor would mitigate some of the damage. He would certainly be
hurt, but if he was lucky he would survive.

The current level of destruction was not
enough for his needs, however. More force, more damage, needed to
be inflicted to the metal ramp. It was not until a rat managed to
crawl over the top of all the other monsters and come close to
reaching him that he realized what he needed to do. Over the top,
he needed to be over the top.

Scott delivered a rising elbow strike to the
jaw of the closest goblin. When it fell back he jumped as high as
he could and thrust out his palm toward the center of the ramp.
“Burn!”

The explosive force rocked the ramp and sent
several monsters hurtling toward their deaths. It was not long
before a loud groan erupted from the over-stressed structure and it
started to buckle. Scott had thought that it would simply come
loose from its connection to the two platforms, thus causing it to
sway and become too dangerous to cross easily. But to his surprise
and delight it broke near the center at the point of impact.

The ramp was attached via a linchpin system
so that it could be taken up later, though the company that ran the
mine had never bothered to do so for unknown reasons. When the ramp
broke, both of the newly formed sides instantly fell straight down
at great speed. Dozens of monsters had piled onto the bridge
between platforms and the hapless creatures plummeted to the earth
below. Most were so badly injured from the constant fighting that
they exploded in a shower of light the moment that they hit the
ground.

A loud outcry from the remaining creatures
reached him, but they could not come for him. There were no more
bats, slimes, or spiders in the area and neither the rats nor
goblins could scale the walls. The rats were too big despite the
typically agile nature of rodents in general. The goblins were
either not smart enough, or not skillful enough to climb all of the
way to his current location. Had either of them had that capacity
he would have been dead already.

Scott breathed in and out for a moment
catching that long desired breath that he had wanted. He looked at
the frustrated monsters on the other side of the gap. An absurd
thought occurred to him. He brought his feet together and raised
his hand to his brow in a smart salute. The monsters across the way
did not seem amused by his action. They were strangely aware of the
fact that he had just mocked them.

Safe for the moment, the sorcerer backed
away. That had been quite a hectic battle! If he had been just a
little stronger, if he had a slightly higher level or better
equipment, he could have fought them down on the area below in a
massive melee. Unfortunately, they were too close to him in overall
ability.

He was better than them individually, and
that had saved him for most of the fight. By limiting their avenue
of attack their greatest asset had been defeated. It was a simple
and ancient battlefield tactic; the sort of thing that any gamer,
soldier, or student of history might think of when faced with a
similar situation.

As a massive unit, however, they were quite
capable of destroying him. Their varied natures and unrelenting
assault had taken a toll on the man. He walked away from the edge
and turned away from the monsters waiting for their meal.

Instead of worrying about them, he opted to
search the office area more. He and Rhea had discovered it on the
second day, but they had only performed a cursory look through it.
There had seemed to be nothing of use that they could see at the
time. However, there was something in that small building that
Scott wanted desperately.

Scott opened the office door and strode
through the entranceway. It would be a nice place to rest for a
while, if nothing else. At least it would protect him from
wandering bats and spiders if any of them decided to crawl or fly
out of the tunnels.

The office was spacious, if you considered
its purpose. There were three rooms. One room was a main foyer that
seemed to double as a work room. Another was a place that seemed
empty, only a busted file cabinet and a few scraps of paper
remained. The final room gave the impression of a small dayroom, or
lounge for whoever worked in the office. There was a simple cot and
a small table inside.

Scott sat down on the cot and sighed loudly.
He was tired, weary to his bones. His low mana state had caused him
to feel sluggish, and his health was not doing too much better.

He looked down at the floor for a few minutes
while he attempted to fight against his exhausted state. That
exhaustion was why it took him awhile to notice something a little
off about the floor.

“Huh?” said Scott, before leaning forward to
check it out. There was a section of floor that seemed to be a
slightly different color. It was a tiny difference, but it was
there.

Curious, he rose from the cot and tried to
look under the bed. He could not see anything in the darkness. He
reached up and grabbed one of the torch stones that had been
following him around. They were hot to the touch, but bearable. He
placed his hand under the cot and let the little ball do its
work.

He saw nothing of interest at first. There
was a bit of trash strewn about, and a few spider webs, nothing
useful. However, after looking at the floor he noted that there was
definitely a tiny color difference in the wood.

Scott released the torch stone and grasped
the cot. He pulled it away from where it had rested for decades and
looked at the floor underneath. “A circle?”

He tapped the wooden floor in a few spots
near that circle and received a similar sound. He tapped the
slightly discolored circle and he heard a different sound, the
floor rang hollow. Scott’s eyes widened slowly as he exhausted mind
realized what that probably meant. There was empty space underneath
that circle!

“Interesting.” He stabbed at the floor a bit
with his gauntlets, but the tough old wood resisted his efforts. It
was dry in this part of the mine, the wood remained solid.

Scott stood up and started to kick downward
with his heel, several hard strikes was all that it took to break
through the floor. It did not take long before the wood succumbed
to his assault. He tore it away afterward then snatched at a torch
stone. He shoved his hand down into the space below and used the
light to see what he could find. There was some sort of hatch
inside!

He released the stone then climbed over the
edge of the shallow drop-off and lowered himself down. His light
source followed him and he was able to see the space more
clearly.

The hatch did not have a lock on it, which
defeated the purpose of a hatch in his opinion, so he pulled it
upward and discovered something even more interesting. He could see
a light shining down below.

The intrigued sorcerer walked down the newly
revealed stairs and saw that there was a treasure room hidden under
the floor! At least, that was what he had hoped to find. What he
actually discovered was a crudely hacked out corridor lined with
glowing fungus.

He followed the corridor a short distance and
entered a wide room filled with rusty metal crates and cracked
barrels. Maybe this place really had been a treasure room at one
time, but now it was a dump. “Who would bother to hide this
crap?”

Several uninterrupted minutes passed as he
slipped among the crates and barrels in search of scraps. He found
only an old cracked plate and six Fayth scattered around the room.
“Seriously, why hide this?”

At least that answered the reason for having
a secret hatch with no lock. Maybe the old mine foreman had hidden
things down here and did not want to be caught after the company
pulled out? Who knows, he had probably come back to get whatever he
had left behind.

It seemed logical, but Scott was not
satisfied with that answer. He began to move the boxes and barrels
around. His old gaming instincts told him that a room full of boxes
always held something good. Even if it was not necessarily the most
awesome thing imaginable, there would be something useful. There
had to be more here than six Fayth and a cracked plate here,
otherwise nothing about the place made any sense.

Due to his exhaustion, and the low light
levels, the progress was slower than he would have liked. Nearly an
hour passed before he moved a crate that was hiding something
useful. Beneath the crate he discovered another discolored section!
He immediately started tapping around the area and found that this
section of wood also sounded hollow. Scott kicked his way through
after several hard strikes.

“Oh, this time it’s a metal ladder...” He
cleared the debris, but before he was able to climb down he heard
the background music fade out. It was replaced by a loud fanfare
reminiscent of the type of music one might hear when discovering a
secret in an old school RPG.

“Heh, neat.” he said. Scott climbed down
further into the darkness of the earth.

Once he reached the bottom he found that he
was in a natural cavern. The glowing rock fungus from before was
evident in far greater amounts. He stepped forward and received a
message.

 


<<< * >>>

 


You have entered a Fairy’s Grotto.

 


<<< * >>>

 


<<< * >>>

 


Fairy’s Grotto!

 


The home of a fairy who lives at a sacred spring.
They keep the water of life pure and allow those of good heart to
drink without limit.

 


<<< * >>>

 


“A sacred spring?” Scott was suddenly quite
excited. He did not know if it was true here, but a sacred spring
in most games equaled free health and magic restoration!

“Oooh, who’s that?” asked a sugar-sweet
voice.

Scott turned to see where it was coming from
and came face to face with a tiny naked girl. She was small enough
that she could have stood on his hand without any issues. She was
also completely nude, and radiated a powerful blue light.
“Hello...”

He wanted to sound calm and collected, but he
was seeing an actual fairy. She was quite pretty, for a tiny naked
girl.

“Hi! OH Gosh, a human! This is... Goodness, a
human visitor!” The girl started to babble then began to flitter
about in an agitated manner while talking to herself in a
rapid-fire manner.

Scott blinked then asked her if she was
alright. She seemed quite upset. Had he come at a bad time? Did she
not like company coming without warning?

“Well, yes. I am. Thank you for asking! I was
just excited because I have not seen a human in ages.” replied the
tiny, but perfectly formed, girl.

“I’m sorry if I have come at a bad time. I
just discovered this place while waiting to see if a bunch of
monsters will run off and leave me alone.”

“Oh! I see. That is a problem isn’t it?
You’re not strong enough to fight them?” she asked.

“Well, I managed to defeat a few hundred of
them I guess. I’m almost at my limit, though. I need to take a
break.”

“Ooh, so strong!” The fairy started to
flitter around him in an excited manner. As she did so, she would
occasionally make approving and disapproving noises.

“You do seem a bit beat up...” said the
fairy. She pouted in a cute way then shook her head.

“Just a little.” admitted the sorcerer.

The fairy’s glow intensified for a moment
then it died down. She looked down at the ground and her tiny
little cheeks took on a reddish tint. “If you want... You can have
a little of my sacred water. OK.”

The fairy looked up at him briefly then hid
her eyes behind her hands. She tilted her head back down almost
immediately.

“I don’t really know what sacred water is...”
The way she was acting about it made him wonder what it was made
of, why would she be so shy about offering a sip of water?

“Oh, you don’t? Uhm... Well.” The fairy’s
face turned bright red and she shook her head.

Scott was vaguely concerned for a moment. Why
was she stretching this out? Should he be afraid to find out what
her sacred water really was?

“Fairy’s, we are the handmaidens of the gods
and goddesses. The sacred water is formed by our sadness from being
separated from them while we exist on the mortal world. Even though
it is not really made from out tears, sacred water is also known as
Fairy Tears.”

“OK... Why would I want to drink your
tears?”

She slapped her hands out and pressed her
palms toward him then started to wave them around. “N-no, no...
Don’t say it like that. A fairy’s real tears are special, too
special to give away like that.”

“I don’t doubt that...” said Scott. He really
did not know if that was a big deal or not, but he thought that he
would humor the girl.

The nameless fairy flittered about the area a
little then beckoned for him to follow her. He did as directed and
soon reached a glowing pool of water that was pristinely clear.

“Sacred springs are a gift from the gods to
help mortals and show their love. If you’ve never drank from one
before, you can sometimes receive a special gift as well.”

“What kind of special gift?”

The fairy shook her head. “It is different
for each person. If you need a gift just think strongly of your
desire and the name of a god who you have a connection with. If
they hear you, find you worthy, and believe your need to be just,
you’ll receive a gift.”

“Really? That sounds nice. Shall I give it a
try?” asked Scott.

“Sure! Go ahead!” exclaimed the fairly with
great excitement.

The sorcerer knelt down and thought deeply
about his current situation. He was not sure if it would work, but
he apparently did have a connection to a deity. He was supposedly
the champion of one of them.

Scott dipped his hand into the water. He
lifted it to his lips and drank deeply. As he drank, he thought
strongly of his current situation. He clearly envisioned the
monsters waiting beyond the gap, and then thought of the goddess
Origin. He visualized the statue of her that he had seen and spoke
her name and his need within his mind. ‘Origin, goddess of love...
I do not know if you truly know me, or even care to do so. However,
I am here at this sacred spring thinking of you and imploring your
aid. Somehow, I feel that I am connected to you. If that is true,
and you wish to help me with my current situation, I would
appreciate it.’

He was not sure if that was an appropriate
prayer, or request, whatever it was supposed to be. Still, it was
answered quickly.

In fact, it was answered at such a rapid rate
of speed that the fairy exclaimed in surprised. “Wow! Whoever you
prayed to must really like you to answer so quickly.”

Scott smiled softly. So, there was a
connection after all... That was good to know.

“See that glowing sphere? It’s a gift from
the god who you prayed to for aid. Stretch out your hand and tell
it that you accept it.”

Scott looked up at the floating sphere of
light that hovered above the water. Whatever was inside would be
the answer that the goddess had given. He stretched his hand out
and said, “I accept and appreciate your gift, Origin.”

“Origin!” The fairy’s eyes widened and her
jaw fell open. She dropped like a rock immediately afterward, and
barely managed to avoid hitting the ground.

“Uh, yeah... Is something wrong?” asked
Scott

The tiny naked girl shook her head back and
forth. “No, but I’ve just never known her to answer the request of
a man before. At least, not at a sacred spring...”

“Really?” asked Scott. That was surprising.
Origin was supposed to be a popular and beloved deity. Surely, she
answered requests.

“Yes.” said the fairy.

That was an interesting bit of news. The
glowing sphere of light floated over to him. When he took it in his
hands a message screen popped up.

 


<<< * >>>

 


You have been granted a divine gift, the Miracle of
Origin.

This gift is in answer to your prayer for a way to
solve your current situation.

Gaze into the miracle and your answer will be
revealed.

 


<<< * >>>

 


He gazed into the miracle and soon an image
appeared. Honestly, he was surprised by what he saw.

The miracle flared wildly and then
disappeared. In its place appeared two curved pieces of wood that
shined in the light. Scott took the items in hand and a loud
orchestral fanfare erupted all around him.

<<< * >>>

 


You have been granted the divine skill:
Dual-Boomerang Mastery!

 


This skill is learned immediately and does not
require a skill ring. You may use boomerang weapons, immediately.
Dual-Boomerang Mastery allows you to dual-wield boomerangs with the
same skill as you would have when wielding a single boomerang.

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Oooh, you were given weapons... Neat!” The
fairy looked at the sleek wooden weapons then back at Scott. How
lucky!

“Absolutely... I think.” How would a
boomerang solve his problem? He could probably hit monsters with
them at range, but he would still be stuck where he was.

“Go give them a try on those monsters! Who
knows what might happen.” said the fairy in an encouraging
manner.

“OK. It was nice to meet you.”

“It was nice to meet you, too. Come back
whenever you need to restore your health and mana. This sacred
spring will always welcome to Origin’s boyfriend.” said the fairy.
She blew him a kiss then winked before disappearing from sight.

“Origin’s boyfriend?” He was a boy, and he
might be sort of like a friend... but to call him a boyfriend? He
did not even know her. The fairy was probably just being overly
enthusiastic or something.

Scott checked his status and noted that he
was fully healed and rested. He could go make a solid effort to
finish the battle at least. He hefted his new boomerangs and looked
them over. They were a miracle granted by his patron. He hoped that
they would prove to be as beneficial as she seemed to think.


Chapter 7:
Preparations

There are times in your life that you may feel that
everything has gone wrong. It would seem like everything that you
have done up until that point has led to an undeniably bad end.
Until Scott had managed to uncover the hidden secret Fairy Grotto
under the office of the Red Rock Mine, he had thought that sort of
thing about his current situation.

However, a situation might not always be as
hopeless as it seemed at the time. Sometimes a little luck, and a
lot of attention to detail, can drastically alter the outcome of an
encounter. That might hold true, even if your own stupidity had led
to the initiation of that encounter in the first place.

“Are you saying that I can drink from this
spring whenever I like?” asked Scott. The idea invigorated his
weary soul. The long battle had wounded more than his body over
time. He had grown tired in spirit. The sacred spring water had
restored his health and magic, but he was still weary from the
constant battle that he had fought. The fact that he could rest and
regain his strength in a place of comfort and safety was the best
thing that he had heard in days.

The fairy spread her arms wide and exclaimed,
“Yes, any time that you like. In fact, please do. It has been quite
lonely for me down here.”

“All right, you don’t know what this means
for me!” Scott was excited. He had stumbled upon a free method of
rapidly restoring his health and mana! It was infinite use, as
well!

The Fairy giggled at him. She did not know
why he was so excited, but it was certainly nice to see. It was
nice to see anyone doing anything to be honest. She had been
trapped here for many years.

“I’ll return in a moment. I need to test
something, OK?” he asked.

“OK. I’ll be here.” She smiled at him then
fluttered about in a happy manner. The little blond fairy tilted
her head to the side then waved at him cutely.

He smiled at the tiny girl then left the
grotto and went back up to the storage room. As soon as reached his
destination he began to cast the flash spell. After the first cast,
he repeated the action eleven more times. He checked his skill
status for the spell and noted that he was two casts away from
increasing its level.

“Time to see if she was telling the truth!”
he said with great excitement. If this worked, he would exploit the
hell out of it. He could use a chance like this, and had hoped to
find one for a while. He had hoped for one when he had gone to that
waterfall, but in the end he had found something better than a
rapid regeneration effect.

Scott returned to the grotto and drank a
little more sacred water. Less than a minute later his mana was
once again completely restored. “Now, this is what I’m talking
about!”

The Fairy blinked at him in an owlish manner
then began to ask questions in a rapid-fire and excited manner.
“What are you talking about? Is it a fun thing? Would I like it? Is
it food? Can I eat it?”

Scott blinked at her then tried to decide
which question to answer first. Eventually, he decided that they
were all asking the same thing in a way. He said, “I’m a sorcerer.
I need to train my spells a bit before I go back to the battle that
I was fighting.”

“Ah, and you’ll use the spring to restore
your mana. That’s smart!” The fairy nodded her head up and down
rapidly.

“Thank you. I’ll be in and out for a while
during my training. Is that alright?” asked Scott. He certainly
hoped that it would be alright.

“Of course! I’ll be nice to see you so
frequently.” The tiny girl was quite enthusiastic about his
presence. Of course, at this point she would have been happy with
almost anyone popping up.

Scott and the Fairy parted ways again. He
headed back up to train his spells. She continued to flutter about
with nothing else to do.

Time passed and Scott managed to master one
of his spells, the flash spell. He had decided to just use the same
spell until it was completely mastered. After the flash spell
reached level four a new message appeared.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Congratulations, you have mastered the spell:
Flash!

You are now able to choose a special one-time upgrade
to further improve your spell. Please choose from the following
options:

 


Status Affliction Increase

 


Range Boost

 


Force Up

 


Decrease Mana Consumption

 


<<< * >>>

 


“What is this? I can upgrade it?” Scott
checked through the options and decided that the biggest issue with
the spell was its range. He could already cast it while using only
four points of mana, and he did not use it for its attack strength
anyway.

Scott chose to boost the range of the magical
attack. A brief musical fanfare occurred that made him smirk then
he decided to test out the attack’s new capacity. He raised his
hand, palm outward and cried out, “Flash!”

An electrical current shot out of the space
in front of his hand then traveled a short distance, about double
his arm-length, before a bright light flared outward. He had to try
it a few more times to get the idea of its actual range. If he used
it in a tightly packed crowd he might be able to stun several
opponents at once now, though the range was still a bit limited.
Though, he considered the flash spell to be more of an anti-boss
weapon. It was an up close and personal sort of spell that caused
stuns.

The real perk to that result is the fact that
stuns affected the nervous system. It was an unlisted side-effect
of that capability, but a stunned opponent was more susceptible to
critical attacks. He had used that side-effect to good effect
against the black grass rat overlord Gnarl Tooth, and extending the
range of the effect might allow for a better chance to reach his
target in the future.

“Sweet! I wonder what the other spells will
be like.” Scott almost felt like dancing after he mastered his
spell. He could use it twice as often now, and he would be able to
use it at greater range. What other cool things could he do with
his spells in the future?

He could do nothing else with his flash spell
at the moment, so he began to work on the burn spell instead. He
could only manage another few casts before he had to go back to the
spring. He made the trip to the spring and chatted with the fairy
girl for a moment before returning.

The level of his spell increased not long
after he had returned to train once again. He grinned then set
about the task of practicing his spell. Things were progressing at
a rapid pace now and it was hard to contain his excitement.

Back in the grotto the fairy heard the
repeated explosions and wondered exactly what he was doing up
there. She knew that he was training spells, but it seemed like it
would be interesting to watch. She fluttered around a little while
thinking about how much excitement she was missing.

After a little time passed, Scott mastered
the burn spell. When options were presented to him, he viewed them
with a critical eye. They were the same options that he had been
given for the flash spell. “I’ll increase the force this time.”

He did not know how other sorcerers used
their spells, but he primarily used the burn spell to clear a path
or to deal damage. So, exploding things better sounded like a good
idea to him. He made his choice, but blinked when he saw the
result. “The spell force went up by three points?”

Scott’s eyes widened. That was a massive
increase in force! It was effectively eight times stronger than it
had been when he had first appeared in this world. The sorcerer
stepped further toward the back of the room then called out,
“Burn!”

His customary flaming dart was now the size
of a golf ball. It raced outward from his palm with deadly purpose.
The explosion that occurred when it hit the wall made the whole
room shake. He clutched his ears and dropped to his knees due to
the shock and pain of being too near the explosion. It was like he
had set off a claymore mine, or an abnormally powerful grenade.

 


<<< * >>>

 


You have been stunned for thirty seconds!

 


Your vision and hearing have been damaged.

 


You have taken minor internal injuries and will lose
one health per minute until your injuries are repaired.

 


<<< * >>>

 


His vision swam and his ears rang for a time,
but he eventually regained enough of his composure to climb down
the ladder and go drink some water. The negative effect on his
health was cleared immediately.

“What happened?” asked the fairy. She flew
over to him and fluttered around with a concerned expression.

“I was a dumbass. I forgot that you shouldn’t
use powerful explosives in a closed room.” said Scott.

“Oh...” She looked at him with both pity and
confusion. He had been using explosive spells for a while now. What
had changed?

“Anyway, I’m almost done training. Thanks for
putting up with Me.” said Scott. He felt like a moron because of
what happened. His burn spell had never produced that much
explosive force before, so he did not think that increasing the
force by three points would cause such a major growth in
output.

He had not expected the overall power to
increase that much, but he knew better than to set off a powerful
explosive in an enclosed area. Now he really knew better than that.
He had allowed his excitement to get the best of him.

“It’s been great having you here.” She smiled
at him. The time that she had spent with him so far had been
amazing and interesting for the lonely little fairy.

“It has been nice meeting you as well.” He
returned her smile with a friendly one of his own. They stood there
and smiled at each other for a while before Scott told her that he
would be back shortly. He had to train more.

Scott returned to the storage room and
quickly began working on his freeze spell. He was a little further
along in its usage. Training it did not take as long as it had for
the other spells. It still took several trips back and forth to the
spring, though. Once he reached the final level of mastery he was
granted the ability to upgrade his spell.

“I’ll increase the freezing effect since
that’s what I mostly use it for...” Scott chose to increase the
status affliction aspect then grinned. It now had a one in four
chance of freezing any opponent that was not resistant to frost, or
who could not resist his magical power in general. There was a
ninety-nine percent chance of freezing an opponent that was weak
against ice magic.

“Hell yeah, who’s a magical badass?” asked
Scott. He started to dance around and punch at the air like an
idiot

“Heh, I’ll be super fun at parties. Who needs
to go out for ice when you have me around?” quipped the man before
smiling like an idiot.

He had work to do, however, so he forced
himself to calm down a bit. If he managed to make it out of the
mine in one piece, he intended to train all of his basic spells
here. There were several more that he could acquire if he spent the
ability points necessary for them to become available.

That would have to come later, though. He had
not finished his most recent battle and the hunting trips that he
had made before had been much shorter than he would have liked. He
did not even have thirty ability points to spend at the moment.

Scott stopped dancing around like a moron
after the moment of elation passed. He had to finish planning for
his coming battle. The monsters that he faced seemed to be rather
stupid, but he could not count on that. They did know how to work
together. Well, the goblins did at least.

He pulled out his new boomerangs and gazed
upon them intensely for a moment. Their most basic information
popped up in front of him not long after.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Blessed Master Ironwood Boomerangs of the Hawk
[Unique]

 


A paired set of boomerangs, they were granted by
divine providence. They are usable only by the one that they were
designed for specifically. While they are made of a low-grade
material, they were crafted by a true master. They have been
blessed by the goddess Origin and contain the spirit of the
hawk.

 


Attack: 20 (each)

Range: 30

Value: 42000

 


Enhancement(s):

 


Master-crafted:

 


Weapon Attack X 2

Weapon Range X 2

Weapon Durability X 2

 


Spirit of the Hawk:

 


Accuracy + 10 (Each)

Agility +5 (Each)

Attack + 5 (Each)

 


Special:

 


Eyes of the Hawk:

 


Target enemies with greater ease - Lock-on ability
activated.

Critical attack chance increased by 10%

 


Absolute Return:

Even if caught or stolen, the boomerangs will always
return to their true owner. They will answer their owner’s call no
matter where they are in the world.

 


Soul Bound:

 


The boomerangs cannot be lost via death.

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Holy Shit!” He had expected them to be
decent, but this was great. He would still lose a bit of his
attack, and a lot of his defense, by equipping them due to the
associated loss in his unarmed combat bonus. Still, they were very
good for his level. He would also keep the attack and defense
bonuses from his boots and gauntlets. They counted as wearable
weapons, a separate slot from held weapons. Scott equipped his
sweet looking boomerangs then checked his stats.

 


<<< Status >>>

 


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

Age: 18 | Level: 7

EXP: 2176

Next Level: 340

Ability Points: 29

Health: 90[90] | Mana: 101[101]

Attack: 30[201] | Defense: 30[275]

Strength: 34[34] | Agility: 31[40] |
Accuracy: 22[37]

Intellect: 35[35] | Luck: 16[16]

 


<<< * >>>

 


He only lost the unarmed combat bonus from
his strength and agility. He kept his armor bonus and attack from
his gauntlets and boots. Even so, his attack and defense power had
dropped slightly. He had expected his attack to drop much more than
it had, actually.

“It seems a little off though; shouldn’t
accuracy be forty-two?” He could not see any reason for it to be
five points lower than it was supposed to be, but he decided not to
worry about it.

Scott closed his status screen then opened up
his skill upgrade menu to check on the boomerang skill-set. His
eyes widened. He could hardly believe what he was seeing. There
were stat modifiers, including level-up modifiers, for his attack,
agility, and accuracy. He wanted to click on them, but realized
that he still had to actively upgrade his basic knowledge of
boomerang skills first. He clicked on the option named Basic
Dual-Boomerang Mastery, and expended ten of his precious ability
points.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Congratulations! You have acquired basic mastery of
dual-boomerang weapon usage!

 


Your attack will now be modified by Accuracy X 1.5
when wielding a boomerang weapon.

You receive no accuracy penalty for dual-wielding
boomerangs.

 


+ 5 Accuracy

+ 5 Agility

+ 5 Attack

 


<<< * >>>

 


Scott blinked then a slow, stupid, smile
spread across his face. This, this was great! It was ridiculous,
but great! He immediately checked his status again.

 


<<< Status >>>

 


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

Age: 18 | Level: 7

EXP: 2176

Next Level: 340

Ability Points: 19

Health: 90[90] | Mana: 101[101]

Attack: 30[277] | Defense: 30[280]

Strength: 34[34] | Agility: 31[45] |
Accuracy: 22[47]

Intellect: 35[35] | Luck: 16[16]

 


<<< * >>>

 


Scott stared at his stats for a moment then
smirked. That could definitely work. After everything was added up,
he had actually gained over sixty points in attack overall!

At the moment, his boomerangs provided him
much greater attack capacity that his unarmed combat skills.
However, that was a numerical advantage only. He would not know the
true capacity of his new ability until he actually utilized it.

