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        Teresa Of All Trades

    
    
    
    
                Teresa is going to kill herself. She's tried a bit of everything in her life, but nothing really seems to stick. She's alright at a lot of stuff, but she's not great. Jobs never last long, her savings account doesn't exist, and she's over it all. Once her affairs are in order, Teresa finds a perfectly nice cliff to throw herself off of.

She jumps, but she never hits the ground. The planet has been introduced to the multiverse, where level ups and magic are real. Monsters, spells, skills, magical war crimes, and stats have become a reality. The world has changed, and Teresa has strengthened her resolve with a new lease on life.

Teresa is going to try a little bit of everything the multiverse has to offer.




---------------------------------------------------------------------------


What To Expect:

Action 
There are a lot of fights that take place against many monsters you may or may not have seen before. 

Strategy 

You can't go into a life or death fight without planning ahead a bit, that would just be suicidal.

 
Slow Burn Progression 

Leveling up is a grueling process, but hey, at least there's magic now. That sure beats a 9-5. 

Comedy 
My grandma read my backlog and she said it was really funny. Surely she would never lie to me. Are you going to call my grandma a liar? 

Female MC 
Nope, it's not the dude in a wig issue. She has her own personality along with many of the supporting cast. Speaking of the supporting cast... 

Awesome Side Characters 
I love a good supporting cast for a story. The story may be centered around Teresa, but that's no reason to make the side characters fodder. They will have their own personalities, contribute in combat, and their own goals that may be completely separate from Teresa's. 

Moral Dilemmas 
Is it better to die a good person, or to live having compromised on your values? 

Magical Experimentation 
Magic is real, and Teresa is a curious person. How does it even work? What can she use it for? There are skills, spells, Mana, and you expect her to not spend a lot of time just messing around with it? 

No OP/Cheat Skills 
None of that here. If Teresa wants to get stronger, she'll have to fight tooth and nail every step of the way. 

Numbers Go Up, Brain Makes Dopamine 
There are stats and levels within this story. Teresa will need to manage her status and consider what is needed before making decisions. It takes a lot of effort, but dang is it satisfying to see the results of her labor. 

Quests, Adventures, and Goals 

Who doesn't love a good questline? Maybe a quest will involve fighting for your life, maybe you'll need to go on a journey, or maybe you'll have a goal of your own to follow - System be damned.

            

    
        Chapter 1: The Main Character Kills Herself

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 1: The Main Character Kills Herself

Teresa was going to kill herself.
She stood atop a cliffside overlooking the beach, taking shaky breaths as she looked down. The drop had to be around 60 meters, if she had to guess. Surely she would die on impact if she were to jump, right? Just in case, she would dive off headfirst.
Teresa had a lot going for her, emphasis on had. She made mostly good decisions throughout her life. She got good grades in school, got a few scholarships and went to university for a few years. She had worked through highschool and was able to afford a studio apartment nearby, if barely.

Then the fuckups began. Teresa didn’t know what she wanted to do with her life, so she had dabbled in a bit of everything while undeclared. She took introductory classes in engineering, computer science, business, biology, chemistry, and a few general education classes. Teresa found that while she was good at all of these subjects, she wasn’t great in anything. More importantly, she didn’t feel super passionate about anything.

Well, she did take a kickboxing elective that was really fun, but it was only offered for one semester and Teresa did not have the build to ever go pro. She was athletic, having gone to a gym four times a week since she started her second year of college, but she was also short, standing at five foot three.

By the end of her second year, she was still undeclared, not being particularly interested in anything. She dropped out, and wound up job hopping for a while in temporary positions. She had applied to long term job listings, but almost never got a response, let alone an interview. She only ever got a response from temporary job listings, and her life had just stagnated.

She made enough to get by, but not enough to ever have much of a savings. She was one emergency away from bankruptcy, and her future looked bleak. The odds of her ever retiring were practically zero, Teresa began suffering from depression, and she just didn’t want to live a life like this.

What was she going to do if she broke a bone or got sick? What if her car broke down? Being one disaster away from being broke was unbelievably stressful, and no matter what she tried nothing seemed to help her situation.

So she was going to kill herself.

She had sold most of her possessions, not that she had many. She sold her computer, her car, and whatever various knick knacks she owned. She didn’t renew her lease, so technically she was homeless. Once she gave away her money to a few charities, she figured she crossed the point of no return. Teresa made a few phone calls to various family members, having a normal talk with them not knowing it would be their last.

Now all she had to do was jump.

Teresa had been standing at this cliffside for the last two hours, taking in what would be her last view. The sun had finally set, and she decided it was time. She shakily took a few steps back, figuring she should get a running start. She placed her phone down on the ground, her last possession.

Her phone had no password, and the only thing on it was a video that would function as her suicide note. She had already made the rounds calling everyone important to her, checking up on them one last time. She tried not to think about how this would impact everyone in her life, but this was her selfish decision to make, right?

Fuck I hope this is high enough, Teresa thought. People have survived some crazy stuff before, and she was really hoping this would not be one of those situations. I mean, if you can fall in the shower and break your neck then surely this will work just fine.


Teresa tied her hair back, deciding getting her hair in her eyes just before she died would be an unnecessary annoyance. Really, just because she was about to kill herself didn’t mean she shouldn’t make the process as smooth as possible.

She took a few steadying breaths, and began running forward. Her heart was pounding in her chest, and the moment she took her first step her eyes started to water. She approached the edge at a running pace, then dove.

As she arced over the edge, suspended in the air, her heart skipped a beat. She didn’t have any coherent thoughts, just the feelings of overwhelming panic and calmness simultaneously taking hold. Time seemed to freeze as Teresa plummeted to her death.

A moment passed, then two. Then three. It took a bit to register, but Teresa wasn’t falling. She was floating, frozen in the air a short distance away from the edge. She frowned, confused. Or at least, she tried to frown, but couldn’t move her face. She couldn’t move anything.

What?

FWOOMP 

Teresa felt like she just got shot through one of those tubes outside of a bank, and the world briefly flashed past her. One second, she was falling off a cliff, the next, she was standing in a white room. The room was a perfect cube, each corner a sharp 90 degrees. 

Is this what the afterlife is like? Teresa thought to herself. She hadn’t felt herself die, so she wasn’t entirely sure if she was even dead. Maybe when you die, you don’t actually experience the last moments to avoid trauma in the afterlife. Or maybe it just erased the memory of those last moments. Hell, how should Teresa know? This was her first time dying after all, if she was even dead that is.

A holographic screen appeared floating in the air right in front of Teresa, making her jump.

Scanning {Human(?)}…

Origin: Earth

Okay, so apparently the afterlife has floaty hologram panels. Sure, why not. Teresa was just taking it as it comes at this point. 

Scan Complete

Integrating Metaphysical Paths

Teresa’s entire body burned with heat for a moment, and she felt her veins alight. The agony only lasted a fraction of a second, but Teresa caught something during that instant. Throughout her body, a tiny vein-like system had suddenly come into existence made of what might have been fire, before quickly vanishing.

It didn’t really leave a lasting feeling that Teresa could notice, but she could vaguely remember some of the paths that had been formed by the tiny veins of fire. Otherwise, she just felt normal. 

“What the hell was that?” Teresa asked, before immediately regretting it. Great, I just died and the first thing I say in the afterlife is “What the hell?” Great first impressions Teresa. Hopefully the afterlife didn’t mind minor vulgarity. 

Granting Fundamental Skills

Skill Learned: <Translate: lv 0>

Initiating Status…

Teresa read the hologram, then read it again. Clearly, the first line said skills, plural. Why did it only give her one skill? Stop being so damn impatient, it says initiating status right there. It’s probably still loading. Teresa thought to herself, realizing she might not be as calm as she thought. Rushing the afterlife might have unintended consequences that she didn’t know about. She had kind of latched onto the idea that she was dead now, although she wasn’t one hundred percent certain. 

A few seconds later, a much larger hologram appeared in front of her.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 0 (F) (0%)

Class: N/A

HP: (71/71)

Stamina: (71/71)

Mana: (45/45)

Strength: 6

Fortitude: 3

Endurance: 6

Vitality: 6

Agility: 4

Intelligence: 7

Wisdom: 4

Perception: 5

Unallocated Points: 0

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (0%)>

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

}

She read the status page that had appeared, and immediately thought of a stat sheet from a video game. There was no chance the afterlife was an MMO, right? Was all of existence just a simulation maybe? Teresa really couldn’t help herself from thinking about every possibility of what was going on. To be fair, this was a first time experience for her with no precedent. It’s not everyday you dive off a cliff then teleport into a white box that treats you like a video game character.

Looking over her stats, she felt it was pretty reasonable. She didn’t really have a point of reference for what good stats looked like, but thought it was relatively balanced across the board. 

Intelligence was her highest stat by a small margin, and Fortitude was her lowest. Well, “Unallocated Points,” was her lowest, but Teresa figured that wasn’t really a stat in the same sense. She felt some of them were self explanatory, with Strength being how strong she is, Agility being how fast she is, and Perception being how perceptive she is, though some gave her pause.

What was the difference between Intelligence and Wisdom? Was one how quickly she thought, and the other how much she knew? That wouldn’t really make sense as a stat though, since how would you measure that? Maybe her memory capacity? Basic video game knowledge also told her that they were probably tied to her Mana.

Oh yeah, Mana. She had Mana. What?

Why would the afterlife have Mana? Was she going to be slinging spells in heaven, casting fireball at mobs? The afterlife was weird, man.

Endurance and Fortitude seemed like the same thing, though she could probably guess some differences. One of them was probably related to her Stamina, and if she had to venture a guess it would be Endurance. It had the same value as her Vitality, which she figured was responsible for her health points. Her HP and Stamina had the same values as well, so that was a pretty good indicator that Endurance raised Stamina and Vitality raised HP. That was assuming they scaled the same, however.

If that was the case, then her Mana probably scaled the same as well. Her Mana was lower than her HP and Stamina, meanwhile her Intelligence was higher than either Vitality or Endurance, which were both higher than her Wisdom. This meant her Wisdom stat was probably responsible for her Mana, and her intelligence might just be how quickly and accurately she can think. Maybe.

“Excuse me,” Teresa said to no one in particular. “Is there a rule book or instruction set to any of this?”

No response came, and the room remained silent for a moment.

“Earlier it said it was going to give me skills, but I only have one.” Teresa said tentatively, hoping she wasn’t about to get smited. Really, she wasn’t that upset about only being given one skill, she didn’t even know what it did. Teresa was mostly just curious, wondering about what that tiny detail implied. Was it possible for some people to start out with more skills than others? What would let some people have more skills if that was the case? Would being good at something during life result in getting a corresponding skill in the afterlife?

No, that wouldn’t make sense. If skills were carried over from your skills you had while being alive, then Teresa’s skill set was completely wrong. She wasn’t really great at anything, but she definitely knew some basic kickboxing, for example. Meanwhile, the only language she spoke was English, so it didn’t make sense that she would get a translation skill. It did make sense that it was level 0, however…

“How does this work? How do I level up? What do all the things on the status screen mean- oh shit.” When Teresa spoke the word “status,” her status screen had disappeared. She paused, then spoke again.

“Status.”

The status screen appeared once more right in front of her. She said it again, then it disappeared. Huh. Neat.

Teresa smiled as she suddenly got a really stupid idea.

“Status-status-status-status-status-“ Teresa said as quickly as she could, constantly making the status screen appear and disappear rapidly. It didn’t lag for a second, instantly toggling its appearance as fast as Teresa could say the word “status.”

Beginning Tutorial Sequence

A hologram interrupted her train of thought as she was spamming her status screen, and she once again felt like she was being shot through one of those bank tubes again.

FWOOMP

Teresa had been teleported to another white room, this one larger and more rectangular. In front of her lined along the wall were five glowing orbs of energy, looking like perfectly spherical supernovas. 

Additionally, there were four other people in the room. There were two guys, who looked to be around 18-20 years old, and two girls in their mid to late twenties.

“Dude,” one of the guys said, looking at the other man. “What the shit, right?”
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The other man laughed, and nodded.

“Yeah dude, what the shit.” He agreed. 

“I take it you’re all just as confused as I am then?” Teresa asked, seeing how everyone looked out of place. She couldn’t really imagine what one would have to do to look like they belonged in a perfectly white cube with floating orbs containing supernovas, but everyone around her was clearly not in charge of this whole operation, or whatever was going on.

“Yeah, I was watching TV one second, then suddenly I was in a white room with a screen in front of me that showed me my stats.” One of the women said, looking to be the oldest person present. 

“Yeah I get what you mean, my buddy Preston here and I were in a call playing a game, then suddenly boom - white room. At one point it felt like there were strings of lava or something inside of me, it was weird.” One of the men said. “Oh yeah, name's Jake by the way.”

“Madeline.” The woman who spoke earlier introduced herself, waving her hand.

“I’m Teresa.” Teresa said, raising her hand and waving awkwardly as well. The last woman was silent for a moment, before meekly introducing herself.

“Sarah.” She said quietly. She didn’t wave.

Another screen appeared in front of Teresa.

Select Class

Everyone in the room seemed to get a screen as well, however Teresa could only see her own.

“Everyone sees ‘Select Class’ right?” Teresa asked, looking around the room.

“Yeah, mine says that too.” The man named Preston said, looking between what Teresa assumed was his screen and the five floating orbs. He walked over to the orbs and stood in front of one, before jumping after being startled by something. “Oh shit, come over here and look.”

Everyone proceeded to approach the floaty supernova orbs, and once Teresa was standing in front of one and focused on it, a screen appeared.

Class: Ranger (F)

Grants the class “Ranger,” which focuses on archery and ranged attacks. Upon selection, user will be granted simple archery equipment, as well as a minute understanding of archery. 

Includes the skills <Archery: lv 0> <Intuitive Aim: lv 0>

+1 Strength, +2 Agility, +2 Perception per level, +1 Unallocated per level.

Teresa read the description, and realized this worked almost exactly like a video game. She had a feeling the other class options would all be similar in that regard.

Class: Tank (F)

Grants the class “Tank,” which focuses on taking enemy attention and blocking damage. Upon selection, user will be granted simple bulwark equipment, as well as a minute understanding of shield usage. 

Includes the skills <Bulwark: lv 0> <Taunt: lv 0>

+1 Strength, +3 Fortitude, + 1 Vitality, +1 Unallocated per level.

Class: Light Warrior (F)

Grants the class “Light Warrior,” which focuses on hand to hand combat and quick movement. Upon selection, user will be granted simple warrior equipment, as well as a minute understanding of swordplay. 

Includes the skills <One Armed Weaponry: lv 0> <Dash: lv 0>

+1 Strength, +1 Endurance, +3 Agility, +1 Unallocated per level

Class: Mage (F)

Grants the class “Mage,” which focuses on spells and Mana applications. Upon selection, user will be granted simple mage equipment, as well as a minute understanding of magic. 

Includes the skills <Mana Control: lv 0> <Embers: lv 0>

+3 Intelligence, +2 Wisdom, +1 Unallocated per level

Class: Healer (F)
Grants the class “Healer,” which focuses on healing and Mana applications. Upon selection, user will be granted simple healer equipment, as well as a minute understanding of magic.

Includes the skills <Mana Control: lv 0> <Healing Touch: lv 0>

+2 Intelligence, +2 Wisdom, +1 Perception, +1 Unallocated per level

Reading through all of the classes, Teresa noticed a few things. Firstly, all of the classes granted five stat points and one unallocated point per level. They all granted two skills, and minute understanding in a related field. Teresa wondered what that meant, would she just have information downloaded into her brain if she chose a class? She had so many questions today, and none of them had been answered.

Furthermore, Teresa had doubts that she was dead. From the sound of it, no one else had been about to die when they got sent here. That didn’t rule out being dead completely, maybe the world ended just as Teresa was about to commit suicide. Or maybe, they all died and had their memories of their deaths removed, and building on top of that maybe the afterlife didn’t care about time. What if they had all died at different times and got sent here, with their memories erased?

“Hey, what day is it?” Teresa asked Jake, who happened to be standing next to her.

“Uh, Monday?” He answered.

“Okay yeah, but of what month? What year?” She continued. Jake looked confused for a moment before realization dawned on him.

“Oh shit, you think we might all have been sent here at different times? I didn’t even think of that. For me and Preston it was March, 2025. I honestly don’t remember the exact date though.” Jake admitted embarrassed. 

“Yeah, it’s March, uh, well, I think the 20th was a few days ago, I had an assignment due then.” Preston said, also seemingly embarrassed that he didn’t know the date.

“March 24th, 2025.” Madeline said.

“Sounds right to me.” Sarah confirmed.

“I mean, what are the odds we would be doing some time travel type stuff? If we were all sent here at different points in time then surely someone would have heard of this happening before.” Madeline pointed out.

“Listen man, we all just got teleported into a white room and now there’s floating magical balls in front of us telling us to pick a class like it's some sorta RPG. I think questioning anything and everything is fair game right now.” Jake said, defending Teresa’s question. Teresa nodded in response. It looks like we’re all from the same time then.

“Oh shit dude, are we getting isekai’d right now?” Preston asked Jake, eyes wide. Teresa was not familiar with the term.

“Hell if I know, you’re the one who watches that slop.” Jake teased with a laugh. “You tell me.”

“Listen here buddy, it may be oversaturated as hell, but I love my isekai. Let me watch Reincarnated as a Potato Chip in peace God damnit.” The two laughed, before Preston turned serious. “Well shit, what kind of isekai is this? Hang on, let me test something.”

Preston turned his head to Teresa, looking her dead in the eyes.

“I can return by death.” He said, completely deadpan. Teresa was confused, what the hell does that mean? A very awkward moment passed before Preston sighed in relief.

“Nothing happened, oh thank God.” He said, seemingly having a weight off of his shoulders. “That would’ve sucked.”

“What are you talking about? You can come back from the dead or something?” Teresa asked, her confusion growing.

“No, I only have the translate skill, level 0. I was just making a refer-”


“He’s being dumb.” Jake interrupted, still smiling at a joke that honestly went over Teresa’s head. “Anyways, I think I’m going to take the tank class, unless there are any objections? I mean, I don’t know if multiple of us can take the same class, considering there’s five of us and five options to choose from. I play football in my senior year of highschool, so I think I’d be a good pick for it.”


“I’ll take ranger.” Sarah said, surprising Teresa. She seemed shy, so Teresa hadn’t expected her to speak up so quickly. “My aunt taught me how to shoot a bow when I was a teenager, though I haven’t really kept up with it.”


“I’ll take light warrior.” Preston said. “I used to do fencing.”

“Huh,” Teresa said, frowning. “I did kickboxing for a semester in college, though that was only a few months.”

Teresa looked at Madeline, who also hadn’t picked a class yet.

“I take it you have some sort of athletic experience as well?” Teresa asked her, taking a wild guess.

“Yeah actually, and I coach a track and field team for one of the local high schools.” Madeline answered, also seeming to have the same train of thought as Teresa.

They were all at a very similar level of athleticism. Teresa actually was probably one of the more well physically defined people present due to her gym going routine that she had kept up for just over two years now, though everyone seemed to be in pretty good shape.

A quick noise that sounded like a static TV turning off came from in front of Jake, and the orb in front of him had dimmed and disappeared. Jake was then covered in a blanket of white light, which dissipated as quickly as it appeared. He was now wearing heavy armor that made Teresa think of a cosplay knight outfit minus the helmet, and he held a large metal shield in front of him that was about three quarters his size.

“Looks like it is only one person per orb.” He said, gesturing to the space the orb had once occupied. Teresa and Madeline looked at each other, as they were the last to pick a class.

Honestly, Teresa didn’t mind either way. She absolutely wanted to learn magic, she was sure of that much. Who wouldn’t want to be able to cast spells? Before any of, well, whatever it is that was going on happened, magic was either sleight of hand or a card game depending on who you asked. If she could sling spells, that would be pretty badass.

Then again, being able to heal stuff would also be sick. What is the upper limit for healing? Would Teresa be able to cure cancer eventually? Or what if she got seriously injured after winning a fight against an opponent, being able to heal up quickly sounded incredibly useful if levels were involved.

That is, if leveling even had anything to do with fighting.

Teresa would be absolutely down for either class, or any of them really. She really wanted to try a bit of everything if that was an option. Too bad she couldn’t make new characters for multiple playthroughs of real life, otherwise she totally would.

“Let’s compare our stats and see who would be better for what class.” Madeline said, suddenly displaying her status screen.

Status:

Name: Madeline

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 0 (F) (0%)

Class: N/A

HP: (45/45)

Stamina: (45/45)

Mana: (98/98)

Strength: 5

Fortitude: 4

Endurance: 4

Vitality: 4

Agility: 4

Intelligence: 6

Wisdom: 8

Perception: 6

Unallocated Points: 0

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (0%)>

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

}

“How did you do that?” Teresa asked, seeing how Madeline had not only shared her screen but summoned it without saying “status,” out loud.

“You can make it appear if you just will it to do so, and I figured I might be able to share it if I just willed it to work like that.” Madeline responded. “I don’t really know how else to explain it, it's like explaining how to flex a muscle.”

Teresa nodded, and mentally tried to will her status screen out. Her status screen appeared in front of her, and she was also able to will it to be visible to Madeline.

“It looks like my Mana, and Wisdom are higher than yours, but we both have 41 stats distributed total. On the other hand your Intelligence is 1 point higher than mine.” Madeline said after some quick math. Teresa just nodded and agreed as if she had arrived at the same conclusion, even though she was still trying to add them all up and carry a few ones.

“In that case, you will probably be better suited to whatever magic you pick, so as a party do we want better magic damage or better healing?” Teresa asked. She wasn’t really ashamed to have slightly worse magic related stats than Madeline, considering she made up for it in physical stats. Overall, Madeline had 3 more stat points in magic based stats not including her Mana, but at least they still came out equal in total stat points.

“Honestly, I would say we should take better magic damage.” Jake answered. “Better healing sounds nice, but more magic damage might prevent us from needing to be healed in the first place.”

“That makes sense. Plus it grants the skill <Embers>, which I’m guessing would allow me to create fire from Mana. That would be useful outside of combat too, meaning it probably has greater versatility.” Madeline said, clearly leaning towards picking the mage class.

“Go for it, I’m fine with picking healer.” Teresa encouraged, walking over to the healer orb. Everyone seemed content with their picks, though Sarah spoke up before anyone made a move.

“Shouldn’t we all check each other’s stats? Just in case?” She asked.

“Yeah, that’s a good idea. We might also get a better idea of how the stats work.” Teresa agreed. Soon, everyone’s status screen was displayed.

While Teresa and Madeline both had a total of 41 status points, that was not true for everybody. Sarah had 37, with most of her points being in Perception which had a high value of 9. Jake had 42 points total, one more than either Teresa or Madeline. His highest value was Strength, which was also a 9. His physical stats generally reflected Madeline’s magic stats, while his magic stats were all at 4.

Preston had the highest stats, with a total of 45. All of his stats were pretty good, barring fortitude and vitality which were both 4. This showed that people definitely could have different stats to start out with, which made sense to Teresa. If a bodybuilder started out with the same strength as a cheerleader, that would be wild.

However, everyone had the same translation skill and title, barring Jake who also had his class related skills now. Jake also had not gained any stats from taking his class, so there were no freebies being granted.

“I think we matched our stats to our classes pretty well then.” Preston said, looking back at the Light Warrior orb. “I say we just full send it.”

“Sounds good to me.” Madeline said, and soon flashes of white began covering multiple people as everyone picked their class. Teresa selected the healer orb, and a confirmation panel appeared.

Class: Healer (F)
Grants the class “Healer,” which focuses on healing and Mana applications. Upon selection, user will be granted simple healer equipment, as well as a minute understanding of magic.

Includes the skills <Mana Control: lv 0> <Healing Touch: lv 0>

+2 Intelligence, +2 Wisdom, +1 Perception, +1 Unallocated per level

Are you sure you would like to select: Healer (F)?

Yes

No

Teresa selected “Yes,” by willing it the same way she could will her status screen to appear, and it worked. It seemed that interacting with the panels using your will required you to really will it to happen. That was honestly relieving, as it meant Teresa wouldn’t accidentally do something by mistake due to an intrusive thought. It would really suck if one day she accidentally selected something due to an intrusive thought.

The reason she realized this was because when she first saw the panel, she thought What if I hit no? Like does it do anything or could I just walk away and it would assume I meant no? However, she didn’t test it, and soon was covered in a flash of white light herself.

Teresa was now wearing a light blue robe that made her think of a priest, or even the Pope. In her right hand was a long staff made of wood that still had the texture of a tree, even if it felt comfortable in her hands. The staff had a pale green orb at the top of it, and Teresa could vaguely feel something flowing inside the staff the same way she could feel blood in her arm.

She also had a hat that once again reminded her of a generic healer from an anime or video game. Looking around, everyone seemed to appear exactly as she would expect them to. I guess these classes were pretty basic, the outfits would be too.

She opened her status screen again to see if anything had changed.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 0 (F) (0%)

Class: Healer lv 0 (F) (0%)

HP: (71/71)

Stamina: (71/71)

Mana: (45/45)

Strength: 6

Fortitude: 3

Endurance: 6

Vitality: 6

Agility: 4

Intelligence: 7

Wisdom: 4

Perception: 5

Unallocated Points: 0

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (0%)>

<Mana Control: lv 0 (0.01%)>

<Healing Touch: lv 0 (0%)>

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

}

Teresa had gotten no additional stats, but two additional skills. Interestingly, <Mana Control> had progressed by a hundredth of a percent, which was pretty much nothing. She guessed it had something to do with her feeling what she guessed was Mana flowing through her staff.

She implicitly knew how to use <Healing Touch> simply by having the skill, or at the very least how to activate it. She activated the skill, and she felt Mana travel through her body to her hands, though she didn’t really notice a difference visually.

She checked her status screen again and saw that activating the skill briefly had drained her Mana by one, and increased her <Healing Touch> by a hundredth of a percent. Using it a second time decreased her Mana once again, but she didn’t see the skill progress at all. Oh well, guess I can’t just cheese it.

A screen appeared in front of her once again.

Party Formed

Transporting Party to Tutorial…

FWOOMP

Once again. Teresa was teleported. She was no longer in a white room but outside somewhere. Beneath her shoes was grass, and everyone else was still there. However, that wasn’t what really got her attention.

“Dude, I don’t think we got isekai’d.” Preston said, as they all looked at what was a few hundred meters in front of them.

It was the friggin Statue of Liberty.
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“What’s isekai?” Teresa asked, as she looked around. She stood on the same island as the Statue of Liberty, though calling it an island was a stretch. The Statue of Liberty was supposed to be on Liberty Island in New York. However, instead of some water and a massive city being nearby, surrounding them was desert for as far as they could see.

“It’s like a genre, I guess.” Preston explained, as they all took in their surroundings. “It’s Japanese, but like that doesn’t mean all isekai is Japanese. Basically it’s just where the main character gets transported to another world somehow, like being reincarnated or summoned there.”


“Oh, so like Narnia?” Teresa asked.

“No-” Preston started, but paused. Jake had a puzzled look on his face, which quickly turned to disappointment. “Fuck, no I think you’re right. Yeah, Narnia totally counts as an isekai.”

“Why would you say that?” Jake asked Teresa in faux exasperation. “Now he’s going to keep bringing that up. Narnia does not count as an isekai.”

“Yeah, it totally does.” Preston argued, the two of them seemingly more invested in this stupid conversation than the fact that the freaking Statue of Liberty was in an ocean of desert.

Thankfully, a screen appeared to get them back on track.

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (0/3)

Welcome to the System! Your universe has been integrated into the multiverse, granting all inhabitants a once in a lifetime opportunity. You and your party will be given a series of optional quests that you may opt out of at any point, however doing so would forfeit the opportunity for any rewards. Each additional task you complete in the questline will result in greater rewards for you and your party, who may choose to stay together or split up upon completion of the Tutorial

Please note, upon exiting the Tutorial your location will be randomized and all inhabitants will arrive outside of the Tutorial at the same time.

Teresa read the screen, getting some details out of it. Okay, she almost certainly hadn’t died, and this was not the afterlife. The Tutorial seemed similar to what she would expect from a video game, and she decided she would just stop being surprised at that. From now on, she would just assume video game logic until proven otherwise.

“I can leave if I want to.” Sarah said, looking at a screen she had chosen to share in front of her.

Leave Tutorial?
Yes

No

“I don’t think I will.” Jake said to the group. “This has some pretty heavy implications. I’m guessing everyone everywhere is going through the same thing, or something similar. It also says we will arrive outside of the Tutorial at the same time, so I think that means if we leave immediately we might arrive back on regular Earth at the same time as someone who spent a few days here.”


“Me neither. If everyone is going through this, I kinda want to do really good at it. Like, what if we managed to get farther through the Tutorial than anyone else on Earth?” Preston asked, smiling. The screen in front of Sarah disappeared, and Madeline nodded, seeming to share the same sentiment.

It looks like nobody was leaving the Tutorial this early.

“I don’t want to push my own unreasonable expectations that I have for myself on any of you, but I absolutely want to get really far too.” Jake said. It seemed the two guys in their party were pretty competitive.

“I can understand that.” Teresa responded, sharing the same sentiment. Less than an hour ago, she had tried to kill herself. Now, she was still alive and magic was real and the multiverse was real and, and, and…

And life had just gotten so much more interesting.

“I think that’s a good sentiment to have, but we have to keep in mind our limits and set realistic expectations.” Madeline said. “We all have similar levels of capability, so I think the System may have grouped up people based on some sort of metric that determined our athleticism and capabilities to group up people at similar levels. If that’s right, then there are probably a bunch of Olympians in a party together somewhere that we shouldn’t hope to compete against.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s fair.” Preston replied, feeling humbled. Teresa hadn’t considered that, but it made sense. Their group was in no way comparable to a group of Navy Seals. “Still, I imagine that after a few levels, we would easily be able to hold our own against anyone pre-System. The highest stat any of us has is a 9, and so after just a few levels we should all have some stats that far surpass that.”

“Still, some people will have a lot more regular skills and talents from before the system that will help them a lot. I’m sure we can do well, just don’t expect to be the best of the best.” Madeline continued.

The screen in front of Teresa changed.

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (1/3)

Establish Liberty

Waves of monsters are seeking escape from the perennial desert. You and your party inhabit the only piece of green land for miles. Defend your territory from the waves. Waves will invade 15 minutes after the defeat of the previous wave.

Waves defeated: 0/5

Time remaining until next wave: 14:59

“What the hell does it mean by monsters?” Madeline asked, confused. “Are we about to be attacked by dragons or something?”

“I sure hope we’re not about to get attacked by friggin dragons.” Jake said, looking over to his friend. “Preston, you’re the isekai guy. Are we about to get attacked by dragons?”

“I told you I’m pretty sure we aren’t being isekai’d, and how the hell would I know? Maybe it will be like goblins or wolves or something. Or goblins riding wolves. I wouldn’t discount the goblins riding wolves.” Preston replied.

“We should set up in position or something.” Teresa said, pointing to the Statue of Liberty. “We can probably hide in there, and let the monsters funnel in one at a time, but if we do that there won’t be a path to run away anywhere. It also might be harder for all of us to fight together in a cramped space.”

“Yeah, I’ve been here before. There’s kind of a lobby at the base of the statue.” Sarah said. “The lobby has some walkways above the ground level we can shoot down from, so we can have our melee fighters on the ground floor of the lobby while the ranged fighters can attack from the balconies. Shouldn’t be too cramped. There’s also a museum back there with some space to run around in if we need to, but I wouldn’t recommend going up the actual statue itself - way too cramped.”

“That sounds like a plan.” Jake said, looking at Sarah now. “Lead the way.”

The group followed Sarah towards the base of the statue, while Teresa kept looking at her stats. Her Mana had already regenerated the few points she had expended while testing out <Healing Touch>, and her <Mana Control> had raised by another hundredth of a percent. This made her realize something.

“Hey Madeline, have you tried using your <Embers> yet?” Teresa asked. Madeline shook her head.

“No, I wasn’t sure how much Mana it would use and how long it would take to regenerate.” She answered.

“You should try it, just for a second. I tried <Healing Touch> earlier but it barely used any Mana and I already regenerated it, though I didn’t really use it on anything. Do you know what <Embers> does?” Teresa continued.

“Uh, no actually. I know how to activate it, but that’s it really.” Madeline said. “I guess it would be better to go into a fight with less Mana than to go into a fight not knowing what my spell does, huh?”

She pointed her hand out away from the group, palm parallel with her body and perpendicular to the floor. A moment later, several sparks shot out of her hand like, well, a sparkler. A sparkler with range, that is.

The sparks shot forward until they hit the ground about 10 meters away, and small glowing embers floated along the path the sparks traveled in the air. The sparks continued to shoot out continuously for a few seconds, before Madeline stopped using the skill. The ground where the sparks landed seemed alright, with tiny burn marks that admittedly weren’t that significant, similar to the mark that a popper might leave.

“That was… honestly underwhelming.” Madeline said, disappointed. “How the hell can I use that in combat? It’d hurt, sure, but I can’t imagine killing something with that.”

“Maybe aim for the eyes?” Teresa offered. “I sure as shit wouldn’t want one of those sparks to hit my eye, it may be insignificant otherwise but it still could probably blind me.”

“If what we’re fighting will even have eyes.” Preston spoke up as the group continued to the statue. “Just saying, we’re dealing with multiversal monsters. For all we know they see with smell or something.”

“Or echolocation.” Jake added. “Think we’ll be fighting bats?”

“I don’t know man, why would the multiverse follow common rulesets from our universe’s media?” Preston replied. “Really, no matter what it is I’ll be surprised.”

The party made their way inside, and were soon standing in the lobby. It was a relatively simple room, with two balconies on either side about two or three people tall with stairs leading up to them. Across from the entrance were more stairs that led to a closed door with a sign reading “To Pedestal & Crown” displayed above it.

“This is it.” Sarah said, gesturing around the room. She pointed to the door with the sign over it. “Back there is how to get up the statue and if I remember right I think you can get into the museum back there as well.”

She walked up the stairs and pushed on the door handle. The door didn't budge.

“I think it’s locked.” Sarah said. “We’re gonna have to make do in here.”

“This should be fine.” Jake said, moving towards the center of the lobby. “I guess I can try to catch them on my shield and punch them? I don’t know, all I got is this shield, I don’t have anything to hit with.”

“Maybe you can push a monster and hold it against a wall, and we can attack it while you pin it?” Teresa offered. “Though I wouldn’t rely on just doing that, if any more monsters come in while you’re pinning one, it would leave the rest of us open. I guess just try to keep them away from the stairs?”


“I think that could work.” Jake replied. “That reminds me, where are you going to stand Teresa? You can heal, but otherwise you’re kind of just a regular person. Do you have a weapon or something? Can you attack with that staff?”

Teresa shook her head.

“No, I think the staff just helps with regenerating Mana for now. When I used a few points of Mana earlier I felt it funnel into my body through the staff quicker. Honestly, I think it would do better in Madeline’s hands until I learn a skill that uses the staff or until I start using up Mana.” Teresa replied. Madeline hadn’t gotten any tools with her class aside from some purple robes with stars on them. She looked like a wizard from a children's cartoon.

“Sure, I won’t mind some extra Mana regen, but that doesn’t answer what you’re going to do during the fight. Maybe you can hide until one of us gets hurt?” Madeline offered, grabbing the staff. 

“Absolutely not.” Teresa stated. She was adamant on this, she was going to fight somehow. She wasn’t sure if four and a half months of kickboxing back in college would hold up against multiversal monsters, but if she got hurt she could heal herself.

She wasn’t too anxious about getting hurt. She had already resigned herself to suicide not too long ago, and even if she had changed her mind since then some pain wouldn’t be that big of a deal.

“I’ll stay down on the ground floor here with Jake and Preston. I’ll try to avoid anything too dangerous, but I’m sure as shit not going to do nothing.” Teresa confirmed.

“If you say so.” Madeline responded. “Be careful.”

With that, a bell rang out through the building, the sound seeming to reverberate inside of Teresa’s head.

The timer was up.
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As the bell rang, everyone scrambled to get into position. Madeline was on one balcony, and Sarah was on the other with an arrow notched on her bow. Jake stood with his shield ready, and Preston held his sword with both hands out in front of him.

If Jake was a knight in heavy armor, Preston was the opposite. He wore a leather vest and pants, and he had a double edged short sword. By no means was it a rapier that a fencer like Preston would be more used to, but the sword in his hands would probably do more damage than in anyone else's.

Soon, they heard a buzzing coming from outside that was slowly approaching. In the brief moment of peace, Teresa looked at her quest screen.

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (1/3)

Establish Liberty

Waves of monsters are seeking escape from the perennial desert. You and your party inhabit the only piece of green land for miles. Defend your territory from the waves. Waves will invade 15 minutes after the defeat of the previous wave.

Waves defeated: 0/5

Monsters remaining in wave: 10/10

“Guys, there’s 10 monsters in this wave. You can see how many are left in the quest screen.” She called out.

“Good catch.” Jake responded, looking at the quest screen himself.

Soon, the buzzing was right outside, and the door automatically opened to let the monsters in. I guess the monsters don’t have to be physically capable of opening doors.

The first monster crawled in through on its six legs, and Teresa was immediately filled with revulsion.

It was a fucking mosquito with a body the size of a border collie.

An arrow flew through the air and grazed its side, drawing colorless blood.

“Shit, this thing is hard to aim.” She heard Sarah mutter to herself a little loudly and she drew another arrow from her quiver. Teresa couldn’t blame her, the bow wasn’t a modern compound bow you might find in a sporting goods store. Instead, it was basically just a curved stick with a taut string you might see in medieval times.

The mosquito pressed forward, a small trickle of blood leaking out its side. Jake charged forward, smashing his shield against the feeding tube sticking out its mouth and slamming the mosquito against his shield. His charge pushed it against the wall like Teresa had recommended earlier, and it splattered on the concrete.

A quick glance at the quest screen confirmed that the monster was still alive. Preston ran forward to the side of Jake, plunging his sword into the mosquito that was pinned to the wall. Another glance at the screen, and the quest showed only 9 monsters remaining.

All of this had occurred over the span of about 10 seconds, and another mosquito had begun crawling through the door, with a third right behind it.