It was almost time to head back to the
battle. He returned to the grotto one final time to restore his
mana and to make certain that he was as ready as he could possibly
be. Upon arrival the fairy floated over to him, a smile on her
face.

“Hi! You came back again.” She was happy to
see him once more and it showed.

“Yes, I needed to drink from your spring one
more time before I finish things up above.”

“Finish things? Do you mean, the battle that
you were engaged in?” asked the tiny girl.

“Yeah, I don’t know how things will turn out.
There were a lot of monsters left, and there could be even more by
now since they seemed to want to keep coming while I had to deal
with the others.”

The diminutive flying girl placed a finger to
her chin and said, “Hmm...”

Scott could not help but chuckle at her
expression. It was adorable.

“I might know of a way that I can help you.”
she said.

“You do? I would appreciate it, though I’ve
already been helped a great deal.”

“No, no. The spring helped you... But I want
to help you personally. Will you let me?” asked the fairy.

“Sure, what do you have in mind?” asked
Scott.

Her entire body took on a light red shade of
color. “I... You... You could accept me as a guardian spirit.”

“A guardian spirit?” Scott thought of several
obvious implications from a gaming standpoint.

“Yes, guardian spirits are spirits of nature
who have chosen to join with a mortal as a protector. Basically, I
would merge with you and you could use some of my power or even
summon me to appear.”

“Oh, like a summoned being?” he asked.

“Yes, sort of... Would you like for me to
become your guardian? You aren’t a summoner so... You can only have
a few guardians.”

At the moment he could use all of the help
that he could get. She also seemed to be both shy and hopeful. The
tiny girl had been rather nice to him as well, so he had no problem
with it.

“Sure, if you want to protect me I certainly
won’t stop you.” he said.

“Great! That’s great! OK, I hereby grant you
my protection as your guardian spirit!” said the fairy with great
enthusiasm.

A riotous musical fanfare erupted all around
them and a message screen popped up congratulating him on making a
fairy contract. It went on to explain how that contract worked in
detail.

The fairy faded from sight not long after.
Scott looked around but could not see her.

“Hey, where did you go?” he asked.

He heard a soft giggle that seemed to echo
slightly. “I’m insii-iide you! Tee hee.”

Scott laughed at the perky sounding innuendo
but before he could say anything he saw something that disturbed
him a bit. The radiance from the sacred spring had begun to die
down. “What’s happening?”

“Since I am now your guardian spirit, I
cannot maintain the spring. My powers are yours to command. This
place will still be useful for acquiring pure water and other
similar things, but its restorative power will be gone soon.”

Scott did not waste any further time. He
launched himself toward the spring and began to drink as much water
as he could. He had not yet restored his mana. It took several
drinks of water, but he managed to restore his magical energy
completely before the spring’s luminescence died altogether. If he
had known this would happen, he would have waited to form the
contract!

“Uhm, Fairy? What can you do anyway?” asked
Scott.

“Do? Oh, you mean my powers? I can protect
you from random encounters and I can heal you... and other
things...” she replied while trailing off at the end.

So, a healing ability and protection from
random encounters? That was not a bad trade-off for losing a spring
that restores your health. The spring would only be useful while he
was in the mine, after all.

“Well, are you ready?” he asked.

“Yes! I want to see more of the world with
you.” Her tone of voice made her sound both excited and shy at the
same time.

“Great! I intend to see as much of it as I
can.” replied the sorcerer.

He heard a happy little cheer echo inside his
head. The nameless fairy was certainly excited about that prospect.
“Hey, what’s your name anyway?”

“Name? My name is Fairy, of course.”

“Seriously?” asked Scott.

“Yeah, you can call me something else if you
want.” replied the girl in a modest tone.

Scott was surprised to see a window pop up
that contained an alpha-numeric keypad. “Would I like to change
your name...? Do you want a different name?”

“If you want to give me one... I’d love a
name, if you gave it to me.” The shy tone of her reply was a cause
of mild concern for the man. What was he getting himself into?

“A name, huh...?” He looked at the blinking
cursor and considered what to call her. What was a proper name for
a Fairy?

“Oooh, who’s Rhea?” asked the girl,
suddenly.

“Rhea? How do you know about her?” asked
Scott.

“A guardian force rests inside the mind of
their master, so I have to make room among your memories. They are
fine, of course. I don’t get rid of them or anything. Still, I have
to look at them a little to find a proper place to inhabit.”

“Oh... That’s not disturbing at all...”
replied Scott.

He heard her soft feminine giggle in
response, but the giggle turned quickly into a gasp. “Oh,
goodness... What an interesting memory!”

“What are you looking at?”

“You had a dream about the Rhea person just
the other night. It was quite interesting.”

“Uh...” Scott’s eyes widened at the
implications. She could see his dreams and fantasies by sifting
through his memories? That did not bode well.

“Is she really that flexible? I did not think
that such movements were biologically possible for an elf.”

“Hey, quit looking at that you perverted
fairy.” cried out Scott.

Her feminine laughter was her only response.
He just knew that she would look at that dream even more now.
Stupid brain and its sexy imaginings!

Scott frowned. He did not like her looking at
his memories, but what could he do now? He had agreed to have her
along. He looked down at the naming screen and suddenly realized
how he could have his revenge. He typed in three letters and hit
enter. “Your name is now, Ero.”

“Ero... Ero? I like it! Why that name,
though?” asked the Fairy.

“You’re a perverted little fairy, so I named
you accordingly.” replied Scott.

Ero was silent for a moment. Scott felt a
weird sensation inside his skull. When she did speak it was to say,
“That’s what Ero is? This is going to be a fun adventure!”

“Did you just check my memory to find out the
meaning of your name?”

“Yeah! I’m really excited now.” she exclaimed
happily.

Scott slapped himself in the forehead then
sighed. He had corrupted a sweet and innocent little fairy. He had
introduced her to the concept of erotica, and she openly liked it.
Somehow, that seemed like it would end up being a problem in the
future.


Chapter 8: Karsh and the
Tears of a Fairy

There was nothing left but to do the thing. There was
a battle to fight; a chance or live or die by his skills alone.
Scott was both thrilled and disturbed by what was to come. His only
hope was that the boomerang skill that he had just acquired would
solve his current dilemma.

It seemed a bit coincidental that he had
acquired exactly what he needed, but he had done so only after
discovering a secret. Life was strange in that way. His situation
had turned from hopeless to hopeful once more.

“Ero, there will probably be a lot of
monsters waiting for me out there. Will you be alright?”

“Sure! They can’t hurt me unless you summon
me out. You can use my powers without doing that, though only to
the extent that your own abilities allow.”

“I see.” So, she was saying that she would be
strongest if summoned, but she could be hurt if she was. Either
way, it could be useful to have her along. Now that she had settled
into his mind he had a stronger understanding of her exact
abilities. He could not wait to try a few of them out, as there
were a few more than she had claimed previously.

Scott climbed up the stairs that lead to the
mine office then jumped up and climbed back into the building. He
looked down at the hole that he had crawled out of and wondered
exactly why it was covered up to begin with! Couldn’t they have
just locked the door or something? “Hey, Ero. Do you know why the
entrance to your grotto was sealed?”

“Sealed? Oh, yes. The mine foreman and I were
good friends. He sealed the entrance because he did not want anyone
to hurt me.

“What, like wandering monsters?” asked
Scott.

“No, monsters would not wander into a Fairy’s
Grotto. They cannot enter even if they wanted to do so. Humans and
others can, though. Not everyone is as nice as you, or Mike. He’s
the former mine foreman by the way. Anyway, they might have
captured me and put me in a jar so that they could sell me off as a
pet, or worse.”

“That’s terrible.” said Scott. It was also a
fantasy cliché, the fairy in a jar. He could also think of many
other terrible things that might fall under the worse category that
she had mentioned.

“It would be. Sometimes fairies are captured
and forced to create sacred springs for rich people, or
governments. The water can be used for high-quality restorative
potion creation, so alchemists and similar people do it too.”

“You’re bound to me now, can they still
capture you?” asked Scott.

“Nope, I am all yours forever and ever and
ever and...!” The fairy continued to say the word ‘ever’ with great
excitement.

Scott shook his head. She was certainly
energetic. “Yeah, I guess we’re BFFs now or something, since you
live inside my head and know all my secrets.”

“What’s a BFF?” The fairy asked him.

He felt an electrical sensation inside his
skull and she ended up answering her own question before he could.
“Wow! You think we’ll be best friends forever? I do too! Yay!”

Scott could feel a fluttery sort of sensation
in his head after that. Ero was far too pleased by that bit of
information. Somehow, he felt that it would lead to issues and
misunderstandings later. He turned toward the door and sighed. He
started toward it, but stopped. Maybe he was just procrastinating
but he did want to ask something else. “Why didn’t you form a bond
with Mike if you were such good friends?”

“Oh, I wanted to but I couldn’t. He was
married and his wife did not approve of us being so intimate. I
wouldn’t have minded being friends with her too, but she was mean
to me. Eventually, I called her something mean as well.”

Scott winced. That did not bode well for his
immediate future when Rhea returned. “What did you end up calling
her?”

“Angry Bird Woman. She had a pinched face and
a long sharp nose, and always had the angriest expression. She
looked like a mean old bird! Can I help it if I’m adorable and
human men love me?” She giggled and made a happy little noise
inside his head.

The sorcerer laughed at her admission, but
knew that trouble was coming. He was not thinking of the upcoming
fight at the time, either.

The background music had been muted somewhat,
but the moment he stepped out of the office it blared back to life.
It washed over him and infused his world with riotous sound. The
loud crash of booming drums and the tone of brass instruments
playing an orchestral fanfare signaled that a major event was in
progress.

Scott ran to the edge of the area and looked
across the gap. The number of monsters seemed to have tripled from
before, but they were all rats and goblins. He saw no spiders or
bats. Maybe they had given up?

“Well, time to see what we can make happen!”
He whipped out his boomerangs experimentally. They arced outward in
a lazy manner then zipped in to strike at two different targets,
neither of which was his actual target. Either his accuracy was not
high enough, or he would need a lot more practice at this
range.

The boomerangs returned to him in a wide arc
and he caught them with little effort. For the moment,he chose to
continue his lazy throws. The area before him was the definition of
a target rich environment. As long as he actually aimed at
something, he would hit something. It was practically guaranteed.
His only real issue was that the damage from his weapons turned out
to be less than he had hoped. It seemed like the attack power was
split between the boomerangs equally, so it took several hits to
bring down even a cave rat.

Still, it was easy experience as far as he
could tell. He whipped his boomerangs out repeatedly for over half
an hour while using the distance and gap to good effect. The number
of monsters thinned over time but they still arrived out of the
tunnels at regular intervals to replace those who had been
lost.

“This is great, but it’s taking too long.
I’ll die of starvation here.” said Scott. He was more than happy to
mow down monsters for days at a time like this, but he did not
trust the situation at all. Something about how easy this was
unsettled him. It reminded him of a similar situation. It would not
be long before his fear and lack of trust began to bear fruit.

 


<<< * >>>

 


The goblins have grown restless, frustrated...

 


<<< * >>>

 


“That does not sound good.” murmured the man
before launching another attack. He had managed to halve the number
of monsters, if his guess was accurate. There were maybe fifty or
sixty of them remaining. There were too many to fight in a mass
melee. Even four goblins at once was a difficult prospect. Worse,
most of the remaining monsters were cave rats. They were weaker
than the goblins but they were fans of the tackle attack. If he
went down even once when facing that many opponents at this level,
he would not get back up.

Time passed, he took down several more
goblins and rats. The goblins started to act strangely. Scott
watched as a few of them began to actually walk away from the
battle. They showed greater intelligence now. They no longer simply
stood there waiting to get hit by boomerangs.

The smarter goblins, as he thought of them,
began to gather on the mine floor. Scott attacked in earnest now,
since most of the monsters on the platform before him were cave
rats. If the goblins tried something, he would want to deal with as
few of the rats as possible.

The gathered goblins began to jump and shout.
Eventually, one of the bigger goblins began to shove and slap at
the others. After the larger goblin made his desires know, four of
the smaller goblins ran off in different directions. Each of them
took a different tunnel.

 


<<< * >>>

 


The goblins have had enough of this endless battle!
The strongest goblin miner has sent the weakest members of the
tribe to seek reinforcements from the warrior elite.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Scott’s eyes widened as he read that message.
The goblins that he had been fighting were not the main fighters in
the mine?

He could do nothing at the moment but
continue to fire off his boomerangs to kill the rats. Why was
nothing ever easy? Why wouldn’t those stupid goblins just die and
become his experience?

A half hour later the music died down. It
caught Scott’s attention easily since he had just finished off the
last of the rats. He was about to try and find a way down from the
platform. Hopefully he would be able to find a way onto the next
one over so that he could use his limited approach tactic once
more.

The music started again. This time it was a
slow, ominous, drum beat. ...Bum bom, Bum bom, bum bom,
bum-bomba-bum bom...

The wail of bag pipes and a slowly rising
electric guitar arose alongside the beating drums. The tension of
the moment increased dramatically for the tired sorcerer. Scott
watched in horror as dozens of goblins raced out of the tunnels.
Each of the new arrivals wore real armor and brandished decent
weapons.

The new goblins formed up ranks like a proper
army then stood at attention. Their postures were perfectly
maintained and their eyes gazed only forward. One of the bigger
goblins called out something. The massed goblin warriors, and the
weaker goblin miners, brought their right elbows up and their right
hands rose to their brows. They had saluted on command.

Another goblin walked out of the tunnels. It
was a full head taller than the rest and to Scott’s growing horror;
it had a bright red name flashing above its head. He could not read
the name from this distance, but he knew what the glowing letters
meant.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Goblin Captain Karsh Six-fingers has arrived.
All goblins under his command have had their morale increase
greatly. Their status will now increase by fifty percent for the
remainder of the battle, or until Karsh dies.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Scott read through the message then glared
hatefully down at the army of goblins. “Fuck!”

He could do nothing but wait for the
inevitable onslaught now. There had to be over two hundred goblins
down there and they were all at higher level than he was. While he
could not be absolutely certain of that fact, it was easy to guess.
What could he do against those numbers when his opponents were
actively stronger than he was?

“Scott, things are bad aren’t they?” asked
Ero.

“Yeah, Ero. Things are bad. I would have
trouble with these guys even one on one.

“Why? They are just goblins. You’re a
sorcerer.” said the fairy.

“Yeah, a sorcerer several levels lower than
them...” replied Scott.

“Does that matter, really? You’ll never know
until you try!” shouted Ero inside his mind.

“That’s true, the worst that can happen is
that I die.” answered Scott.

“That’s the spirit! Hey, wait...” Ero had
taken a moment to comprehend what he had said.

Scott could not help but laugh a little. The
tiny naked girl who currently lived rent free inside his head was
right. Why become disheartened just because he was outnumbered over
two hundred to one? He had dealt with the same issue the entire
time that he had been involved in this battle. They still had to
reach him somehow. He still had to high ground, and a wide gap
between their army and his current position!

The captain finished speaking to his troops
then shouted something that sounded harsh, guttural. They snapped
back to attention and responded in kind, before separating into
groups of five.

Each of the groups had two lancers, a sword
and shield wielding goblin, and two archers. They were going to try
to use squad tactics against him! That would be a great way to wear
down an opponent if he was on the ground with them, but how would
that work with the ramp down?

Two of the larger goblins spoke with the
captain for a moment then called out orders. Five squads raced
toward the ramp that led up to his platform. Another five squads
raced toward his position from the ground. The remaining ten squads
held position. The weakened miners were instructed to mine the
area. They had no place on the battlefield at the moment.

Scott threw his boomerangs as soon as the
first goblins got within range, but the spear wielders on either
side of the swords-goblin blocked or deflected them. Once the first
squad reached the edge of the platform across from Scott the
lancers and sword-wielder knelt down and the archers took aim.

The sorcerer immediately understood what they
intended to do after the first arrows flew. He avoided them easily
enough, but he would not be able to hold the front of the platform.
He aimed behind them with his next shots, figuring that the spear
wielders would try to block. Unfortunately, the squad behind them
took up their slack and deflected the divinely granted weapons.

An arrow grazed his shoulder and he was
forced to withdraw back further. Over a half-dozen arrows shot his
way now. They were not well aimed, but they did not need to be. The
ugly bastards were using a suppressive fire technique! Scott leapt
to the side then performed a quick spinning maneuver to evade the
oncoming arrows by slipping behind the rock face.

The actions of the goblins across the way
were clearly meant to suppress him. That meant that the goblins on
the ground were planning something. Otherwise, the only reason they
would use that tactic would be to starve him to death. They could
have no way to know how much food or water he had, so that was an
unlikely scenario. Scott would have loved to have taken a look at
what the other goblins were doing, but he could barely poke his
head out to check the other side of the gap.

Arrows whizzed by on occasion, but for the
most part they seemed to head his way only as a reminder that the
goblins still existed. What could he do in this situation? His
boomerangs were unlikely to get through. The goblins, with their
stats increased due to the captain being in attendance and their
higher level, were capable of knocking away his only ranged weapon.
His spells would not reach across the gap, even if he had increased
the range of his burn spell previously, it might not have
reached.

Scott understood what the goblins were up to
when he heard the strain and groan of heavy metal being moved in an
unnatural manner. He risked poking his head out long enough to see
what was happening. An arrow narrowly missed his skull, but he saw
what he needed to see. The goblins were using ropes to pull the
ramp back together via the rails!

He had thought that monsters in general were
stupid. Normally they continued to attack regardless of how bad the
situation was for them at the time. The goblin miners had seemed to
be that way as well. Was this planning the doing of the
captain?

The sorcerer recalled a conversation that
he’d had with Arne back at Victory Station. Monster overlords were
bad news because they made monsters stronger and could do more. The
captain did not seem to be an actual monster overlord, but he did
have a major influence on the battle. Scott was certain that he was
missing something in this situation, but what could he do at the
moment?

Scott waited until the bridge was nearly up
before he acted. He quickly turned the corner, rolled forward to
avoid the arrows that sped his way, then lept into the air. The
goblins fired in the hopes of hitting him, but they were too
late.

“Burn!” snarled Scott before hurling his
flaming attack toward the center of the nearly restored bridge. The
fiery attack exploded with great force. The ropes that were used to
bring up the bridge were heavily strained and began to burn.

The sword and shield goblin showed further
signs of true intelligence when he ran forward to try to beat out
the flames with his shield. Scott smirked and fired off his spell
once more. The goblin screamed in panic but he could not escape. He
exploded in a shower of charred gore and took one of the ropes with
him.

Scott did not get the chance to finish the
other rope, however. The archer goblins had changed positions. They
began to fire off arrows as fast as they could in order to suppress
him. It worked as each of their arrows took several of his hit
points. Had he taken the time to finish off the ramp, he would have
been hit several more times.

In the end it did not matter. The damaged
rope gave way and the ramp broke apart once more. Scott laughed
while dodging the badly aimed arrows. Let the bastards keep trying
that useless tactic.

The laughter stopped when tried to spin
around the corner of the rock face only to receive an ugly
surprise. A burly goblin flashed brightly then raced forward at
tremendous speed. It bashed him with its shield to brutal
effect.

Scott was sent hurtling back, but he never
hit the ground. Another shield bearing goblin appeared and bashed
him while he was in mid-air. Scott was sent flying over the side of
the ramp and screaming toward the cold unforgiving ground below.
Before he hit the dirt, he saw several ropes at the far end of the
platform. The entire bridge tactic had been a decoy! The goblins
had kept him busy while they positioned a few of their better
warriors in place behind him.

When Scott hit the ground a bright red
seventy-four flared up from his body. He had dropped all the way
down to five health points!

 


<<< * >>>

 


You are stunned due to receiving repeated attacks and
falling a great distance.

You have a concussion. All stats decrease by
five points.

You are bleeding internally and will
die in one minute.

You are paralyzed and unable to move from the
waist down.

Your left shoulder has been dislocated. Your
left arm is disabled.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Hundreds of leather clad fists shot into the
air just before over two hundred goblin voices cried out.
“Aroooooo-ha!”

The captain pointed at the broken sorcerer
and shouted something guttural that the other goblins responded to
immediately. They raced toward Scott to finish him off. The first
one to reach him would get first choice of his items.

“Scott! Scooo-ooott!” cried Ero from the
depths of his mind. The tiny fairy guardian desperately tried to
reach out to him. Scott, barely conscious at this point, could do
nothing but moan and feebly turn his head.

“Call my name! Let me help you. I can help
you!” exclaimed the fairy.

“Name...” whispered Scott, his voice was a
harsh rasping sound. He had lightly punctured one of his lungs with
a broken rib. He made a gurgling noise and another point of health
was lost. He did not have much time left.

“Yes, say it! Say it! Say it! Say my name!”
shouted Ero excitedly.

Scott’s vision was fading, going black. He
had no strength left. He could still see the goblins coming,
barely, but he had no energy to care about that. Still, he was just
coherent enough to do as she asked. He parted his blood-stained
lips and rasped out, “E... ro...”

Immediately, the darkness fell away from his
eyes as his world was suffused with pure white light. He felt a
gentle breeze and the soft patter of warm summer rain. The scent of
wildflowers and freshly turned earth reached him and he felt
calmer, soothed.

However, while Scott was having a pleasant
near death experience the goblins were not enjoying the sudden
appearance of Ero nearly as much.

“Stay away from my BFF you mean old goblins!”
screamed Ero in her tiny adorable voice. A spiraling column of wind
raced outward. It created an impenetrable barrier while flinging
the closest goblins away as though they had been caught up inside a
powerful tornado.

“You hurt my Scott!” Ero expanded in size
until she was the height of a normal human being. She started to
cry and flail her arms around while her fairy wings moved so fast
that they became a blur.

Thunder crashed. Lightning shot out from her
body. Storm clouds began to form overhead and soon the gentle
patter of rain upon the earth could be heard. That gentle pattern
became a torrential rain that drove back the goblins and burned
them like a terrible acid.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Your concussion has healed.

You are no longer stunned.

Your paralysis has lessened.

You are no longer bleeding internally.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Scott blinked then slowly sat up. He winced
as a sudden throbbing pain from his left arm reminded him that is
was still dislocated. Even that negative status effect did not last
for long, however. He felt his shoulder hop back into its socket.
Soon it felt as though nothing had happened to it. For every second
that passed, a pair of number ones would appear above him. One of
the numbers was green, the other was blue.

The sorcerer tried to stand, but he could
not. He was still paralyzed from the waist down. He could barely
feel his legs.

He looked over and saw the goblin army
screaming in panic as their health plummeted. The goblin miners
screamed and exploded into motes of light. The remaining goblins
were losing one health and mana per second as the torrential rain
continued unabated.

The magical storm continued for several
minutes. Scott’s health and mana were completely restored and the
goblins were weakened considerably. His paralysis still lingered,
but it had lessened considerably. Soon, even that might be healed.
His lower body felt numb and it was hard to move. He could wiggle
his toes again, a good sign.

However, the goblin captain had managed to
regain control of the panicking horde and started to slap them
around. He made the bow wielding goblins line up, despite the pain
that the torrential rain caused, and fire toward the fairy.

Dozens of arrows flew through the air. Most
missed the target completely due to the wind barrier. Scott’s
paralysis was finally healed by the time the fourth volley sped
toward the hard to hit target. The wind and rain made using a bow a
difficult prospect to say the least. A few arrows came close to
hitting Scott, more by chance than skill, but none managed to come
close to hitting Ero.

Unfortunately, Ero’s power was not absolute.
The barrier began to weaken. Her power had nearly run its
course.

After the sixth volley of arrows, one managed
to hit Ero in the thigh. She screamed out in pain as the arrow
punctured through the front of her leg and ripped through to the
other side. Blood began to spurt and poor from the wound at a rapid
pace. An arrow would normally stop the flow of blood if it was
lodged inside the body, but by piercing completely through there
was no pressure to stop it from gushing out.

She was completely nude and without the
protection of armor she was vulnerable to exactly what had
happened. It was extraordinary bad luck. The arrow strike had been
a critical hit!

The rain storm of love and friendship
dissipated immediately and she fell from the sky. It had only taken
one hit to stop her power completely.

Scott raced forward and caught the girl in
his arms. She landed heavily and he was forced to the ground from
the impact. He was strong enough to withstand the force of her
falling body, so he took no damage. He held the girl in his arms
while she bled heavily from her thigh.

Ero cried loudly due to the pain. She had
never experienced anything so hurtful in her life.

“I’m sorry. This is all I can do. I don’t
have a lot of strength for battles...” said the girl as she cried
for a different reason. The arrow in her thigh had hurt her quite a
bit. She was bleeding heavily from the wound and she would be
unable to maintain her form much longer.

“It’s OK. I’m sorry you were hurt.” said
Scott. He hugged her gently.

He remembered something, suddenly. He still
had a tonic. “Hold on, let me pull out a tonic!”

The fairy shook her head. “S-save it... A
tonic won’t save me... I’m too far gone.”

“What... No!” Scott pulled out the tonic
anyway, but she refused to drink it. He poured it on her wound, but
nothing happened. That was not possible! He had used them like that
before. You merely had to pour it on the wound if someone could not
drink it.

Ero sniffled a little then hugged him,
tightly, before she faded away. Her body turned to motes of light,
but she did not die. She was simply unable to manifest for a
time.

Water dripped down from the ceiling of the
cave. The goblins had not pressed forward due to the fear that the
fairy might have some power left. That had been their mistake.

Scott rose to his feet, but continued to
silently stare down at the ground. His eyes were locked onto the
place that Ero had been laying. He stayed that way for a moment
then spread his arms out and opened his hands. A soft whirring
sound whistled through the room and his boomerangs sped over and
returned him his hands with a loud *Slap!*

He slowly raised his head, his eyes closed.
He breathed deeply in an out a few times. The background music
screeched to a halt.

Several seconds passed before the music
returned. This time it was a stoic, yet uplifting, piano score with
orchestral undertones that further suffused the moment with sound
and life.

His eyes snapped open and then narrowed into
a hateful expression that was completely counter to the beautiful
music. A voice began to sing out in a lovely tone that was
impossibly clear and bright.

 


~ I know that I just met you... but my heart had
skipped a beat... ~

 


Scott roared at the goblins, breaking them
out of their stupor. Only a few precious seconds had passed, but it
had been all that he had needed to set his heart right and devote
himself to the task at hand. Live or die, it no longer mattered. He
would take the bastards down.

 


~ You said that we could be best friends, and that
was just so sweet... ~

 


The song continued in that vein and detailed
the recent meeting between Scott and Ero. He did not focus on the
words or the music, however. He lent his energies to the task of
murder. He started the conflict through his ignorance, his
stupidity. Still, those had been his terms. He planned to end the
fight on his terms as well.

Scott raced forward into the horde of
battered and beaten monsters. It should be certain death for the
man. Even though the horde was greatly weakened they did out number
him to a massive degree. They were at a higher level and had a
bonus from their captain’s presence. He did not care about any of
that, however.

He hurled his boomerangs forward to attack a
nearby archer. The attack was successful, but it was just a ploy.
The moment that his hands were free he launched his burn spell
toward a thick concentration of goblins and sent them flying with
explosive force. Over a dozen of them died from the attack, but he
did not slow down.

Scott jumped up and caught his boomerangs in
mid-air before launching them again. By now the goblins had reached
him, but they found that the sorcerer was far from the easy target
that they had hoped. Even one or two strikes from his weapons or
magic would be enough to finish them off individually. They had all
reached a critical state and there were no healers or healing items
available.