“Firing!” Madeline called out, alerting everyone to watch out for the sparks that were now shooting out from her hand. They singed the lead mosquito, and she successfully managed to burn one of its eyes. The mosquito’s wings started to buzz rapidly, blowing air around it and causing the sparks to slightly change trajectory. However, the damage was already done, and soon both of its eyes were blinded.

The third mosquito pushed in behind it, and Jake charged at this one while Preston went to finish off the now blind mosquito. A fourth was already crawling through the doorway, and Teresa had a feeling that while they had a great start this was going to be tough.

Not wanting to be useless, Teresa charged towards the fourth mosquito in the doorway. The mosquito saw her coming, and jabbed its feeding tube towards her. Teresa managed to step back in time for it to whiff, and she responded with a right hook into the side of the tube. Her fist connected, and she felt it snap under her fist as she swung.

The mosquito buzzed its wings angrily, and the wind generated was comparable to a fan you might keep on in your bedroom. Teresa shuddered, feeling nasty after her hand had made contact with the giant mosquito. That texture was not something she wanted to touch, but this thing needed to die.

She launched a front kick, stomping her foot into the mosquito’s face. Its front legs shot out in protest, though Teresa was able to block one in her boxing stance and avoid the other. The legs seemed pretty fragile, so she felt she didn’t need to worry too much about the mosquitos swinging their limbs. However, they could probably pierce right through her with a good stab, and that was not something she wanted to test.

She stepped back from the thrashing mosquito, and soon an arrow planted itself firmly in the top of its head, finishing it off. A panel appeared next to her.

You Have Slain {Large Mosquito (F) (lv 2)}

Experience Granted

“Nice shot!” Teresa called out as she stepped away from the dead mosquito. It seems simply contributing to a kill was enough to grant experience, and she did not need to deliver the finishing blow.

She looked behind her and saw that Preston had finished off the blind mosquito, and was slashing the mosquito pinned by Jake’s shield over and over again.

“Fucker just won’t die.” Preston grunted, continuing to cut into the mosquito squirming underneath the shield. That one must be a bit higher level.

Back at the entrance, a mosquito was trying to crawl its way in, but was blocked by the corpse of the mosquito Teresa and Sarah had killed. The body of the mosquitos were only the size of a medium dog, but their legs and wings still stuck out, making the doorway a tight fit.

The door would only be blocked for maybe a few seconds, but that gave Teresa time to try something. Her arm itched like a son of a bitch where she had blocked the mosquito’s blow earlier, which didn’t really make much sense to her. Weren’t mosquito bites supposed to be what itched? 

Regardless of how these mosquitos were somehow even more annoying than regular mosquitos, Teresa figured she could test her <Healing Touch> on her itchy arm. She brought her hand to where the itch was and activated her skill.

Teresa felt what she assumed was Mana flow to her hand, where something happened to it before it formed an invisible layer over the front of her hand. The thin layer of altered Mana occupied the same space as her skin as she pressed her hand against her arm, and she felt the itching progressively cease.

Just as the next mosquito made its way past the corpse, she heard the body of a mosquito slump to the ground as Jake and Preston moved to receive the newest mosquito in the coming wave.

Four down, six to go.

As the fifth mosquito was once again pinned by Jake, a sixth and seventh managed to rapidly make their way through. They were getting in faster now. Madeline blinded the sixth and Sarah began peppering it with arrows, while Preston cut into the one pinned by Jake’s shield once again.

They weren’t killing fast enough, as the seventh mosquito crawled towards Teresa and an eighth and ninth were squirming their way in through the entrance. The mosquito in front of Teresa attacked, seemingly trying to tackle her rather than just stab her like the previous mosquito she fought had attempted. Unfortunately, this was much harder to deal with as Teresa was not very experienced at grappling, just striking.

She managed to slip past the feeding tube and grab it, but the mosquito kept moving forward and charged into her. While the mosquito might only be as tall as most people’s stomach, Teresa was short. Its height reached up just above her chest, making the impromptu mosquito wrestling match significantly harder.

Teresa thought briefly about going under the mosquito, but she quickly changed her mind as she felt a sharp pain pierce through her thigh. Teresa bit back a scream as one of the mosquito’s legs pierced straight through hers, and it was attempting to move its leg as it was still impaling Teresa’s thigh.

“FUCKING DIE!” Teresa screamed as she punched the mosquito in the eye over and over again as hard as she could. Her fist broke through the lens covering the eye, and soon she was punching right into its head cavity. The mosquito stopped moving after a little more struggle, and Teresa’s arm was covered in the colorless goop that was mosquito blood. On the other hand, her leg was pouring blood from the mosquito leg impaling her.

You Have Slain {Large Mosquito (F) (lv 4)}

Experience Granted

“Fuck! Cover Teresa! I’ll hold this one here!” She heard Preston call out to Jake as she looked down at her injury. This was not the time to panic, no matter how much agony she was in. She knew once she pulled the mosquito’s leg out of her own, it would begin to hemorrhage horrifically, and she would probably die of blood loss.

So she did the next best thing.

Teresa screamed as she grabbed the mosquito leg and tore with all her might. Her fingers pressed into the hard exoskeleton of the mosquito, and soon managed to sever it at the joint. She fell backwards as she now had managed to separate the limb from the mosquito, and now had a detached mosquito leg sticking through her thigh.

Tears stung her eyes as she activated <Healing Touch> and pressed both of her hands against the exit wound. She felt the blood rapidly coagulate around the limb, and her hands were quickly covered in her own blood. Her blood was warm and dark, and she did her best to fight the panic that her body naturally responded with.

Thankfully the limb had just grazed her femur, but she was also pretty sure it nicked an artery. Now, Teresa didn’t know much about anatomy, but she was pretty confident from movies and TV that any injury to that artery in the thigh was really, really bad.

The blood around her exit wound finished coagulating, and it had formed a scab that held tight up against the protruding limb. She moved her hands to the entry wound, and tried to imagine healing the artery inside her thigh. She wasn’t sure that was how it worked, but she tried to will the Mana from her <Healing Touch> to go towards her artery rather than just the surface wound the same way she could will her status screen to display.

Doing this didn’t completely reroute the Mana from her spell, but she felt a tiny trickle of the Mana feed deeper into her leg instead of coagulating the blood on the surface wound like the rest of her Mana did.

It took about a minute for the bleeding to completely stop, and she was pretty sure she had managed to repair the artery. Thankfully, it was a small structure that had only been grazed rather than completely severed apart, so she successfully managed to heal it completely. It still left the limb impaling her leg there, but she would survive.

No, that’s not good enough. Teresa was hurt, sure. But pain wasn’t what was clouding her mind so much as rage.

She was pissed.

This stupid fucking mosquito had come in and stabbed her in the leg, making her the first person in the party to get injured. This absolute piece of shit reject of nature had tried to turn her into a liability. Now, her whole party would have to operate around her injury, putting themselves at risk.

Hell no.

Teresa was not going to be the first person in the party to go down in a fight. Her pride wouldn’t allow it. With a scream of rage, she grabbed another leg of the mosquito and punched it repeatedly, tearing at it until she had severed the limb from the mosquito corpse.

If this mosquito thought it could put her out of commission by stabbing her with one of its legs, then she was going to rip another leg off and use it to butcher its fucking family. With the mosquito limb in her hand, she struggled to her feet and quickly hobbled towards the fight once again.

The fight wasn’t going that well.

When Teresa had gotten into her altercation with mosquito number seven, Jake and Preston had been fighting number five while Sarah and Madeline had been shooting number six from a distance. Now, mosquito numbers eight and nine had made their way inside as well, and the party was being overwhelmed by numbers.

There were four mosquitos in the building, two of them badly injured and the other two as healthy as can be. One of the injured mosquitos was blinded and had a few arrows sticking out of its side, but it still thrashed about, making it hard to finish it off and creating a moving obstacle of stabbing mosquito limbs.

Jake had one of the healthy mosquitos pinned to a wall as he bashed it again and again with his shield, but the large surface area and his clear lack of experience made it difficult to hurt the mosquito enough to kill it. 

Preston was facing off against another injured mosquito, presumably the one that had initially been pinned by Jake when Teresa had gotten injured. It was missing a few limbs, and it was clear Preston was close to finishing it off.

The healthy mosquito was being peppered by Sarah and Madeline, though it had learned from watching its allies to protect its eyes. Its wings were buzzing as it tried to take off, but an arrow to one of its wings along with sparks constantly aiming for the eyes made flight incredibly difficult. Teresa was about to head that way to help out, when something else caught her eye.

The tenth and final mosquito had entered the building.

This one was larger than the rest, and had a set of pincers beneath its feeding tube. Teresa, in her semi-delirious state, briefly wondered what the name for the feeding tube actually was, because there was no way in hell it was actually called a feeding tube.

Who cares? Teresa strengthened her resolve in her hatred against all mosquito-kind, and moved in its direction. The party was distracted with their own battles going on, and no one noticed Teresa charging the miniboss mosquito until she was already engaging in combat.

“Shit, Teresa get back!” She heard Jake call out, but she didn’t listen. She was going to fuck this mosquito up one way or another. Her grip on the severed mosquito limb felt loose, so she channelled <Healing Touch> to her hands to try and keep her hand strong enough to grip it properly. It worked to steady herself, though all it did was keep her hands as strong as they would be if she was in perfect condition.

The last two mosquitoes had both attacked first, but Teresa was going to flip the script. Before the mosquito lunged at her, she anticipated its strike and stabbed the limb down towards its feeding tube. It was a thin target, one that would be quite hard to stab, but she was going to take that risk.

The mosquito lunged forward mid stab, and before the feeding tube could impale Teresa through the stomach she thrust the limb down into it, stabbing right through. The limb penetrated the feeding tube, and Teresa maintained her forward momentum as the mosquito angled the front of its body downwards due to the force of the stab.

She rolled on top of the mosquito, limb still in hand as she pulled back and stabbed down once again on top of the mosquito’s body. It broke through, and she continued her roll off the back of the mosquito and slumped to the ground as the mosquito attempted to stab her on its back.

The mosquito had reached both of its hands up and stabbed down where Teresa had been just a moment ago, and inadvertently stabbed itself in the back at full force. The mosquito struggled and thrashed for a few moments as it tried to tear its arms free from its body, only causing more damage to itself. In the process, it managed to snap one of its limbs in half as it tried to remove it, though it managed to get the other limb out of itself.

The miniboss mosquito now had two severed limbs sticking out of it, one of which was its own. Teresa was now on the ground next to the corpse of a mosquito she had killed earlier next to the door with Sarah’s help. It still had the arrow sticking out of its head.

Teresa grabbed the arrow and yanked it out of the head of the mosquito, and hobbled towards the miniboss with it in her hand. The mosquito still had its back turned to her, and Teresa was about to teach it firsthand why that was a mistake. 

Teresa approached the backside of the mosquito, and stabbed the arrow right in its ass. The mosquito buzzed its wings rapidly, generating a gust strong enough to blow Teresa on her back. The mosquito thrashed in a panic, whatever minuscule sense of rhyme or reason it had once possessed gone. It slammed into the wall, fumbling about as if blind. Many of its limbs stretched back towards the arrow that had stabbed it, but none were able to reach it.

It continued thrashing for a bit as the battles her party were participating in came to an end. Soon, the only sound in the room was the mosquito miniboss prone on the floor desperately flailing its limbs before it curled up into a ball.

You Have Slain {Large Mosquito Queen (F) (lv 7)}

Experience Granted

Level Up!
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“That was smart, I forgot mosquitoes breathe through their butts.” Preston said as the party approached Teresa. She just nodded in response. Yep, I totally knew that.

“Are you going to be okay?” Jake asked, glaring at Preston for being insensitive. 

“Hand me the staff.” Teresa grunted, reaching out to grab the Mana recharging staff from Madeline. She already had one hand using <Healing Touch> but figured she would benefit from using the staff as well. As soon as her hand grabbed the staff, Mana flowed through her and her skill operated a little quicker.

“I don’t think that’s something you just walk off.” Madeline said, her face furrowed into a frown. “Really, I think you should sit this next wave out, and if things get bad we can just leave the Tutorial early.”

“No.” Teresa responded. “These were just mosquitoes, and they were not particularly high leveled either. I don’t think a single one had a level in the double digits, and it was a hard fought battle. Can you imagine what everything else will be like? If mosquitoes are kicking my ass now, that’s all the more reason to get stronger before we leave.”

No one spoke for a bit as the party considered Teresa’s words. Everyone knew she had a point, but they all were worried for her health. However, no one knew how close she had cut it more than Teresa herself.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 1 (F) (16%)

Class: Healer lv 0 (F) (1.3%)

HP: (28.6/85)

Stamina: (40/85)

Mana: (22/85)

Strength: 7

Fortitude: 4

Endurance: 7

Vitality: 7

Agility: 5

Intelligence: 10

Wisdom: 7

Perception: 7

Unallocated Points: 1

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (0%)>

<Mana Control: lv 0 (1.1%)>

<Healing Touch: lv 0 (16%)>

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

<Tutorial: Power Hungry>

}

Looking over her stats, Teresa realized she lost over half of her health. She had also gained a level, and she had gotten the respective points in her Intelligence, Wisdom, and Perception, along with her unallocated free point that she could use on a stat of her choice. As a result, her Mana capacity had caught up to her HP and Stamina, though it seemed increasing the stat only increased the maximum capacity. That extra capacity did not come already filled with Mana, so she couldn’t expect to get any of her resources back from leveling up mid-fight in the future.

She also got a new title, <Tutorial: Power Hungry>, but she didn’t know what it did. She wasn’t sure what either of her titles did, and she wished she understood how it worked.

Suddenly, she got an idea.

Teresa put a little bit of will into her status screen to select her new title, and to her amazement, a new screen appeared.

<Tutorial: Power Hungry>

Be the first to level up in your Tutorial party. +1 all stats.

It seemed like the system would reward Teresa’s reckless behavior, not that she was complaining. Getting an extra point in all of her stats was huge, or at least it was right now. She was sure that in the future this would be completely negligible, but she was not complaining about some short term gain when she really could use it. Her total skill points had shot up from 41 to 55 from that fight, putting her total stats at the highest in the party by 10.

“I just figured out you can view your titles if you select it in your status screen, you just gotta will it like you’re selecting a yes or no option.” Teresa shared, deciding this could be useful for the group. As the party each looked at their individual status screens once again, Teresa turned to look at her other title.

<System Newcomer>

You have experienced something most beings in the multiverse have never considered - a life without the System. Your time outside the System has made you more aware of how the System impacts you. +5% Experience Gain.

“It works for skills too.” Jake mentioned, looking at his own screen that was invisible to the others. “Shows you a basic description of what it does. Shit, this would have been useful earlier. All my <Bulwark> skill does is make me able to use shields easier and grants some mundane knowledge on how to use one.”

“Do we have any water?” Teresa asked, still nursing her wounds. This next part was going to suck. She had decided that she couldn’t just pull out the mosquito limb from her leg quickly, as she would likely lose too much health from bleeding before she could heal herself. She was going to have to slowly pull the limb out of her leg, healing the wound as she did so. The process was making her incredibly thirsty, and she didn’t want to pass out from dehydration in the middle of healing herself, since that would probably result in her bleeding to death.

“I think I can find some water.” Sarah said, standing up. She emptied her quiver on the ground, pouring her remaining arrows into a pile. “Preston, follow me. I think I know where a vending machine is and I’ll need your help to break into it. Madeline and Jake, would you two mind collecting all the arrows I shot? I only have so many. They’re probably not in great condition, but they’re better than nothing.”

“Alright, be quick. We only have 13 minutes left.” Jake said as he scanned his surroundings for arrows. With that, Preston and Sarah ran out the lobby while Madeline and Jake walked around the room, picking up arrows and keeping an eye on Teresa.

Teresa had not stopped using <Healing Touch> since the miniboss died, and she knew her skin had healed around the edges of the wound. She knew she should wait until she drank something for this next part, but they just didn’t have enough time between rounds. Even rushing, she wasn’t sure she would be able to heal her leg in time to be in any fighting condition.

Teresa bit the neck of her robe as she grabbed onto the limb and began to slowly pull it out. She couldn’t help but grunt in pain as she removed it a few centimeters at a time. Blood leaked out from the injury on both sides as the limb was slowly extracted, and she continued to use her healing skill to coagulate the blood and then heal the skin underneath the scab. It was absolutely nasty, her blue healer robes were stained red all over as she pushed through.

She kept going until her vision turned black, and she immediately stopped what she was doing to gasp for air. She had almost finished pulling out three quarters of the limb, and she only had a little bit left to go. Regardless, she knew she was on the verge of passing out, and she knew staying conscious would be far more preferable than the alternative.

“Jesus Christ.” She heard Madeline say as she dropped a few arrows onto the pile. “You should really wait until they get back, you’re whiter than my bedsheets. Get something to drink or eat before you keep going, I’ll see if I can find something comfier to sit on than the ground.”

“Thanks but I don’t think we have the time to look for something like that. I want to just get it over with, but I’ll wait until they get back. If we had more time between waves, this wouldn’t be nearly as big of a deal I think.” Teresa replied. She knew this wasn’t looking good, even if she managed to heal her leg in time. There were four minutes left, and after she was done with her leg she would still be low on HP, Stamina, and Mana.

She took the moment to look over her stats, which she had been doing quite frequently ever since the menu first became available to her in the white room. She still had an unallocated point, and she wasn’t sure what to put it in. Looking at herself and just mentally feeling her condition, she noticed some changes already aside from the hole in her leg.

Teresa had always been the kind of person to bruise easily, she would just wake up with a bruise on her leg or arm or something and it was one of those things she just never really questioned. Now, while her skin felt the same to the touch, it felt different to her. Somehow, it felt like her skin had become slightly more durable, and she intuitively knew she wasn’t going to have a problem with random bruises anymore.

Additionally, she was able to think through the pain a little better. If she hadn’t gotten her level up, she definitely would have passed out right after the miniboss died. Now, she was able to force herself to stay conscious just a little bit more.

She felt pretty confident the increased durability of her skin came from her Fortitude stat, as she hadn’t figured out what else it could be related to yet. She also wasn’t sure if her pain tolerance increase came from her level, her Fortitude, one of her mental stats like Intelligence or Wisdom, or just from being in a life or death situation.

She considered putting the point into Fortitude since it was her lowest stat and the increased durability might come in handy, but she needed an immediate short term boost. Ideally, she would hold onto the unallocated point until she was confident she knew exactly what each stat did, but based on how the first wave of monsters went, she was going to need every point she could get. The durability increase certainly wouldn’t be enough to prevent a stab wound like the one she received, so Fortitude probably wasn’t a great bet.

Strength would also be beneficial if all it did was make her stronger. She couldn’t really tell the difference from getting a point in that stat from her title, but then again she had almost just bled out. If the one point she had already received didn’t make a noticeable difference due to her injury, then adding another wouldn’t provide any benefit for the upcoming wave.

Looking at her stats, either Agility, Intelligence, or Wisdom would be her best bet. She considered Perception if it would increase her reaction time, but that would be a gamble as she wasn’t sure how that stat worked. She felt like her senses had improved, but really she couldn’t focus on it too well through the pain.

Agility would probably make her faster, meaning she could avoid hits like this easier. Meanwhile, Wisdom would increase her Mana capacity allowing her to heal injuries longer, and she had a general idea of what Intelligence did since it had gained 3 stat points from her level up and new title.

Her ability to think fast and process information had improved noticeably. Additionally, she felt like the Mana in her body was able to flow a bit quicker than it did previously, making her <Healing Touch> heal her a little faster. During the fight, she had barely been able to coagulate her blood quick enough with the skill. Now, she was able to even heal the skin a little bit while coagulating blood to create a scab that would prevent too much blood loss.

That might also be from her gaining progress in her skill, which had jumped up to a 20% progression since the start of the intermission. It was progressing slower now that she was out of combat, but it was still progressing nonetheless.

Considering the time crunch between waves, healing for a longer period of time at once probably wouldn’t be very useful, making Teresa decide against putting the point in Wisdom. Between Agility and Intelligence, she felt like Intelligence would be the better option. Being a little bit faster wouldn’t matter much if she still had a hole in her leg, after all.

Teresa put the point into Intelligence, using willpower to once again control the status screen. As soon as her intelligence jumped up to 11, she realized she probably should have assigned the point at the start of the intermission when she had been healing herself. Oh well, lesson learnt.

At the entrance she heard running, and soon Sarah and Jake made their way back inside. Sarah reached into her quiver which she had been using as a container to carry water bottles and bags of chips, and handed Teresa a water and a bag of beef jerky.

“Here, we managed to loot a vending machine. I got more if you want it, I’m going to set it all down back over there.” She said, pointing to a corner of the room that the battle had generally avoided. “Also, I have an amazing idea.”

“Really she does, I’m kind of upset I didn’t think of it.” Preston added, a smile on his face.

“Well let’s hear it.” Jake said, as the party convened with two minutes on the clock.

“Okay, so all of us lost a lot of Stamina and Mana that wave, and I’m sure most of us haven’t regenerated it back yet. Oh, and HP, I bet.” Sarah added, glancing at Teresa. “So what if we trained a crawler?”

“What?” Madeline asked, confused. “You want to train something? I’m sorry but I’m not sure those mosquitoes would make a good pet.”

“No, not train as in to teach. Train as in to kite a mob in a video game along a path. I used to play some zombie games with some friends, and they had a wave mechanic like this where each round would spawn more zombies that were stronger. If you were good at the game, you would get to high rounds and a single match would take hours. Sometimes someone else would have to go AFK to eat or do something in real life, but it was an online game without a pause mechanic.”

 

“So what we would do is throw a grenade into a crowd of zombies, and it would blow up most of them and also cripple a few. Their legs would get blown off, and they would become much slower as the zombies crawled towards you. You would leave one or two zombies alive at the end of a round while a friend was AFK, and just walk in a big circle as it slowly made its way towards you. You could take turns kiting the last zombie around with no real risk while everyone else in the lobby took care of things in real life.” Sarah explained. Teresa was able to follow along, and even was pretty confident she knew exactly what games she was talking about.

“So you want to throw a grenade into the wave of monsters? I’m not sure I understand what you mean.” Madeline asked, confused.

“No, I’m saying we should cripple one of the weaker monsters and leave it alive, then kill the rest of the wave. That way, we can take time to heal up after each wave instead of rushing during the 15 minute intervals.”

As she finished speaking, a bell rang out once again.

It was time for the second wave.
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Teresa continued using <Healing Touch> as she finished pulling the limb out from her leg. The back of her leg was completely healed, though she was still actively healing the front as she stood up and made her way towards the back of the room away from the entrance.

“I’ll pin the first monster to come in, Preston will cripple its legs, and Teresa will train it until she’s fully healed.” Jake called out as everyone got into position. After having been through one battle together, everyone had a better understanding of their roles in the party. 

It didn’t take long before rumbling could be heard outside, and Teresa checked the quest screen to see how many monsters were going to be in this wave.

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (1/3)

Establish Liberty

Waves of monsters are seeking escape from the perennial desert. You and your party inhabit the only piece of green land for miles. Defend your territory from the waves. Waves will invade 15 minutes after the defeat of the previous wave.

Waves defeated: 1/5

Monsters remaining in wave: 7/7

There were only 7 monsters in this wave. While Teresa hoped this meant the wave would be easier to manage than the first, she still was prepared for a hard fight. Once again, the doors to the lobby opened, and soon the first monster made its way through the entrance.

The creature that made its way in was disturbing. It was clearly a deer, but it had fungal growth all along its body and head. Protruding from its mouth were two sharp fangs, making Teresa think of a vampire. Vampire deer? Vampiric mushroom deer? Were the mushrooms making the deer a vampire or was the deer already a vampire when it started growing mushrooms on its body?

Some questions would never get an answer.

Jake charged into the deer, slamming it between his shield and the wall. Quickly following up, Preston stabbed his sword into one of the deer’s hind legs, causing it to roar in pain. It was a little weird seeing a deer roar like a dinosaur, but Teresa was starting to not even be surprised at these kinds of things anymore.

Preston pulled his blade back and stabbed once again, hitting the deer’s other hind leg. The deer was foaming at the mouth, and the fungal growth on its body started popping.

“I think that’s enough, if we do too much it’ll die.” Jake said, and with that they both retreated and prepared for another deer to make its way inside. Now it was Teresa’s turn, and she approached the injured deer and got its attention by getting close.

The deer bit towards her, but it was easy to backstep out of range as the deer’s body collapsed to the floor. Despite its injuries, it seemed incredibly intent on killing Teresa, and awkwardly crawled towards her.

By this point, Teresa’s leg was fully healed, though that didn’t mean she was in good condition by any means. She was still pale from blood loss, and her HP, Stamina, and Mana were all still low. She still had the Mana recharging staff, but at this point she didn’t think she was going to need to use any Mana for the upcoming fight. She decided the staff could be put to better use elsewhere, and called up to Madeline on one of the balconies.

“Madeline, catch!” She yelled, and tossed the staff up to her. Madeline caught it, and made a weird face that Teresa couldn’t read.

“Uh, thanks?” Madeline replied, holding the staff awkwardly by the part that didn’t have Teresa’s blood on it.

Oh yeah, she got her blood on the staff. Whoops.

Well, whatever. It was time to train the monster deer. It continued crawling towards her, its front legs dragging the rest of its body behind it. This would be incredibly easy to avoid, letting Teresa take the time to regenerate her resources. As a matter of fact, she considered something Jake had said earlier after she figured out she could view her titles in more detail.

She could also check out what the system said about her skills in more detail.

Teresa opened her status screen, and began to go through her skills one at a time.

<Translate: lv 0 (0%)>

Type: General

Speak the myriad languages of the multiverse. This skill has been granted to its user directly by the system due to her introduction to the multiverse.

The screen appeared in front of her as she checked out her first skill, <Translate>. Interestingly, the description seemed a bit personalized, directly referring to Teresa as its “user.” It still had a 0% progression, but everyone in her party spoke English after all. For now, it was her most useless skill, but she was sure one day it would prove its worth a hundredfold.

It also had a type, saying “General.” She wondered if all her skills had a type, and she soon found the answer.

<Healing Touch: lv 0 (22%)>

Type: Restoration Magic

Channel Mana to your touch and convert it into a healing energy. Use this energy to repair wounds and facilitate the healing process.

Her most used skill so far was a restoration magic type skill, which she felt made sense. The skill description also confirmed that something did happen to the Mana before it started healing her, meaning she couldn’t just pump regular old Mana wherever she wanted to start healing.

She paused before continuing onto her last skill, looking onto the battle her party was currently engaged in. It seemed this wave was going much easier than the last for one simple reason: Madeline’s sparks.

The deer seemed to be terrified of the sparks, and when they were struck the fungal growths on their bodies would pop. It seemed Madeline was a hard counter to these monsters, making it a very one sided fight.

This was rather fortunate, as Jake, Preston, and Sarah all seemed to be struggling against the quick moving deer. If Teresa had to guess, their highest stat was probably Agility. While all three of them had to take on a deer together one at a time, Madeline was able to fight two or even three without breaking a sweat. Teresa was willing to bet Madeline would be the next to level up in the party.

Deciding there was nothing to worry about, Teresa continued casually walking in a circle in the back of the room while the injured deer continued to chase her. She opened the description of her last skill.

<Mana Control: lv 0 (1.4%)>

Type: General

Gain a sense for Mana and its movement, allowing you to manipulate it to perform magical feats. 

Surprisingly, her last skill was also a general type. She had expected it to have some sort of magical type like her <Healing Touch> did, but it fell into the same category as her <Translate>. Looking up at Madeline shooting sparks at the deer, she wondered what type her <Embers> skill was.

Teresa decided that would be something to ask about once the wave was done, and figured the party might benefit from everyone sharing their skills and descriptions. She would also share her <Tutorial: Power Hungry> title with the group, as it seemed being the first to do something was rewarded by the System.

A part of her considered keeping it a secret to try and grind all of the possible titles for herself, but decided that being selfish like that would only backfire. Besides, her party seemed like good people, and she hoped she would be able to call them friends.

She could have been partied with a serial killer or something for all she knows. Actually, she could already be partied with a serial killer now that she thought of it, since it’s not like she would know. However, she doubted it. The system seemed to make parties of somewhat similar people, and Teresa had never committed a crime in her life aside from pirating college textbooks, but that doesn’t even count really.

Okay, and maybe a few other tiny things in that same category, but obviously nothing on the level that would warrant being partied with a murderer.

Looking back to the fight, it seemed like it was approaching its end. There were only three monsters left, including the crawler that was chasing Teresa. There was only one left in the room otherwise, as the last deer had yet to make an entrance. If the first wave had been a team effort, then this wave had been absolutely carried by Madeline.

Soon, the quest screen showed only two monsters left as Madeline’s sparks caused a deer to burst enough fungal growths to drop dead.

“Holy shit, I just leveled up!” Madeline called out, the excitement clear in her voice. Everyone congratulated her, and even the deer chasing Teresa let out a well timed agonized roar from hell.

She felt a little bad for the deer, knowing this was absolutely animal abuse. However, fighting for her life had made Teresa a bit more morally flexible. If survival included hobbling a vampire deer with mushrooms growing on it, then so be it.

A moment later, the last deer to worry about came in through the entrance. It was clear this was a miniboss as well, as it was larger and had large antlers that were dripping a yellow substance.

Sparks shot out from a balcony as Madeline attacked it, but the deer dodged to the side and quickly managed to avoid it. Madeline quickly corrected for this and aimed the stream of sparks towards the deer, making it borderline impossible to dodge the continuous stream of sparks in the enclosed space.

However, just as the first sparks hit the miniboss, the stream of sparks suddenly stopped.

“Fuck!” Madeline yelled, eyes wide. “I’m out of Mana!”

“Let us handle this one, don’t worry about it.” Jake called out, and soon a red wave of energy seemed to shoot out from his body towards the deer. Teresa was pretty sure this was his <Taunt> skill, though she hadn’t seen him use it before. Then again, she had been pretty occupied during the first wave.

The deer turned its head to look at Jake, and the two charged at one another. The deer slammed its head against Jake’s shield, its antlers taking the blunt of the collision. The two came to a standstill, neither side pushing back the other. 

Preston sprinted forward, going from a standstill to full speed far faster than anyone Teresa had seen before. This was most likely the result of his <Dash> skill. He came around the right side of Jake, and did an overhead swing towards the deer’s neck.

In a terrifying turn of events, the deer jumped, managing to do a freaking front flip over the top of Jake to avoid Preston’s blow. Jake’s shield was dripping metal where it had made contact with the antlers.

“The antlers are acidic!” Jake called out, another wave of red energy flying towards the deer to keep it focused on him. The deer swung its antlers towards him as he slowly turned around, his movement slowed by his heavy armor.

Before the deer hit him, an arrow plunged into the deer’s nose, making it recoil and roar out in anger. Acid was flung from its antlers, splashing onto Preston’s arm.

Preston screamed as the leather armor melted onto his flesh, his forearm receiving horrific chemical burns.

“Madeline, switch!” Teresa called out, stepping away from the crawler. Madeline caught on quick, and tossed Teresa the staff as she took her place distracting the crawler.

It was time for Teresa to do her damn job as the healer.

She darted forward, and made her way to Preston while Jake and Sarah fought the miniboss. Reaching him, she activated <Healing Touch> and pressed her hand onto his arm. Using the skill granted her some intuitive information about his wound, and she winced in pain as some of the acid burnt her hand too.

The leather on his armor had melted and fused onto his skin, causing an agonizing pain. Teresa used her <Healing Touch> first to cause the skin and leather to painlessly separate, before easing the burn itself. Her skill also caused her own hand to heal without slowing down Preston’s healing, and it seemed to work much faster on the burn than it did on her previous injury.

Before, she had to use her skill to completely regrow the flesh through where she had been stabbed. Now, the skill just needed to repair the damaged flesh that was already there instead of replacing it entirely.

Within a minute, his arm had gone from a horrific chemical burn that would permanently disfigure anyone to a pretty bad sunburn. Teresa could have kept healing it further, but Preston thanked her and got back to the fight as soon as he was able. Teresa could finish healing him in between rounds anyways.

Jake’s shield looked like it was made of mercury as it melted against the deer’s antlers. He was clearly being careful to avoid getting the acid on his armor, not wanting to suffer the same fate as Preston but with metal.

Preston swung at the deer once again, and Jake angled his shield and shoved to push the deer’s head down to prevent it from performing any more acrobatic stunts. That, combined with the arrows that peppered its body, made the deer completely incapable of avoiding the blow.

Preston’s sword bit into the back of its neck, cutting into the spine. The deer roared one last time before blood filled its lungs, and within a few moments it was dead.

You Have Slain {Acidic-Vampiric Cordyceps Deer (F) (lv 8)}

Experience Granted

It looked like Teresa still got experience from the kill even if all she did was heal one of the combatants. Considering solo killing the miniboss last wave had made her level up, this one granted her far less experience. It was probably split among the party members somehow.

Teresa opened the quest menu again to double check their situation.

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (1/3)

Establish Liberty

Waves of monsters are seeking escape from the perennial desert. You and your party inhabit the only piece of green land for miles. Defend your territory from the waves. Waves will invade 15 minutes after the defeat of the previous wave.

Waves defeated: 1/5

Monsters remaining in wave: 1/7

The last remaining monster that was slowly crawling after Madeline roared again, seemingly still determined to catch up to the slowly walking woman. It looked like they would have plenty of time between this wave and the next. Teresa approached Preston with <Healing Touch> at the ready to finish healing his arm, when Jake spoke up.

“Hey, so funny story.” He said, stepping away from the dead miniboss. “I kind of need to use the bathroom, and I have absolutely no idea how to take this off.”
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Mazink was observing the new universe’s Tutorial in a bubble outside of time. This was not a new experience for him, the multiverse was a big place and new universes were integrated into the system every few years. Mazink himself had been born in the system like most lifeforms in the multiverse, though he had witnessed thousands of Tutorials and integrations throughout his life.

The Tutorial of a universe was meant to be private, where the details were only known to the locals. However, the System was imperfect, and there were exploits to utilize this.

It was impossible to completely ignore the rules set in place by the system, you could only bend them. No matter how powerful you were, even the strongest gods in the multiverse could not completely overwrite the system’s decisions. As a result, Mazink was able to observe the Tutorial of this new universe, even if it existed within an instant outside of time. However, he could not interfere.

Not that a peak S rank like himself should be able to, he could single handedly eradicate life in this entire universe with minimal effort. His stats were probably higher than the stats of every being alive within it combined, including the beasts.

Mazink’s job was to observe new universes and report any anomalies or interests that a new universe might contain. Sometimes they had a unique material found nowhere else that was beneficial, and other times they contained a race that might be useful in some ongoing experiments within the cult.

This universe, however, was completely unremarkable. As a matter of fact, it was so unremarkable that it was remarkably unremarkable. Universes with no Mana at all were relatively rare, even in the multiverse. They always received an influx of Mana upon integration, though these universes normally contained rather pathetic creatures and useless resources.

On top of that, this universe was pretty young. It was just shy of 14 billion years old, a universe so young that Mazink had been alive before it even came into existence. As a result, the number of sapient creatures within was rather small - a mere 9 trillion.

Mazink watched through the various Tutorials all occurring at once, his Perception high enough to watch billions at once, his Intelligence high enough to process all this information, and his Wisdom high enough to retain it. Overall, this universe was within his expectations for a no Mana universe.

It fucking sucked.

Talk about a snoozefest. He witnessed countless tribal species getting wiped in the first wave in the first quest of the Tutorial. The Tutorial was automatically adjusted to a universe’s population and strength, meaning this one should be rather easy.

However, Mazink had seen Tutorials in no Mana universes before, and they were normally a lot easier than this one, though no Tutorial was ever easy. The Tutorial was an opportunity, one that you could opt out of. Few ever make it past the first quest, let alone the entire Tutorial.

It was just a place to test out your new abilities and get some experience before leaving back to the real world. Even in integrations with quadrillions of sapient beings, the number of lifeforms that make it through the entire Tutorial would only be in the 3-4 digit range.

Casualties would also be extremely high, as it took some time for many races to understand how to even use the system to escape the Tutorial. An interactive display like that wasn’t exactly common anywhere outside the system.

As Mazink was considering how shit this universe was, his perception shifted to a new set of Tutorials, one of which caught his eyes. It was a party of humans, some new variant from this universe. Mazink had seen humans before, they were pretty common in the multiverse. These were a little creepy, having two kidneys, their heart on the left side of their chest, and each human seemed to favor one of two hands. Weird, but whatever. The multiverse has plenty of freaks like that. Besides, their anatomy would be indistinguishable from normal humans once they started to evolve their race.

The reason this party caught his attention was the brutality they used against the weakest creature in their wave. They were torturing the thing, cutting into its back legs where it wouldn’t cause any lethal damage. Brutality was something reasonable to expect from untrained fighters, and Mazink himself could understand torturing a creature for the fun of it. Hell, he had been there himself plenty of times.

The thing is, none of the creatures in the waves were real. They had fake, simulated Souls with the sole purpose of attacking the locals. They might as well be torturing a rock. Mazink shook his head and laughed as he watched the party slay the other beasts in the wave, leaving the first alive to watch as they killed its companions. 

These humans were damn brutal, and he kind of liked it. It was a shame they were wasting their efforts on a fake being, but he could respect the effort.

Now that the wave was over, he waited to watch them either kill the crippled beast or torture it to death. Hell, maybe they would heal it just to do it all again. They seemed to be a sadistic bunch, so that was completely a possibility. They had no way of knowing these creatures were fake, so even if none of the pain was real, the humans still thought it was.

However, the humans just… ignored it? The beast continued to crawl after one of them, and the local just kept letting it chase, never getting close. What the hell were they doing?

Mazink shifted his focus to the part of the universe that housed these humans. Due to the wonky nature of linearity outside of time, he was able to observe the Tutorials of these variant humans from the beginning. He was shocked to see that many parties in these Tutorials employed similar tactics to the one he initially observed, and many had an overall pretty easy time with the Tutorial.

Sure, over two billion had already died, and hundreds of millions more had left with fatal injuries and would likely die as soon as time continued to flow. However, those were rookie numbers. There seemed to only be around 10 billion of these humans, give or take a few. Regardless, the casualty rate should be far higher. Most races were lucky if a quarter of the population made it out, and so far about three quarters of the population had either survived the first wave or left as soon as possible.