 


~ I was just a little fairy, alone and
unremembered...~

 


The piano score rose to new heights as Scott
ducked and dodged around spears. The goblins were doing their best
to wear him down, but the momentum was with the sorcerer. If they
pressed in with great numbers he would unleash one of his spells
and make them pay with their lives.

Scott deflected a spear thrust, rolled around
the shaft via a quick spin then launched a palm strike into the
chest of the spear wielder. Sensing danger he leapt forward and
then through the guard of another goblin lancer then performed the
same attack. This time he accompanied it with a cast of the freeze
spell. The goblin’s torso froze solid due to the close
proximity.

Several archers took aim, but to their horror
the sorcerer quickly turned with the frozen goblin and used it as a
meat shield. The arrows impacted harmlessly against the deceased
body of their comrade. It had not turned to light because of the
freeze spell and could be used as a physical object till the power
faded.

 


~ I needed you. You needed me... I was imprisoned by
love, and you friendship set me free--eeee...!~

 


The musical score, such as it was, continued
unabated. Scott moved to the side and caught the arm of an
attacking goblin. He moved forward then rotated his arm in a quick
motion that flipped the creature over. He stabbed downward to
finish it off and it exploded into motes of light.

Scott cried out in pain when an arrow
impacted his lower back. The armor kept it from penetrating deeply,
but he still lost a little health.

The goblins became more careful. They had
regained their senses and began to circle him like wolves. Squads
of goblins came at him now. The archers stayed at range, while
spear goblins and shield goblins came at him in small waves.

Spears struck out toward him, keeping him at
bay. Shield goblins took their chance and raced in to bash him.
Sometimes they succeeded. When they did, he would be stunned for a
short time and take several quick hits that whittled down his
health. Scott’s health had dwindled to the half way point again by
the time he found a chance to break the encirclement.

A shield goblin burst forward in a blur of
leather and metal. Scott saw it moving toward him and immediately
jumped up then kicked out with both feet. He did not kick the
goblin away, however. Instead he used the momentum of the onrushing
monster as a springboard to hurl himself higher into the air.
Arrows flew, but missed the agile sorcerer altogether. He performed
a lazy seeming backflip then thrust his hands forward. “Burn!”

The explosive force sent dozens of massed
goblins flying away. Most of them turned into motes of light. When
he hit the ground he immediately moved into a dancing and swaying
pattern that made his movements too erratic for the goblins to
comprehend. He blocked a sword strike with his boomerangs then
dropped one of his weapons before he slammed his free hand forward
to impale the creature in its right eye using his gauntlet.

The boomerang returned to his hand just in
time to be used against a goblin that had leapt at him from the
nearby ramp. He had been backed toward that area once more. The
boomerang slammed into the jumping goblin’s chest quickly
overwhelming its remaining health. It became nothing but light and
dust before it even came close to reaching the man.

An arrow impacted his shoulder and dug in
deep enough that it drew blood, but did not impede his motor
functions. It hurt, but he ignored it. He already had several
arrows in his collection at the moment anyway.

Scott jumped up onto the shoulders of a
nearby goblin and used it as a springboard to reach the platform
above. He quickly performed a flip using his hands and flipped
completely up and over the rail. Instinctively the goblins rushed
forward and Scott used that instinct to his advantage.

He took several hits from arrows in the
process but it did not matter. He unleashed explosive hell on the
massed monsters. Burn spell after burn spell rained down. Unlike
the third platform, the first platform was at just the right range
for such a tactic. Blood and charred remnants of goblin gore rained
down upon the area, blanketing the place in the destroyed remnants
of his foes.

He lost over forty of his remaining mana and
reached a critically low point. He only had a few spell casts left.
Still, the death from above tactic had thinned the monsters
greatly.

Blood leaked from his many wounds, both major
and minor. His vision faded in and out. It grew cloudy at times and
then cleared up suddenly. Scott knew that he had to end the battle
soon. At this point his body was doing the equivalent of running on
fumes. Only sheer tenacity, and perhaps a touch of insanity, had
kept him going.

 


~ But we’ll keep on fighting... The heart wants what
it wants...~

 


Scott realized that the song was still going.
He smiled a little before getting back to work. Over half the
goblins were dead now, well over half of them to be precise. He
could not be certain of how many actually remained, but he doubted
that there were more than fifty.

Even one or two would be enough to kill him,
though. With his mana so low, and no means of restoring his health,
the battle could still go either way. It had taken an army due to
his tactics, Ero’s sacrifice, and blind rage, but the goblins had
worn him down. They could respawn little worse for wear over the
course of time. He would lose a massive windfall of experience and
loot if he died. The wolves had hunted the bear, and though the
pack had been thinned the bear was weakening.

Scott dodged an arrow and took sight of his
goal. He needed to reach the captain. He had tried to get to him
periodically throughout the fight, but there had been too many of
the goblins. Now, he might be able to do it. The sorcerer pointed
at the captain then made a come-hither gesture with his
fingers.

 


<<< * >>>

 


You have decimated the goblin ranks and impudently
called out their captain! Karsh has become enraged. His power has
grown slightly.

 


<<< * >>>

 


The lyrical musical score stopped. The music
changed once more. It became a boss battle theme complete with
high-octane heavy metal guitar riffs and synthesizers as
back-up.

The goblin captain took out a massive meat
cleaver and pointed it at Scott before running forward. The captain
had apparently had enough. He would join the battle on his own.
“Meat!”

Scott snorted at the eloquent battle cry then
launched himself from the platform. He threw both of his boomerangs
toward the oncoming beast. The captain batted them away easily, but
that did not matter to Scott. He had the opening that he had hoped
for; he unleashed one of his precious remaining spells at the
moment that the monster seemed to be the most off balance.

The burn spell exploded just short of the
captain, but it was enough to send the monster flying. Goblins
attempted to come to their captain’s aid, but they died uselessly.
Scott was done with the small fries. The goblins were slightly
higher level than him, but their weakened state combined with
Scott’s uncompromising position evened things up nicely.

Scott caught his boomerangs then performed a
spinning kick that shattered the last goblin archer’s bow just
before it crashed into the hapless monster’s chest. A Spear reached
out to take him down. He used his weapons and sweet martial arts
prowess to break the shaft of the weapon just before he hurled one
boomerang out to finish off the monster. One hit, maybe two, is all
it would take to bring them down at the moment. That had been the
case since Ero had made her presence known and Scott would make her
actions count.

A shield struck him in the back. He was sent
flying forward. He was not stunned by the attack, however. Luck
would not be that unkind to him this time.

He performed a flip in mid-air then launched
his boomerangs out to tag two more goblins. He landed solidly while
taking a knee. His boomerangs returned quickly, and slapped into
his hands in a fluid simultaneous motion. He took a moment to smirk
at the shield bearing goblin who had inadvertently helped him take
out two of its compatriots. The beast realized that the sorcerer
was mocking him and shouted in outrage.

Scott would not have lied if you had asked
him, however. Despite the fact that he had not received a stun from
the shield attack it had hurt. He had lost twelve of his precious
remaining health points. He was just outside the critical range
now.

The captain came raging toward him, meat
cleaver reared back for a deadly blow. Scott was under no delusion
that he would survive even one solid strike from the thing in his
current situation.

The cleaver screamed down for a killing blow,
but the sorcerer performed a quick spinning sweep that allowed him
to avoid the attack altogether while knocking the monster off its
feet. It only did three points of damage to the overly large
goblin, but it was enough to give Scott a chance to survive.

The captain roared then rolled over and
slammed his cleaver down toward Scott’s prone form. A small crater
was formed as rock and dust shot up. However, the sorcerer had
already rolled away.

Scott felt pain lance up from his thigh and
turned to destroy the spear wielding goblin that managed to pierce
his armor and punch a hole in his leg. He did so easily, however
the damage was done.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Due to your injuries your speed has decreased by five
percent.

 


<<< * >>>

 


The one thing that he could not deal with
right now was a lack of speed! He moved with a slight limp now and
the goblins sensed his weakness. The captain regained his feet and
pointed his cleaver at Scott. He roared and the other goblins ran
over to Him. They formed tight knit ranks, shield goblins to the
fore, with spear goblins just behind them.

It would have been a decidedly deadly tactic
against a normal fighter or even a mage who had to chant. However,
it was both useless and stupid to use against a sorcerer. Scott was
incredibly thankful that this so-called captain had chosen to be
stupid.

Scott immediately lashed out with his burn
spell then hobbled forward a few steps and did it again. Half the
goblins died in those two strikes, but Scott was also reduced to
only two possible spell casts remaining.

The captain gestured and the remaining
goblins ran toward him en masse. They no longer cared for rank or
structure and they spread out a little as they ran. Scott decided
to use one of his two remaining spells to punch a hole through the
center of the line via an explosion, then ran as quickly as his
injured leg would allow.

The captain was waiting for him, as though he
knew that the sorcerer would do exactly what he did. He swung his
massive blade back and forth in a manner that was more like
wielding an axe than a machete. Scott could feel the force of the
wind from the motion but it did not discourage him.

He narrowly avoided the captain’s next strike
and used the moment of opportunity to slash downward with his left
gauntlet at the same time that he slammed his right hand up to try
and skewer the monster under the jaw. Karsh pulled his head to the
side, released his weapon, and shoved Scott away with all of his
considerable strength.

Scott went flying and landed roughly in a
tangle of limbs. His health dropped by twenty points and left him
in a severe critical state.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Your wounds have deepened. It is impossible to run
quickly. Walking will be difficult.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Karsh laughed and reached for his cleaver.
The laughter stopped when two blessed boomerangs slammed into him.
One hit him across the arm, and the other smacked him in the face.
The damage was negligible, but the result was explosive. The
captain screamed in outrage and snatched up his weapon.

He raced toward Scott and the remainder of
the goblin horde watched in anticipation of the finale. They knew
better than to get in the captain’s way.

Captain Karsh reared back to deliver the
finishing blow with his massive weapon, but doing so left him
critically vulnerable. Scott thrust his hand forward and shouted,
“Freeze!”

The spell was aimed at the monster’s left
thigh, which was at nearly point blank range. The entire force of
the attack entered that single limb according to Scott’s will. Due
to the strain on the body, the limb shattered and Karsh was knocked
off balance. A bright red number two-hundred twenty flared above
his head. The attack had been considered a critical hit!

Stunned for several seconds due to the sudden
amputation of its limb and subsequent disorientation from the fall,
Karsh could not stop the badly injured sorcerer from rising up to
claim the giant meat cleaver for his own.

Scott reared back and raised the weapon high
above his head. He brought the blade down with great force, hoping
that it would do more damage than his own attacks had done. His
spells had hurt the monster whenever they had hit, but his physical
ability was not equal to the monster’s higher level defense.

He had neither sword skills, nor axe skills.
He would be at a severe disadvantage if he tried to equip a weapon
like the cleaver in battle. However, this was no longer a battle.
It had become an execution.

The sorcerer slammed the machete down atop
the monster’s neck with all the strength that his exhausted limbs
could muster. Due to his lack of sword skills he did little damage.
Despite the weight of the blade and a strike directly to the neck,
he did not kill Karsh in a single blow.

Scott did not have the strength left to lift
the blade again. Instead, he leaned his own body weight atop the
blade and pressed downward as strongly as he could. The overly
large meat chopping implement slid through bone and flesh in a sick
display of murderous intent. The captain’s head popped off amid a
spray of blood, much like a teenager might pop a pimple.

The moment that the captain died, his morale
enhancement effect ended. The remaining goblins screamed in pain
and terror then died due to the health adjustment. Their stats,
including health, had been bolstered. However, since they were all
in critical condition the adjustment meant that their health went
negative. The death of Karsh and the end of the morale boost had
led to their own deaths.

Scott panted atop the decapitated corpse for
a moment then leaned back and sat down. After about a minute passed
he struggled to his feet. A thought occurred to him and he raised
one of his hands. His boomerangs returned to him, and he dropped
his left arm in exhaustion. However, his right arm remained in the
air despite his desire to drop it. The moment after he retrieved
his weapons an explosive fanfare erupted all around him.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Absolute Victory!!!

 


You have single handedly defeated an army of monsters
of equal or greater level than you! You will receive bonuses and a
title! You defeated five hundred sixty eight monsters and the known
murderer Karsh Six-Fingers!

 


EXP + 52,433

Fayth + 87,000

Ability Points + 712

 


Item(s) Acquired:

 


Rusty Machete X 412

Cracked Spear X 67

Broken Bow X 22

Wood Arrow X 240

Tattered Leather Armor X 324

Goblin Fangs: X 67

Cave Rat Fangs X 48

Cave Rat Pelt X 219

Cave Rat Tail X 210

Cave Rat Eyes X 65

Bat Wings X 12

Spider Web X 14

Spider legs X 37

 


Special:

 


Goblin Soul X 16 [Rare]

 


---

 


You have single handedly defeated over five hundred
opponents of equal or higher level during a single battle. You have
earned a title.

 


The Unbreakable

 


Despite the overwhelming odds and difficulties, you
used tactics and a high-level battle instinct to defeat your
enemies. No matter what they did, you were able to counter them in
one way or another. Thus, you have become known as Scott the
Unbreakable Sorcerer.

 


This title will influence how monsters treat you in
the future.

 


Your health increases by 25

Your defense increases by 25

Your intellect increases by 10

Your luck increases by 5

 


<<< * >>>

 


<<< * >>>

 


You have gained several levels at once!

 


Level 7 -> Level 13

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Hell yeah!” exclaimed Scott. He could feel
his health and mana being restored as he gained six levels at one
time! He had to check out his stats!

 


<<< Status >>>

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

Title: The Unbreakable

Age: 18 | Level: 13

EXP: 55,609

Next Level: 611

Ability Points: 731

Health: 60[144] | Mana: 40[138]

Attack: 68[347] | Defense: 87[328]

Strength: 69[69] | Agility: 63[48] |
Accuracy: 43[68]

Intellect: 81[81] | Luck: 32[32]

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Whoa, not bad!” Due to his bonuses, new
title and passive level up increases, he now had greatly increased
his abilities. Something seemed a little off, though. Why had he
gained so many levels? Did something change? Normally, the
experience required would double with each level.

That was not the strangest thing, however.
Scott looked down at the corpse of the goblin captain, Karsh. It
had not dissipated into light. For the first time there was
actually a body left behind. Further, he had not automatically
gained any loot from the captain. If he had, it was pretty poor
equipment.

Scott unequipped his boomerangs then leaned
down and took the meat cleaver in his hand. He opened his inventory
screen then tried to manually place it inside. He was delighted to
see that he could take it. He eyed the corpse then had an idea.

The sorcerer decided that since the body had
not disappeared, he should try to remove the equipment manually. He
started with the helmet that the goblin captain was wearing. It was
not an epic piece of loot, but it was a pretty sturdy leather
helmet.

One by one, Scott looted the corpse in the
old fashioned way. He stripped items from the corpse by hand. Soon,
nothing was left but a pair of striped underwear. They refused to
come off, and honestly Scott chose not to put too much effort in
removing them.

“Not a single piece of rare equipment in the
lot... What a shabby boss monster.” Scott snorted at the corpse
then wandered back toward his camp. He intended to rest there for a
while before he headed back to town to sell his loot. His armor
needed extensive repairs, his inventory metaphorically groaned
under the strain of so many items, and the mine bonus would end
soon anyway.


Chapter 9: Just Tell
Him

The day wore on in a way that was slow and
frustrating. Origin, unable to break free from the shackles of her
family life, was forced to endure cover signings and meetings that
she did not care for in the slightest. They had real public
relations people for that sort of thing. Yet, she was forced to
make her presence known for the good of their gaming empire.

The goddess sighed softly then pretended that
she had a headache. She was fairly certain that she should have one
given the stresses of the day. As a goddess she did not need to
eat, sleep, or have headaches unless she wanted to do so. It was
one of the reasons that the gods enjoyed games and mortal
lifestyles. They felt as though it provided more substance to their
eternal existence. A life that existed without struggle was one
that could be quite unfulfilling.

She blew a stray hair out of her face then
looked down at the table top. She had brought her favorite
possession to see her through the annoyances that came with being
the heiress to a gaming empire. It was a little toy ring, just a
silly little thing.

Origin smiled at it and remembered how she
had come by it in the first place. She stroked the cheaply made
plastic bit of jewelry and thought of the one who had given it to
her.

“Weren’t you supposed to throw that thing
into Mount Doom?” asked Silence from the other side of the
table.

The goddess looked at her brother, a frown
artfully crafted upon her lips. “Do I look like a hobbit to
you?”

“Well, you are shorter than me.” countered
her bratty older sibling. He gave her a sarcastic smile as further
evidence of his intended tone.

Origin snorted at him then tucked the ring
back under her shirt. She held it there like a necklace. The string
was just a shoelace that Scott had chosen to use. Her tiny
adolescent finger had not been big enough for the toy that he had
earned her when he was victorious at that crane game all those
years ago. Now that she was in her normal adult form, the ring
would fit easily. Yet, she kept it on the string because that was
how he had given it to her when they had met on that beautiful
day.

“Do you really miss him that badly?” asked
the grim reaper, a smirk on his lips.

The so-called ice queen looked away from him
and sighed once more. She did not feel like dignifying that with a
remark. Didn’t he have souls to count or something?

“I noticed that you received a priority alert
not long ago... Was it from him?”

“Why do you even care, Silence? All you want
to do is tease me, anyway.” replied Origin. The goddess of love
looked down at the table and stuck out her lower lip slightly.

Silence seemed confused for a moment. After a
short space of time passed, he asked her, “Is that really what you
think?”

“Why wouldn’t I think that? It’s all you’ve
done since I first met him.” she replied.

Silence shook his head slowly then said, “I’m
just worried about you. It has only been a few years from his
perspective, but it has been several decades for you. It is not
healthy to obsess over a guy who you barely know. Not for either of
you. ”

“I know. I know that...” Her eyes grew narrow
and then her eyebrows gently rose upward as she tried to process a
complicated emotion that she could neither name, nor truly
understand.

He stood up and walked over to sit by her
side. She looked in his direction, but not at him. Silence said,
“You have spent a lot of time devoted to following his life. What
if he ends up not being the way that you think of him? Won’t you be
heartbroken?”

Origin did not say anything for a while.
Instead, she sat there and stared down at her hands. When she did
speak, it was to say, “I don’t know. So far, he has been exactly as
I thought of him.”

“Help me out here, baby sister. Why? I can
see you bringing him here. I can even see you wanting to adventure
with him. Why take it further than that? You can only end up
hurting each other in the end.”

The goddess sighed softly then placed her
hand to the cheap plastic ring beneath her shirt. “It’s stupid, I
know. We don’t really know each other. I’ve watched him in detail
for a long time since that day, but that doesn’t mean that I know
him. If nothing else it would just make me an obsessive stalker
from his perspective.”

“Origin...” said Silence, softly. She was
finally admitting the obvious to herself. That was a good sign. He
had grown concerned for her mental state over the years. Their kind
was prone to fixation and mental disconnects that could cause
serious issues.

“Silence, I know already. Alright, I know. I
can’t help it, but I know.”

The god of death placed his hand atop the
shoulder of his sister then squeezed gently. She trembled a little
at his touch. It was comforting, but she was deeply unsettled by
her realizations. She had been a fool over the man she had adored
from afar. The gods in general were like that for their favored
mortals, the interesting ones as they saw them. She had taken it to
an obsessive level, however.

“I did not really intend for this to happen.
When I brought him here, it was originally meant to be a ploy to
hold back those idiots on the council...” said Origin.

“If you’re honest with yourself, do you
really see you two being together with the way things are right
now?” asked Silence.

“I don’t know. It’s easy when I’m Rhea. I can
play my role and not have to worry about what he would think of the
real me, but that won’t work forever. If anything, I know it’s
keeping him from trusting me.”

“So, tell him the truth then.” replied the
God of Death.

“You know I can’t do that... The system
preservation requirement...” Origin spoke in a weak, non-committal
tone.

“You’re the heiress to the company Origin,
and Scott is not even from ARS. He already knows that it is not a
natural existence. Why have you not told him the truth? All of it?
You do remember what you brought him there for, right? He is meant
to serve a purpose that is even more important than just hanging
out with you, yes?”

“I...” said the goddess, but her voice
trailed off before she could complete her thought.

Silence stared at the side of her head for a
moment as she struggled to come up with the right words. The
minutes passed in silence.

Finally, Origin said, “I was afraid that he
would not like me, I guess.”

“How could he not like you? You’ve wanted to
spend time with him since the day that you met him. If anything,
not telling him your true motivation is what has kept you from
developing a real relationship instead of that forced caricature
that you are both forced into.”

She nodded meekly and her hair fell forward
in front of her eyes. She knew it, of course. The truth had always
been the biggest issue. She had never intended to actually meet up
with him in that world. If anything, she knew that her presence was
causing problems. If their lives had been some sort of story like
in the Earth Human media, she would have been the part that most
people would want to skip because she was a distraction from the
hero’s journey. Origin had begun to feel that she was holding him
back.

“Do you want to end this early and go see
him?” asked Silence.

“More than anything, but...” said Origin.

“I can’t help you with the meetings today,
but the photo shoot tomorrow is something else. Mid can do it. She
likes to do it.”

“That... That would be great!” said Origin
with growing excitement.

Silence could not help but smile when his
overly innocent sister became this excited about the chance to go
visit her would-be boyfriend. Still, he knew that it was not
something that could be feasible long term. Scott seemed nice
enough, but he could not exist in their true reality. He would be
obliterated by the mere presence of even the least powerful of
their kind. Mortals did not do well in the presence of
divinity.

He patted his sister on the head and she made
a happy noise. Silence was glad that she had found a loophole, but
he doubted that any mortal could follow through on the road that
she had to set for him. It would take a great deal more than just
fighting a few monsters for him to become strong enough to be in
the same room as her without bursting into flames.

“My services are not free, however.” he
said.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“You will tell him everything. Your lives
aren’t one of those trashy throw away romance novels that you love
so much. You both deserve better than that. You don’t need to wait
for some highly relevant plot point to make the big reveal, you
know.”

“Silence...” said Origin.

“Yeah?” he asked.

Origin turned to the side and gave her
brother a warm hug, the first in a very long time. “I’ve been an
obsessive idiot, haven’t I?”

“Absolutely.” replied Silence.

She laughed a little then hugged him tighter.
It was nice, sometimes, to have a brother. “Thank you.”

“What are big brothers for?” he asked with a
smile.

“Trading for spice?” replied the girl.

“Heh, you watch too much science fiction.
Good science fiction, but too much...”

“Better than what you watch.” She said
flatly.

Silence shook his head at her. “It’s an
important part of the human experience and must be learned
intimately for the sake of authenticity.”

Origin leaned forward and gave him a look.
“You search the Earth-connected portion of D-Net for badly
photoshopped celebrity porn.”

“Damn right.” replied the god of death. It
was for research purposes after all. Authenticity demanded that he
study humanity with all of his body and soul, no matter how
exhaustive the study must become.

Origin stared at him for a moment. “You need
a girl friend.”

“Are you really one to talk?” he asked.

The goddess of love, and various other
things, snorted at him. “No, but still... Go get laid or something.
You worry me.”

Silence snorted then stared at her like she
was a strange breed of animal that no one had ever discovered
before. Had she really just said that? “My baby sister... Such
language...”

The blue haired goddess smiled softly at him
then poked him in the side. “Sometimes you’re alright, you
idiot.”

“Don’t go spreading that around. You’ll ruin
my reputation.” replied Silence.

Origin tried to fight it, but she could not
achieve victory. She snorted and then giggled at his attempted
humor. The god of death chuckled softly in response, and soon they
both laughed loudly.

--

Dawn, it was a time that heralded new
beginnings, but sometimes it also heralded an end. In this case,
the dawn brought with it the end of a four day long grind session
in the Red Rock Mine.

 


<<< * >>>

 


The new discovery bonus for Red Rock Mine has ended.
Monster spawn levels and experience totals will return to
normal.

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Man, I need to find a few more places like
this!” Scott could not help but be excited at the prospects of new
adventures. Somehow he had survived that epic battle. It was
something that he had never actually believed himself capable of
before. Who honestly thought that they had the ability to crush an
entire army on their own? Well, outside of fictional characters and
the mentally deranged?

Scott whispered to Ero in his mind, but the
Fairy did not answer in any meaningful way. He could feel her
presence, but could not coax her into talking. She might become
unconscious when she is badly injured.

He knew that she was still alive. She could
not die unless he died permanently, and that was a hard thing to
accomplish since he was supposedly eternal. He could die of old age
if he sat around long enough, but there were few other methods to
truly end his life. Of course, that line of thinking had not been
explored in reality. He had not died yet, and hoped that he would
not do so in the future.

He sat up on his cot and considered his
options. “’I’ve already sorted my loot and reclaimed the stuff that
I dropped here at the camp...”

As much as he hated the idea, he would have
to head back to town. His inventory was close to bursting with the
various types and numbers of items that he possessed. He did not
have a single empty slot. It was a wonder that it had all fit.

He stood up then stretched in a lazy manner.
He was still a bit stiff despite resting completely. It seemed that
sometimes the stats that he possessed did not perfectly mesh with
his actual body. He suspected that there were hidden variables
involved.

Scott hated to just abandon the tent. It was
well past its prime, but he could have gotten a few more days out
of it if he just had more room to carry junk. He also needed to
resupply and have his equipment repaired. His chest plate looked
like someone had used it for target practice at a shooting
range.

The sorcerer bid farewell to the campsite
then started to walk toward town. He only managed to take a few
steps before he realized something. He had not gone through the
process of accepting his upgrades.

Scott decided to do his upgrading before he
went to town. There was also one other thing that he intended to
try out as well, but that would wait until he actually left.

Tired, but curious, he called up his skill
upgrade screen. After doing so he was greeted by the sight of a new
message.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Congratulations! You have reached level 10!

 


You are now able to take the next step on the path of
the master sorcerer. Please choose your path in life from the
selections below.

 


The Path of Spirit

 


The Path of Balance

 


The Path of Power

 


<<< * >>>

 


He chose the middle path, as he had wanted to
do all along. The other paths promised great perks for either
physical skills or magical powers, but the opposite ability would
suffer. He had come to enjoy being adequate at both.

Light flared around his body and he felt as
though he had grown much stronger somehow. It was a strange and
invigorating sensation! He checked to see what had happened.

 


<<< * >>>

 


You have chosen to take the next step in your
training via the Path of Balance, the most difficult of the
sorcerer paths. You will not receive as many physical skills as the
Path of Power, or as many spells as the Path of Spirit. However,
you will obtain a greater understanding of both capacities in
regards to how they interact on equivalent levels.

 


Health + 25

Mana + 25

Attack + 10

Defense + 10

All other attributes + 5

 


New ability paths have been unlocked

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Oh hell, yes.” No wonder he felt stronger.
He had just acquired several levels worth of stats at one time. Of
course, that happened to everyone once they reached level ten.

Scott cleared the screen then checked his
upgrade menu. He had three options. Those options were unarmed
combat, sorcery, and dual boomerang mastery.

“I can pick intermediate advancement in those
skills now? Why is the boomerang skill included in that?” He had
studied the nature of the skill and advancement system a bit at the
library in Victory Station, but a lot of stuff had not been
mentioned. It was possible that all skill advancements operated
based on his level. It would make sense with the reincarnation
stuff, though he was just guessing at how the system works at this
point.

Scott quickly expended seventy-five ability
points to reach intermediate tier capacity in all three categories.
He received several updates to his status that made him grin like a
happy little moron.

 


<<< * >>>

 


You have mastered intermediate unarmed combat! You
may now learn new combat abilities and intermediate skills.

 


Health + 10

Attack +10

Defense + 10

Strength + 5

Agility + 5

Accuracy + 5

 


<<< * >>>

 


<<< * >>>

 


You have mastered intermediate sorcery! You may now
learn new combat abilities and intermediate skills.

 


Mana + 10

Intellect + 5

All Spells: Force + 1

 


<<< * >>>

 


<<< * >>>

 


You have mastered intermediate dual boomerang
mastery! You may now learn new combat abilities and intermediate
skills.

Health + 10

Accuracy + 5

Agility + 5

Throwing Speed + 5%

 


<<< * >>>

 


The stat increases for his first upgrade were
more than great, but sadly he already knew how he would spend most
of his recently acquired ability points. When the intermediate
level opened in his skill categories he was granted new passive
modifier options for when he gained a level. They each would cost
seventy points. However, by choosing them he would go ahead and
take care of that. He would still have fun points to spend
afterward. In fact, until he advanced to the next category they
would almost all be fun points. Once he expanded some of his basic
stats a little more, it would become wasteful to spend his points
in that manner. At that point it would be better to choose skills
and other perks.

“And just like that I spent six hundred
thirty-five points. Mid was right, there are never enough of those
things...” Scott muttered to himself. A new adventurer either went
for the flashy stuff or the workhorse stuff it seemed. He had not
been able to spend his points on anything but stat modifiers and a
few stats the so far. Of course, that overzealous focus on stats
had probably saved his life on more than one occasion. Either way,
choosing more interesting skill upgrades would now be possible. He
saw very few new stat upgrades available beyond the level-up
modifier. There were a few but they had the feel of one off
bonuses. He did not have a hundred ability points to splurge at the
moment to find out, though.

“Ninety-six points... What to choose...”
Scott checked his options carefully. He could now learn spells from
the second and third spell tier, but they required several hundred
ability points each. They required either four hundred points or
seven hundred points to be exact.

Scott wanted to awaken something new,
something that was not a stat upgrade. Level one spells would cost
forty points. He checked his unarmed combat mastery and ran through
all the basic upgrades he had not activated due to wanting to
upgrade his status. There was something in his range and he could
acquire it quite easily. “The first step?”

He checked the ability and read the
information provided.

 


<<< * >>>

 


The First Step to True Enlightenment

 


A true sorcerer understands that balance is the key
to ultimate understanding. By mastering the energy flows of the
mind, the body, and the spirit you can temporarily increase your
fighting spirit. However... you will only awaken this strength in a
time of crises and must return to your origin to discover the
secret of true power.

 


<<< * >>>

 


“So... some kind of skill that activates when
I’m in a critical state?” He was in a critical state frequently, so
it should be quite useful in the future. He did not know what
returning to his origin meant. Maybe he was supposed to pray to the
goddess? That did not sound right since he was not a priest, but he
would figure it out later.

Either way, he chose the ability as it seemed
interesting and was probably important somehow. After he selected
it and accepted it as his choice, a new option appeared above the
intermediate level. It was called, ‘A further step on the path.’ He
could not afford to purchase it with his ability points, so he held
off on that one for now.

He also chose a new spell. Scott read through
the information for his new ability then nodded. He took a deep
breath then raised his hand up, palm out. The image of a gentle
breeze flowed through his mind. The breeze suddenly became a
violent roaring tornado. “Howling Gale!”

A fierce gust of wind tore through the area
with a hideous sound reminiscent of a howling beast. Tree limbs
bent back and leaves were torn clear. Very little else happened,
however. “Not bad, but I’ll definitely have to train the hell out
of it to get any real use.”

Howling gale was a wide area attack spell. It
did little damage, but if it were increased in level it would be
strong enough to blow away enemies even if they weighed quite a
bit.

“Hmm, six points left... Looks like I’m done
upgrading.” Scott closed down his menu. He unequipped all of his
items and opened up his status screen to see how he really stacked
up now.

 


<<< Status >>>

 


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

Title: The Unbreakable

Age: 18 | Level: 13

EXP: 55,609

Next Level: 611

Ability Points: 6

Health: 189[189] | Mana: 173[173]

Attack: 88[404] | Defense: 107[419]

Strength: 79[79] | Agility: 78[78] |
Accuracy: 58[58]

Intellect: 91[91] | Luck: 37[37]

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Seriously, am I actually stronger without
any gear?” He could wear his boots and claws to increase both his
attack and defense by a large amount without detracting anything
from his stats. Had he already outgrown his armor?

He did not bother to put it back on, but did
do a quick calculation. Most of the agility penalty was mitigated
by his gauntlets and the armor bonus for wearing a complete set.
So, he did not even need to see the stat difference to know that he
would have a much higher defense with his armor equipped.

Scott also did not need to check to see how
much weaker he would be with the boomerangs. He would lose the
unarmed combat bonus when he equipped them and the accuracy bonus
would not come close to making up for it. They would be good for
use as a range extender though, and unlike his spells they did not
require any mana. “I’ll have to learn abilities and develop a few
combos to make them work for me now.”

Thinking of magic made Scott wonder about the
nature of spells and how powerful they were. With the force-up
addition from gaining the first upgrade at level ten, at least one
of his spells would be able to do over seven hundred points of
magical damage without a critical hit. His burn spell would have a
force rating of eight. What sort of damage would a full mage be
able to accomplish? What about higher-tier spells?

Scott had a sudden overpowering urge to
acquire all of the spells that he could now that he had decent
stats. He felt that he had made the right choice earlier by
upgrading his level-up modifiers, but that did not keep him from
wanting to see what his other spells would do. His mantra had
always been, ‘passives first.’ Yet, he still wanted to do cool new
things.

“It’s like I am finally reaching a point
where I can do something other than just prepare.” Scott was
absurdly pleased. Life would no doubt become quite interesting
soon. Though, how it could be more interesting than crushing a
goblin army inside their own lair was something he would have to
wait to see.

He closed down his menu screens then tried to
contact Ero once more. He heard a soft sound inside his mind that
reminded him of someone snoring. He concluded that she was still
resting. He smiled softly. If she was snoring, she was probably
alright.

“Guess I’ll head back to town.” he said.

Scott did not start walking, however. For the
first time he intended to try and use one of his special abilities,
the world traveler ability. “Let’s see how fast this fast travel
ability is supposed to be.”

He brought up his map screen then tapped the
icon for the town of Meaden. An option to travel immediately to
Meaden in the fastest means possible popped up. He accepted and a
screen popped up prompting him to start walking toward his
destination.

The sorcerer did as directed and after taking
seven steps the world began to grow dark. Soon, the forest faded
away entirely. A large number nine appeared in the darkness.
Experimentally, he took another step forward. Nothing happened. He
took several more steps and the number dropped to eight. Scott
counted his steps after that. Every time he took seven steps
forward the number dropped by one. He tried walking backwards but
it still dropped by one.

When it hit zero the world slowly returned.
Scott was surprised to see that it was early afternoon. “So, time
passed like it said it would. How much time, though?”

He checked his system menu and noted that it
was close to three in the afternoon. He had only taken a few dozen
steps but he had traveled all the way to Meaden. Yet, nine hours
had passed in the world while he traveled. Was it some sort of
alternate dimensional travel ability? Could others do that?

How did something like that even work?
Wouldn’t it cause some sort of weird timing issue? Of course, that
was only if other people could use the ability. He thought about it
for a moment then chose to let it go. It was not that important,
yet.

“Man, that is so useful but I could waste my
life away without realizing It.” said Scott.

It had taken about fourteen hours to get to
the mine before, so world traveling was not only easier on the
feet, it took a lot less time. He had not really tried it out
before for various reasons. There had been no reason to bother with
it when he was still at Victory Station since he hunted right
outside the gates.

Simple curiosity was the only reason came to
mind. However, he had never moved more than an hour or two from
town. He had largely forgotten about its existence, to be honest.
He apparently had an ability to defy death as well, and he
certainly did not wish to test that one out any time soon.

The only real reason to use world traveler
before now would have been after he had reached the waterfall
shrine, but he had been trying to keep that ability hidden from
Rhea.

Scott headed into town. He had to offload his
junk then seek out an armorer to repair his badly damaged
equipment. There was no way that he would be heading out again for
a few days, given that factor. What could he possibly do in town
for a few days? While he wondered at what to do with his downtime,
eyes watched him from the darkness of the nearby forest.

“Is that him?” asked a rasping masculine
voice.

“Blue hair, wood armor, came from the right
direction... It could be him.” replied another voice.

The duo watched as their possible prey passed
the town gates. The first speaker stood up, revealing himself to be
a barrel-chested orc. The second speaker was a hobgoblin. “Log out
and tell that idiot that we’ve probably found the sorcerer. Show
him the scan.”

“Right, I can’t believe that moron went and
got his entire army crushed by one low-level Noob.” said the
monster.

The orc shook his head. “He relied too much
on the auction site to recruit. His level and his army are
pitiful.”

“True and he got his ass handed to him for
It.” said the hobgoblin.

“If it were just him, I would not give a
damn. He made the whole guild look bad.” replied the orc.

“Yeah, fucking Karsh... If he wasn’t the
leader’s brother I’d just tell him to go fuck himself.” said the
hobgoblin.

“No kidding. How are the Corpse Rats going to
rise as the number one demon guild with assholes like that running
things?” asked the still unnamed orc.

The hobgoblin snorted then shook his head.
“That sorcerer, he’s a player isn’t he?”

“Yeah, he has to be. Have you ever known a
local to be able to crush an army by themselves unless they were
much higher in level?”

The overly large goblin looked at the town
gates. “Too bad he’s human, a guy like that would have been nice to
recruit...”

“Yeah, true. Oh well. We’ll crush him anyway.
Just have to wait for him to leave town.” replied the orc.

“Wonder how long that will take?”

“Doesn’t matter. If that’s the guy, we’ll
call it in to the guild. We’ll have enough guys here in a few days
to take him even if he’s in town.”

The hobgoblin cackled maniacally after
hearing his superior’s words. That was true. What could one
low-level Noob do against real players?


Chapter 10: Seriously,
What the Hell?

People often come to blows over the simplest of
things. Over time the sounds of screams, shouts, and bitter
conflict can become similar to a dysfunctional serenade. Anyone who
has ever heard two people shouting at each other will have noticed
that there is a certain rhythm and cadence to that activity.

When two parties come into conflict they
strive to achieve an outcome that is superior to the precious
state. This type of conflict can lead to difficult and harsh
battles. It can be difficult to understand which side of the
conflict is in the right, if true righteousness is even part of the
equation.

A hard battle of that type was currently
being waged within the heart of Meaden’s top jewelry and accessory
store, a Regal Alice Franchise. Two indomitable foes tore into each
other with their righteous weapons, each seeking to prevail and be
declared the victor.

“Sir, we cannot pay more than that for goblin
souls.” explained a woman with bright green hair. She was a local
manager hired to run the franchise by the franchise owner.

Scott frowned at the manager then shook his
head. “I just saw how much you charge for these things. How can you
try to buy them from me for five percent of the retail value and
call it a fair deal?”

“Our sales prices and purchasing prices are
not the same. Goblin souls are not difficult to acquire if you have
the proper skill specializations or just defeat a lot of goblins.
We don’t need to purchase them for more than the offered amount.”
replied the woman, anger lacing her words.

He snorted at her. “Fine, I’ll sell them
elsewhere. Your trade license ends at the gate. I’ll set up shop up
the road a bit and sell them at one-fourth of your asking price.
Hell I’ll do that with every lore ring I find.”

“You can’t do that! The trade agreement
between towns and the merchant guild clearly states that no
one...!” The woman began to rail at Scott in a most undignified and
unprofessional manner. How she had managed to keep her position for
so long was anyone’s guess.

He interrupted her with brutal precision.
“Why do I care about that? I’m not a merchant. You can’t control
trade outside of towns to any great extent. The only thing the
guild really has a strangle hold on are professional grade lore
skills and healing tonics. If I sell anything else outside of their
network it is unlikely to stir up trouble, at least not till I am
done severely undercutting your store.”

Scott had asked Rhea a lot of questions
regarding how retail worked in this world. She had known about the
health potion sales limitations, so he had decided to become as
knowledgeable as possible regarding such things.

The manager glared hatefully at Scott. She
was about to retort angrily, but another customer entered the
store. Her personality changed completely upon the arrival of a
potential paying customer. She ignored Scott and moved to greet the
newcomer.

Scott decided to end the pointless
negotiation. The manager did not seem to understand professional
courtesy. Worse, she did not comprehend the simple fact that
selling something for twenty times the amount that it cost to
purchase it is an insult to the people who actually acquired the
item for you. Making a profit was one thing, a fine thing. Why
would anyone even bother to sell to your store if they could make
more selling items on their own outside of town? Most people sold
their junk items to stores so that they could avoid having to do
that sort of thing.

None of the other shop owners in town had
tried to undercut him so badly. A few of them had even paid him
fifty percent of the retail value for the items that he had brought
them. Why did this shrew think that she was entitled to such a high
potential profit on items that were rare drops?

Scott decided to cut his losses and leave. On
the way out of the store a screen popped up.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Thank you for visiting the Meaden branch of Regal
Alice! You are listed as a VIP by the master franchise owner. Would
you like to take a survey to inform her of the level of service
that you have received at this branch?

 


[Yes | No ]

 


<<< * >>>

 


“I’m a VIP?” Scott smirked then narrowed his
eyes in a dark and suggestive manner while looking at the screen.
Why yes, yes he would like to take a survey.

He accepted the offer and answered all of the
questions negatively. How bad was the service? The service was one
star out of five, easily. The prices were terrible. The management
did not know how to talk to potential customers. When prompted to
write a few parting thoughts he went into detail about his beliefs
on proper retail courtesy.

By the time Scott finished with the survey
and hit the submit button the manager had finished speaking with
the new customer. A screen appeared before her. She blinked,
obviously surprised at its sudden appearance. She stared at it for
a moment.

“A negative survey review? How can that be? I
know all of the VIPs who come here regularly.”

Scott heard her and shook his head. He had
not been aware of that VIP status before. He did not allow that to
deter him from using it to screw with the green haired harridan. He
could not resist bashing her over the head with it. “Not all of
them. Next time I visit with Regal Alice, I’ll be sure to remind
her of just how much I enjoyed your customer service.”

The manager’s eyes went wide at the
realization of what she had done. He had been dressed so poorly
that she had not considered it to be a problem. “Sir, I...”

“Save your sirs for someone who cares. You
treated me like most people would treat a wet dog rolling around on
a fancy couch. Good luck with your employment review whenever that
comes around.”

The manager stood there with her mouth gaped
open. What had she done?

Scott left the store and headed toward his
room at the inn. His armor would not be repaired for another two
days. The damage had been quite extensive and he suspected that the
local armorer was not as good as the one at Victory Station.

“Not a bad haul, though.” He had made a bit
over thirty-six thousand Fayth from the crappy loot that the
goblins and other monsters had dropped during the battle, plus half
of the loot from the three day hunting binge with Rhea. When
everything had been settled, he had earned over one hundred thirty
thousand Fayth in the last four days.

He would have had another fifteen thousand
Fayth if he had sold the goblin souls, but selling them for that
price when they were sold in the shop for twenty thousand each
would be an insult to his sensibilities. He would have understood
offering twenty to thirty percent due to the profit margins and
time it would take to sell the items. Five percent was just
abusive.

“Wait, wait!” called a voice from behind him.
The manager from the store was running toward him as fast as her
stiletto heels could take her.

“What is it?” asked Scott irately. As far as
he was concerned, he was done with her.

The manager tripped and nearly fell to the
ground, but she was close enough that Scott was able to reach out
and catch her. She looked at him thankfully. “I...”

“Yeah? Like I said, what is it?”

She righted herself and then said, “I did not
know you were a VIP, sir. We have a different pricing scale for
people of your quality.”

Scott snorted at her. She did not think much
of his quality earlier. He truly disliked people who treated people
differently based on appearances alone.

She winced at his dismissive attitude, but
persevered. “I’m prepared to offer you twenty-five percent of the
retail value for your items, sir.”

“I want forty.” replied Scott. He knew damned
well that she would balk at that price. Still, he did not want to
make this easy for her.

“Sir, I... Forty is impossible. I’m not
authorized to offer that much to anyone.”

“Are you sure about that? The next time I see
Regal Alice, I’ll ask about her pricing policies.”

The manager grew pale, and started to shake a
little. It was a strange reaction to be honest. Scott had never
seen a manager so worried about what the store owner would
think.

“T-the maximum I am allowed to offer to
anyone is thirty-percent.”

“Give it to me then.” said Scott. He did not
need more than one of the rings, but he did need more than five
percent of their value.

“G-great! Just hold on one moment while I
prepare funds for the sale.” She pulled up a menu screen and
started fiddling with numbers.

 


<<< * >>>

 


You have received an offer of 90000 Fayth for (15)
goblin soul lore rings.

Do you accept? [Yes | No]

 


<<< * >>>

 


Scott wasted no time and accepted that offer
immediately. It was a much better deal overall. The idea that she
had wanted to pay him fifteen thousand for those rings before still
bothered him, however. The store would sell them for three hundred
thousand altogether.

Ninety thousand Fayth became his, and several
unnecessary rings became the property of Regal Alice’s local
franchise. Scott was absurdly pleased with the sale, though he
refused to show it in front of the manager.

“Thank you for your business, sir.” said the
woman. Her tone was civil, but Scott still sensed hostility. He
wondered for a moment if she worked off of commission. Did she get
a cut of the profits? Otherwise, she would be another type of
person he disliked. She would be the sort of sales clerk or office
worker who acted like the company’s money was their money to a
degree far beyond what was necessary. Like an overly aggressive
bill collector who took it personally when you owed the company
money.

A new window appeared in front of him. He
snorted loudly at the blatant nature of the request that he had
received.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Geri Heinzel, manager of the Meaden branch of Regal
Alice, has sent you a request to verify that you are satisfied with
the transaction.

 


Has the transaction been completed to your
satisfaction? [Yes | No]

 


Do you have any comments to share regarding this
transaction? [Yes | No]

 


<<< * >>>

 


Scott looked at the message and then back at
the green haired woman. Geri was obviously hoping that he would be
satisfied so that he would opt to lessen the damage that his survey
would do to her career options.

He thought about it for a moment, then
clicked ‘yes’ to both questions. He was asked if he would like to
type his response or speak it aloud. He chose to type it out. A new
message screen popped up with an alpha-numeric keypad next to
it.

 


<<< * >>>

 


There was an issue that occurred during my
negotiations with the manager at the Meaden Branch of Regal Alice.
It was only a misunderstanding. The manager went above and beyond
her duty to satisfy my needs. Due to the previous issue, she
promised me a permanent 30% sales rate when I sell my items at the
Meaden branch of the store.

How generous!

 


<<< * >>>

 


Scott hit submit and the comment was
accepted. It was not long before the manager received confirmation
of the contract’s acceptance.

Geri also received a new message stating that
a VIP customer had left a comment on one of her contracts. She read
the message then blinked. Her left eye lid began to twitch
spastically. “P-permanent thirty-percent...”

“Yep, permanent thirty-percent. So,
generous.” replied Scott. She could either accept it as true or try
to claim that he had lied. Either way she would have to explain the
situation, and that might not work out well for her.

Geri began to cry a little. She imagined her
beautiful profits soaring away.

Scott, on the other hand, did not care. He
turned to leave. Doing so led to the start of a strange new event.
He bumped into someone who he had not noticed before.

“Ouch! Hey...” cried out a feminine
voice.

“What? Who?” asked Scott intelligently. Where
did this girl come from? She was far too close!

“Oh no, look what you did! My ice cream...”
said the girl. She was wearing a low cut dress, and somehow an ice
cream cone had firmly planted itself within her cleavage.

Scott blinked at her then looked down at the
odd sight. He still did not really know what was going on. Was she
saying that he had bumped into her and did that? He had only turned
around, how could he have done that? More to the point, wasn’t it a
little cold to be wearing such skimpy clothing while eating ice
cream?

“Look what I did? I didn’t do anything.” said
Scott.

The red haired girl frowned at him then
gestured toward her chest once more. “See, this is what you
did!”

“How did I do that? I would have had to have
been right on top of you and I’ve been standing in one place for a
while now.” Scott spoke in slow, measured, tones. He wanted to make
sure she understood that he took no responsibility for something
like that. She would have had to have been right behind him and
incredibly close.

“That’s how it is? You ruin my ice cream and
molest my innocent breasts, but won’t take responsibility?” asked
the girl with an edge in her tone. Strangely, she had not bothered
to remove the ice cream from her cleavage, yet. Wasn’t that
cold?

“Take responsibility? For what, you standing
too close to me?” Scott had no idea what had gotten her so riled
up. If anything she had obviously run into him.

She placed her hands on her hips and pouted.
It would normally be a devastating psychological tactic. “What kind
of man are you? You did this and refuse to take any
responsibility?”

“I’m the kind of man who has no
responsibility to take... and isn’t that cold?” said Scott.

“No responsibility! I was innocently walking
along when you turned quickly and molested me with my ice cream
cone! I should let the world know.” said the girl. She looked up at
him with wide, expressive, eyes and a petulant expression.

“Molested you? What the hell are you talk-"
began Scott.

“Help! I’m being molested by an ice cream
pervert!” shouted the girl. She clutched her hands to her chest and
began to tremble slightly.

People started to gather, many wondering what
was going on. Scott glared hatefully at the red haired creature.
Was she stupid, or was she plotting something? “What are you
doing...?”

“Replace the ice cream that you made me lose
and I’ll let it go.” she said in a sugary sweet tone.

“Whatever, just stop shouting. How much was
it?” How much could ice cream cost? He hated being extorted like
this, but what could he do? If he tried to walk away she would just
keep shouting like an idiot. Someone might even choose to believe
her.

“Oh no, you have to buy it for me. Come on,
let’s go.” She reached over and grabbed his arm. Scott tried to
pull away out of reflex but she took a deep breath then opened her
mouth like she was going to shout again.

“Fine... let’s just get this over with.” What
the hell was wrong with this girl?

She turned to the crowd. “It’s ok, only a
misunderstanding. He’s just clumsy.”

Various people in the small crowd began to
mutter about people shouting. A few other people murmured about
wanting ice cream while eyeing a certain artfully displayed ice
cream cone. Either way, the situation was resolved.

“Anyway, since you’re treating me to ice
cream we should exchange names.” said the girl. Her attitude was
absurdly cheerful if you considered how she had been acting
previously.

“Can’t I just buy you ice cream and never
talk to you again?” asked Scott. He suspected that his request was
too much to ask for, and soon received her answer.

“Rude, and no. My name’s Sharde. What’s your
name?” she asked. She smiled at him sweetly then batted her
eyelashes in a caricature of flirtation.

“Scott.” he said simply. He saw no reason to
drag this out. The sooner they were done, the better.

Sharde plucked the cone from between her
breasts then pouted at it. “What a waste. Do you want it?”

She took a deep breath then thrust her chest
upward and outward before showing the cone to Scott. He snorted at
her. “I don’t know where those things have been.”

“Cheeky, boy.” She laughed at his casual
insult for a moment then tossed the cone aside. Her deliberate
disregard for it was quite telling. Scott suspected that this
meeting had nothing to do with ice cream, but he would go along
with it to see what she wanted. Sharde had gone through a lot of
trouble to get his attention. He wanted to find out why.

Scott shook his head at her then started
walking. “Let’s get that ice cream so you can go do whatever it is
that you do with yourself.”

“Ooh, so eager.” She quickly reached his side
and tried to slip her arm through his. He resisted her efforts
several times before she managed to get through his guard. They
walked down the street silently, arm in arm. Their current
destination was the general store down the road. It was the closest
place to buy ice cream in town.

Helping Sharde acquire replacement ice cream
turned out to take longer than Scott had anticipated. Upon arrival,
he discovered that the general store was sold out of the particular
flavor that she wanted. Unfortunately, that also meant that she was
not satisfied.

Scott did not really give a damn about her
lack of satisfaction, but she threated to start shouting and
spreading false allegations if he did not help her track down the
flavor that she wanted. As it turned out, there were four stores
that sold ice cream in town. Strangely, they were all out of
vanilla.

“How the hell do you run out of vanilla ice
cream?” asked Scott. It was like one of the two most common flavors
of ice cream in existence! He had seen dozens of buckets of ice
cream for sale at various stores while walking through town. Now
none of them had even a spoonful of vanilla to sell.

“We had several tough looking guys come in
and buy it all. They must really like vanilla. There were a few
dozen tubs of the stuff.” said the shop keeper.

Sharde pouted at Scott in a cute manner. “Aw,
looks like you won’t be able to make proper reparations...”

“Yeah, this is not suspicious at all.”
remarked the sorcerer. Several buff looking guys had bought up ice
cream at one other store, too. He had asked the store owner at the
last place. He would not be surprised if those guys had bought all
of the vanilla ice cream in town.

“You’ll have to pick something else.” said
Scott.

“No, absolutely not. It must be vanilla.”
said Sharde.

“Pick something else.” said Scott.

She strode over and stood directly in front
of him. She leaned forward and looked up at him. “No.”

“Yes, get chocolate or something.” insisted
Scott.

She leaned forward more. “Nope, must be
vanilla.”

Scott leaned in slightly and said, “They don’
t have any.”

Sharde stood up on her tip-toes and tilted
her head back. Her lips parted gently and she closed her eyes.
Scott leaned back and stared at her. What was she doing?

She started to pucker her lips a little, but
no kiss was forth coming. Slowly she opened one eye and looked at
him. “Something wrong?”

“What... exactly are you doing?” he asked
while leaning away from her.

“Oh, we weren’t doing the arguing till we
kiss thing? I kind of thought that was what we were doing... So.”
Sharde looked at him with a curious and confused, but innocent
expression.

“Uh... No. We don’t even know each other...”
said Scott.

Sharde pouted at him then sighed softly.
“Well, that sucks. I’ve never kissed anyone but my sister.”

“You... Kiss your sister?” asked Scott.

“Yeah, on the cheek and stuff. I’ve never
kissed a boy before.”

“Is that so...” said Scott. While that was
fascinating and all, he did not know why she was telling him that.
For that matter, what was with this entire contrived outing?

“Yes. It’s sad, isn’t it? I have this sexy
body and sweet disposition, but no one to kiss.” Sharde gently
placed two fingers against her lips then looked away from him, her
cheeks darkening to a light shade of pink.

“My heart breaks for you.” said Scott flatly.
She had not lied. She was incredibly attractive, and he had to
admit that she was interesting if weird. Yet, he just did not feel
right kissing her. He knew nothing about her. Also, it might make a
certain someone else upset.

“Does it?” She smiled at him. Her demeanor
changed completely. She was once again excited and perky. Sharde
looked up at him expectantly, her lips softly parted.

Scott stared at her for a moment in
confusion. While he tried to figure out what to do about the
situation, he realized something strange. He had not really noticed
it before due to wanting to finish their current business. Sharde
looked surprisingly similar to Rhea. Sure, the ice cream nut was
human but the two girls had similar features. If they were not
different races he would have wondered if they were sisters.