While all parties entered with the equipment provided by the system, it seemed some parties had entered with equipment of their own. Some entered with metal devices that could fit in one or two hands, and when activated would launch a tiny metal projectile at high speeds. Well, high speeds for a race with no Mana.

The contraptions had absolutely no Mana imbuing them, giving any being with Mana a high natural resistance against them. Regardless, the monsters so far were all below level 10, and the projectiles did just fine for the most part. This was astonishing to Mazink, who had not seen something like this before. Sure, there were weapons of similar shape and functionality as these, but they all used Mana to function.

Even more distressing was that many humans employed highly advanced tactics to deal with the waves. Additionally, quite a lot of them had figured out the basics of the system at record pace. It was almost as if some of the humans had been trained for the Tutorial ahead of time.

Strangely enough, the world leaders of the planet had all been put into parties with one another, and most of them had wound up killing each other or stabbing each other in the back before dying, all of them accusing each other of having something to do with the Tutorial. It was not often that the upper echelon of a society performed the worst in the Tutorial.

A large number of parties began to cripple a monster and leave it alive, and soon Mazink understood why. The next wave wouldn’t start until all the monsters in the current wave were dead, giving them far more time to prepare. Many parties employed peculiar tactics that granted huge benefits. Asides from the ones blowing apart monsters with their pre-System weapons, some had the tank guide the whole wave around their Tutorial zone while the others were able to pick off the enemies one at a time.

They talked about the stats and figured them out rather quickly, and many used terms like “training,” or “kiting,” or “min-maxing,” when discussing strategies. He heard one man say “The AI on these things kind of suck,” when he was getting attacked by a group of golems. Mazink didn’t understand how the man would know what an AI is, as he was a being from a world with no Mana, so they should not be familiar with how golems operate at all.

He decided to put a notice in his report that he was making regarding the new universe. He put a minor notice on this race and the planet “Earth,” saying that their ability to exploit the Tutorial had been commendable and they may make a valuable addition to the Cult. They would send a few junior extermination squads to gather up any recruits once outsiders were allowed to enter this universe in 10 years. They would take a few willing participants, then enslave or kill the rest.

Mazink remembered the good old days when he had been part of a junior extermination squad, committing genocides. Good times.

Then he saw it. No, he saw a lot of them.

Many humans had a strange rectangular device with them that seemed to be called a “phone,” and if Mazink had a physical body during the observation process he would have gasped in shock.

It seemed these humans had managed to trick a rock into thinking without the use of Mana. This was practically unheard of, only existing in certain myths and legends that few believed. It seemed these devices used tiny gates that interact with particles so small, just looking at them caused them to move. If Mazink didn’t have his Perception, he wouldn’t have been able to notice them. Even with his Perception, he had a hard time understanding the structure of these particles as they seemed to possess contradictory properties.

More so, there was no way these humans should be able to know of these particles, let alone manipulate them with these devices. Technology like this existed out in the multiverse, it was a big place after all and few things had never happened before. However, technology everywhere was rooted in Mana applications. These creepy freaks had managed to create devices with displays comparable to the system without Mana, albeit they only functioned using physical stimuli.

Mazink raised the notice of this planet to the highest level he was allowed to. Waiting the 10 years until they could send in low level junior extermination squads would take too long. They had to get their people into this universe as soon as possible, preferably before any other multiversal faction took notice. It would have to wait until the Tutorial was over, as time was still frozen and simply observing the Tutorial was already bending the rules more than most would dare.

As Mazink said, few things in the multiverse have never happened before. In this case, technology without the use of Mana like this had been seen exactly once in the entire history of the multiverse, and being a part of the Cult of The Imperfect System gave Mazink insight into the truth of those rumors. He knew exactly where this kind of thing had happened before.

It had been the Origin Universe, the very one that had created the System.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“We would make terrible speedrunners,” Sarah said, walking along with Madeline and Teresa along the perimeter of liberty island. The crippled monster crawled after them, still keeping its unwavering determination to bite their ankles. “Like, we have to have one of the slowest times for this wave.”


“You think everyone’s is the same?” Teresa asked, looking out at the seemingly endless desert surrounding the island.

“I hope not.” Madeline said, shaking her head. “I can’t imagine any of the kids on my track team going through this, not to mention my family. I have a daughter, you know. She’s still a baby, she can’t even read. I’ve been trying not to think about it, but I don’t know what’s going to happen to her. I’ve been just trying to hope that she’s in a Tutorial somewhere with my husband, but I don’t know. If leaving the Tutorial sooner would get me to her any faster, I would have been gone by now.”

“Fuck,” Sarah said, eyes wide. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t even think of that. I… don’t know what to say. I’m sorry, and I really hope that she’s okay.”

“Tell us about her,” Teresa said, trying to find the right thing to say. She also hadn’t considered that children might be going through this too, it just hadn’t occurred to her. Of course, her own family had crossed her mind, but her younger brother was still 20 years old and in college, there weren’t any toddlers in her immediate family. That was a different situation altogether.

“We had Mackenzie in November last year, she just turned four months old.” Madeline said, keeping her eyes averted. “I always wanted to be a mother, and Mackenzie wasn’t going to be our first. But there were complications with my pregnancy a few years ago, and, well… shit.”

Madeline took a shuddering breath before she continued.

“Once I had her, it felt like nothing in the world mattered except for her. She’s the most beautiful fucking baby I’ve ever seen in my life, and I know everyone says that about their kids but really it felt like I was holding the meaning of life in my hands. She’s still way too young to even crawl, but her laugh is so damn contagious, I’d kill to hear it again.” She paused, and no one spoke for a bit. Nobody really knew what to say. Sarah put a hand on Madeline’s shoulder, and Madeline simply smiled back at her. “How about you two? Anyone special in your lives?”


“I’ve got a sister.” Sarah answered after a pause, everyone still taken aback by the thought of little Mackenzie. “Her name’s Sasha, we’re twins actually. Not identical, but you get it. If anyone’s doing alright then I’m sure she is. She’s a big fan of guns and she’s in the military, so if anything she’s probably better off than us right now. You guys think the System allows guns into the Tutorial? Hell, I still have my phone.”

“No way, that’d be insanely overpowered.” Teresa responded with a laugh. “But what do I know? Apparently that’s a Preston question, since he likes that isekai or whatever. Maybe Sasha is just mowing down hordes of mosquitoes with a machine gun as we speak.”

“Yeah, and there’s probably some lucky fucks who came in with artillery weapons having the time of their lives.” Sarah said, laughing as well. They all smiled at the thought, the mood of the conversation having done a complete 180. “What about you Teresa?”


“I’ve got a brother who’s going to college overseas. He told our parents it was because he wanted the best education he could get, but really it was just because his girlfriend lives in Spain.” Teresa said with a smile. “They're all good people, parents included. I just finished talking with them all on the phone a few hours before the Tutorial started. I… don’t know how they’d handle something like this if I’m being honest, but I’m sure they’d leave the Tutorial if they felt it was too much.”

Teresa didn’t think that mentioning the reason she had just recently talked to all of them was because she was planning on killing herself was a good idea. Really, the System couldn’t have had better timing for her.

“Don’t you think it’s kind of weird that the System works like a video game?” Sarah asked, looking at her status screen. “I mean, really? Stats? The only weird thing is that our levels start at 0.”

“Oh, that reminds me, I got a title.” Teresa said, sharing the description of her new title with the others.

“Plus one all stats? That’s crazy!” Madeline said, reading the description.

“Maybe for now, but I have a feeling that eventually it’ll be pretty insignificant. Sure as hell helps a lot now.” Teresa replied.

“Well I wish I played more games about grinding levels now, I only really played first person shooters.” Sarah said with a smile. Madeline laughed.

“Yeah, well I played freaking Minecraft and Stardew Valley. They both have some leveling kind of, but not like this.” Madeline retorted. Teresa was relieved. She had worried that the party would be upset she had taken the title, but it seemed no one was upset about it. Hopefully Jake and Preston would feel the same way.

“You think those two are done yet?” Teresa asked, looking over at the Statue of Liberty.

“Let’s go find out.” Sarah replied, and they began making their way back to the lobby entrance, a vampire deer with mushrooms growing out of it slowly crawling after them.
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The party had prepared for the next wave, and were now waiting as the 15 minute interval timer made its way down to 0. They had spent a total of eight hours leading the crawler according to the timer on Sarah’s phone. In this time, they had all shared information about their skills, familiarized themselves with everyone’s status, and even made traps at the entrance to the lobby using the dead mosquito limbs as spears.

It was less of a trap and more of a wall of sharp spikes that any creature would have to cross to enter, the legs of the mosquitoes sticking out from the bodies of the dead deer at an angle. It probably wouldn’t kill anything unless something was dumb enough to run straight into it, but it would buy plenty of time for Sarah and Madeline to damage any enemies before they made their way to the frontlines.

Madeline had put her free point in Wisdom, bumping her Wisdom up to 11 and her maximum Mana to 112. She had discussed with Teresa about where she had put her own unallocated point and why she had chosen Intelligence. After the last wave when she had run out of Mana, Madeline felt like her Mana capacity would benefit her greatly.

Most of the party was pretty close to gaining a level now, with Jake, Preston, and Sarah all being within 20% progression of level 1. Teresa, on the other hand, was 21% of the way to level 2, with Madeline being 14% of the way.

They had made some discoveries during the increased intermission. For example, it was possible to repair equipment provided by the system by influencing it with mana. Madeline and Teresa had been the only ones able to do this with their <Mana Control> skill, which gave a nice boost in progression for both of them, even if it was still in the single digits.

The party had theorized that leveling skills was much slower than leveling their persons, as no one had breached 30% progression towards level 1 in a skill yet.

Jake’s shield and Sarah’s arrows had all been repaired using Mana, and Teresa had even repaired her robe which had been slightly damaged from the fight with the mosquitoes. Preston’s leather armor had been repaired where it had melted at the arm, and every piece of equipment got an infusion of Mana just to be sure it was all in top condition.

They were ready for this wave.

The counter for the next wave reached 0, and the third wave had begun. As the bell rang once more, Teresa opened the quest menu to see the monster count in this one.

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (1/3)

Establish Liberty

Waves of monsters are seeking escape from the perennial desert. You and your party inhabit the only piece of green land for miles. Defend your territory from the waves. Waves will invade 15 minutes after the defeat of the previous wave.

Waves defeated: 2/5

Monsters remaining in wave: 24/24

Well shit, there were 24 monsters this time. If they were anywhere near as strong as the monsters from the previous waves, they would probably get overrun and swarmed. However, that was if they had been doing the Tutorial the way it was intended.

With their preparations, they would stand a chance against 24 of those mosquitoes from wave 1 again.

Rumbling was heard outside the entrance, and soon the monsters made their first appearance.

“Holy shit, Preston! You were right!” Jake called out as the party looked at the incoming monsters.

They were goblins.

Short, green, stubby creatures with primitive weaponry and minimal armor entered the lobby, hunting for prey. The first to spot the party raised its weapon and let out a battle cry, before an arrow firmly planted itself in the goblin’s skull. The goblin dropped dead, and instantly the other goblins began their push forward.

Sparks rained down from above as Madeline showered the incoming wave with <Embers>. The effect in relation to the goblin’s overall health was minimal, but it made them flinch and cover their bald heads, making it far easier for Preston to stab them as they tried to shimmy through the spike wall.

The goblins had a variety of weapons, primarily swords, axes, daggers, and spears. 12 had already made their way inside, and Sarah had taken down three including the one she had shot immediately.

“I got my level!” Sarah called out, quickly putting her unallocated point into Perception. They had discussed ahead of time what stats each of them should aim to improve with their free points from leveling, and Sarah had felt increasing her Perception would let her aim shots easier. Her Perception stat was now a 12, the highest individual stat anyone had in the party.

Meanwhile at the front lines, Jake and Preston were fighting the goblins that were trying to make their way past the improvised spike wall. The goblins had to squeeze between the mosquito legs, making them sidestep to move allowing for quick and easy stabs from Preston.

Preston focused on those with swords and daggers, while Jake targeted the goblins with axes and spears. Preston could easily handle the goblins with shorter reach, but there was an increased risk of going against the goblins that might be able to land a lucky shot on him using an axe or a spear. One bad swing from an axe could disarm him, and a quick stab from a spear could injure him.

So Jake took those, using his now-repaired shield to block strikes from these goblins, and in some cases he grabbed the goblin’s weapon with his hands and yanked them forward. This resulted in the occasional goblin falling to the floor in the lobby, momentarily vulnerable.

This is where Teresa came in. She held a mosquito leg like a spear and stabbed at the goblins approaching along with Preston, though she mostly stayed near Jake due to her overall lack of protection from armor. This meant most of the tripped goblins were finished by her, and she occasionally assisted against the goblins Jake was fighting.

Teresa had a peculiar position within the party. While it was undeniable that having a healer was extremely valuable, she was the only one with no direct attack skills. However, she was still pretty fit, and as a result could fill another role as needed.

She was not nearly as good at melee combat as Preston who specialized in this, but she would fare far better than Sarah or Madeline up close, being about on par with Jake. She could not take nearly as many hits as Jake could, but she could take more than anyone else in the party thanks to her healing magic.

She couldn’t use her magic to attack enemies like Madeline could, but she could use her magic to heal anyone on the frontlines. She also couldn’t use ranged attacks with high damage like Sarah, but she had a line of mosquito legs ready to be chucked as javelins.

In between rounds, they had all taken turns trying to throw the mosquito legs. This excluded Sarah, of course, who already had a better way to attack from range. The result had shown Teresa was the most adequate at this task, albeit still not great. It was hard to throw mosquito legs, after all.

As a result, Teresa wasn’t the best at anything in the party aside from healing, but she was second best in a lot of categories. She was completely alright with this, knowing that had been a pattern that stayed true throughout most of her life.

So for now, she was going to do what she could to stab some goblins and gain some experience.

Teresa stabbed forward, thrusting a mosquito leg through a goblin’s face as it attempted to make its way past the spike wall. She got a kill notification as it fell to the ground, dead. The system really did just have the creature labeled as {Goblin (F) (lv 4)}, confirming there were no crazy modifiers like vampiric or acidic.

Another goblin lifted its spear and threw it, making Teresa dive behind Jake for cover. The spear harmlessly glanced off Jake’s shield, and now Teresa had another spear to use should she need it.

When she had first leveled up and gotten her title, she hadn’t noticed a huge difference. Now that she wasn’t about to die from blood loss and was in peak condition, she felt fantastic. Her title may have only increased all of her stats by 1, but it was a noticeable change. At level 0, none of her stats had been in the double digits, so all of her attributes had increased by at least 10%.

She felt stronger, faster, and her vision had improved along with all of her senses. Teresa’s memory had even improved, and she could recall that those “feeding tubes” the mosquitoes used actually had a name. She couldn’t remember what they were called, but at least she could remember that she didn’t remember. Surely that was an improvement, right?

The wave had barely begun, but multiple goblins were already dead. Sarah was shooting them like fish in a barrel. Madeline kept the goblins needing to protect their face while Preston fought them with his sword. Jake and Teresa fought alongside one another using the other’s capabilities.

Jake had picked up one of the axes dropped by the goblins, and was now using it from behind his shield. Jake had considered trying to use a mosquito leg like a spear from behind his shield, but that was easier said than done. His shield was huge and his armor heavy, making his movements slow. Any stabbing motion he could make was telegraphed and noticed long before he could reap any benefits, so he had willingly gone into the next wave with only the tip of a mosquito leg to use as a knife if he needed it.

Now that he had an axe, it was far easier to swing a weapon with his shield than to stab. A stabbing motion only moved forward and backwards, making a precise space deadly for an opponent. A slashing motion covered much more area, meaning it didn’t matter if he was telegraphing his swings since his opponents had nowhere to dodge.

Personally, Teresa could imagine using a spear from behind a shield far easier than an axe, but that likely boiled down to difference in mindset. After all, once Jake started swinging it was hard to argue with the results.

His axe brutally tore through a goblin’s face, leaving behind a gory green mess as the goblin died with pieces of its head flying through the air. This marked the 9th dead goblin, already leaving only 15 to go.

Teresa stabbed forward at another goblin, impaling it in the shoulder. The goblin screamed at her, and stabbed its own spear in retribution. Teresa was able to dodge by moving to the side, as the goblin’s attack had been rather lackluster with a wound in its shoulder. Teresa stabbed again, this time hitting it right above the eye. The mosquito leg wasn’t great for slashing motions, but it was so sharp it was great for stabs.

The goblin’s body twitched for a moment before falling to the ground dead, a pile of goblin corpses were now littering the entrance. More goblins poured in, and there was immediately an issue.

The goblin miniboss was here, and it could use magic.

The miniboss looked like a shaman, and it had a completely wooden staff that had a hazy green gas swirling around it. Immediately, Sarah wasted no time and fired an arrow at the Shaman, but a gust of wind nudged the arrow’s trajectory enough to make it miss.

They were indoors, there should be no gusts of wind. It didn’t take a super genius to figure out that the Shaman was using wind magic of some sort. Another arrow was fired, and the result was the same.

Even Madeline’s sparks were diverted, like a passive barrier of wind was shielding the goblin from all projectiles. Despite that, Teresa noticed that the sparks would burn through the green haze the Shaman emitted, making Teresa think.

If the wind magic was able to divert the sparks without getting canceled out, then what does that say about the green haze? Was that not wind magic? Or maybe it was just some sort of passive wind Mana that hadn’t been used yet, like the restoration Mana that Teresa’s <Healing Touch> emitted?

Unfortunately, she would soon get her answer. The Shaman goblin lifted its staff and pointed it towards Madeline, while its free hand pointed towards Jake. The green haze started to shoot towards the two, blowing like the wind. Madeline shot her sparks into the gas coming her way, while Jake lifted his shield to provide a barrier between himself and the brunt of the attack.

The gas was being burnt by Madeline’s sparks, but the continuous stream still made its way closer as a barrier of wind seemed to protect the green haze while in transit. On the other hand, the attack dispersed around Jake’s shield, surrounding him in the nasty green haze.

Jake breathed it in, and immediately fell to his knees dropping his axe. He held his shield in front of him as he clutched at his throat and chest, struggling to breathe.

Teresa had a pretty solid guess that this Shaman used poison and wind magic together, which was an incredibly deadly combination that violated the Geneva Convention. She ran towards Jake despite the poisonous gas, lifting the neck of her robe around her nose hoping for any level of protection.

The healer robes had been pretty useless against physical damage, but they proved their worth when the poisonous gas was completely purified by the fabric the robe was made out of. Teresa was able to charge into the mist without breathing becoming a problem.

However, her eyes still started burning the moment she entered the green haze, but that was miniscule compared to what it could have done. Jake was twitching uncontrollably as he struggled to keep his shield in front of him, the poisonous gas invading his body through the lungs.

Teresa placed her hand on his chest, activating <Healing Touch> to try and help the young man. She felt her Mana enter his body and begin doing work, but there was a critical problem. While her skill managed to heal the damage caused by the poison, it did nothing to get rid of the poison itself.

This left Jake in a perpetual state of his body being slowly turned from necrotic to healthy and back to necrotic in a cycle that was comparable to torture. Teresa grabbed the sleeve of her robe and ripped, tearing off a piece of the robe while making her outfit have one slightly shorter sleeve.