“You stare at me with such an intense
expression. My innocent maiden heart might not be able to stand
it.” She batted her eye lashes cutely then puckered her lips a
little.

“Sorry, you just reminded me of someone...
That’s all.” The facts that they had a similar appearance and were
both romantically aggressive were key factors.

“Really? Who might that be?” Sharde looked at
him with a strange expression. It seemed to be formed half from
curiosity and half from hope.

“Uh, my partner Rhea.” said Scott.

“Partner?” asked Sharde with a curious
expression.

“Yeah, we’re in an adventuring party
together. You sort of reminded me of her, for some reason.”

She grabbed his hands and squeezed them
excitedly. Her expression became one of great joy. “Do I
really?”

“Yeah, a little...” Scott tried to step back,
to get away from the girl. Sharde stepped with him and kept their
distance minimal.

She squeezed his hands a little and smiled
brightly at him. “Is this girl, this Rhea, important to you? A
girlfriend perhaps?”

“Well, yeah. I don’t really know what we are,
but she’s important to Me.” he said. He knew that much was true at
least. He did enjoy spending time with Rhea, and liked to have her
around.

Scott was decidedly uncomfortable with her
questions, however. He was about to tell her that, but she spoke
up.

“Good. Be sure to tell her that some time,
OK?” She reached into her pocket and seemed to grasp something.

“What?” he asked, surprised.

Suddenly, she whipped her hand out of her
pocket and threw something onto the floor. Smoke filled the room.
Scott started to cough and his eyes began to water. The poor clerk
had similar issues.

They ran out of the store and tried to catch
their breath. As they did so, Scott heard a soft feminine giggle
followed by a tender whisper. “Don’t forget that you owe me ice
cream, Scott.”

He looked around but saw no one. It was as
though she had vanished. He felt a hard slap against his backside
before a loud laugh permeated the air.

His eyes widened in surprise. “Seriously?
What the hell!”

The strange girl did not answer. Either she
was being silent or she had truly left. Scott was more than a
little unnerved by her ability to operate invisibly. How had she
slapped his ass without him even seeing her? Who, what, was that
girl?

The smoke cleared away. He looked around,
hoping to catch a glimpse of her. She was gone. Only the pain in
his ass was left behind as proof that she had ever been there in
the first place.


Chapter 11: Fairy
Business

The first rays of dawn were a signal to the world
that a new day would soon begin. Those rays of light brought new
possibilities and the hope of a brighter future. However, for one
person it brought all of that plus the loud and excitable noise of
a newly awakened companion.

“Scott! Scott! Wake Up!” exclaimed Ero.

The sorcerer grumbled a little then slowly
opened his eyes. “Wha...?”

“It’s morning!” piped the voice of the tiny
girl.

Scott blinked then rolled over toward the
sound that was interrupting his pleasant slumber. He saw Ero
sitting cross-legged on top of a pillow, still just as naked as she
had always been. His eyes widened and a bright smile crossed his
face.

The blond fairy smiled at him sweetly for a
moment then jumped up with a tiny, but impressive bounce. “I’m all
better! See? Do you see?” She started to spin and twirl in place to
emphasize how much better she had become.

 


<<< * >>>

 


You have completed a battle with your new guardian.
However, she was defeated in battle and weakened as a result.
Please take better care of your companions in the future!

 


You now have expanded capacity to use the power of
Ero, the Sacred Water Fairy. When deployed she will appear in your
party menu and you will be able to see her status.

 


You will have to expend your own ability points to
increase her powers and you will need to transfer your own
experience points to increase her level. Ero, the Sacred Water
Fairy will appear in your skill menu as an optional
upgrade.

 


Ero can be called to battle, dismissed from battle,
and called to battle at full power for a single major effort. Due
to her low level, she may only use her greater powers once every
four days. She will also be weak and unable to be called to battle
at all for up to twenty-four hours.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Scott blinked at the image screen then looked
at the happy naked girl. “Neat.”

She would not gain experience from battle,
but he could share his experience and ability points to increase
her power. That could be useful in many ways. He could use the
experience transference to avoid gaining too many levels at a rapid
pace. He had worried a little that he would leave Rhea too far
behind.

Ero fluttered around him happily and asked a
series of rapid-fire questions. “What’s neat? Am I neat? What do
you mean? Is neat a good thing? Will I like it?”

“I found out how to make you stronger.” Scott
smiled at the excitable fairy. She was far too innocent for her own
good. Everything was amazing to her and she enjoyed being out in
the world, that much was obvious.

“Yay!” She jumped up and down on the pillow
while clapping her hands several times in the process. The effect
was adorable and disturbing for the man. She was so small... so
bouncy.

Scott could not help it. He started to laugh.
He had wanted to sleep-in longer since he was more or less forced
to take time off while his equipment was repaired. Still, the happy
girl’s joy was infectious. “I’m glad you are alright. You had me
worried.”

“I did?” She leaned forward and looked at him
with wide, innocent, eyes.

He leveled a sincere and heartfelt gaze upon
the girl. “Yeah, when you took that arrow I feared the worst.”

Ero’s tiny chest began to rise and fall
rapidly. She looked up at Scott in elation and surprise. Suddenly
she launched herself forward and hugged Scott’s face. She started
to shake and cry while she held him tightly. “Oh, you were worried
about me? Oh, I’m so happy!”

Scott flailed his arms and legs around a
little as the diminutive naked mythological creature shut off his
air supply. He tried to tell her to get off but it came out heavily
mumbled.

“Oh, Scott... that tickles!” Ero giggled and
hugged him with greater intensity. She absolutely refused to budge
after that, no matter what he did.

If this had been a cliché and poorly scripted
television series, Rhea or someone else would have barged in right
then. However, life did not always synchronize in such ways.
Instead Scott was forced to think quickly. He performed an action
known as a ‘raspberry.’ His lips and tongue made a rude noise that
caused Ero to giggle louder and start to squirm.

She loosened her adorable death grip just
enough for him to pluck her off of him. He held her up in front of
him and said, “I named you well...”

Ero smiled at him sweetly for a moment then
lowered her eyes. She flapped her wings in a shy and demure manner.
“I was just happy... Was it, OK?”

“You can hug me whenever you like, just...
Put on some clothes or hug me somewhere other than my face.” said
Scott. He sincerely hoped that they would be able to find her
something to wear in the future. She had no sense of feminine
modesty and thus did not care if she was naked. She had been naked
her entire life from what he could tell. Her disregard for the need
for clothing might be a problem for her later, though.

“Somewhere else, huh?” She eyed him
critically then grinned. A faint hint of drool escaped her
lips.

“Not there, or there, or there either.” said
Scott.

“Hey, how did you know what places I was
thinking about?” asked Ero. She looked at him with wide and
intrigued eyes.

“I named you well, remember?” he said.

She narrowed her eyes and gazed at him in a
surprisingly calm and serious manner. A delicate hand rose to her
lips and she unleashed a surprisingly adult chuckle. “Fu fu
fu.”

Scott squeezed her gently by instinct and she
started to squirm in his hand. Finally she looked up at him then
lifted one of her beautifully sculpted eyebrows. “Scott, I’m glad
that you want to hold me so tightly in your masculine embrace, but
can you at least feed me first? I’m a growing girl you know.”

He eyed her carefully then slowly released
his grip a little. She immediately began to wiggle in his hand. She
wiggled a little more than was strictly necessary to be honest.

“Mmm, much better. It’s cozy in here, you
know.” She grinned at him then tossed her hair over her
shoulder.

A shudder crawled up his spine as a sweet,
but horrible, future bloomed before him. Ero almost seemed like she
was trying to flirt with him. He did not mind it terribly, but
something about what she had said just before stuck with him.
“Growing girl?”

She leaned forward and rested the top of her
body on his fist and looked up at him with a cute expression. “Oh
yes, I am growing every day and in every way.”

His left eyelid twitched slightly. “Man, how
am I going to explain you to Rhea?”

How does a man inform his not quite, but
sort-of, fantasy world girlfriend that he also has a permanent bond
with another girl? Also, said girl is a pervert who lives inside
his head and likes to hug his face when she is naked? Somehow, he
did not see that conversation ending well.

She placed two fingers to her lips then
acquired a complicated expression. After a moment she released a
soft overly feminine giggle. “I can hug her too, that might help.
I’m pretty sure it would help me, anyway.”

Scott released Ero and she dropped onto the
pillow. She sat there, her fairy business openly displayed to the
world, while she casually observed her master. The diminutive girl
made no attempt to cover herself, but then why would she? Ero had
been naked her entire life. The business she was conducting was
something that she had freely conducted since the day she was
born.

“Will it be a problem? I’m sorry... I should
not have asked to bond with you.” Ero looked down at the pillow and
sighed loudly. Her strangely seductive attitude left her entirely
and she looked truly remorseful. The poor girl looked as though she
might burst into tears at any moment.

“I don’t know. Don’t worry about it so much,
though. You asked, but I’m the one who said yes. Besides that, you
helped me a lot. I hope Rhea understands that, but it’s really
something she’ll have to decide on her own.” said Scott. It was
done and could not be undone.

He liked Rhea, but she kept holding back. She
hid things from him. She seemed honest, even sincere, in what she
told him regarding her feelings for him. Yet, others had done that
in the past.

Sarah was the most recent culprit. They had
spent three years together, and even reached a point where they had
decided to get married. But she had hid things till the very end
and then discarded him after a single night of drunken sex with her
old boyfriend.

He knew that he was better off without her,
but it still hurt to be so casually cast off. It was not possible
for him to truly accept someone as more than a friend if they could
not be honest with him. He refused to allow that sort of
relationship to fully blossom anymore.

Ero had saved his life and helped him a great
deal. He owed her. There were no secrets there. Scott had no
romantic interest in the girl that he was aware of, but he trusted
her with his life at this point. She had already proven that she
would help him in a crises and that sort of loyalty meant a lot to
him as both a man and as a former soldier. Hopefully that would not
come back to haunt him later.

“OK. I hope she will like me. You think about
her a lot...” said Ero. She did not look at him while she said it.
She continued to look down at the pillow while her hair shaded her
eyes.

“I hope she likes you, too. We’re BFFs,
right?” said Scott, a soft smile upon his lips.

Her head snapped up and she looked at him
with growing excitement. Her face began to take on a rosy pink
tinge and her eyes widened gently. She exclaimed, “Yeah!”

Scott started to smile at the excited girl.
His smile was short lived, however. She giggled happily then lunged
forward and hugged his face again. “Not the face! Not the face!”
cried Scott.

She giggled at him once more, but refused to
move. Ero believed that he would forgive her for her trespass in
the end. They were best friends forever, after all.

 


***

 


The sounds of loud grumbling interspersed by
the occasional angry shout permeated the air. The ill-will and
general frustration were brought on by the fact that only four
people from the guild had arrived at the rendezvous point so
far.

“Look, I get why that weak ass Karsh isn’t
here. Why hasn’t anyone else showed up, yet?” asked Redfang, the
hobgoblin.

“Askrida is another week’s walk from here.
Even if they ride, some of them won’t be here till tomorrow. We
probably won’t go after him till Karsh can log-in again anyway.”
said Aen the Orc.

“Shit, having to wait four days just to take
out one weak ass Noob.” growled Redfang. What kind of garbage was
that? The guy might be slightly higher-tier than the typical noob,
but he was nothing special from what he could see.

“Whatever, the guild’s paying us to sit here.
It’s boring, but at least it’s easy Fayth.” said Aen.

“I know. I know. But aren’t we a bit exposed?
I mean doesn’t it look suspicious that an orc and a hobgoblin are
just hanging out in the woods near a human town? Neither of us
chose stealth builds. It’s not like it would be hard to spot us.”
said Redfang

Aen looked at the hobgoblin then snorted.
“Who the hell cares about us standing out here? No player would
have a reason to give a damn. Meaden’s a tiny shithole. There
aren’t enough guards to patrol the town and the woods.”

“Maybe, but you know what... I still feel
exposed. It’s like the forest has eyes, man.”

“Stop being paranoid, you wuss. There’s no
one watching us.” said Aen.

Redfang grunted then looked around. It
certainly felt like someone was watching them, but maybe Aen was
right. Who would really care about them hanging out in the woods if
you discounted the guards? If it had been town guards there would
have been a confrontation by now anyway.

Monster races were not particularly welcome
in human towns at the moment. That was the price everyone in the
guild had been forced to pay for taking over Askrida. They had
gained partial control of a decent-sized town through underhanded
dealings but other towns hated them.

A brief gust of wind caused Redfang to look
around wide-eyed, but he say nothing unusual. No, it had been
sudden but it had been nothing but the wind. He hoped.

 


***

 


“Oh, what’s this?” Ero fluttered around a pie
that was sitting under a clear glass cover. The tasty looking
desert looked like something out of a magazine. It was impossibly
perfect in design and appearance.

They had gone down to eat breakfast. In doing
so, he had discovered that the kitchen staff had already begun to
make desserts for the day. Scott watched the intrigued fairy
flutter around various cakes and pies while she continually asked
what they were.

“It smells really nice!” said Ero. She bit
her lower lip and made little murmurs of approval.

“Hey, what is that thing? Keep it away from
my desert tray.” said an older man after noticing the fairy
fluttering about.

“I am not a thing!” shouted Ero. Of course,
her shout sounded more like someone speaking in an overly loud
voice.

“Sorry.” said Scott, before grabbing the
naked girl and putting her on his shoulder. How the man had not
known that she was a fairy just by looking at her was anyone’s
guess. Honestly, what else could she be?

“I’m not a thing. Oh...” Ero started to
flutter around Scott’s head in an agitated manner. How dare that
guy call her a thing? She had a name, you know!

“Would you like a piece of pie?” asked
Scott.

“Uhm, sure!” replied the fairy. She forgot
her annoyance when faced with the prospect of something tasty to
eat.

Ero landed on top of his head then pointed at
an apple pie nearby. “Can I have that one?”

“Which one? I can’t see you that well.” said
Scott.

“Oh, um... The one under the glass cover.”
she said shyly.

“Alright.” Scott decided to indulge his fairy
BFF. He also bought a piece for himself. It did look incredibly
good.

It was an interesting moment, to say the
least. Scott had never seen anyone attempt to eat a pie using a
fork that would be the size of a battle trident if it were expanded
to human size. Ero eventually defaulted to simply pulling off
chunks of pie by hand. She occasionally looked up at him with an
absurdly pleased grin while apple pie dripped down her face.

The sight of the adorable little thing eating
pie like that made the man smile. She was a strange girl. One
moment she was sweet and innocent to the point that she almost
seemed like a child. In the next moment she said things that would
make even the crustiest veteran sailor blush.

After their early morning dessert they hit
the town. Scott’s equipment would not be fully restored till
tomorrow evening, so he had a great deal of time to kill. He could
go out and hunt, but he felt like that would not really work out.
The monsters in the Meaden zone would be fairly weak when compared
to him now. The monsters in the area might not give any experience
outside of the mine, and even that was probably not going to be a
viable hunting location for him much longer when it came to
acquiring experience. He could still grind for ability points and
loot, though. It would be worth the time that would be spent, and
when Rhea returned she would still be able to make full use of the
place.

Instead of hunting, he opted to walk around
town with Ero. People occasionally stopped to stare at the naked
girl as she zipped around, but apparently she was not that unique.
No one started to scream about how amazing it was to see a fairy,
so Scott assumed that fairies were not as rare as he had originally
thought. They might also be so rare that no one had even heard of
them. He doubted that, but it was a possibility.

The day wore on, and Scott indulged the happy
little fairy. She had been cooped up in a closed off spring for
years. She had not traveled too far from the mine before that, and
this was her first time actually visiting a human town.

Night came and Ero grew tired. She returned
to Scott’s mind and the sorcerer opted to get some sleep. He had
enjoyed spending time exploring town with Ero, but he was starting
to feel a little stir crazy. He had he itch, he needed to hunt.
Before going to sleep he thought, ‘What would it hurt to hunt
without my gear?’

It was an interesting thought. How much had
he improved? He could check his stats, but how did they reflect his
real ability to fight? The idea stuck with him for quite a while.
His armor needed to be repaired. What would it possibly hurt to
test his skills without equipment, when the monsters in the area
are much lower in level when compared to him?

 


***

 


A happy cry echoed through the room. A
certain blue haired goddess of love and gaming was finally free of
business entanglements for a time. “Eight hours, I have eight whole
hours...”

Origin excitedly sang out, “Eight whole
hours.” repeatedly while racing down the street. The divine city
was not an easy place to travel through on a good day. Due to the
nigh-invulnerable nature of deities, the inhabitants of the
celestial metropolis were more than casual about such things as car
crashes and attempted vehicular manslaughter.

The goddess ran along the sidewalk at an
incredible pace compared to what a human could have accomplished.
The buildings and people were passed in a blur of motion.

Without missing a beat, she swerved around an
oncoming truck that ran up on the sidewalk and continued running at
high speed. Normally, she would drive back to the family tower for
the sake of authenticity. However, her running speed was much
higher than a normal Earth style automobile could match. She was
also able to avoid crashes with greater ease due to her higher
mobility.

She sprang over a Cadillac that ran up on the
curve and kept going as it slammed into an office building.
Sometimes she believed that they took the crazy driver side of
authenticity too far. Either way, at least traffic was a bit
lighter than usual.

“Eight hours, that’s more than a day. That’s
plenty of time to tell him...” In the end, she would be able to
spend a little over one day with Scott before she had to come back
and finish her work.

Of course, it would take several minutes to
make it back across town since she could not run at top speed. Her
maximum foot speed would have caused damage to nearby windows when
she passed through the area. Still, it was much faster than taking
a car. At the moment she did not care about the windows nearby, but
she did care about dealing with paperwork if she broke them.

“Whee!” exclaimed Origin as she leapt from
atop a bridge then plummeted a considerably lengthy distance toward
the ground far below. She exerted an infinitesimal portion of her
will and increased her falling speed to save time. She slammed down
onto the concrete sidewalk like a blue haired meteor, an impact
crater spread out around her landing point, but she was not
particularly concerned.

She took off again, an elated look on her
face. “Almost there!”

The blue haired goddess launched herself up
the side of an embankment, caught the railing above, and then
flipped onto the sidewalk on the upper street level. She could have
avoided all of this if she was allowed to fly like a normal person.
However, humans do not typically fly in such a manner so it was not
allowed in the city. The rules... were a bit odd in some
regards.

The family tower loomed ahead. Origin picked
up speed now that she had a clear shot. She raced up to the
entrance and hurled the doors open with great excitement. The
goddess immediately ran for the stairs, they would be quicker than
the elevator. However, there was a large and annoying sign on the
entrance door.

“What do you mean out of order? Dammit! Who
broke the stairs this time?” She grumbled loudly then walked over
to the elevator. She puffed out her cheeks in a public display of
annoyance then huffed loudly. Origin poked the elevator call button
while poking out her lips like a small child who had been denied
something that she wanted.

“Come on, come on...I hate waiting for this
thing.” Origin paced around for a full minute, one precious
irreplaceable minute, while she waited for the elevator to descend
to the first floor.

“I’m going to have to have a talk with mom
about having a ladder installed on the side of this tower. This is
ridiculous.” Origin continued to gripe about the wait while the
elevator made its descent. There were few fire escapes attached to
the buildings in the divine city. Some existed for the sake of
appearances and authenticity, but they were not necessary
structures. The gods could easily put out a fire that might break
out, and some of them chose to jump off of a building if it would
take too long to reach the bottom like a normal person. Getting
back up always took longer, of course.

She started to dance from side to side while
making weird hand gestures at the elevator door. Maybe it would
move faster? Curiously, the elevator door chose that moment to
finally open.

Origin cried out, “Finally!”

The excited gamer-goddess ran into the open
door and quickly entered her floor number. Quirky elevator music
began to play in the background as part of the elevator riding
experience. Normally, she would smile and bob her head to the
music. Right now she just wanted the ride to end.

It was torture, that long ride. The torture
eventually ended and she was released to her floor. The entire
floor belonged to her, but she spent most of her time in her
private room.

Origin entered her private bedchambers then
locked the door behind her. Her command chair awaited, and so did
that certain someone. She sat down and lifted up her tiara. She
smiled at the largely unnecessary device. It was used mostly for
the purpose of authenticity. It served a purpose, limiting the
power of a deity by permission, but mostly it was window dressing.
The truth was that it made the whole concept just that much more
fun.

She ran her thumbs along the cool surface of
her personal tiara. “I wonder if he missed me?”

She stuck out her tongue and then grinned. Of
course he did! He had kissed her cheek after all.

A goofy smile crossed her lips for a moment
then Origin settled into her chair. She placed her tiara atop her
head and grinned. It was time to get serious and play a game.


Chapter 12:
F-Fairygasm?!

Moonlight streamed down through the branches of the
old growth forest casting shadows upon the land. In a small
clearing the wind began to stir. It was a subtle shift in the
balance of the world. Soon, a legendary hunter once again stalked
the land. Woe, be unto those who became an obstacle in the path to
her chosen prey!

“Alright, now to find Scott.” said Rhea as
she appeared in the moonlight clearing. She looked around
expectantly and then sighed. Right, why would he be waiting for her
at her log-in spot when he did not even know she could log out
yet?

She set out for their campsite at a
determined trot. There was little time and she wanted to spend it
with her comrade. However, once she arrived on site she frowned.
The tent was gone. “Did he move the campsite?”

Rhea did a quick mental calculation and
determined that it had only been a few days since she had left. She
knew that he had been in the mine recently because she had
authorized an offline prayer request for aid, and even sent him her
favorite low-end set of boomerangs.

The elf maiden’s eyes widened. She pounded
her right fist into her left hand then nodded. “I bet he went to
sell off loot in town and get repairs.”

“I’ll send him a party chat. Maybe he’s in
range?” She pulled up her party menu and noted that Scott was still
her leader. That tidbit of information was obvious, but it made her
smile anyway. She would have used this method during the last major
separation that they had endured, but she was uncertain of how he
would react.

However, something surprising caught her eye.
Her momentary elation at figuring out his location faded. “He’s
asleep and he’s level thirteen?”

She could not send him a party chat at this
distance since he was unconscious. Further, what had happened in
that mine? She knew that he had been facing a lot of monsters, but
there should not have been that many.

She bit her lower lip then chewed on it for a
moment. What could have happened? The implications were clear. He
had faced an exceptionally large number of monsters. She checked
her party log then made a curious noise. He had not died,
either.

“I’m wasting time. It will take hours to get
to Meaden.” Rhea called up her map screen then chose to world
travel to Meaden. Her top running speed was a little higher than
Scott’s. She would get to town in only around eight hours, just in
time for dawn to grace the world with its presence.

 


***

 


Soft innocent eyes widened in surprise and
wonder. “Wow, Scott. It’s so big...”

“Really? Looks normal to me.” said the
sorcerer.

Ero popped out of his head long enough to
shake her head back and forth slowly, her eyes open wide in
wonderment. “I’ve never even heard of one being that big
before!”

Scott laughed at the fairy. She had a flair
for exaggeration. Though, it was possible that there were none
bigger in this world. Massive architecture of that nature might be
unique to his people.

“How do they make buildings that tall? You
said that there was no magic where you are from?” asked Ero.

“It takes a long time and they use materials
designed for strength and flexibility. I’m not sure what else they
do, but they build them one floor at a time.” said Scott.

“You have a lot of fun memories. All I have
are memories of Mike and my cave.” said Ero.

“We’ll make some fun memories Ero.” Scott
felt bad for the tiny little thing. She had been locked away for
her own safety and had never been far from her cave before that.
She knew almost nothing of this world. In many ways they were in a
similar position.

“That will be so great! Best friends
traveling the world kicking butt and eating pie!” exclaimed the
girl happily. Her wings fluttered rapidly for a moment then she
slipped back inside his head.

Scott barked out a sudden laugh at the image
that popped into his head. She sure was an excitable girl. Her
innocence and previous situation made it easy for him to trust her.
He had also started to receive flashes of insight, images of her
past.

The bonding process went both ways. Soon they
would both know everything about each other. It was quite intimate
in a way. Ero occasionally said or did things that seemed perverse,
but he knew that she was an incredibly innocent creature at
heart.

They laughed and relived moments from their
past so that they could both see more of each other’s history with
greater ease. Surface thoughts were easier to view.

After they finished chatting about the past
they turned to discussions of the future. Scott checked Ero’s
status screen to see what he had to work with.

 


<<< Status >>>

 


Name: Ero | Class: Lesser Guardian
Spirit | Race: Sacred Water Fairy

Title: Best Friend Forever

Age: 112 | Level: 1

EXP: 0

Next Level: 1000

Greater Power: Storm of Emotion

Health: 3[3] | Mana: 99[99]

Attack: 1[1] | Defense: 1[21]

Strength: 1[1] | Agility: 20[20] |
Accuracy: 10[10]

Intellect: 200[200] | Luck: 40[40]

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Seriously? What the hell is with your
stats?” Scott stared at her status menu in confusion and wonder. At
level one her luck was higher than his currently, and her intellect
was more than double what he had developed! Hell, she nearly had as
much mana as he did as well.

Ero giggled softly then spoke in a shy tone.
“Is it bad?”

“No, not at all. We do need to increase your
physical stats a little. though. Would there be any problems later
if I gave you some of my experience?” asked Scott.

“I’d love that. Gimme, gimme. Fill my body
and soul with your passionate experiences!”

“Ero... Calm down.” Scott fought down the
rising heat that had begun to form in his cheeks. She had a habit
of becoming feisty if she became too excited.

“Oh Fue.” She said before giggling once
more.

“The only issue that I see is that you may
have problems with level modifiers later since I don’t have many
ability points to increase them at the moment.”

“Ah, I don’t get stat modifiers like that.
When I gain a level my stats will increase, but you can’t change
the modifiers. If I reach a high enough level, I’ll class up and my
modifiers will increase naturally.” said Ero.

“I see. Interesting.” Scott called up his own
status menu. He needed to work out how much experience he could
afford to spend on the girl.

 


<<< Status >>>

 


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

Title: The Unbreakable

Age: 18 | Level: 13

EXP: 55,609

Next Level: 611

Ability Points: 6

Health: 189[189] | Mana: 173[173]

Attack: 88[404] | Defense: 107[419]

Strength: 79[79] | Agility: 78[78] |
Accuracy: 58[58]

Intellect: 91[91] | Luck: 37[37]

 


<<< * >>>

 


“I’m sorry, Ero. I won’t be able to increase
any of your abilities with ability points today. Still, I can help
you gain a few levels.” said Scott.

“That would be lovely. I could hug you.”

“Not the face.” Scott smirked when he heard
her giggle sweetly inside his mind.

He decided to experiment with expending one
thousand experience points to increase her level once. After he
started to submit his choice, he received a message stating that he
could not expend more experience than was required to maintain his
current level.

“That’s good. I can’t accidentally lose a
level.” said Scott. That also limited him in regards to how much
experience he could give to Ero. So, it seemed fair.

A bright light flared around his head and a
loud fanfare echoed through the room. A message screen
appeared.

 


<<< Level-Up! >>>

 


Ero has increased her level by one!

 


Health + 3

Mana +12

Attack + 0

Defense + 0

Strength + 1

Agility + 5

Accuracy + 2

Intellect + 8

Luck + 4

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Hey, not bad! It’s strange that it showed me
your new stat upgrades, though. I usually have to check my status
menu to see mine.” said Scott.

“I can feel it! I can feel the power!”
exclaimed Ero with great excitement.

Scott laughed at her then checked her new
status. She now needed two thousand experience points to increase
her level. “I wonder if it is one thousand points multiplied by
your level.”

“Hmm, I am not sure. I know how my stats grow
but I don’t really know much else. I have not really been able to
learn that much about what I can do as a guardian spirit,
either.”

Scott decided to expend five thousand more
experience points to see if his theory was correct. The light and
fanfare returned immediately after he submitted his choices.

 


<<< Level-up! >>>

 


Ero has gained two levels at the same time!

 


Health + 5

Mana +21

Attack + 3

Defense + 2

Strength + 3

Agility + 13

Accuracy + 5

Intellect + 19

Luck + 9

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Yes, yes! More Scott! I want more!”
exclaimed Ero in a disturbingly excited voice.

“Geeze, calm down before you have a Fairygasm
or something, Ero.” said Scott.

“Too late! Uhm, what’s a Fairygasm?” asked
Ero in a cute and curious tone.

“Just excitement about becoming a stronger
fairy.” said Scott.

“Yes! I want it! Give me the best Fairygasm
ever!” exclaimed Ero.

Scott smiled in amusement. That was cute, but
definitely not something he would want her to say out loud. “Fine,
one more time.”

“Yeah!” shouted Ero happily.

Scott expended another four thousand
experience points. That brought the total amount expended to ten
thousand.

 


<<< Level-up! >>>

 


Ero has increased her level!

 


Health + 2

Mana + 9

Attack + 1

Defense + 1

Strength + 2

Agility + 4

Accuracy + 1

Intellect + 11

Luck + 3

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Oh yes! Oh that was amazing.” Ero cried out
ecstatically inside his mind. Scott was not sure what to make of
the effect that raising her level had on the fairy. Was she
exaggerating, or did she really feel that good whenever she gained
a level?

“Right, well... I can’t do it again for now.
I need more experience first.” said Scott.

“That’s OK. We’ll do it again later when
you’re ready.” said Ero. She spoke in a sleepy, dream-like tone
that made Scott wonder what she was doing.

“Uh, alright... Let’s see your stats now.”
said Scott. He needed to change the subject.

 


<<< Status >>>

 


Name: Ero | Class: Lesser Guardian
Spirit | Race: Sacred Water Fairy

Title: Best Friend Forever

Age: 112 | Level: 5

EXP: 10000

Next Level: 5000

Greater Power: Storm of Emotion

Health: 13[13] | Mana: 141[141]

Attack: 5[12] | Defense: 4[46]

Strength: 7[7] | Agility: 42[42] |
Accuracy: 18[18]

Intellect: 238[238] | Luck: 56[56]

 


<<< * >>>

 


“Wow, I am much stronger now that I have your
experience inside Me.” said Ero in a soft and moderately disturbing
tone.

“Yeah...” said Scott. What was with the
innuendo?

“We should try to get you some sort of
equipment. You’re smarter than I’ll be for a long time, but I’m not
surprised that a single arrow took you out.” said the sorcerer.

Ero sighed softly, luxuriously. “Mmm... I’m
ready. You can do anything you want, Scott.”

Scott’s face took on a subtle shade of red.
This fairy, what was she thinking? He called out to her in his
mind, but he only received a sleepy sounding murmur in response. He
tried again and her next response was a gentle snore. “The hell,
she fell asleep?”

He started to consider what they needed to do
for the day. A little shopping would be good. He needed to get
supplies and possibly find something that Ero could use. He was not
sure how that would work out, but it would be worth a try.

His musings were cut short by a sudden knock
on the door. “Who?”

Scott stood up from the bed and walked over
to the entrance. He had no reason to suspect trouble, so he opened
the door. He was greatly surprised by what he saw on the other
side. “Rhea!”

The elf gazed upon him with great excitement.
It had taken all night, but she had finally arrived! “Scott!
Hi!”

“I thought you weren’t going to be back for
several more days.” he said with rising excitement.

“Yeah, I have to leave again soon but I
managed to get a lengthy break so I ran back here in the hopes of
finding you.” she said, a smile upon her lips.

“Will that cause trouble for your... elf
stuff?” he asked her softly.

She shook her head. “No, and if it does I
really don’t care.”

“Rhea...” said Scott. She had said that in
quite a decisive, almost bitter, tone.

“Scott. I... We... We need to talk.” she
said. Rhea tried her best to look him in the eyes but she ended up
only gazing at his chest.

“Sure, come in and sit down.” he said. Unlike
her, he avoided looking at her chest. Double standards were funny
that way.

Scott reached out his hand and she gently
took it. He shut the door behind them after she entered. They
walked over to the bed and sat down. “What’s going on, Rhea?”

She took a deep breath. “I’m not sure where
to start.”

He placed his hand on her shoulder and she
looked down at her hands. She smiled in a soft, tender way.

Rhea lifted the hand that Scott was still
holding and then placed her free hand on the back of his. “I... I
need to tell you everything about me. You may be angry with me
afterward.”

“OK” said Scott. He was not sure what else to
say at the moment. She was acting strange.

“Scott... I, well... My name is not really
Rhea Ardente.” said the elf.

He squeezed her shoulder. That was an
interesting bit of information, but he was not going to have a fit
for being told a fake name. At least, he would not have a fit until
after he heard what she had to say. It did make him wonder what she
was going to say, however.

She took in a deep breath then slowly
released it before looking up at him. “My real name is... Origin. I
am the reason you are here in this world in the first place.”

“Ah, so that was it.” said Scott.

She blinked then leaned in and stared at him
hard. “That was it? I just revealed to you that I am a goddess who
brought you to this world, and that I have been lying to you. All
you say to that is that was it?”

“Well, I honestly did not think you would
turn out to be a goddess. It does explain a few things. I had
originally thought that you were like me, except that you could
return to your home world or whatever.”

Rhea blinked slowly. “Seriously? You aren’t
surprised?”

“No, I am surprised. I’m just not jumping
around like a moron.” Scott laughed a little. Rhea joined in with a
soft laugh of her own.

“So, you already had sort of an idea what was
going on?” asked the goddess turned elf.

“An idea, yes. I had a lot of those. I do
have questions, though...” said Scott.

“Please ask.” replied Rhea.

“Well, for starters... What do you mean by
goddess?” asked Scott.

Rhea smiled. “That will take some time to
explain in detail. On a basic level, you can say that my true race
is an immortal being made of pure will. Long ago we discovered, or
were created by, mortal beings. We still don’t know the truth in
regards to our actual origins.”

“So, you are saying that you are actually a
goddess. A real one? You’re a fire and brimstone, raise the dead,
but wreck a continent sort of person?”

Rhea nodded then squeezed his hand gently. “I
can do all of those things, though we mostly focus on a concept or
emotion that we strongly resonate with instead of trying to be
everything.”

Scott was not sure how to react to that. Was
she telling the truth? She had already admitted that she had lied
to him, but it actually made a strange sort of sense. If she
actually was Origin then meeting him in the waterfall area was
something she had chosen to do. “Why not tell me all of this
sooner?”

The elf maiden shook her head. “I’m
technically not supposed to tell you this now. There are rules
against speaking about this sort of thing while we are logged in to
the world.”

“Logged in? You make this place sound like a
giant role playing game. I know it feels like it, but...”

“That’s because it actually is a massively
multiplayer role playing world. It’s a real world, just as real as
the one you came from. Yet, it is upgraded to have stats and levels
and all of that.”

If she had told him that a few weeks ago, he
might not have believed it. However, after having lived here for a
short time it made about as much sense as anything. “That helps a
bit. I wondered about how real this place really was. So, we aren’t
just a computer simulation or something?”

“No, no. It’s nothing so mundane. Think of it
like what Earth would be like if one day game mechanics were
layered on top of the standard reality. Nothing else would change,
but you could gain levels and throw fireballs.”

“That does help a little. Why does this world
exist like this, though? Why bring me here?” asked Scott.

Rhea squeezed his hand once more then shook
her head. “That’s part of the long explanation. Do you want to hear
it?”

“Yes.” said Scott without hesitation. What
else did he have to do that was more important than finding out why
he was actually here in the first place?

“Well, where do I start?” asked Rhea
rhetorically. She took a moment to consider her options.

Scott sat there patiently, wondering at what
she would say. He felt surprisingly calm at the moment. How much
had this world changed him? He had just learned that this world was
created to be a live-action roleplaying game and he was sitting
next to a literal goddess. Shouldn’t he be freaking out at the
moment? Yet, if anything he felt a strange mixture of excitement
and numbness. He was conflicted but intrigued.

“The gods, my people, we love humans and
their popular culture. Your world, and other versions of your world
throughout existence, we enjoy what you create. We try to emulate
it in order to experience your fantasies and humanity.”

“You... love humans?”

“Yes! We’re your number one fans. Some of us
enjoy what your kind create so much that we modeled an entire city
and lifestyle based on your popular fictional narratives.”

Scott blinked twice then nodded. That seemed
odd, but plausible. Given his current situation it even made sense.
That is, it made sense if anything in his current existence could
be said to make sense.

“So, well... This world exists because we
made it to exist this way. Specifically, my family did. We are what
you might call, a family owned corporate gaming company.”

Scott absorbed that information then could
not help but laugh. Things were starting to make sense, more and
more. If he allowed himself to believe what she was saying, it all
made a freakish sort of sense!

Rhea laughed a little as well, but her laugh
was one filled with nervousness and anxiety. “Yeah, I suppose we
might seem odd to you.”

“No, not at all. You are from a race of
beings with incredible power over reality, a race who loves games
so much that you make them for real. I can tell you, there are
probably billions of people back on Earth who would love to be able
to do that. Hell, I would have loved that job.”

“Would you! Would you really love a job like
that?” Rhea gripped his hand tightly and looked at him hopefully,
her eyes filled with a wild and intoxicating excitement.

“Of course I would. Who wouldn’t? Create
worlds, play in them? Meet interesting people and loot their
corpses... sounds great.”

Rhea lunged forward and wrapped her arms
around him. “Oh, Scott. I am so happy.”

Scott sat there, his cheeks burning, while
the goddess in elf form pressed tightly against him. He suspected
that he was missing something, but at least she seemed happy.

She pulled back after a while and wiped tears
from her eyes. Despite the fact that she had started to cry, she
bore a warm and excited expression. “I had always hoped that you
would, even if I was never sure that we would meet again.”

“Again? You’ve mentioned things now and then
that make me think that we have met before, but...”

Rhea’s lips quirked into a smile that seemed
to be half smirk, and half amusement. “I’m not surprised. You would
not recognize me as I am now. We did meet once before, on your
world.”

“Did we?” asked Scott. He did not remember
anything like that. He was certain that he would remember someone
similar to her.

“Yes, do you recall several years ago by your
idea of time... You met a little girl, a chubby pre-teen with
glasses and blue highlights in her hair?”

“I...” began Scott. He could almost feel like
he knew what she was talking about, but he could not quite see the
memory that she was referencing.

“You were wearing your cute little army
uniform. The little chubby girl was lost and scared. A man who
smelled like he had not bathed in months accosted her on the
street, but you appeared and helped her.”

“Wait, wait... In Phenix City, Alabama. I
didn’t have a car at the time, so I had to catch a ride with
someone. I didn’t have a chance to change clothes into my civvies
after final formation...”

“Yes! Do you remember the little fat
girl?”

“She wasn’t fat.” he said quickly.

Rhea poked him. “She was supposed to be
chubby. I made that avatar to be like that because I wanted to feel
like a kid who sat around playing games and never exercised.”

“Fine, she was as fat as a cow. I thought
that if I patted her head she might moo once or twice.” said Scott.
He quirked an eyebrow then smirked at her.

Rhea unleashed a perky smile. “Thanks for
noticing!”

“She seemed like a nice kid.” said Scott
evenly.

“Yes, I was. I had wanted to visit Earth, and
finally received authorization to visit one of them. I chose that
form and entered your world through our system so that I could
leave easily and not unduly influence life there.”

“System?”

“Yes, all of our games use it in one way or
another. Basically, I made a game avatar suitable for Earth. That
meant that I had no powers or anything that a normal chubby twelve
year old girl would have.”

Scott nodded. It was a crazy story, but
everything was a crazy story of late. “So, I helped you out when
you were on Earth in the form of a child...”

Rhea nodded at him them looked down at his
hands. “You were so strong and confident. The smelly guy cursed and
called you names, but you just stood there staring at him until he
left. It was like he was so far beneath you that it was pointless
to fight him and he knew it...”

“Yeah, I remember. I took you somewhere with
people, a store down the road I think.”

“Yes! The arcade. You were concerned for me
and wanted to make sure that I got off the street.”

“Arcade? There were a few machines there but
it was more like a convenience store.”

Rhea leaned against him, a soft smile
crossing her lips. “You bought me ice cream while we waited for my
older sister to come pick me up.”

Mention of ice cream made Scott snort. He’d
had enough ice cream shenanigans recently. Sharde briefly entered
his mind. She had been strangely insistent that he buy her ice
cream now that he thought about it.

“You let me play a game and I was OK at it,
but you decided to show me a better way to do it. I was fascinated
by how skillfully you fought your opponents.”

Scott rubbed the back of his head. “Yeah, I
prefer roleplaying games really. Fighting games and the old school
side-scrolling beat ‘em ups are fun too, though.”

“That game was called Fatal Fury, right?” she
asked.

“Yeah, Fatal Fury two. It’s an old game, but
I like old games.” admitted Scott.

“I know. You really liked that game.” said
Rhea. She leaned her head on his shoulder and smiled softly once
more.

The sorcerer leaned the side of his head
against the top of hers. “Yeah, mostly because of Terry Bogard and
Mai Shiranui.”

“So, you like buff fighters who use
interesting and agile movements while slinging powerful energy
attacks? Who would have guessed?” asked Rhea with a smirk.

Scott laughed a little. “Don’t forget the
underdressed large breasted ninja girl. Mai Shiranui was my secret
girlfriend for a few years when I was younger.”

A rattling sound caught their attention and
they turned toward the origin of the sound to see that the front
door was slightly ajar. Scott walked over to shut and lock it. “I
could have sworn that I locked this.”

“Yes, so could I.” said Rhea. She frowned
cutely and stared at the door. Something about that did not feel
right.

They stared at the door for a moment then
looked at each other. They were about to begin their conversation
once more when a loud shout of joy echoed from the street.
“Wa-hoo!”

“The hell was that?” asked Scott before
unleashing a sound that was half-laugh and half-snort.

Rhea looked at him and shrugged. “No
clue.”

“Well, whatever. You were telling me about
things?” said Scott.

“Right! Well, anyway... You offered to show
me how to beat my opponents. When I was better at it, you
challenged me to be player two... D-do you remember?” Rhea’s face
turned bright red and she began to fidget.

“Yeah, I think so.” said Scott. He remembered
playing with that little girl. He was not certain of much else
about that day really.

Rhea gave him a warm hug then sighed softly.
“I’m so glad that you remembered that.”

Scott patted her gently on the head. Rhea’s
nostrils flared slightly due to the gentleness that he showed to
her.

“Anyway, there was something wrong with the
system. I could not log out on my own, so I had to wait till my
sister managed to find me. You were so kind, so nice to me. After I
returned home, I thought about you a lot.”

“Really?” asked Scott. He was surprised by
that. He barely remembered what she was talking about and it was
only a few years ago. He had decided to help out a lost little girl
during his time off. Afterward he had put the meeting out of his
mind.

“Yes, I guess you could say that I developed
a crush on you. I think of it as something more profound, but that
is what it amounts to, I suppose. I spent many nights looking at
still images of you or replaying our meeting in my mind.”

“Why? I mean, I understand that you were
happy that I helped you. Still, what was it that made you fixate on
me?” he asked. Maybe he would finally get a straight answer to that
question.

Rhea shook her head. “I don’t really know. A
lot of things, I guess? In my true form I am at the age where I
should be thinking of marriage and making certain that the company
flourishes. The problem is that most of the men that I know are
just... not interesting. If anything, they piss me off.”

“Marriage, huh?” asked Scott.

“Yep, if I don’t find a proper husband soon
it could be problematic. The council, rather the executives and
heavy investors in our company insist on stability. We own majority
control, but they have enough pull to demand other things.”

“I see; business politics at their finest.
So, you never found anyone to marry?” asked Scott.

She shook her head then looked down at her
hands again. “No one who has shown interest has made me feel like
they actually care about me. It’s always only about what I can do
for them, sometimes that desire is in ways that make my skin
crawl.”

“I see.” Scott placed his hand on the back of
her neck and began to rub her gently.

Rhea murmured softly and closed her eyes. His
hands were magical as far as she was concerned. “You do, don’t
you?”

“Hmm?” asked Scott.

She tilted her head toward him, but kept her
eyes closed. “Outside of my immediate family, you are the only man
who has ever shown the least bit of actual concern for me. That is
probably why I became somewhat obsessive over you. I must marry
soon or my family might be greatly damaged. I kept hoping to find
someone who made me feel as though they cared for me as a person,
but such a man never arose.”

Scott slid his hand down then around her
waist. He pulled her closer to him and kissed her on the cheek. “I
get it now. I wish that you could have told me this sooner.”

Rhea leaned into him then slid an arm around
him as well. “Me too.”

They sat there for a while, no words were
spoken. There was only the passing of quiet and comforting
minutes.

The elf maiden sighed loudly. “This is so
nice. I was worried about how this would go.”

Scott squeezed her hip then nuzzled her cheek
softly. “Why is that?”

“Well, I have been roleplaying as Rhea. I
thought you might have been upset with me for not telling you the
truth at the beginning.”

“I’ll admit. I am a little saddened that the
velvet madness isn’t really a thing... Still, you had your reasons
and I am not a teenage boy despite my appearance. I know people
have issues and have to work through them in their own time.” said
Scott with a smile.

Rhea snuggled closer to him then casually
said, “I was not actually lying about the velvet madness. Elves do
go through that...”

“I don’t think I could imagine you as a love
crazed sex fiend, Rhea.” said Scott with a laugh.

She placed a hand to her lips and giggled
before saying, “Keep being so sweet to me and you won’t have to
just imagine it.”

“Rhea...” said Scott, shocked a little at her
boldness, but excited at the prospects.

“What? Did I stutter? Did I ever once deny
being interested in you?” asked Rhea in a decidedly authoritative
tone.

“What did I do to deserve having such a
beautiful gamer goddess in my life?” asked Scott.

She kissed him on the chin and then on the
nose. “All the right things.”

Scott’s face heated at the sincere answer
that she gave. Damn his teenage hormones. “Rhea, I-”

“Rhea!” exclaimed a new voice. Scott’s eyes
widened. He was surprised at the sudden re-emergence of Ero.

“Wha-!” exclaimed the elf as a tiny naked
woman appeared out of thin air a short distance from her face.

“Hi! I can’t believe that I finally get to
meet you. How are you? Are you good? Do you like me?” asked Ero in
her rapid-fire manner.

“Ero, calm down a little.” said Scott.

“Oh, but I finally get to meet Rhea!”
exclaimed Ero. The fairy started to buzz around the elf girl with
her customary great excitement.

Rhea gaped at the fairy for a moment then
pulled away from Scott and squinted at him. “Why is this Fairy
calling out my name...?”

“Uh...” said Scott.

“I’m calling your name because I have wanted
to meet you so badly for so long!” Ero lunged forward and plastered
herself against Rhea’s face in a full-body face hug.

“Ah!” cried out Rhea as she was suddenly
assaulted by the overly enthusiastic little thing. She flailed her
arms around wildly and fell over on the bed.

“Ero! Stop that. You know you shouldn’t face
hug.” said Scott.

“Oh no... Mama Rhea, daddy scolded me.” said
Ero cutely before fluttering her wings.

“M-mama Rhea?” asked the elf girl. Asking
questions was a difficult thing to do when you had a face full of
happy little fairy.

“Yeah! Would you prefer big sister?” asked
the fairy before she released her adorable death grip on the
elf.

“I would prefer an explanation...” said Rhea
in a slow and deliberate manner.

“Oh, that’s easy! I would have loved to have
spoken to you sooner but you weren’t here when I was awake. After
Scott gave me four fairygasms in a row I was super sleepy. I took a
nap, and well, here you are!”

“F-fairygasms?” Rhea’s mouth dropped open and
her eyes widened. She froze in place, but her left eyelid started
to twitch spastically.

“Yeah, it was amazing and made me feel so
warm inside. I felt like I could do anything after he was done
filling me with so much of his beautiful experience.” Ero gasped a
little then clutched her hands to her chest. The memory of her time
with Scott suffused her little body with incredible warmth.

Rhea’s face slowly turned toward Scott. He
winced at her then smiled sheepishly. Her eyes narrowed and he
shook his head. He knew that this was going to take quite some time
to explain.


Chapter 13: Nerf!
Nerf!

Tension, a nervous sensation filled the air as jade
green eyes gazed upon a man who was uncertain of his place in the
world. A soldier by trade, a sorcerer by choice; the man sat
silently and awaited his coming fate.

“Scott...” said Rhea. She looked at him,
first with confusion and anger, and then with eyes filled with an
emotion that could only be called pain.

“Rhea, it’s not how it sounds. OK?” asked
Scott. Of course, that was always what someone said in situations
like this.

“How does it sound? Tell me?” Her eyebrows
pressed together slowly and her nostrils flared. She bit her bottom
lip then started to breathe in and out heavily at a slightly faster
pace.

Scott rubbed the back of his head and took a
deep breath. Before he could answer, however, Ero spoke up. “It’s
great to meet you! Scott thinks of you all the time, and you sure
are as pretty as he thinks.”

Rhea blinked then turned toward the chatty
fairy. “What...?”

“Ero is a guardian spirit that I bonded with
just before I was faced with a hard battle in the mine. You know
about that, though... Right?” asked Scott.

Rhea gasped loudly. She understood what he
was saying. “The battle in the mine... Of course! She’s the fairy
from that spring!”

“Yes! Scott named me Ero and bonded with me.
He bought me ice cream and held me when I was dying, and he lets me
eat pie, and ....” said Ero in a rapid fire manner. The tiny elf
spread her arms and legs wide then thrust them forward for emphasis
with each new thing that she mentioned.

“Dying? What happened during that battle?”
asked Rhea.

“You don’t know?” asked Scott. She was
supposed to be a goddess and someone responsible for a lot of what
was going on around him. Her family ran this place didn’t they?

“No, I have been busy back home. I’ve been
stuck doing family business related things. I only knew that you
prayed to me at the spring and I gave you something that would let
you finish off that pack of monsters from a distance.” said the
girl.

“Oh, then you don’t know about Karsh and that
goblin army!” exclaimed Scott.

“Goblin army?” asked Rhea. He had faced an
actual army?

“Yeah! Scott crushed an entire army of goblin
soldiers and their captain. He even received an official title.”
said Ero excitedly. The girl did pretty much everything with great
excitement.

“A title? That... How? What title did you
get?” asked Rhea.

“Uh... I’m apparently known as Scott the
Unbreakable Sorcerer.” He rubbed the back of his head and laughed
nervously after saying it.

“Unbreakable? You... That... You would have
had to defeat over five hundred monsters of similar or greater
level in a single battle!” Her eyes widened to an absurd and comic
degree.

“Well, Ero helped with that, but I did defeat
that many. I also took down their boss.”

“How did you even trigger a battle like that
in the first place?” she asked.

“Well, I wanted to gain a few levels while
you were gone. I figured that if I made it to level ten I could
upgrade my status a bit and we could hunt the monsters in the mine
easier. It was taking a while, though. So... I decided to try and
bring the monsters to me. I ran through the mine yelling to get a
little attention.”

Rhea slapped herself on the side of the face
in a gentle manner. “You... That... I can’t leave you alone for
even a few days can I?”

Scott laughed softly then shook his head.
“Did I ever tell you that I’m an impatient moron?”

“I am well aware of this fact, but still...”
replied Rhea.

“So, that was how the battle started. I
assume that you killed enough of those goblins to frustrate
them?”

“Yeah. I was stuck on the platform near that
mine office that we found in the mine. You know the one?”

“I do. Yes. I recall that you shared a scene
of what was happening and the ramp leading to the third platform
was out?” said Rhea.

Ero fluttered over and sat on Scott’s
shoulder. Rhea looked at her and the winged girl waved at her
expectantly. The elf nodded at her and the fairy clapped her hands
twice before she smiled happily.

Scott nodded at her. “Yes, the ramp was
broken down. I blew it up to buy some time. I used the boomerangs
to kill a lot of the monsters from a distance. When Karsh showed
up, however, he brought about two hundred higher level goblins with
him.”

“Karsh? Was that a boss monster? I don’t
recognize the name.” said Rhea.

“Yeah, but it was strange. After I managed to
beat him his body did not disappear. He had his name above him in
glowing red letters and he was cited as a known murderer.”

Rhea’s jaw dropped open. She stared at Scott
for a few brief seconds then said, “That was no boss monster! That
was a player who was under the player-killing penalty.”

“I killed another player?” asked Scott. He
had not even thought of that. Of course, he did not know about this
world actually being designed as a real-life divine massive
multiplayer online game, either.

“Yes, it seems so. It’s good to know that you
can handle yourself in such a situation. How did you manage it
though?” asked Rhea.

“Well, the player killer guy caught me
off-guard. Without Ero I would have died.”

“Really?” asked the high elf.

Ero nodded then warmly hugged Scott’s neck.
Rhea’s left eyelid twitched a little but she said nothing.

“She used her greater power to restore my
health while driving back the army. Her storm of emotion ability
greatly weakened the entire army, Karsh included. Most of the
goblins only needed one or two hits to drop them.”

Rhea stared at Scott then looked at Ero.
“That shouldn’t be possible. Even the usage of a greater power
implies a strong and intimate bond. Your synchronization rate must
be incredibly high.”

“I really like him. He is very nice to me.”
Ero snuggled against Scott and sighed happily.

“I don’t get her attachment... but I have
enjoyed having her around. She’s a really sweet girl.” said
Scott.

“I see.” Rhea’s lower lip slipped forward a
little and she looked down at her hands.

“Yeah, we are total BFFs.” said Ero.

Rhea blinked. “BFFs?”

“Uh huh. We’re best friends forever and ever
and ever and... I hope we can be good friends too. Scott really
likes you!” exclaimed the fairy excitedly.

Scott’s face turned bright red and he reached
up to pluck the fairy from his shoulder. “Ero...”

“No, no... Let the dear little thing speak.”
said Rhea. Suddenly, the man-stealing fairy was speaking great
wisdom.

“Wha...?” asked Scott. What was with this
sudden turn in the conversation?

“Scott likes me you say?” Rhea looked at the
fairy curiously. She reached out her hand.

Ero fluttered over to the beautiful elf
maiden. She landed in Rhea’s palm and looked up at her. “Oh yes!
You should see the dreams he has had. They’re really
interesting.”

“By all means, tell me about them.” replied
Rhea.

“Hey now....” said Scott. The conversation
had suddenly taken an embarrassing turn.

Rhea looked at him and then spoke bluntly.
“I’m a little mad at you. This could help.”

“You just want to hear about my dreams.”
muttered Scott.

“Would you rather reenact them?” she asked
with a smirk upon her lips.