She wrapped the fabric around Jake’s head, covering his nose and mouth to prevent him from breathing anymore poison in. There was still poison running amok in his body, so she went back to healing him to keep him from dying of his internal organs slowly rotting.

Teresa could see why the use of chemical weapons were considered war crimes before the System.


A goblin made its way past the spike wall as Preston and Sarah were the only ones in a position to fight the regular goblins of the wave, and it charged at Teresa ready to stab her.

Jake, despite his condition, tackled the goblin and pinned it under his body weight, his eyes bloodshot as he pulled out the mosquito leg tip and stabbed into the goblin again and again.

Teresa ran over and placed her hand on his back, continuing to heal his lungs as he killed the goblin on the ground. <Healing Touch> required you to place your hands near the wound, but for internal injuries it seemed the spell was okay with just placing your hands over where the internal injury was, meaning Teresa could heal his lungs so long as her hands stayed in the relative vicinity of those organs.

“Shit!” She heard Madeline yell, as the gas started to envelope her. The Shaman had chosen to attack Jake and Madeline both, and while Madeline had the means to hold out for a little while longer her magic was not a match for the Shaman’s.

The green haze surrounded Madeline, and soon she was also suffering from the poison. Teresa glanced back at Jake, who also still had poison in his body. If she left him without any assistance, he might die.

But then again, if she left Madeline alone then she would certainly die.

“I’m sorry.” Teresa said to Jake as she ran back towards the stairs to get up to where Madeline was. She tore another strip off her sleeve, as her baggy robes had plenty of sleeve fabric for the party, and all she would have to do is wear a short sleeved robe for a bit. Besides, she still had her normal clothes on underneath, so it wasn’t going to be a problem. 

She tossed the small strip to Preston as she ran by, and he quickly understood as he wrapped the fabric around his face. Teresa decided she would get a piece of fabric to Sarah as soon as she could, but she was on the opposite balcony from Madeline who needed urgent medical attention.

Behind her, a wave of red energy shot out from Jake as he used his <Taunt> on the Shaman, making it harder for the goblin to target anyone else according to the skill description.

<Taunt: lv 0 (9%)>

Type: Mental Magic

Convert Mana to a mind-altering state and release it in an uncontrolled explosion. Any hostile creature capable of feeling emotions will feel inclined to attack you over other potential targets.

Teresa dashed up the stairs and made her way to Madeline, and immediately began healing her with one hand while wrapping a prepared strip of fabric around her mouth and nose. The fabric was easy to breathe through, and simply purified the poisonous air as it passed through, not obstructing breathing at all. Regardless, Madeline had a lot of poison in her body and less physical stats than Jake, putting her in a far worse position.

Madeline had black bile pouring out around her lips, nearly making Teresa gag. She didn’t stop healing for a moment, and briefly wondered if doctors and nurses had to go through training to not react to a patient’s injuries right in front of them.

Thankfully, Teresa’s healing was a bit faster than the poison, bringing Madeline to a state closer to Jake’s who was now fighting again, even if he looked wretched and pale. Teresa was pretty sure that if she didn’t make her way back to him soon, then he would likely die.

However, if she left Madeline alone she would also probably die, and for a moment she panicked as she thought she was going to have to choose between the two. Then her brain turned back on, and she realized a relatively obvious solution.

“Madeline, I’m bringing you down to the frontlines so I can heal you and Jake at the same time, okay?” Teresa said, getting Madeline to her feet. Madeline just nodded, clearly not able to speak at the moment.

They made their way down to the frontlines as quickly as they could, Madeline shooting her <Embers> even as she coughed and sputtered. She couldn’t aim in her state very well, so she just shot the sparks through the air like an artillery weapon, letting them land on the crowd of goblins that had made their way past the spike wall.

With Jake and Madeline fighting in suboptimal conditions, Preston and Sarah had needed to do most of the grunt work themselves, especially considering Teresa was now on full-time healing duty.

Teresa’s skill couldn’t cancel out the poison, only heal the damage it did, meaning that they just had to ride it out and wait for their bodies to slowly use up all of the poison’s efficacy. She had tried directing the restoration Mana towards the poison to fight it, but nothing happened when they interacted with one another. There were multiple different kinds of poison out there, and if Teresa’s skill she had gotten almost immediately in the Tutorial could heal poison right off the bat then that would make poison pretty obsolete.

This certainly curbed Teresa’s expectation to cure diseases once the Tutorial was done, but she wasn’t disheartened. She would figure it out eventually, but for now she had to work with the tools she had.

They made their way to Jake, and soon Teresa had one hand on Jake and the other on Madeline as all three were now the target of the poisonous magic thanks to <Taunt>. She remembered that Sarah was the last to have any protection against the poison, and if she was hit by it too then Teresa would probably be spread too thin to help everyone efficiently. Even now, she was eyeing her Mana.

“Madeline, tear off part of my sleeve and wrap it around a goblin dagger or something, then toss it up to Sarah. Also hand me the staff, I don’t want to run out of Mana healing two people at the same time.” Madeline quickly nodded, handing her the Mana recharging staff and following her instructions. Thankfully, Teresa could still heal someone with a hand that was holding a staff, as the staff worked as an extension of her palm.

Soon, Sarah had a piece of fabric as well, and they were all relatively protected against the poison attacks. With Jake’s skill keeping the focus on him, it was unlikely anyone else would be attacked by the Shaman. However, Teresa more than anyone was aware of the possibility that Jake could die, with the exception of Jake himself.

If that were to happen, their party would quickly fall apart. Every member of the party was essential, losing just one person would probably start a series of events resulting in multiple casualties. By no means did Teresa expect Jake would die from his wounds so long as she kept healing him, it was still a possibility she had to consider.

Making sure everyone had protection against the poison was a good way to keep losses to a minimum, even if Teresa herself were to die.

A group of eight goblins wielding a variety of melee weapons approached the group, hesitant to get close due to the magical cloud of poison that was surrounding the group, primarily Jake. After a brief moment of hesitation, the goblin group seemed to accept their fate and charged at the three.

An arrow struck a goblin close to the front, causing it to fall and trip a goblin behind it. Preston used his skill <Dash> and managed to catch up to the goblin group and attack from the rear, giving horrific slashes to two of the goblins. Another arrow struck a goblin in the hip, injuring it to the point where it would be significantly less proficient in combat.

The remaining goblins reached the group of Jake, Madeline, and Teresa who were all in an awkward formation due to them needing to stay close to Teresa if they wanted to remain alive. Jake swung his axe downward at a goblin, the weapon cutting through the goblin’s shoulder before becoming lodged halfway through its chest. He let go of the axe and brought his shield to face another goblin already swinging a sword at him.

Madeline used her <Embers> to blind two more goblins, as shooting a massive stream of sparks directly in something’s face was a surefire way to destroy their vision. Teresa herself had her hands full, literally, as she could not stop using <Healing Touch> on both of her companions. Madeline and Jake both did a good job keeping the goblins from getting to her, but one managed to slip through.

A goblin with a dagger found a perfect opening as Madeline and Jake were both occupied for just a second, and charged towards Teresa. In that moment, Teresa had no choice but to display why her hands weren’t entirely necessary to fight.

Because getting kicked in the face hurts so much worse than getting punched.

Teresa launched a front kick at the goblin, slamming her heel into the bridge of the goblin’s nose. The goblin screamed as green blood squirted out from its broken nose, and it wildly swung its dagger as it fell back. The dagger grazed the side of Teresa’s leg, leaving a cut along her knee.

 

The goblin dropped the dagger as its back hit the floor, getting winded. Deciding to seize the moment, Teresa released her hand and staff from her companions to grab the dagger and quickly plant it in the goblin’s skull, before returning back to healing. This whole process took maybe three or four seconds, making it a very quick kill.

Of course, these three or four seconds sucked for Jake and Madeline, but not enough to cause any damage that couldn’t be healed. It was cold, but Teresa figured their survival didn’t have to be a pleasant experience, they were fighting for their lives after all. Killing the goblin was worth a few seconds of pain.

Teresa could only hope her companions felt the same, and she didn’t sense anything but relief from the two as she began healing them again. Blood ran down her calf due to the slash in her leg, but it was not nearly as bad as it could have been. She could still stand and fight, and it didn’t hurt that bad compared to being impaled. This wound was one she could ignore until later.

A part of her wondered if she should stop kicking things, as every time she did so it seemed to result in her getting injured. Then again, everything she had kicked so far had eventually died, so clearly she was doing something right.

“I’m going for the Shaman!” Preston called out, ignoring the remaining goblin grunts as he went for the miniboss of the wave. This was probably a good move, as Preston couldn’t get close enough to the others at the frontline without exposing himself to the poison. While Teresa had not breathed any in, her eyesight was definitely taking a hit as she could barely keep her eyes open at this point. She brought her hand and staff near her companions’ faces for a moment to heal their eyes before going back to healing their lungs.

Teresa had briefly considered pausing her healing of one of her companions to fix her own issues, but decided against it. Her mind had some key differences from a normal, healthy adult person. It was easy to forget with everything that had happened, but the Tutorial had only been going on for about 10 or 11 hours at this point. Earlier that day she had decided to kill herself, and accepted death as a comfortable possibility.

So she decided to use this experience to try and get used to poisonous chemicals. If she ever made it out of the Tutorial, she would do so with a solid expectation of what being poisoned would be like. She wanted the challenge, to fight through it and kill some goblins even with their poison burning her eyes.

This was a stupid train of thought that unnecessarily put her party at risk, and she was aware of that. Regardless, there would come a time after this Tutorial where Teresa was sure she would need to be as strong and experienced as she could get. She didn’t know what would come next, but if something called the Tutorial was this hard then she was sure nothing else was going to be easy. Teresa had made up her mind as she realized that despite everything, she was having fun.

If anything was going to kill Teresa, it was going to be herself.
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Another goblin made its way closer to the poisoned group, and it fell to its knees screaming as Madeline blinded it. Teresa kicked it in the chest, making it fall back as Jake stomped its head with his armored foot. The goblin’s head squelched, and another good stomp made sure it was dead.

Teresa was pretty sure everyone in the party had reached level 1 by now. Jake seemed far more willing to take a hit, and Teresa could tell due to her skill that his body just seemed to be more dense. It was like he had a lot more mass to him even though his size had not changed. If Teresa were to try and punch him without his armor on, she would probably really hurt her fist.

This was probably due to his Fortitude stat, which would be at 9 now. His strikes also seemed stronger, and he held back attacks using his shield with barely any bracing needed. If he had leveled, then it would explain his increased physical capabilities as his Fortitude would increase by 3 and his Strength and Vitality by 1. He had said he would put his unallocated point into Strength unless something came up and he had a reason not to, but if Teresa had to guess then he certainly did put that point into Strength.

Preston also seemed faster, and his sprint towards the Shaman would have probably been fast enough to qualify for the Olympics. He probably wouldn’t win any gold medals, but he could certainly at the very least compete. He had said he would put his unallocated point into Agility, bringing it up to 12. This was tied for the highest individual stat in the party with Sarah, who had a 12 in Perception.

Preston had already been pretty fast at the start of the Tutorial, though nothing abnormal. Now, he was able to make it to the Shaman in under 10 seconds while dodging and weaving between goblins. He was incredibly nimble, and would occasionally leave a quick cut on a goblin’s back or side whenever he got the chance.

At some point, Teresa couldn’t keep track of him anymore. Not because he was so fast, but because he was too far away for her bloodshot eyes to see. She was sure he would be fine, as the Shaman didn’t seem to have any melee capabilities.

Jake slammed the edge of his shield into a goblin, bludgeoning it as it tried in futility to cut through Jake’s armor with its dagger. Teresa heard the sound of another arrow hitting a goblin somewhere, and Madeline kept her sparks on full blast. Teresa could feel the poison in their lungs approach the end of its efficacy, and soon she would no longer be needed to keep healing the two. Otherwise, the fight seemed to have reached a turning point where the victors were obvious.

Teresa checked the quest screen and saw only three goblins remained, which dropped down to two as Jake crushed another goblin’s skull beneath his foot. The poisonous gas started to dissipate, likely due to Preston fighting the Shaman. Taking advantage of the moment, Teresa focused on the feeling in her eyes as it felt like they were on fire. Her eyes tried to produce tears but couldn’t, and they were drier than Teresa had ever felt before. For a moment, she reconsidered her whole stance on taking the chance to experience it fully in a relatively safe environment, because what if this led to permanent damage?

Eh, she’d figure it out.

She still couldn’t see well, but she was able to keep her eyes open well enough to fight in close combat if she needed to. Her performance would certainly be impacted, but she could make do against a single goblin again if she had to. Focusing on the magical aspect of the poison, she felt a bit of Mana seeping into her eyes. It wasn’t like the Mana she could channel through her body, but rather an altered kind of Mana like the restoration Mana her <Healing Touch> used or the elemental Mana that apparently <Embers> used.

Teresa was beginning to understand the very basics of Mana through observation and experience. Some skills converted pure Mana into a specific type of Mana affiliated with the skill, then utilized said Mana in some way. This much had been obvious for awhile, but feeling the poison on her eyes told Teresa that she could not absorb Mana into her Mana pool, or her stored Mana. When regenerating Mana between waves, she had found that she could kind of sense Mana being absorbed by her body as she regenerated her Mana, though some of it seemed to be produced somewhere within her.

If she really focused, she could speed up the rate that her body absorbed Mana, though it had an incredibly small effect on her regeneration rate. Attempting to do the same to the poison Mana didn’t just feel wrong, it felt impossible. It was like trying to fit a square through a circular hole, and while she had accidentally found that she could in fact bring the poisonous Mana into her body it did not go into wherever her Mana was stored, which she was now calling her “Mana pool”.

As a matter of fact, she couldn’t tell where her Mana was being stored at all. It felt like it was within her somewhere, but no matter how much she looked she could not find it. If anything, it seemed that the Mana just appeared within her when she tried to use it, and trying to absorb Mana into her Mana pool would make it disappear somewhere inside of her.

The Mana was still there, somewhere. She just didn’t know where, and the poison Mana refused to go there. Teresa decided she would experiment with it more between waves again, when she realized she had forgotten something.

“Shit! Make sure to leave one alive as a crawler!” Teresa yelled, remembering only two goblins were still alive. One of them was probably the Shaman, and she felt she didn’t have to state the obvious of not making the Shaman the crawler. It would be hard to rest between rounds with a living war crime shooting poisonous gas at you.

“Got it,” Came Jake's muffled reply as he slowly got his ability to speak back. He voluntarily stepped away from Teresa’s healing towards a blurry blob that Teresa assumed was one of the remaining goblins. A loud clang followed by a goblin’s panicked cry of pain came as Jake hit it in the head with his shield. He stomped down on the goblin’s knees, crushing them repeatedly. “I fucking hate Goblins.”

Teresa couldn’t blame him after he had gotten poisoned, and figured if need be she could heal the goblin just enough to stay alive for a bit. For a moment, she considered if she could just harm the goblin and then heal it repeatedly to grind experience for <Healing Touch>, but she decided against it.

She could morally justify killing these creatures in self defense, and even if she had to stretch it a bit she could justify crippling one to leave alive. It was survival of the fittest, and if the goblins had killed her then that would have been all there is to it.

Torturing a creature repeatedly just so she could slowly gain experience didn’t sit right with her, even if she couldn’t deny it was really tempting. Would one level up be that bad?

She shook her head, firmly deciding not to do it. Even if it would be really, really useful. She would heal it just enough to keep it alive as a crawler, but she wouldn’t torture it and experiment on the poor creature just for experience.

Just as she was thinking this, she got a very peculiar notification.

You Have Slain {Goblin Horde Shaman (F) (lv 9)}

Experience Granted

Level Up!

Teresa checked her notification screen, then checked again. She was pretty confident she did not at any point deal damage to the Shaman, so how could she have leveled up? On top of that, she had spent most of the fight healing people, so surely someone else should have gained enough experience from kills to reach level 2?

“Uh, I just leveled up.” Teresa said, confused. Seeing that the poison Mana was all gone and there was nothing left to really learn from her eyes burning, she used her skill to heal her injuries.

“What?” Preston asked, seeming confused only for a moment. “Well, I guess that actually makes sense. Kind of.”

“How so?” Teresa asked, genuinely unsure. Even if she got assisted kill experience from healing Jake and Madeline, that wasn’t what had given her the level.

It had been the miniboss, a monster she had not fought at all.

“I think it was these.” Preston said, holding the slip of fabric that had protected him from the poisonous gas attacks. “I don’t think I would have been able to get close to the guy if not for this, so maybe that’s what did it.”

“Okay, but that has so many holes to it.” Teresa responded. “If a blacksmith made a sword and someone went and killed something with that sword, would the blacksmith get a kill notification?”


“I don’t know, maybe. We don’t know the range on the notifications, so I guess it would make sense if the blacksmith was nearby or had just recently made the weapon? Then again I can see how that would make weapon forging an insanely lucrative field to the point of it being unreasonable. If you could mass produce weapons and get experience every time someone killed something with one of those weapons, you would probably barely need to work to level up at some point, or at the very least you would level far faster than any other field.” Preston responded.

“Plus I didn’t make the fabric of the robes, I just tore a piece off and handed it to you. It’s not like it’s a carefully crafted piece of equipment, it’s a rag made from my sleeve. It’s something I was just expecting to reattach to my robe once the fight was over.” Teresa continued. Really, it wouldn’t make sense for the rags to be what did it. But what else could explain why she had gotten the kill notification?

Teresa wasn’t too surprised by her level up, considering the amount she had healed that fight and the fact she had gotten quite a few kills had definitely provided a good chunk of experience. It was just the kill notification that was bothering her. She wasn’t complaining, but questioning these things could lead to incredibly valuable information. Whether it revealed a new way to gain experience or showed that apparently becoming a tailor was the best move she could make, it would at least reveal some tidbit about how the System worked.

“Maybe it’s just a System-fuckery thing.” Jake offered, shrugging. “Like what if it just makes a judgement call and decides that this counts? I mean I also got a kill notification.”

“I don’t know, that feels possible but that would also make a lot of things uncertain.” Teresa replied.

“At least it’s not detrimental, I’d just take the win and be happy with it to be honest with you.” Madeline said. Teresa just nodded, seeing the sense in that but still wanting to know why she had gotten the notification. 

Still, at least she could check her improved stats now.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 2 (F) (3%)

Class: Healer lv 0 (F) (55%)

HP: (78/85)

Stamina: (67/85)

Mana: (11/112)

Strength: 7

Fortitude: 4

Endurance: 7

Vitality: 7

Agility: 5

Intelligence: 13

Wisdom: 9

Perception: 8

Unallocated Points: 1

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (0%)>

<Mana Control: lv 0 (41%)>

<Healing Touch: lv 0 (68%)>

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

<Tutorial: Power Hungry>

}

A brief glance showed her Mana pool had grown, and she now had the highest individual stat in the group with Intelligence at 13. She could certainly feel the improvement, though it was not as great as when she had gotten her title with her last level. Her thoughts were clearer, and she was able to still clearly recall the talk about why she had gotten the kill notification.