Ero giggled. “I don’t think he has tentacles,
but he might be able to find heated massage oil.”

“Oh my!” exclaimed Rhea. Tentacles and hot
massage oil? Just what were these dreams that Scott had been
having?

“Geeze, don’t say it out loud.” mumbled
Scott.

“OK!” Ero fluttered up to Rhea’s shoulder and
started to whisper into her ear. The elf’s eyes widened and her
mouth fell open. She stayed that way for a full minute while Ero
described Scott’s dreams in detail.

After the fairy finished relating her
master’s fantasies to his sort-of girlfriend, Rhea closed her mouth
then unleashed a silly little grin.

Scott snorted at her then pulled a bit of the
bed sheet up to dab at a bit of drool coming out of the corner of
Rhea’s mouth. “Perverts, I’m surrounded by estrogen powered
perverts. Did I do something in a former life to deserve this?”

“Probably, no one man should be this lucky.”
replied Rhea.

Ero sat down on Rhea’s shoulder then leaned
against her neck. “Yeah, how did you get so lucky that you have two
beautiful women who want to spend their time with you?”

Rhea nodded her agreement at the statement,
though her lip quirked slightly. She was not exactly interested in
sharing her somewhat boyfriend, but she wanted to show a unified
front of solidarity. It was girl power and sisterhood at its
finest.

Scott rolled his eyes and shook his head.
“I’m out numbered. Great.”

“Isn’t it?” asked Ero. She giggled at him
then hugged Rhea.

The elf smiled triumphantly at the sorcerer.
Let him squirm a little. That’ll teach him to survive impossible
battles and bond with busty naked fairies. Still, there was one
question she wanted answered. “Anyway, what’s with that whole
fairygasm business?”

“Oh, that? Ero acts weird when I give her
experience and her level increases.”

The Fairy whimpered a little then scissored
her legs together. “It just feels so good having Scott’s passionate
experience burning inside me.”

“Does it now?” asked Rhea, her left eyelid
twitching slightly. Otherwise her face was cold and impassive, like
a beautiful statue sculpted from ice.

“Mhmm... Oh yes. Just the memory of it makes
me... Oh... does it make me!” Ero gasped loudly and fell backwards
on Rhea’s shoulder. She slowly slid off and landed on the bed, but
did not stop gasping loudly.

“Rhea... I...” Scott started to say something
but she shook her head.

“I understand. I’m not thrilled, but I get
it. You have a powerful synchronization rate with her. A little too
powerful, considering what that is supposed to mean.”

“Huh? What’s it supposed to mean?” asked
Scott.

“You don’t know?” she asked.

Ero gasped again and made a soft moaning
sound. “Oh my goodness... Ohhh my goodness....”

Scott rolled his eyes and shook his head. She
was faking it, she had to be.

“You’ve forged an unbreakable and intimate
bond with her, somehow. That should take a long time. Whatever
happened at that spring caused her to desire your company so much
that she views you as far more than just a best friend.”

“My BFF is so good to me.” whispered Ero,
before she giggled and moaned once more.

“Right...” said Rhea. She frowned at Scott
then crossed her arms angrily.

“Nothing happened down there but a little
discussion.” said Scott.

“That’s not possible. She would not be
fairygasming like that if she wasn’t pretty much the guardian
spirit equivalent of your wife at this point.” accused Rhea.

“Wife?” Scott stared at Rhea in confusion. He
was just friends with the fairy!

Rhea sighed loudly. “Yes, even if what you
say is true... It is obvious that she has deep feelings for you. At
this point she’s closer to you than I am...”

Scott reached out and took Rhea’s hand. She
looked away from him and sniffed a little.

The sorcerer had a choice to make. He could
either say something or do something. Scott had issues with
intimacy and relationships, but he did not want to hurt her. He was
a moron, but he was a moron of action. He made a choice. Scott
pulled Rhea towards him and wrapped her in his arms.

The surprised elf stared at him with wide and
confused eyes. “Scott...?”

He smiled at her. “Who’s closer to me?”

“I...” She could not look away from him. What
was he saying? What was he doing!

Scott slid one hand up to cup the side of her
face. Her cheeks turned bright red as he began to caress her with
his thumb. He did not speak at that moment. Instead he leaned in
and softly kissed her on the lips.

Rhea’s eyes began to sparkle due to the tears
that rapidly began to form. Her softly shimmering eyes closed
gently and she slipped her arms around him.

Scott clasped her lips gently between his and
drew them softly back while caressing her face. His other hand
massaged her just below her armored breastplate.

Ero looked up at them then smiled. It was
nice to see them together. She did not know how Rhea felt about
Scott, but the sorcerer had been struggling with his feelings for
the elf. Of course, what she really wanted to know was when the
fairy was going to get a little of that sweet action.

 


***

 


Breakfast was long over by the time the trio
made their way down stairs. Lunch was just being served, so they
ate quickly. Rhea needed to go do her family business related elf
stuff later that evening and they wanted to do a little hunting
before she left. Ero decided that she was full and chose to take a
nap inside Scott’s mind.

After lunch they left town and began to slow,
but pleasant, walk south. Their target was the boars that hung out
in the plains south of town. They were low level monsters, it was
doubtful that Scott would gain any experience at all from. That did
not matter, however. It was time spent together that did
matter.

While they walked along they spoke of simple
things. They talked of the past and considered plans for the
future. After about ten minutes they passed by a small farm similar
to the one that they had visited a few days ago. They waved at the
farmer and his wife in passing, and the happy rural couple waved
back. It seemed that the farmers in the area were friendly in
general.

“They seem happy.” said Rhea.

“Yeah, they do.” said Scott.

The elf flexed her fingers while they walked
along. After a few minutes passed she casually bumped his hand with
hers. The bridge of her nose took on a soft pink glow in the
process.

Another few minutes passed and her hand
bumped his again. This time, however, he instinctively clasped her
wayward fingers. Rhea’s blush spread quickly from her nose and down
to her entire face. For the remainder of their short walk to the
fields south of town they spent their time with their fingers
intertwined.

It took around an hour before they saw the
first thunder boar. Scott was quite surprised by what he saw. The
thunder boar was more like a pot-bellied pig than a raging slab of
bacon. The small pig grunted at him then stomped its tiny hoof.

“It... It’s adorable.” said Scott. Sure, that
was not the most traditionally masculine response that he could
have made. However, what did you call a small pig with a pot-belly,
large anime style eyes and a pink ribbon on its tail?

“Buqueeee!” cried the kawaii pig, as Scott
thought of it. That thing was so adorable that it had to be called
cute in multiple languages!

Of course, just as with the rabbits from
earlier, the thunder boar proved to be more dangerous than it
appeared. The thunder boar raced toward Rhea, the one who its
senses claimed was less dangerous. Just before it reached her it
leapt into the air to try for a hard tackle.

The elf neatly side-stepped its rapid charge
and slipped her sword out at precisely the right time and upward
angle to bisect the leaping sausage. The boar landed in two
separate locations then kicked feebly before it died. After it
turned into motes of light they received a typical battle
report.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Congratulations!

 


Your party killed a thunder boar.

 


EXP + 0

Fayth + 4

Ability Points + 1

 


Item(s) Acquired:

 


Pig Skin X 1 (Poor quality)

 


<<< * >>>

 


“That was great.” said Scott. He clapped his
hands and Rhea took a bow.

“Thank you, thank you. I’ll be here all
night.” replied the girl.

Scott quipped. “Such a lucky field, it gets
to spend the night with you.”

She winked at him then cocked her hips to the
side. “Yep, it sure is.”

He laughed at her unabashed cockiness. Her
confidence was fun to see.

She tossed her hair back, lifted her chin,
and then made an imperious gesture. “Let all who oppose me, become
meat for my table.”

Scott could not help but say, “Ha, and I
thought the boar was the only ham here.”

Rhea snorted at him then broke down into a
fit of laughter. Being full of herself for a moment had been
fun.

They took off again and began to search for
more boars. They fought nearly forty of the things that afternoon.
They were weak but plentiful in the area. Some were a little
larger, others were a bit smaller. None of them gave Scott any
experience but he did earn another thirty-six ability points by the
end of their trip.

The sun started to dip low on the horizon. It
was time to head back. Scott had not gained much from that hunt,
but he did not mind. Rhea had enjoyed herself. She had even allowed
herself to show off a little, which was a reward in its own right
as far as he was concerned.

The sorcerer and his elf love interest walked
hand-in-hand toward town. There was little to fear in this part of
the world, not at their level anyway. The strongest monsters
outside of the mine were the pigs. They could do little damage to
Rhea and no damage at all to Scott. Even without his weapons and
armor, he was far beyond their limited powers.

They spoke of simple things along the way.
Their conversation continued happily and soon they could see the
farm house from earlier just up the road.

“What do you want for dinner?” asked
Scott.

Rhea smiled and squeezed his hand. “Anything
but pork chops.”

He laughed at her and started to respond, but
his response died on his lips. The background music changed from a
soft, almost romantic, travel score to a more dangerous and edgy
tune.

 


<<< * >>>

 


You have entered a specialized combat zone! Special
effects have been activated.

 


Special Effects:

 


No log-out

No Escape

Magic Nullification

 


<<< * >>>

 


“What the hell!” exclaimed Scott.

“A special battle zone? Scott, watch out!”
Rhea dropped his hand and readied her sword.

A loud, cruel, laugh echoed from the house up
ahead. They turned toward the sound and saw a large brutish looking
creature walk out. The orc, as Scott suspected from the tusks and
green skin, strolled casually out to the road. Above its head a
bright red name appeared. That name was ‘Aen.’

“What are you doing?” called out Rhea. Why
would someone set up a special zone here? Common bandits would not
go so far. Special zones required zone crystals and they were
expensive items to purchase.

The orc snorted at her then replied, “Don’t
worry your pretty little head, girl. You’ll find out soon
enough.”

Seven more guys, each with a bright red name
floating above their heads, strolled out of the house in a casual
manner. Two more of them were orcs. The rest were some sort of
goblin.

“Scott... These people are all known
murderers and they have set this zone to nullify magic. Be ready.”
said Rhea.

He nodded to her and took up a fighting
stance. Her warning was unnecessary. It was obvious from the change
in the atmosphere and the way that these people were acting. They
meant them harm. Still, he appreciated her attempt at a
heads-up.

“Well, since the party guests have arrived...
Let’s start the party.” said the apparent leader of the group.

The massive orc points one ham-fisted hand
toward them. “Get ‘em, boys.”

Four of the goblins howled with blood lust
then streaked down the road toward them. They were fast, damned
fast. The goblins reached the trapped couple in only a scant few
seconds.

Scott ducked under a flying leap from a green
skinned goblin, only to be forced to block and redirect the strike
of another. The leaping goblin quickly recovered and swung its
black blade at him with precise fury. He span around the blade and
tried to take advantage of the creature being off-balance, but its
comrade lunged forward with its own knife. He was forced to move
out of the way again.

Rhea managed to parry the strike of one
incoming goblin and deflect the attack of the other. However, her
excessively high agility could not save her from her opponents
entirely. It was clear from the start that they were at a higher
level than her. She had the agility of an elf who hunted zealously,
but they had the agility that nearly matched her own.

One-on-one, either of the goblins would have
been a problem for Scott and Rhea. Two-on-one made it inevitable
that they would take damage. Despite the level difference, it was
Scott who received the first strike.

The sorcerer performed a low sweep to try and
take one of the goblins off his feet. However, the wiry creature
leapt up to avoid the attack and stabbed forward with his blade
while still in mid-air. Scott managed to narrowly avoid that
strike, but he was out of position and could not avoid the hard
downward stab of the murderer’s companion. The blade bit deeply
into his thigh. A bright red number twelve floated upward from his
body signifying the amount of damage that he had taken.

Scott cried out in pain, but the true horror
of that attack made itself known afterward.

 


<<< * >>>

 


You have been poisoned! You are slightly paralyzed
and your movement speed will decrease over time.

 


<<< * >>>

 


That was all it took for the battle to shift
completely. The blades were poisoned with a paralytic substance.
The goblins laughed gleefully as they attacked Scott now. They did
very little damage with their knives. Instead they were satisfied
with slowly cutting him apart.

He would try to block or parry their strikes,
but his decreased speed prevented him from moving quickly enough.
He took shallow, but painful, cuts to the hands and his arms. Each
time a blade struck he would be hit with more paralyzing agent and
his speed would decrease further.

Rhea had her armor on and managed to avoid a
similar fate for a moment. It was proof against their daggers.
However, it did not matter in the end. She could not use her magic
and her opponents were easily twice her level, possibly more. She
received a shallow cut along her cheek. The paralysis hit and she
began to slow down.

“Scott! Scott!” cried a tiny voice inside his
mind. Ero had woken from her nap due to the sensation of pain that
she felt through her bond with him. The fights with the boars had
not been enough to rouse her, but her master was in serious danger
now.

Scott found it hard to think or move now. The
goblin players gleefully sliced him up. They were taking their
sweet time, making it hurt. The hateful bastards could have killed
him easily. He suspected that they were actually higher level than
he was. It was like fighting two sadistic mini-bosses at the same
time.

“Scott, use my power!” cried Ero inside his
mind.

“You can’t yet... Need four days, remember?”
Scott spoke aloud. He was losing his battle with both the goblins
and his consciousness and fell to his knees. He felt a knife blade
slide cruelly across his shoulder, lightly flaying his flesh. The
pain was muted due to the numbness throughout his body, but the
damage was racking up.

“No, my lesser powers! Use my power, you know
how! They don’t count as using magic! You can use them.” cried the
girl.

He felt a swift slash cut across his face.
Blood began to pour from the superficial wound. His head drooped.
At this point even breathing was difficult. It was hard to think,
hard to do anything. How did he use Ero’s power? He knew it, he
thought he knew it, but it was so hard to think of it.

It came to him like a flash of light. He
envisioned the tiny fairy and called upon her to banish his status
effects while boosting his abilities, and did so in the only way he
could think of at the moment. He threw back his head and screamed.
“Ero, Power!”

“The hell? Ero Power?” asked one of the
goblins. Was he some sort of pervert?

Ero cried out loudly and then Scott cried out
immediately afterward. A bright red burst of light flared outward
from his body. He suddenly began to feel a lot better.

 


<<< * >>>

 


You have activated a special guardian ability, Power.
It can be used once per day. The effect will last for ten
minutes.

 


All status effects are nullified.

You will regenerate health and mana at accelerated
speeds.

Your attributes have increased by forty percent.

Your attack speed has risen by ten percent.

Your attack and defense power have risen by twenty
percent of total capacity.

 


<<< * >>>

 


Scott immediately tried to thank Ero, but she
did not respond. The once per day ability, Power, had granted him
ten minutes of greatly increased combat potential.

A goblin murderer tried to attack him again,
but this time the outcome was drastically different that previous
assaults. Scott’s above-average stats for his level combined with
his attribute boosts to make Scott far more formidable than before.
The knife flashed down and skittered off his flesh like it had
struck metal. A bright red zero floated upward from the sorcerer’s
body.

The players were using weapons designed to do
little damage. They were tools of fear, an item used to perform
weak attacks that maximized the pain inflicted. Even hard strikes
would only generate enough force to do a few points of damage to
the man before. Now they were completely useless against his flesh.
He might as well have been wearing full body plate armor.

“Surprise, asshole.” said Scott before
launching his body upward. His fist rocketed upward in a powerful
uppercut that slammed into the jaw of the confused goblin. The
creature’s jaw shattered like he had been hit with a sledge hammer.
The murderer was sent flying backwards with great force. A bright
red number three hundred forty flared above his head.

He had been slain outright due to his low
defense. Scott’s attack power was several times higher than the
agility focused players’ total defense. That difference in capacity
included their light weight leather armor. The nature of a sorcerer
allowed them to have attack and defense four times higher than
their strength and agility. Even before, if he could have hit them
he could have hurt them badly. Their agility was too great to
overcome at the time because they were just a little above him in
level and stats. Now, his agility was closer to their abilities and
the difference showed.

“That mother fucker just killed Gan!” snapped
one of the smaller orcs.

“Fuck him. He was one-shotted by a sorcerer
seven levels below him, he deserved it.” said Aen.

“Yeah, but at this rate he could kill all of
them.”

They watched as Scott pressed his sole
remaining opponent using a series of powerful combination strikes.
He had not managed to hit his opponent cleanly, yet. However, one
good strike would finish him.

“What? You scared?” asked the hobgoblin,
Redfang. He was the only goblin not currently in the melee.

“Scared? No. Why let that guy kill our people
though?” asked the annoyed orc.

Aen shrugged. “Let the fool have some hope.
He’s stronger than I thought he would be, but he still doesn’t have
a chance.”

Aen whistled loudly then shouted. “Forget the
elf. Take out the sorcerer.”

The goblin players attacking Scott and Rhea
immediately turned toward Scott. Rhea tried to go after them but
she only took three excruciatingly slow steps before she fell to
her knees. The paralysis poison had reached dangerous levels within
her body.

Scott slipped around the attack of the
closest player, and attempted to strike him in the side of the
head. Unfortunately, he narrowly dodged the strike.

Three-on-one it was impossible for him to
dodge, even with his heavily boosted stats. Their knives did no
damage, but it was hard to line up a killing blow.

After a series of strikes skittered off of
his flesh Scott stopped fighting altogether. He stood in place
impassively and stared at the closest goblin.

“What’s he doing? Is he giving up?” asked
Redfang.

Aen smirked. “No.”

The group leader casually said, “Rode, get
ready.”

“You serious?” asked Rode.

“Yep, looks like that guy is tired of
screwing around, and I agree.” said Aen.

The goblins laughed as they slashed at him.
Even one critical hit would be all it would take to end the fight.
If he chose not to move then he just made it easier for them.

Scott watched them briefly then smirked. The
next goblin that attacked him was met by a rude and deadly
surprise. Scott allowed the attack, but just before it would
connect he moved into its arc and slammed his hands forward to
deliver a double palm strike to the murderer’s chest. The
full-power attack hit with great force and easily shattered its rib
cage.

“Dammit! Call an admin! Nerf, nerf!” cried
one of the other goblins as he saw his guild mate go down in a
single strike. What was with this cheat-like fighting capacity?

Scott whipped his body around and delivered a
brutal spinning back fist to the screaming goblin player. His face
caved in from the power of the blow and he fell back. He died
before he ever hit the ground.

“Nerf that.” said Scott.

The last goblin jumped back and shook his
head. “The hell man! You cheating bastard.”

Scott snorted at the player and started
forward to finish things. However, life would not be so kind. Just
as he reached his final, current, opponent his shoulder was struck
by a powerful force. He was sent spinning to the ground.

“Wha...?” asked Scott. He felt his shoulder
and realized that there was a crossbow bolt sticking out. He
managed to get to his feet just in time to see the goblin smirk and
jump to the side. An orc wielding a massive warhammer appeared in
front of him running at full-speed.

The oncoming monster moved at a speed far too
rapid for Scott to match. It seemed like everything happened in
slow motion, but the encounter lasted only a brief few seconds.

Scott was unable to move his right arm due to
the bolt in his shoulder. He tried desperately to block the
oncoming attack with his good arm, as he had no time to dodge the
monstrosity coming his way. The hammer swung forward in a
horizontal arc and slammed into the hapless sorcerer with explosive
force. A bright red number one hundred sixty-eight flared above his
head and floated upward.

He was knocked back by the brutal blow and
flew through the air to slam against an invisible barrier a few
feet behind him. He bounced off of the barrier and hit the ground.
His chest had been completely crushed and he could not move at all.
Somehow he had survived, but the damage was extensive and he would
not be long for this world if it were not for the regenerative
ability that he had awakened by calling upon Ero’s power.

“Scott...” Rhea reached toward him feebly,
before collapsing to the ground. She was conscious, but she was
also completely unable to move. All she could do was stare
helplessly at the man she loved while he lied on the ground in a
pool of his rapidly spreading blood.

The sorcerer felt pain unlike anything that
he had ever felt before. The power he had gained from Ero was both
a blessing and a curse. It immediately healed status effects that
popped up after that hit, and his health continued to regenerate.
Every second that passed restored one point of health and one point
of mana. It was a truly incredible rate of regeneration for someone
of his level.

However, he had been instantly knocked into a
severe critical state. He was not allowed to pass out and become
unconscious, however. The power of Ero prevented that, but that
also meant that he felt every bit of the pain. He had several
severely broken bones. Mechanical issues such as a shattered
sternum could be healed over time, but they would still prevent him
from moving much for the moment.

“Feh, weak ass punk.” said Rode, the orc who
had nearly one-shotted the annoying sorcerer.

“Alright, gather them up. Bring them here.”
called out Aen.

The goblin walked over and snatched up Rhea,
while Rode strolled over and grabbed Scott by his hair. He turned
then casually walked back to the group leader while dragging Scott
through the dirt. When they reached Aen, Rode pulled Scott up by
the hair and showed him to the larger orc. “You wanted this
thing?”

“Not really, he’s too small. I should throw
him back and find something bigger that has a little more fight in
it.” said Aen. The orcs, hobgoblin, and sole surviving goblin all
laughed at the stupid joke.

Scott bit his tongue. He could do nothing at
the moment but wait and regenerate. He tried calling out to Ero
again, but the fairy girl still did not respond.

Aen gestured toward the house. “Take them out
back. You know what that little shit Karsh wanted.”

“Feh, that stupid bastard lost to this guy.”
said the surviving goblin.

Rode snorted at him. “So did your three
buddies. Don’t act cocky. He’s a weak little fish to me, but
compared to you he was a killer shark.”

The goblin player looked like he was about to
comment on that but one look from Rode silenced him. He looked away
to avoid the orc’s gaze.

“Yeah, too bad he’s human.” remarked
Redfang.

The other’s agreed. If he were of a monster
race they would have tried to recruit him on the spot.

“Ah well, that’s enough of that. Let’s get
moving.” said Aen.

Erghe, the other orc, took Rhea from the
goblin and slung her over his shoulder then walked off toward the
back of the house. Rode simply dragged Scott toward their
destination using his hair as a hand-grip.

Once they arrived in the back yard Scott was
dragged to the porch. He tried to struggle when they put a rope
around his neck, but his regeneration had not restored his limb
motion yet. He was close, but not close enough.

“Feisty, not bad, but it won’t do you any
good.” said Aen.

Rode tossed the free end of the rope over a
porch beam then walked behind Scott. He pulled casually and the
sorcerer was forced to a standing position. After a few more pulls
he was forced onto the tips of his toes.

Rhea was taken to a spot directly across from
him. Erghe sat down on the grass and placed her limp body in his
lap. After getting her paralyzed body into position, he pulled her
chin up and placed a dagger at her throat.

“It’s like this. You’re going to die here.
She’s going to die here, too. The Corpse Rats don’t take kindly to
people screwing with our business.” said Aen.

Aen gestured to Erghe. The orc slowly slid
his dagger across Rhea’s throat. The slice was not too deep, but
blood began to flow. A red number seven flared above her head.

Scott cried out. “Let her go you fucking
asshole!”

The orc laughed then pointed at him with his
dagger. “You should worry about yourself, asshole.”

Rode jerked back on the rope and Scott was
taken off the ground. He struggled but that only made things worse.
He started to regain motion in his left arm, but it would not come
soon enough.

A red number one floated upward from Rhea,
and then a few seconds later another one appeared above her head.
She had been inflicted with the bleeding status. They were going to
have her slowly bleed to death while Scott was forced to watch!

Scott gagged and choked due to the rope
around his neck. He was in a similar position to Rhea. He was
slowly losing health each second due to asphyxiation. The
regenerative effect of Ero’s power overcame that issue to some
extent, but it would run out soon. He would die here.

The sorcerer tried to swing his body back in
an attempt to kick at Rode, but the orc simply swatted him back. He
lost several points of health in the process and his vision started
to go dark.

Scott and Rhea watched each other as they
continued their slow march toward death. The sorcerer’s eyes moved
toward Aen.

The orc noticed his look. “I bet you want to
know why she’s involved.”

Scott tried to glare at the orc but he was
having trouble doing even that.

“Well, I’ll tell you. When we reported to our
guild that you seemed to have a cute little girlfriend, Karsh
wanted you to suffer more. You cost him a lot of money, you know.
It’s nothing personal on our end, but he’s the guild leader’s
brother.”

Scott continued to look at Aen. The orc
frowned at him. “You think we like doing this sort of shit?”

The sorcerer’s accusing gaze continued to
bore into Aen and the orc’s face screwed into a hateful mask. “Cut
that shit out.”

What Aen did not know was that Scott could no
longer turn his head. He had no choice but to look at him. However,
the Orc was annoyed by what he thought was an accusing look. Why
should he care if this guy and his girl died like this? He was just
some asshole who had screwed with the guild.

After a full minute of Scott’s supposedly
accusing stare Aen called out, “Fuck it! Just kill the bitch and
then do him.”

When Erghe did not make a move or say
anything, Aen turned to him. “Erghe?”

The orc sat silently, Rhea still in his lap
bleeding out. Aen stared at him for a moment and then took a step
back in surprise. Erghe’s body fell backwards and hit the ground
but his severed head continued to remain in position. It looked as
though it was floating in mid-air!

“What the hell? Erghe!” called out Aen.

A beautiful scantily clad girl in red
appeared suddenly. She was holding Erghe’s head casually by the
hair..

“Who the hell are you? Why did you kill
Erghe?” asked Aen.

“Oh, sorry. Did you need this guy for
something?” asked the girl.

She raise the decapitated head up, looked at
it for a moment then turned it toward Aen. She placed two fingers
at the corners of the decapitated orc’s mouth and pulled his lips
down into a frown. “Oops, my bad.”

A loud outcry from behind Scott caught Aen’s
attention next. The sorcerer immediately hit the ground as Rode
fell back. The orc had a large spike sticking up out of his eye. He
was dead before he hit the ground.

The girl leaned down and pressed a few spots
on Rhea’s body that her armor did not cover. Her bleeding effect
stopped. Amazingly, she even started to regenerate.

“Shit!” cried Redfang as he saw several
dark-clad figures appeared out of thin air.

“Not a bad shot, Gambol.” said Sharde in
praise of her comrade’s throwing skills.

“Oh, I try.” replied the ninja master with a
smirk.

A dozen high-level ninjas had risen up all
around the remaining members of the Corpse Rat Guild.

“You... Shit!” snarled Aen. Why had this
happened?

The ninja-girl took a step forward and then
blurred out of sight before reappearing in front of Scott. She
gently removed the rope from his neck and pressed a few spots on
his body. His regeneration continued at an even more accelerated
pace than before.

“Who the hell are you people!” snapped
Aen.

“Sharde?” asked Scott while he looked up at
his unlikely savior.

The girl smirked at him then pulled out a
battle fan from her ample cleavage. She turned toward Aen then
gestured toward Scott with the fan. “The ice cream pervert is
correct. I am Sharde.”

“Do you understand now?” asked the ninja-girl
before casually tossing aside Erghe’s severed head. She had not
bothered to drop it until now.

“Sharde! You... Aren’t you the leader of
Crimson Shadow?”

“Oh, you’ve heard of us? How nice. Our public
relations campaigns must be working.” said Sharde.

She turned and called out to Gambol. “We
should give the PR ninjas a bonus.”

“Sounds good.” he said while raising his
thumb.

“Why are you involving yourselves in this?
Did these people hire you?” asked Aen.

Sharde opened her fan and placed it in front
of her face. She fanned the air delicately. “Why, whatever do you
mean, dear sir? My happy little group was merely out for an evening
stroll while enjoying fine company and the nice weather.”

“You lying...” began Redfang. He was cut off
by the sudden impact of a spike that penetrated his temple, killing
him instantly.

“Lady Sharde never lies, she merely speaks
the opposite of the truth at times of her choosing.” stated Gambol
seriously.

Sharde said, “Oh ho ho ho.” and fluttered her
fan once more. She could always count on Gambol to make an
interesting quip.

“Dammit!” said Aen. What could he do in this
situation? He was severely outnumbered and even the weakest of her
ninjas was easily higher in level than he was.

“Do you bastards think you’ll get away with
this?” snapped Aen.

Sharde closed her fan then slapped it down
into her free hand. “Yes.”

That was the signal. Gambol threw two spikes
that slammed deeply into Aen’s thighs, easily penetrating his thick
steel armor. The orc cried out in pain then discovered, to his
horror; that he could not move. He was paralyzed while standing up!
His legs had been locked in place by simultaneous pin-point nerve
strikes.

A dozen ninjas raced into the yard and began
to hurl throwing stars at Aen. The remaining goblin was killed off
quickly, but Aen was cut apart by dozens of small thrown weapons
that moved at speeds far too swift for him to avoid or deflect.

He tried to avoid them but only succeeded in
falling backwards. Soon, he was a mass of bloody flesh wrapped in
badly torn metal armor. Once he reached a critical state the
assault ended.

Sharde casually walked over to the downed orc
and placed her foot atop his chest. “I win. Please praise me.”

“Why?” gasped out Aen. What was the
connection between these people and the sorcerer? Was he in their
guild?

Sharde tilted her head to the side and
offered him a wide, innocent, look. “Why?”

Aen wheezed then began to choke a little as
her foot pressed down with casual, but powerful, pressure. The
innocence of her expression faded when she smirked at him and said,
“Why not?”

Before he could ask her anything else, she
leaned down and slapped her fan against his forehead. The casual
action finished off the orc and neatly cracked his skull in the
process. “Bad. Boy.”

The ninjas cleaned up the area and gathered
the items of the fallen players. Gambol leapt up and easily cleared
the distance between his current position and his guild leader.
“So, what do you think we should charge them?”

Sharde turned to look at Scott then unfolded
her fan with a flick of her wrist. “Oh, I’ll think of
something.”

“Really, now?” asked Gambol.

Scott’s eyes widened when she acquired a
seductive look and bit the corner of her lower lip. “Wha...?”

She blew a kiss at him then winked. He winced
slightly then tried to crawl backwards a little.

The ninja-girl placed her fan before her face
once more then fluttered it slowly before laughing out, “Oh ho ho
ho ho.”


Chapter 14:
Epilogue

Reality could be a hard thing to accept. A reality
such as the world of ARS was even more difficult to deal with at
times. However, as hard as it might be to accept this world there
was no denying that it was a true existence. It was his new
reality, for good or ill.

In this new existence, the former soldier had
faced many hardships and just as many sweet encounters. Those
events had shaped and molded him into a new person, one that he
might not recognize if he took the time to reflect on his inner
nature.

In order to make sense of his current life,
Scott had been forced to accept many things that he would have
considered impossible. He had been forced to fight battles that
should have been impossible, largely due to his own arrogance or
stupidity, but he had survived. No matter how difficult the
situation he had persevered and won. Due to that factor, the events
that occurred less than an hour ago weighed heavily on his mind. A
man who had managed to always win, had been crushed completely and
nearly forced to watch someone dear to him die.

The true outcome of the battle that they had
just been fought was not victory, it was survival. Yes, they would
have been resurrected afterward, but that was a cold sort of
comfort. The memory of watching Rhea die while he strangled to
death would have stayed with him for the rest of his life.

Despite their best efforts, they had been
crushed completely. Scott leaned his head against a tree and balled
his hand into a fist. He had never felt that powerless in his life.
He had even been robbed at gunpoint once and he had never felt the
level of weakness that he had experienced in the fight with the
Corpse Rats.

“Look, I know how you feel. I want to go and
wreck that guild myself. It won’t work though.” said Sharde. She
had watched him silently for a time, and seen the complex emotions
that crossed his face every so often. She had faced similar issues
during her earlier development in this world. Though, if you asked
her she would admit that no one had ever tried to string her up
then make her watch her party members die.

“Why not? Did you gather information on their
guild?” asked Rhea. The blue haired elf maiden currently sat on the
ground while leaning heavily against a stump. She had been healed
of most of the paralysis, but there had been enough poison
introduced into her system to leave lasting remnants of weakness.
She would need a good night’s rest in order to regain her strength
completely.

The ninja girl sighed loudly. “Yeah, they are
a small guild officially. However, many of their members have
developed classes that allow them to raise monster armies.”

“How big are the armies?” Scott turned to
look at Sharde.

“We aren’t certain. Six and Seven reported
that they counted at least eight thousand goblins, and over one
thousand orcs. The levels varied, but most are at least as strong
as the goblin players you fought.”

“You can’t just assassinate them?” asked
Rhea. She already knew the answer to that, but asked anyway. If
Crimson Shadow could have managed that feat, Sharde would have
already been working on it.

Sharde shook her head. “No. We’re a small
guild due to the difficulty that it takes to become a ninja. All of
our members are above level eighty, but there are only a few dozen
of us at the moment. Corpse rat is a small guild filled with trash
players, but their guild members outnumber ours twenty to one.”

The ninja girl raised one hand then called
out, “Six!”

A black clad ninja appeared out of thin air
then knelt down on one knee before Sharde. “Here mistress.”

“You did reconnaissance on the player base
for the Corpse Rat guild. What were the numbers and levels?” asked
the red haired ninja master.

“Mistress, there are one hundred eighty-seven
members known to currently have advanced classes. There are two
hundred eighteen members who are over level forty. There are over
fifty-four members who are above level one hundred. The highest
known level belongs to their leader, who was level one hundred
fifteen during the investigation.”

Scott blinked. “That’s a small guild?” It
sounded like a reasonably decent size for a guild to him.

“Tiny. Their monster armies help out a bit,
however.” said Rhea. She looked up at Scott and he looked down at
her. After a brief moment passed her walked over and sat next to
her. She smiled in a tired way then leaned against him.

“Rhea’s right. Without their army, they would
get crushed by even a mid-tier guild. Their army is weak at the
moment, however.”

Scott frowned then glared down at the dirt.
They had been forced to make a quick run for it after those
bastards had been killed. They needed to evacuate the area
immediately to avoid the Corpse Rat Guild and to keep them from
tracking their movements. Crimson Shadow was willing to watch over
them for a while, but it would be bad in the long run for them to
become further involved. They were a mercenary guild and needed to
maintain their reputation, or some such reason.

“I can’t even go back for my equipment.” His
armor and weapons were left behind in Meaden, since they were being
repaired.

“Can’t be helped. If you go back, they will
be able to track you. We could steal your equipment back. But even
if you wield it, you’ll be equipping items that are considered
stolen. If you die, all stolen items drop.” said Sharde.

“What kind of crap is that?” asked Scott. How
could he steal his own equipment?

“Well, you can get your boomerangs back just
by willing them to return.” said Rhea.

“Even from this distance?” asked Scott.

“Yeah, from any distance really. They are
locked to you. They won’t receive a stolen tag if you call them
back, personally.”

“It could be worse. At least you are a
sorcerer. Could you imagine your loss if you had been a warrior or
fighter?” asked Gambol.

Scott looked to the only other ninja in the
area who openly showed his face. “Well, that’s true. But that does
not mean that I have to like it.”

“Nor should you!” replied Gambol.

Sharde interjected. “What will you two do
now?”

Rhea looked at Scott and he looked at her.
The elf nodded as though some unspoken communication had passed
between them. She looked at Sharde. “We’ll have to get stronger
before we can do anything.”

“I also need to pay off my debt, for all the
awesome equipment that I bought.... but now can’t go get without
the risk of being camped down to level one.”

“True, you could go get it but the risk is
high. If they track you, they will be able to find you while you
are hunting and just ruin your day repeatedly.” said Sharde.

Rhea put a hand on Scott’s arm and nodded to
him. “We can go get it, or you can just leave it there for a while.
The merchant’s guild can be a pain in the butt at times, but they
do require certain concessions. The armorer you used will have to
hold it aside for at least thirty days before he can sell it.
You’ll have to pay a fine if you come to claim any of it, but as
long as we return within a month you can get it all back. I mean,
if you paid upfront like normal?”

“Yeah, he wanted all of the money for the
repairs upfront.” said Scott.

“We should be able to come back for it later.
They won’t guard this area forever. They have no reason to believe
that we will return.” said Rhea.

Scott started to say something, but Gambol
spoke up. “There is an alternative.”

The sorcerer turned to look at the ninja.
Alternatives sounded good.

Gambol grinned at him and said, “Get better
gear. You probably spent a lot on that stuff, but you would have
outgrown it in another ten to fifteen levels anyway.”

“I’d love to get better stuff, but where? I
have a little money, but...”

“Don’t buy it, collect it in drops.” said
Gambol.

“Almost all of the drops that I have found
have been garbage.” replied the sorcerer. He had found a few random
things, but nothing too impressive. The best item that he had ever
found was the rat fang that was used to make his gauntlets, items
he no longer had access to for a while.

Gambol shook his head. “That’s because you’ve
been fighting low-tier monsters. Between you, Rhea, and that
guardian of yours that I sense slumbering inside you, you should be
able to handle much stronger monsters.”

“Define much stronger monster.” said
Scott.

Sharde decided that she wanted to get in on
the conversation. “Well, there is actually one really good place
close by that I can think of considering your party’s classes.”

Rhea looked to the red head ninja girl. “Are
you thinking of the island kingdom, Eizen?”

“Got it in one, sis.” said Sharde.

“Sis?” asked Scott.

Sharde grinned at him. “What, didn’t she tell
you?”

“It never came up.” said Scott.

“Speaking of which, how come you two seem to
know each other. I was not aware that you had met until a short
time ago.” said Rhea, a hit of annoyance in her tone of voice. How
many other girls had Scott spent time with while she was
offline?

“Oh, he did not tell you that we spent the
day together recently?” asked Sharde.

“Did you now?” asked Rhea. Her comforting
hold on Scott’s hand casually shifted into a vice-like grip.

The ninja girl sighed dramatically then threw
back her head. She gazed upwards at the heavens. “I was but a poor,
lost, little girl... and the brutish sorcerer Scott rammed into me
with his great and powerful body...”

Scott’s eyes widened as pain lanced up his
arm. He looked at Rhea and said, “I’ll need that hand later, you
know.”

“You may need it for the rest of your life.”
She said in a dangerous tone of voice. The dangerous tone was
undercut a bit, however, when she turned her head and pouted at
him.

“Oh, the evil one... He forced himself upon
me... with his vile evilness. I had been enjoying my day in the
innocent manner that I was accustomed, while delighting in the
sugary sweetness of vanilla ice cream.”

Sharde sobbed softly. Her eyes began to
shimmer with crocodile tears. Scott saw this and groaned
loudly.

“My ice cream fell upon my heaving and
innocent maidenly chest, and his gaze lingered upon it like a
starving wolf.” She pressed the back of her hand to her forehead
and made a dramatic pose.

Rhea snorted loudly then made a low, angry,
noise before turning her head away from Scott. She never released
his hand, however.

“As penance for his dark deeds, I forced the
path of righteousness upon him. I required him to journey
throughout the land, seeking to replace that which his callous and
wicked ways had taken from me.”

Sharde’s eyes widened and began to actually
sparkle in the fading light of the evening. She radiated an aura of
innocence and purity, and seemed to be on the edge of tears once
more.

“How could you Scott?” asked Rhea. The high
elf began to shake visibly. She made strange sobbing noises.

Scott was about to try and deny at least some
of that but he felt something was off. Instead of denials he
sniffed loudly then shook his head. “She slapped me on the ass and
laughed at my shame.”

“What?!” snapped Rhea. Her head whipped
around and she stared at him. It was obvious that she had not been
crying, as her face showed no trace of tears.

“Hmm? Is that what happened?” asked Sharde.
She tilted her head to the side then tapped her chin lightly with
her fan.

“Yes!” exclaimed Scott.

He began to sniffle a little then raised a
shaky hand to his lips. “I was innocently minding my own business
when it happened. An absurdly busty girl who I had never seen
before came out of nowhere and pressed her chest against me. She
utilized her unholy feminine attributes.. U-used her wicked womanly
ways to extort ice cream.... Oh it was terrible. You know how much
I hate busty girls who show interest in me.”

“I bet.” said Rhea flatly.

He nodded to her. “Of course you do. Yes, of
course...”

Before Rhea could retort, Scott began again,
“She, she grabbed me by the head and forced me to gaze upon her ice
cream covered chest. The quivering horror of what I bore witness to
will haunt me for the rest of my life.”

Rhea closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and
then slowly opened her eyes again. “I see...”

Scott leaned his head back and faux-sobbed in
a masculine way. “I struggled mightily against her aggressiveness,
but she threatened to cry out that I was molesting her. So, shamed
by my weakness... I became her man-bitch. She forced me to escort
her around town seeking ice cream to satisfy her wicked womanly
needs.”

“Those needs never did get satisfied, you
know.” said Sharde. She looked at Scott with a doe-eyed expression,
cute and sad.

“Good.” said Rhea. She looked at Sharde with
a flat expression, no cuteness involved.

Sharde looked at Rhea for a moment then
blushed. The embarrassment passed and she brazenly asked, “Rhea,
can I play with your boyfriend?”

“No.” Rhea crossed her arms and gave off her
best impression of an emotionless ice sculpture.

“Fine... I miss you, though. When are we
going to play together again?” asked Sharde. This time she was far
more serious.

Rhea sighed loudly. “I’m sorry. I know I’ve
been distant for a while now.”

Sharde trotted over and sat beside her
sister. She leaned against the elf and sighed as well. “I’ll just
put it all out there. I’m jealous.”

“I know, and I’m sorry.” said rhea.

Scott was not certain about what was going
on, so he remained silent. However, Ero murmured inside his mind
and his eyes lit up. She was alright. He had been worried about the
tiny little fairy. Maybe she fell asleep if he used one of her
powers? He would have to ask her when she actually woke up.

The ninja girl clasped Rhea’s free hand then
squeezed it a little. “We used to play together all the time. You
know what that meant to me.”

Rhea squeezed her sister’s hand. “Yeah,
but...”

“Then... When you came back from visiting
Earth that time, you changed. You spent all of your time pining
after some boy you were crushing on.”

“I didn’t pine...” muttered Rhea.

Sharde stared at her flatly. “Girl, you had
it bad and you know it. Still do.”

Rhea’s face took on a light pink shade but
she did not deny it. Instead, she squeezed Scott’s hand a little
tighter.

The ninja looked at the hand holding Scott’s
hand then pouted. “I checked into that guy and found out that he
was actually pretty interesting.”

“Sharde...” Rhea’s tone of voice sounded
adorably dangerous. It was a hateful sound, but it would make
someone want to hug her instead of draw weapons.

“Can you really blame me? I don’t want to
mess up your chance and all, but I miss you. We used to share
everything...”

“Sharde, I know that... but I can’t do that.
Not this time.”

The ninja girl drew her legs up and rested
her chin on her knees. She closed her eyes and pressed her eyebrows
tightly together. “Did you know that he only likes cheese on a
sandwich? Well, single sliced cheese. He likes melted cheese on a
lot of things.”

“Hmm?” asked Rhea. What was Sharde talking
about?

“He thinks that the original Power Rangers
were the best, but he gives a nod of recognition to a few of the
latter series due to their divergent storyline concepts.” continued
the red haired girl.

“Sharde, what are you talking about?” asked
Rhea.

“He used to bake cookies for his mother when
he came home on leave from his army unit, just to make her feel
better... and he...” Sharde started to cry softly.

It was Scott who spoke up. On some level,
that had been a creepy bit of knowledge about his habits. However,
he chose to ignore that and asked an obvious question just to give
her an outlet. “You really paid that much attention to me?”

Rhea looked at him curiously and then back to
her sister. Sharde nodded her head.

“You like grilled cheese sandwiches, but
always burn the toast. You put jalapenos in spaghetti and...”

Rhea understood now, what Scott had been
doing. “Sharde, how much did you watch him?”

Sharde sniffed a little then looked up at
Rhea, teary-eyed. “I didn’t mean to! I promise that I
didn’t...”

“Sharde... Why?” asked Rhea. “Why would you
watch him so closely?”

The ninja master shook her head. “I... At
first, I just wanted to know what made him so special. Why, out of
all the infinite number of people in existence... Why was it this
guy? Why did you want this guy?”

Scott did not say it, but he was curious
about the answers to those questions as well. What was with the
fixation that Rhea and now, apparently, Sharde had toward him. Rhea
had given him her real reason, but he was still interested in
hearing more about it.

Sharde bit her lower lip. “I love you Origin.
I don’t mean to do things that hurt you...”

The elf started to cry a little, too, and
then slipped her arms around her sister. “I love you too,
Shara.”

They embraced for a time. When they pulled
away Sharde stood silently, trembling. Occasionally, she would look
at Rhea and then glance at Scott in a sidelong manner. Her lower
lip began to quiver and she clenched her hands.

“It’s OK... Just this once, Sharde.” said
Rhea in a soft voice, nearly a whisper.

Scott blinked then cried out in panic as an
excited red haired ninja girl hurled herself at him. She wrapped
her arms around him tightly and gave him a warm hug.

The sorcerer looked down toward Rhea, his
eyes wide in confusion. She looked at him with a hopeful expression
and nodded her head a little.

Scott understood, he hoped that he did
anyway. He wrapped his arms around the surprisingly emotional girl
and embraced her warmly as well. Sharde gasped softly. After her
confusion and surprise passed she smiled brightly then snuggled
into his embrace.

Uncertain what else to do, the mildly
confused man leaned his head against hers. He became alarmed once
again when he heard her start to cry. Why was she like this? He
could understand having a crush, or whatever it was that she had
for him. He’d had plenty of those in his life. Why was she acting
like her world was coming to an end, though?

Sharde sniffled gently then pulled back a
little. She looked into Scott’s eyes then smiled in a sad and
nervous manner. “This...is nice.”

He rubbed her lower back a little out of
instinct. Rhea’s eyes darted down to his hand then narrowed
slightly.

The ninja-girl’s face took on a slightly
reddened shade. “Mmm...”

Scott smiled at her. He was glad that she was
starting to feel a little better. He was not that good with dealing
with other people’s emotional issues. He could barely handle his
own at times.

“Oh, uhm... This outfit.... What do you think
of it? I wore it for you.” asked Sharde. She was still crying a
little, but she seemed slightly calmer. She leaned back a little,
but did not step away so that he could take a better look at
it.

He did not need her to step back, however. He
remembered it clearly. It was a near-exact duplicate of the outfit
that Mai Shiranui wore in the Fatal Fury and King of Fighters
games. He did not want to make the delicate situation worse, so he
decided to go for a humorous response. “It’s so good that I think
SNK should sue.”

“R-really? You think so? That’s so sweet! I
could kiss you.” said Sharde in a loud, happy, tone. Her cheeks
turned bright red and her smile lit up her face with an appearance
of great joy.

“No, you couldn’t.” replied Rhea. Her sword
was now sitting on her lap. The implication was an idle threat
considering their current level differences, but the intended
message was conveyed. Keep it casual, sis.

Sharde pouted at her sister. “Please?”

“No.”

“Come on... Just one? He complimented my
outfit... You know how much work I put into my cosplay...” said
Sharde.

Rhea casually inspected her blade then
glanced up at Sharde. “Nope.”

“That’s mean. That fairy of his gets to hug
Scott’s face while she’s naked, and I can’t even get one innocent
little kiss from my sister’s boyfriend...”

Scott quirked an eyebrow. Was that statement
supposed to make sense? More to the point, how did she know that?
Had she been in the room when Ero had done that? He had suspected
that she was hiding in there invisibly during his talk with Rhea,
but did not know that she had been watching him before that
time.

“Sorry, I’ve had one already. I know you
won’t be able to stop at one.” said Rhea.

“Now you’re just being cruel.” replied the
ninja-girl with a pout.

“Don’t I get a say in this?” asked Scott.

“No, you do not.” replied Rhea coolly. She
looked at him then snorted loudly.

Scott returned her cool look with a smirk. He
had to admit, she was cute when she slightly homicidal. After
realizing that he had thought such a thing, he immediately began to
wonder about the state of his sanity.

Sharde sighed softly. “So, this is what it
would have been like....”

Rhea cast her gaze downward. “Sharde...”

“I know...” The ninja master slowly pulled
away from Rhea’s man-candy then took a step back. She sighed softly
then moved to sit next to her sister.

“I’ve been unfair.” said Sharde.

“No, not really. I should have spent more
time with you.” said Rhea.

Sharde leaned against her sister then kissed
her on the cheek. “Thank you, for that small bit of kindness.”

Rhea blushed a little then squeezed her
sister’s hand. “Thank you for understanding...”

“Yeah, I guess...” Sharde sighed softly once
more. She was in the presence of her favorite person, and also
someone who she had fixated on for a long time now. They were
technically her two favorite people, yet she felt like she was
intruding.

Rhea placed her hand on her sister’s shoulder
and smiled. “Hey, don’t worry. You’ll find your Scott someday,
too.”

“My... Scott?” asked Sharde. She looked her
sister in the eyes carefully.

“Well, yes. You are a sweet and loving person
Sharde. Anyone would be lucky to have you in their life.” said
Rhea.

However, Sharde had not really heard her. The
words, “Your Scott.” continued to tumble through her mind. Slowly,
those words made associations. Those associations became ideas. A
goofy smile spread across her face and the ninja girl began to
drool a little.

“A Scott of my own...” said Sharde. Her eyes
widened a little and she tilted her head to the side.

“Hmm?” asked Rhea. What was her sister
talking about?”

Sharde kissed Rhea sweetly on the cheek then
cried out, “Thank you! That’s exactly what I’ll do!”

Rhea was about to ask her what she was
talking about, but a soft voice interrupted them. “Mistress, not to
interrupt... But may I please stand up now?”

Six, the ninja from earlier, continued to
gaze forward steadily. During their entire conversation, he had
resolutely maintained his kneeling position. He had not been
dismissed, but it was obvious that he would like to be.

Sharde looked to number six then considered
her options. Should she let him stand up or not? Life was full of
many decisions and she felt that she should weigh all decisions
that she would make from today forward.

 


###

 


This is a short list of common terms or
concepts used in Origin ARS. Over time it will expand. I have
chosen to write them in an informal manner so that some entries
will have explanatory examples.

 



Glossary

 


ARS: The name of the world currently owned and
operated by Origin Entertainment.

 


Augmented Reality: In this world, augmented
reality relates to the ‘game system’ used to grant normal mortals
enhanced abilities and statistics. Without the system in place, ARS
would be like any other world.

 


Authenticity: A concept used by the people of
the divine city. It relates to a desire to try and live like an
authentic human.

 


Build: The custom path that players and
natives in ARS use as a method of gaining power. It relates to the
type of abilities you have and an overall design concept. Someone
who wanted to be stealthy, for instance, would develop their
agility and stealth skills as their primary abilities and
attributes.

 


Champion: A non-deity who has been chosen by
the gods to have powers similar to players. The champions are
aligned with a specific deity and are known as the champion of that
deity.

 


Class: The core life path of a local, or the
chosen template for a player. When you gain a class in ARS you
develop the powers and knowledge of that archetypical power set.
Even if you’ve never thrown a punch in your life, you can become a
master fighter at a fairly low level in ARS.

 


Level: The current overall capacity of a
creature in ARS. Levels differentiate the weak from the strong,
though a wide difference in level can be overcome through
innovation. When you gain a level in ARS all of your attributes can
increase by several points.

 


Monster: A creature that is designed to be
nigh-immortal. They randomly spawn at certain points in the world.
If they are slain in battle, they will respawn in a location that
matches their habitat. There are many types of monsters in the
world.

 


Notorious Murderer: A player or local who has
killed a member of a non-monster race, such as humans or elves.
They are restricted in how they can interact with the world, and
can be easily differentiated from other players and locals due to
the fact that their name will be openly displayed for all to
see.

 


Overlord: A champion for the monster races. If
a player or local treats the monsters rudely to the extent that
they become frustrated and they do not feel fulfilled in their
role, the gods may hear their plea for justice. An overlord is at
least a second-tier monster. They are very difficult to kill and
can provide many bonuses for the monsters aligned with them.

 


Player: One of the residents of the divine
city who choose to visit ARS and play in the game world. The gods
of the divine city have their powers restricted and they must use
in-world avatars in order to interact with the environment.

 


Player Two: The concept of ‘player two’ is a
complex one. In its most basic form, asking someone to be your
player two is similar to asking someone to marry you.

 


Reincarnation: Everything in the world of ARS
reincarnates. Monsters respawn and at level 100 they can upgrade
into a higher-tier monster race for their racial line. Players and
locals who reach level 100 can restart their lives at the age of
adulthood for their chosen race. Non-monsters can choose different
classes. Players and champions may also choose different races.

 


Respawn: A monster who is slain will respawn.
Respawning is basically returning to life. The monster will be
reset to the lowest level for its race and zone. They can be
respawned at any zone where there race can be found normally, but
only if their levels match-up.

 


For instance, a level five grass rat would not be
likely to spawn near Victory Station, since the grass rats in that
area do not typically go above level four. That grass rat would
respawn in an area where the level average is slightly higher. If
the monster is unique to a specific area, it will always respawn in
that area when slain.

 


Sometimes players refer to returning to the game
world after they have been killed as ‘respawning’ as well. It is
not technically respawning, but it is a popular word to use for
that effect.

 


Skull-cap: The gods of the divine city have
incredible powers. They would not be able to properly interact with
ARS if they were to visit in all of their splendor. Devices were
devised based on the human pop-culture concept known as full-dive
virtual reality gaming. The skull-cap and tiara are designed to
allow a god to connect with their in-game avatar while suppressing
their powers in ARS.

 


Spell-Force: The raw power of a spell pattern.
This term relates to how much skill someone has in using a specific
spell. Spell-force is the basis of a spell’s capacity. It is
multiplied by the intellect of the caster to determine its full
power.

 


Tiara: This device is the same as the
skull-cap, except that it is more popular among female players.
Male players usually use the skull-cap.

 


###

 


Thanks for reading Origin ARS, Volume 2! I
hope that you enjoyed it. If you did, please feel free to review it
and tell everyone what you thought. If you hated everything about
it, that’s fine too. I know this is not the sort of series that
everyone will enjoy.

 


Either way, thanks for reading!

 


About the Author: Scottie Futch is a
former soldier of the United States army. He enjoys writing weird
stories, and day dreaming about cute girls who kick lots of ass. He
also stays alert for the coming zombie apocalypse by assessing the
structural integrity and defensibility of various buildings when he
enters them for the first time. Also, he too puts jalapenos in his
spaghetti.
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Freelance Saga: Learning Curves - Episode
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Freelance Saga: Quantum Interference -
Episode 2

Freelance Saga: Slow Grind - Episode 3

Freelance Saga: Beta Shift - Episode 4

cover.jpeg
Volume 2

|| ,,v; )
b "‘ /o‘o

Scottle Futch