Her thought process hadn’t changed at all, but she was just a little bit better at keeping information in her head. Their guesses had been something to do with the rag or the System intervening, so she would be on the lookout for similar situations in the future. For now, she wasn’t entirely sure about why she got the kill notification, but it was a mystery that she could dwell on for a while. 

Also, her skills.

Holy shit.

“My <Healing Touch> might level up by the end of the waves at this rate.” Teresa said, looking at her percentages. Both of her skills had progressed significantly from this wave, and her class had even gotten close to a level up. She didn’t know what a class leveling up would do, since it seemed like a separate level from her own personal level. The party had theorized previously that skills were significantly slower to level than their own personal levels, but she had just gotten a lot of progression in her skills. Especially <Mana Control>, which had gone up to 41% from the single digits in one wave.

Teresa thought about why that might be and what she had done differently. She had healed other people a lot more this wave, that much was an obvious source of experience for her <Healing Touch>. But that didn’t explain her other skill, which had not previously increased much with her use of <Healing Touch>.

<Mana Control> had barely made it past 8% from the previous two waves combined, and that was after she had repaired everyone’s equipment. All she had done differently that she could think of was using the staff as a tool to heal, which would make sense considering she had handed off the item to Madeline early on to help her with using <Embers>. 

Then again, Madeline had a similar level of progression on her <Mana Control> skills when they had compared between waves, making her question if it was the staff. 

“Hey Madeline, what’s your <Mana Control> at? Mine jumped a shitload of experience and I’m not sure why.” Teresa asked. Madeline opened her screen to reveal her own skill.

<Mana Control: lv 0 (11%)>

“What’s yours at?” Madeline asked, and Teresa shared her own screen. “Well shit, what’d you do? I want to level my <Mana Control> too.”

“I don’t know. All that was different was I used the staff to heal. I mean, I guess I also really thought about the Mana in the poison and tried to absorb it into my own Mana pool. Didn’t work though, I don’t think you can absorb Mana with a type into your Mana pool.” Teresa said. Madeline frowned.

“What do you mean the Mana in the poison? How would you absorb it anyways?” She asked,

“You know how you can absorb a bit of Mana to regenerate it faster?" Teresa replied, seeing Madeline shake her head.

“No, well kind of. I can tell I’m absorbing something from my surroundings, but honestly it’s hard to tell if I actually feel anything or just think I do. The only time I really feel Mana is when I push it to my skill in my hands.” Madeline explained. “I haven’t really thought about the process of it too much, I’ve mostly just been getting used to making sure the Mana enters the skill and actually does stuff instead of just existing in my hand.”

“Well, I can kind of move my own Mana, but it requires me to absorb it first or be produced by me. I’m pretty sure we all produce our own Mana, and that’s where most of our Mana comes from. However, when you bring the Mana into your body, it just disappears but stays there at the same time. I figured it out by trying to put the extra Mana I absorbed into where I keep my own Mana, and then realized I don’t know where I keep my own Mana.” Teresa said, explaining her Mana pool. Madeline nodded, though clearly still a bit confused.

“What do you mean where you keep your own Mana, is it not just inside of you?” Madeline asked.

“Yeah, sure, but where is the Mana inside of me? I can get a general sense of where my own Mana is when I’m using it, but I’m not sure where it comes from. When I cast my <Healing Touch>, I can’t really tell where in my body the Mana is coming from. Is it coming from my heart? My stomach? My lungs? I have no idea. But I can make it absorb more Mana if I try, but it’s like flexing a muscle I don’t actually have.” Teresa continued. The two kept sharing their experiences with Mana, realizing they both thought about it very differently.

To Madeline it was just a tool provided by the System, something she can call on that was stored within her. To Teresa, it was like an extension of her body. Like she had gotten a sixth sense and could control something that only showed it was real when used with a skill. Either way, to both of them it was hard to tell what was Mana and what was just their imagination due to how minor the sensations were.

However, it seemed Teresa might get some benefit from thinking about it the other way around. Her thought process absorbing her Mana had given her an insight to where her Mana actually is, and she had found that she didn’t know. She decided she would begin trying to go about the other way around, and try to “summon” Mana in her body at various points to see where it comes from instead of trying to absorb it directly into her Mana pool.

She wasn’t positive she would get much use from this, but not everything had to be useful. Magic was real, and Teresa was curious. That alone was reason enough for her to keep trying to figure out how it worked.

Looking back at her stats, she started thinking about her unallocated point. Previously, she had put it in Intelligence for some short term gain, a decision she did not regret in retrospect. Now, there was far less need to rush. She had already completely healed the cut on her leg and healed her eyes, and the fight had just ended minutes ago. She really could pick whatever she wanted this time, and she decided to go over each option.

Strength would certainly be useful. If her punches or her kicks especially got a boost, she would be a force to be reckoned with. Fortitude would help tanking the wounds she received in battle, and it seemed injuries were quite frequent considering her determination to fight on the front lines without any skills to help aside from restoration magic. Preston’s <One Armed Weaponry> and Jake’s <Bulwark> skills both had “Weapon Mastery” types, and both granted them a certain level of expertise and assistance in using one armed weapons and shields respectively. Preston also had his <Dash> skill to quickly move in and out of combat, and Jake was covered in thick metal armor.

Needless to say, Teresa was pretty sure the Healer class was not designed to fight, making her wonder how a party was supposed to be able to make it through the Tutorial normally. Either this was a poorly designed Tutorial, or the System just had unreasonably high standards.

Considering the vast power the System had demonstrated so far, she assumed it was probably the latter.

Endurance would increase her Stamina, but that didn’t seem too useful for Teresa. She didn’t have any skills that used it, so the resource would drain just through her own physical activities. Jake and Preston’s Weapon Mastery skills both passively drained stamina, though only when in combat. That explained how Jake was able to walk around in full metal armor all day without getting tired.

Vitality would increase Teresa’s HP, which sounded good on paper but she wasn’t sure exactly how HP worked. In video games, when you take damage your HP drops, and when it reaches 0 you die. How did that work in real life? If someone stabbed Teresa in the brain, she would die instantly regardless of how much HP she had, wouldn’t she? She had lost a lot of blood when she got injured by the mosquitoes during the first wave, and her HP showed she had nearly died. Would increasing her HP just increase how much blood she has to bleed before dying?

Agility seemed like a top contender. She had seen how fast Preston had moved, being able to get out of this wave with the goblins without any serious injuries. Teresa would have to go around and heal everyone just in case there was something they were missing, but she was pretty sure he was uninjured despite being in the melee the whole time with only decent armor. If Fortitude would let her take a hit better, then Agility would prevent her from getting hit.

Not to mention, even outside of direct combat Agility would be useful for Teresa. If she had increased Agility, she would have been able to run to Madeline faster when she had been poisoned. It wouldn’t be a huge difference, but another fighter would have returned to the battlefield on their side just a little bit sooner.

Intelligence absolutely helped Teresa with making her <Healing Touch> work faster, so it was a good, safe pick. Wisdom increased her Mana pool, letting her use her skill for longer. This was also a good, safe pick.

Perception would help Teresa’s senses sharpen, and that might be useful for detecting Mana and figuring out how it works. With a high enough Perception, she might be able to brute force her way into figuring out where her Mana comes from. Considering she didn’t have any imagined uses for this yet, however, was enough to cross it off for now. It also had a similar flaw to Wisdom and Intelligence.

Her Perception, Wisdom, and Intelligence would all increase with levels anyways. If she never put points into her other stats, they would all stay the same as she leveled. She might have over 100 Intelligence at some point, only to still have 4 Fortitude or 5 Agility if she didn’t put some unallocated points into those stats. While putting unallocated points into her class stats would certainly make her a healer to be reckoned with, she would also get completely left behind in any fights.

It was between Fortitude and Agility, and Teresa chose Agility. Being faster just provided so many benefits, so she figured she would put her unallocated point into Agility. This brought the stat up to 6, and she instantly felt much lighter on her feet. Putting a single point into the stat had provided a 20% increase due to how low it had been, and Teresa had never felt better.

She had gone into the Tutorial with a 4 in Agility, and now she had increased it to 6. Teresa had never been a fast person, partially thanks to her height. Now, her Agility was tied for second place in the party with Sarah’s. Meanwhile Preston’s Agility was equal to both Teresa and Sarah’s Agilities combined, but Teresa wasn’t worried or upset by that in any means. If anything, having a competent party was incredibly relieving, as she couldn’t imagine having to go through this Tutorial by herself. She wouldn’t have even made it past the first wave if everyone hadn’t pulled their own weight.

“Alright, I have a proposition.” Jake said, pacing slowly around the room as the last goblin crawled after him with broken legs. “I am unbelievably tired, and I think we should get some sleep.”

“I agree.” Madeline said, seeming relieved she wasn’t the only one. “We can all take turns walking the goblin, but I really want to get some rest.”

It wasn’t surprising that these two in particular wanted to sleep, as they were the ones most affected by the poison. Just because Teresa had kept them alive and their HP topped up didn’t mean the experience wasn’t horrible, and who wouldn’t be exhausted after that?

“I can take the first shift.” Teresa offered, deciding she wanted to dwell on some things a bit more before she went to sleep. She really wanted to at least start on her new exercise she had come up to try and figure out where her Mana was stored.

“Are you sure?” Preston asked, concerned. He eyed the creature crawling after Jake, and looked back at Teresa. “I’m not positive that’s a great idea man. Like, I’ve seen Goblin Slayer. Are you absolutely sure you want the first shift?”

Teresa herself had not seen Goblin Slayer, but she could clearly get what Preston implied he was worried about.

“Don’t worry, I’m pretty sure it just wants to kill us.” Teresa said, watching as the goblin slowly crawled after Jake with nothing but murderous intent in its eyes. Teresa picked up a discarded shortsword from one of the dead goblins, and smiled. “Besides, I’ll be armed.”

It was time to experiment with some Mana.
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Teresa was walking around the perimeter of the island by herself, while a goblin with two horrifically broken legs crawled after her. She was taking the first shift which would last three hours, then it would be Sarah’s turn and then Preston’s. The party had agreed that after that last wave Madeline and Jake could use some uninterrupted rest, so they did not even have to ask to take the chance to sleep in.

Teresa was plenty happy to stay up longer. As a matter of fact, she was almost reluctant to sleep if not for the fact that it would certainly impact her ability to fight. She had too much to think about, and a lot of things to try.

If she had the time, she might even get some practice using the shortsword she had looted. Embarrassingly enough, one of the particularly larger goblins had a belt with a sheath that had just barely fit her, and she wasn’t sure how to feel about being a XXL in goblin size.

The staff the Shaman had used unfortunately had been broken in the final fight. They had attempted to repair it using Mana, but it seemed the Shaman’s staff did not have the same ability to be repaired.

Firstly, she began trying to actually control her Mana. As she walked, she activated <Healing Touch> and tried to figure out where the Mana came from in her body. Using the skill, she traced the path the Mana took through her arm to get to her palm. The Mana had to travel through her arm to get to the skill, though once she traced the path to her shoulder it became much harder to pinpoint exactly what was happening.

Feeling the Mana go through her arm hadn’t been too difficult. Sure, it was hard to tell what was just her imagination, but once she got the hang of it she could generally tell where the Mana was flowing in her arm and how fast it was going.

Once she started trying to trace where her Mana was in her torso, the sensation became extremely vague and weird. It was like trying to feel your eardrums as it processed sound, not something you could normally do.

Then again, when you turn the noise loud enough you can feel it.

Teresa tried to accelerate the Mana flowing in her arm, pushing more of it into her <Healing Touch> much quicker. The process was difficult and straining, like she was flexing half of her body and then trying to flex it more. She felt a hint of where the Mana was coming from doing this, but something else stole her attention.

Her palm was glowing bright green, and she became more aware of where the Mana was being transformed into restoration Mana. It was like there was a thin layer that her Mana passed through, and in that layer the Mana had parts of it stripped away, extracted, and put together in a different order. She couldn’t sense exactly how this process happened, as so many things were happening to her Mana in such a small space and time frame. The process was almost instant, her own regular Mana came through one side and restoration Mana came out the other.

Moving her attention back to her torso, she continued trying to pinpoint where the Mana traveled from. It was almost like her entire torso spat out Mana, but somehow defied the laws of space to make the distance between any two points on her torso to be zero. She was certain Mana was coming from any point in her torso, even her head, but only actually appeared around her shoulder.

Teresa decided to try and make her Mana appear on the opposite shoulder, then make its way over to her hand across her body. What she found was perfect. The Mana flowed around some sort of shape that took up the vast majority of her torso. The Mana had to flow close to her surface layer of skin to make it past the shape, and any Mana that touched it would get absorbed back into her Mana pool.

She pushed it further, trying to summon Mana all over her body and have it travel to her hand. She found that the shape was actually split in two. There was one large invisible nonexistent mass that took up most of her body excluding her limbs, and a second smaller one inside of her head. Regardless of which shape the Mana entered, she knew it increased her current amount of Mana. She was able to absorb Mana in two different places to refill her Mana pool.

Teresa was fairly certain these two shapes were actually just one object, despite being disconnected by space. She wasn’t sure why she knew this, but she was weirdly positive about it. As a matter of fact, both of the shapes felt incredibly familiar, like she was an idiot for not having noticed the invisible, no-matter masses beforehand.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a System notification, and while she wanted to ignore it to keep focusing on what she was doing, she was completely dumbfounded by the notification and stopped channeling Mana.

Skill Level Up!

<Mana Control: lv 0>

Type: General

Gain a sense for Mana and its movement, allowing you to manipulate it to perform magical feats. 

----->

<Mana Control: lv 1>

Type: General

Gain a sense for Mana and its movement, allowing you to manipulate it to perform magical feats. Your careful introspection on your use of Mana has allowed you to gain a glimpse of your Soul. You may use Mana slightly faster and more efficiently.

Her careful introspection on her use of Mana had allowed her to glimpse her fucking what? Did the System just tell her she has a Soul? Like, a legitimate, actual fucking Soul?

It’s not like Teresa hadn’t been exposed to religion before, but to have it spelled out for you that yes, you do in fact have a Soul and it has magic was pretty batshit. For every question she had answered about where Mana comes from, she had about a million more.

Does this mean there is an afterlife? Did she always have a Soul, or did she just gain one from the System? If she always had a Soul, then why wasn’t she able to use Mana in the past? She could tell that was where her Mana came from, and that her Soul naturally produced Mana, but why did it produce Mana? How did it produce Mana? She could feel the outline now of what was apparently her Soul, but she couldn’t see inside of it.

Her Soul was not a physical object, that much had become clear to Teresa. If someone were to cut her open and look at where she felt her Soul was, there would be nothing special there except some blood, bone, and organs.

Even when invisible, her Soul felt orange. She didn’t know why, considering technically it had no color, it wasn’t a physical object. But if it was a physical object, it would totally be orange and look like a giant crystal. Teresa felt this was probably the most useless insight her skill level up had granted her, but learning anything about your Soul was pretty freaking cool.

Teresa reactivated <Healing Touch>, and found she had a much easier time understanding the path her Mana traveled to get to her palm. She could easily amp up her skill, making her palm glow green with restoration Mana. It rapidly drained her Mana and the glowing green was incredibly obvious to anything with eyes, but she could tell her healing capability would skyrocket in the short term.

If Teresa had gotten stabbed in the leg again by that damn mosquito, she would have probably been able to heal the injury in under a minute while overclocking her skill. She would quickly run out of Mana, but for more run of the mill injuries like stab wounds and cuts, she was certain she could heal that incredibly fast.

For situations like with the poison where she had to heal someone continuously for a long period of time, she would still need to rely on her standard <Healing Touch> without overclocking it, as it wouldn’t provide any extra benefit. Still, this was huge. She really wanted to stay up past her shift, but knew Sarah’s phone alarm would wake her up any minute now.

Teresa had spent far longer than she had thought on this. When she had started walking the goblin, the sun was just setting. Now, the moon was high in the sky, and the goblin was still crawling after her shouting what she was certain were expletives. 

Checking her stats once again, she gladly saw that her <Mana Control> was at level 1 with a few percentage points to spare, and her <Healing Touch> had also gained some progress, now sitting at 83% as opposed to the earlier 68%. Hilariously, her <Translate> skill had also gone up to 0.8%, thanks to the goblin that had been cussing her out for the last few hours in whatever language goblins spoke.

Soon, Sarah came to relieve Teresa of her shift. She kind of wanted to stay up later and keep figuring things out, but sleeping on it might also be useful. Just as she was about to show Sarah the screen confirming Souls were real, Sarah handed her the rags from the sleeve of her healer robe.

“Here, we all cleaned ours up and figured you could probably reattach it to your robe with some Mana. Also, I think I figured out the kill notification thing. Madeline and I didn’t get a notification, but Preston, you, and Jake all did. Madeline and I never managed to land a hit on the Shaman, but Jake had used his <Taunt> to make the Shaman attack him. Then, you kept him alive, doing your job as the healer.”


“Well shit, I didn’t think of that.” Teresa said, feeling dumb. That definitely made sense, but there was one problem. “If us distracting the Shaman was enough for a kill notification, then why didn’t you and Madeline get one? You two distracted it as well with your arrows and sparks.”

“I think it has something to do with how well we distracted it. The Shaman barely cared about our arrows and spells, it just casually deflected them with minimal effort. Meanwhile with Jake, it quite literally could not attack anyone else until Preston went at it. I imagine it’s probably something to do with preventing weak people from getting power leveled with a strong friend by minorly assisting in a fight way above their own level.” Sarah answered.

“That… checks out.” Teresa said, thinking back on the fight. She felt like she should have thought of that, but she rarely ever actually thought of herself as exclusively the healer. It was just something she did because she could, she also fought on the frontlines with Jake and Preston killing monsters herself, which was literally the opposite of what a healer would do.

But getting points for keeping the tank alive to distract the miniboss? Of course the healer would get points for that, it’s basically the job description.

“And here we were thinking it had something to do with the rags.” Teresa said, smiling. “I guess once we thought of a wrong answer it was hard to think of anything… else?”


“What?” Sarah asked, seeing Teresa’s face suddenly look very confused as she looked down at the rags in her hands.

“It’s just, these rags barely have any Mana in them.” Teresa said, looking at the fabric. She hadn’t really paid it much thought, but her robes contained a certain amount of Mana. Everyone’s equipment did, and she just figured it had something to do with reinforcing the material using magic.

Now looking down at the rags, she still felt some Mana doing exactly that in there, slightly reinforcing the fabric. Otherwise, there was a lot of it missing. The Mana reinforcing the rags also felt a little bit different than the majority of the Mana in her robes, but she could feel that very same reinforcement Mana in small amounts.

However, the majority of Mana in her robes did not help to reinforce anything, making her question what exactly that Mana was doing.

“Oh yeah, before I forget. Check this.” Teresa said, sharing her <Mana Control> description.

“Oh nice, you leveled it up- you can glimpse your fucking WHAT?” Sarah yelled, rereading the description more carefully.


“Yeah, I guess we all actually have Souls.” Teresa said with a smile, enjoying the astonishment on Sarah’s face. She wondered if it would be funny to walk off now without any further explanation, but decided this was something that might somehow be useful. “That’s where our Mana comes from, or at least mine I guess. I haven’t exactly seen anyone else’s Soul, so I don’t know for sure. But it’s like an invisible, intangible object that takes up most of my torso and part of my head. I can absorb Mana into it and expel Mana from it, and I think it does some weird stuff I haven’t figured out with distance and space.”

“That’s… crazy.” Sarah said, still reeling. “I don’t know what to even do with this information, but thank you for telling me. I… I need to think about stuff I guess. You heading to bed now?”


“Yeah, I’ll go to sleep. It’s been a long day for me.” Teresa said wistfully.

“Tell me about it. Fighting waves of monsters was not how anyone was expecting today to go.” Sarah replied. Teresa hesitated, then nodded.

“Yeah, I was expecting today to feel a lot shorter.” She said, turning around to head towards a gift shop everyone had decided to sleep in. It didn’t have the stench of dead monsters in it, so it was far more cozy than the Statue of Liberty.

“I get you, I don’t know what timezone you were in but it was already well into the afternoon for me when the Tutorial started. You stayed awake for what, 14 hours after that? Go get some sleep Teresa, I’m sure you could use it.”

“Thanks, will do. Stay safe walking the goblin.” Teresa replied, now walking away as the goblin slowly crawled after Sarah.

“Don’t worry,” Sarah said with a laugh as she held up her bow and an arrow. “I’m armed.”

Teresa just shook her head with a smile and walked towards the gift shop.

A long day indeed.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Sarah watched as Teresa walked away, before walking in the opposite direction with the goblin in tow. She felt a bit lucky, thinking that everybody in the party had turned out alright. It was like being in a group project where everyone actually did their own work, an absolute miracle.

She walked with the goblin behind her, keeping a healthy distance. She was a little uncomfortable with the thing, Preston wasn’t the only one who’s seen Goblin Slayer. Regardless, she was confident she could easily kill the creature if need be.

In the distance, she could have sworn she saw a bit of movement out in the desert. Her vision had improved significantly, being a decent bit beyond what any normal human would have. She had the highest Perception in the party, and knew that if anyone would see something out in the desert, it would be her.

She thought about whether her concern was valid or not, since she wasn’t actually positive she saw anything. Still looking out at the desert, there was nothing but sand. There was what looked like the occasional cactus far away, but they had already been there for a while.

Still, Sarah had seen enough horror movies to not be stupid. She turned around and began walking back towards the gift shop, deciding to at least warn her party that she might have seen something. It will make her look skittish to them, but so be it.

There might be something alive out there in the desert.
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Teresa was laying back on a pile of sweaters and shirts she had looted from the gift shop, eyes open. Trying to sleep felt impossible, she had just learned a new trick with her skills and now she has to sleep it off? Yeah, right.

Still, she really should sleep. If she fell asleep now, she could get a solid five and a half hours. Not a lot, but it beats nothing. If she fought monsters while completely sleep deprived, she might die. Worse than that, she might get someone else killed. So she had made up her mind to try and sleep.

“Hey Teresa.” She heard a whisper, and she shot up to see Sarah entering the gift shop, the goblin a solid distance behind her. “Wake up Preston and let him know I think I saw something out in the desert. I’m going to walk the goblin near the gift shop, if you hear me scream then come help.”

“Got it. How far away was it?” Teresa asked, getting ready for a fight.

“Not sure since there’s no point of reference out there, but pretty far I’d say. I gotta go, can’t have the goblin waking up Jake and Madeline. I think we should be fine, but I thought it would be better to let you know.” Sarah responded, before backing away from the door and heading back out towards the goblin. Teresa calmed herself and went to share the news with Preston.

Overall, he took it pretty well.

“Are they attacking us?” He asked, half asleep.

“No.”

“Okay, wake me up if they’re attacking us.”

“Sarah said she’d scream, you’ll wake up if she screams right?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay cool, goodnight.”

With that, their brief midnight conversation ended and Preston fell back asleep. Teresa was a little jealous of his ability to just go right to sleep like that, and went back to her side of the gift shop.

Laying down once more, she closed her eyes. It was eerie trying to sleep. Even ignoring all of the cool stuff that had happened lately, there were other things on her mind.

Earlier that morning, she had woken up expecting today to be her last day alive. Now, she was going back to sleep so she could fight in the morning to keep living.

Life is weird.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Teresa woke up after a sleep with no interruptions. She yawned and sat up, stretching as she ran her hands through her hair. Surely this place would have toothpaste and a hairbrush somewhere, right?

Fortunately for her, she was right. Teresa wasn’t sure who was going to Liberty Island to buy Statue of Liberty themed toothpaste and toothbrushes, but she wasn’t complaining. Within a few minutes, she was ready to fight some monsters.

But first, she had to let everyone know about Souls existing.

“Okay, and?” Madeline asked, reading the description. “I was already religious, so it’s not that surprising to me or anything. What I want to know is how you figured that out.”

Jake, on the other hand, took it a little differently.

“Does this mean ginger people can’t produce Mana?” He asked, scratching his head. “They have no Souls.”

“I’m sure everyone has a Soul, sweetie.” Madeline said, barely sparing Jake a glance. “Now how did you level up your <Mana Control>?”

Teresa did her best to explain it to her and the rest of the party, who were now taking a walk outside. She wasn’t sure it would be useful to anyone other than Madeline who also had <Mana Control>, but Teresa still felt like her companions should know about this.

Preston had apparently been told by Sarah during the shift change last night, and he seemed about as shaken up by it as Sarah was. 

“When I use my <Dash>, I don’t feel any Mana going anywhere. I just sort of know that my skill is using it and that the skill is located in my legs.” He explained, confused. “I can try to think about it more when I use it, but I don’t think I can sense Mana the same way you two can since I don’t have <Mana Control>.”

“Well, if you ever do get <Mana Control> somehow, you’ll know what to look out for.” Teresa replied. Of all people in the group, Preston and Madeline could make the most of being able to overclock a skill. If Preston could suddenly sprint even faster in a short burst or if Madeline could shoot something closer to actual fire, that would be massively beneficial.

The party entered the lobby once more, monster corpses were strewn about. Mutilated mosquito corpses impaled the deer corpses to make a spike wall aimed at the entrance, and there were now a bunch of dead goblins all over the place. The last remaining goblin was still outside, crawling its way towards them.

“I say we make a few piles out of the goblins for us to hide behind if the monsters have any ranged abilities.” Sarah said, and the party agreed.

Jake and Preston got to work grabbing the dead goblins. Sarah was walking their last remaining goblin, while Teresa and Madeline were going over everyone’s gear and infusing it with Mana to repair any potential damage.

Teresa also used her <Healing Touch> on everyone’s back to make sure nobody’s lungs were still affected at all from yesterday. Soon, everything was ready. Teresa had her new shortsword she had looted from the goblins, and she had added new spears to her unused pile of projectiles. 

She had been a bit busy during that wave healing people, but so long as there weren’t going to be any status ailments that perpetually caused damage while being immune to restoration Mana then she might actually get the chance to use the spears as projectiles.

As everyone eventually decided they were ready, they each used a goblin’s weapon to kill the last remaining goblin together, sharing the experience amongst the party.

You Have Slain {Goblin (F) (lv 3)}

Experience Granted

Teresa barely saw her experience go up from 3% to 4%. Apparently finishing off an incredibly injured goblin with five people didn’t grant a lot of experience, but at least this way everyone got something. Teresa opened her quest screen, and watched the 15 minute counter tick down.

No one spoke during this time, but just got into their various positions as if they had been training for this for far longer than they actually had. Quite a few things were still going through Teresa’s mind, and that kill notification from the Shaman still didn’t sit right with her, even after hearing a perfectly reasonable explanation.

Madeline and Sarah stood on opposing balconies overlooking the lobby, while Jake, Preston, and Teresa all stood at the frontlines right behind the spear wall. Teresa had a far better weapon than last time, and she had never felt more prepared.

As the timer reached 0, she checked the monster count for the 4th wave.

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (1/3)

Establish Liberty

Waves of monsters are seeking escape from the perennial desert. You and your party inhabit the only piece of green land for miles. Defend your territory from the waves. Waves will invade 15 minutes after the defeat of the previous wave.

Waves defeated: 3/5

Monsters remaining in wave: 9/9

There were only 9 this time, a far cry below the 24 goblins. Teresa wanted to get some more kills this time, even if it was her job to heal people. After getting some sleep, she had steeled her resolve to get stronger. She thought back to Madeline talking about her family, and Teresa decided to think of her own. Hopefully, her parents would have left the Tutorial by now, as it did not feel reasonable to think they would try to get stronger like she was.

Her brother, on the other hand, would totally stick around in a Tutorial with magic and monsters. Teresa was still worried for him, but more than anything she just wanted to make it farther than he did so she could rub it in his face later.

Suddenly, the impossible happened.

The entrance to the lobby began shifting, like space was breaking. The room started to widen, like the room had just gained a whole lot of square footage. The doors began to expand, most of the wall being replaced by open air to allow the giant monsters that they were to fight this wave enter the building.

Entering the lobby were what looked like reptilian giraffes, scales covering their bodies. They had the same general shape as a giraffe, except for when you looked at the head. Sitting atop their heads was a ball of scales. The heads reminded Teresa of an ankylosaur’s tail, like the monsters had replaced their heads with clubs.

This made her wonder how the giraffe-like creatures could even see, and as soon as she realized where the monsters’ faces were, she was disgusted.

The monsters had their eyes and mouths on their chests. The eyes looked like snake eyes, and the mouth was just a lipless hole that could open to reveal circular rows of teeth.

The monsters stepped forward, calmly ignoring the wall of spikes as they just stepped over them. Light poured down from above as Teresa realized the ceiling to the building had been removed, and considering the Statue of Liberty was supposed to be right above them, she knew this was the System’s intervention.

She wasn’t sure why the System would allow them to keep a monster alive between rounds to prepare longer, but not let them stay inside a building too small for the monsters, but that was a train of thought she could go down later.

It was time to kill these things.

Teresa ran towards one, slashing her shortsword into its calf, as she was just tall enough for her head to be at roughly knee height for the monsters. The blade slammed against it, cracking a scale. This clearly annoyed the monster, as it roared and swung its head at Teresa like a golf club.

Teresa was able to dodge this rather easily, as she simply stepped forward underneath the monster. The creature rapidly began to shift to the side, but Teresa managed to nick a small cut in the belly of the beast with a jumping slash. It was hard to reach, but it seemed their stomachs were vulnerable.

“Their stomachs have no protection!” Teresa called out, figuring this might prove useful to someone. As a matter of fact, she had an idea of her own.

Teresa carefully avoided the scurrying legs of the beast, not wanting to get kicked and trampled. The creature wasn’t wide enough to stay underneath for more than a fraction of a second, so she would have to be quick.

She darted over to her pile of potential spear projectiles, and grabbed two after tucking her sword away into her belt. The monster chased after her, letting out a terrifyingly human scream. Teresa charged forward to meet the monster head on, only swerving at the last second to throw a spear up at the monster.

The projectile sunk no more than two inches into the monster’s belly, but it still clearly pissed it off. The screaming intensified, and it started trying to pounce on Teresa. This was incredibly difficult to avoid as it swung its legs at her wildly. After barely dodging the first swing, she immediately knew that any second now she was going to get punted.

Making a split second decision, she grabbed onto the nearest leg for dear life, letting go of the spear and gripping onto the space between the scales with her fingers. She climbed up past the knee quickly just as it began to panic and flail its leg. It was incredibly difficult to hold on, and Teresa would have regretted not putting her unallocated point into Strength if she hadn’t just barely avoided a kick a moment ago.

Once Teresa was gripping onto the side of the creature’s torso, it was a little easier. The creature began to run forwards towards Jake, who was already desperately shielding himself from two monsters flailing their heads into his shield while Sarah and Madeline shot at it.

Teresa struggled her way onto the creature’s back, then stabbed down into where she imagined the spine would be. She slid her blade between the scales, plunging it deep into the monster. It let out a wail as she felt the blade cut against something hard, and the monster’s back legs began to spasm.

She twisted the blade on the way out, trying to increase how much damage she had done. Teresa quickly stabbed down again and again, only occasionally messing up and having the blade glance off a scale.

The monster yelled in anger, and the club head swung at her from the side. Teresa leaned forward and rolled over to the opposite side of the creature’s torso, barely holding on as the club swung past her. The momentum of the club combined with the creature’s difficulties controlling its hind legs caused the monster to fall towards the side Teresa was hanging onto, forcing her to let go.

Teresa dropped to her feet as the monster collapsed beside her, and a flailing kick caught her in the side. Teresa spun and fell herself, feeling a nasty crack from her hip. She was pretty sure she just broke something, and wasted no time.

Teresa pressed an overclocked <Healing Touch> to her hip, feeling the bone rapidly repair itself underneath her incredibly bruised skin. She guided the restoration Mana towards the bone, ignoring the bruise for now as she very quickly healed the essential injury.

Within seconds, she was standing again with her blade in her hand, and within half a minute she would be back in top condition. The monster was struggling to get up, flailing its head uselessly against the floor as its front legs tried and failed to push its own bodyweight up. The hind legs had finally gone still, so Teresa stumbled towards the creature's backside before sticking her blade into its belly. The creature cried out, unable to hit her as she disemboweled it, sawing the blade grotesquely across the underside of the monster.

It only took a few seconds before the creature was dead, and Teresa got the kill notification.

You Have Slain {Yectin Clubber (F) (lv 7)}

Experience Granted

As Teresa finished healing herself, she glanced at the notification and pulled up her status screen. She was shocked to see this single kill had gotten her from 4% of the way through level 2 all the way up to 31%. It seemed killing a higher leveled creature granted significantly more experience than similar leveled creatures, as this single kill had raised her progression by 27%.

That meant she only needed to solo kill three more for another level up.

She analyzed her surroundings before making her next move, wanting to make sure everything was going well. Jake was now taking the attention of three monsters while Madeline and Sarah both shot at the monsters. It was hard to hit any weak points from the balconies, but she saw enough burn marks and arrows around the monsters’ faces to let her know they would have it handled.

Preston had already slain a Yectin Clubber and was fighting another one, meaning 2 of the 9 Clubbers were down. 4 of the remaining 7 were occupied, and the 5th made its way inside.

Nobody seemed injured yet, so Teresa decided to take on the newcomer. She grabbed another spear and pushed forward, deciding to try aiming for the creature’s face on its chest.

As she approached the Clubber who was now charging at her, she chucked the spear and managed to sink it into a soft patch of flesh above an eye. The Clubber screamed in anger, not stopping its charge like a bull seeing red. Teresa put her increased Agility to use and dove to the side, once again narrowly avoiding the monster. She stood up and dashed for another spear as the Clubber pivoted and began charging at her once again.

Teresa chucked her spear at the creature’s face once more, stabbing it off to the side of its mouth. She managed to dive out of the way again, and just as she began to think this might not be so bad now that she had a strategy that didn’t involve trying to climb the damn thing, a loud CRASH echoed in the room along with a scream.

Looking back at Jake and crew, her eyes widened. One of the three monsters they were fighting had slammed its club head onto the balcony Sarah had been standing on, causing it to crumble down into rubble. It had been Sarah’s scream, as she was now laying on the ground level with a mutilated leg.

“Preston! Take this one!” Teresa yelled as she ran towards Sarah, sprinting as fast as she could. Jake used <Taunt> again and made a wave of red energy pass through the Yectin Clubber that had attacked Sarah, but the monster ignored it. Instead, the scales on its club angled outward, allowing it to scoop up Sarah and bring her towards its mouth.

Sarah screamed as she fired an arrow right into the Clubber’s left eye, making it yell out at her. With its other eye closed, it blindly bit at Sarah, the circular rows of teeth squeezing together to tear into Sarah’s side.

She shrieked in pain as her waist was torn apart, only for the monster to drop her as Jake swung his axe clean through one of its legs. Teresa arrived just as Jake swung a second time through the Clubber’s neck, killing it.

Teresa crouched down in front of Sarah, horrified.

Her entire right side had been chewed and eviscerated, her arm was barely attached to her body. Teresa could see some of her organs, and part of her intestines had been ripped to shreds. At most, Sarah had a few seconds left to live.

“P-Please.” She cried, hyperventilating as her eyes darted around wildly. Teresa activated <Healing Touch> while overclocked as much as possible to try and staunch the blood loss, or to do anything at all. Teresa was panicking, not knowing how she could heal this. Sarah looked her in the eyes, and whimpered words that would haunt Teresa for the rest of her life.

“Please, I don’t want to die.”
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Shit, shit, shit, what the fuck do I do? Teresa thought as she used <Healing Touch> while overclocked. There was no way she could heal this, there was just so much to heal. Even if Teresa could repair broken bones in under a minute, she couldn’t replace entire organs and massive chunks of flesh that fast. Sarah’s going to die.

Teresa racked her brain, trying to think of something, anything. She knew healing her was out of the question, but what other option did she have? If Teresa couldn’t heal her right now, Sarah was going to die.

She could start coagulating her blood to make a massive scab over half of Sarah’s body, but Sarah’s internal injuries would likely still kill her. If Teresa healed her organs, then Sarah would bleed out. If Teresa tried to heal everything at the same time, Sarah would still die before any of her injuries were even close to healed. Even if Teresa could figure out a way to heal Sarah fast enough, the Mana cost would probably far exceed Teresa’s maximum Mana pool multiple times over.

Then she had an idea. If Teresa couldn’t heal her now, then she would heal Sarah later.

“Leave the Tutorial.” Teresa commanded, grabbing her bow and quiver. “I swear Sarah, I won’t leave until I’m strong enough to heal you.”

A moment of confusion crossed Sarah’s face before she just nodded. Teresa and Sarah held eye contact for a fleeting instant when suddenly she disappeared along with a large portion of the gore that had surrounded her. There was no flash of light, no fancy effects. Sarah was there one second, and gone the next.

If Teresa understood the rules right, then everyone would arrive outside the Tutorial at the same time. It didn’t matter if you left right at the beginning, you would be put back on Earth at the same time as someone who had stayed for days.

That meant once Teresa left the Tutorial, she would arrive right next to Sarah as she was just a moment ago, and if she was capable enough she might be able to heal her.

Teresa no longer had any intention of leaving the Tutorial if things got too bad. She had to get stronger, or else Sarah would die. She would have to get a lot stronger, as she couldn’t imagine healing that injury even if she quadrupled the speed she could heal at now.

Sarah’s life was in her hands.

Teresa turned back to the battle to assess the situation, her heart pounding. Jake seemed pissed, he was being far more aggressive with the Clubbers than before. Just a few minutes ago, his strategy had consisted of blocking and taking the attention off of everyone else, but seeing that his <Taunt> was not all-powerful had made him far more bloodthirsty.

Now, he seemed willing to take a hit to give one. A Clubber kicked him in the chest, just for him to smash his axe into the monster’s calf. There were still a total of two attacking him, and the other was blindly swinging its head around as its eyes had been burnt from Madeline’s <Embers>.

Meanwhile, Preston was battling two Clubbers as well, and yet another Clubber had entered the building. This new monster would be Clubber number 6, with 3 Clubbers currently dead. Even so, there would be another 3 Clubbers coming soon, and if this wave followed the same format as the previous waves then one of those would be a miniboss.

Teresa still had Sarah’s bow and quiver, as she had taken it off of her before she left the Tutorial. It had felt a little cold to do so, but if Teresa was going to become strong enough to heal a wound that bad she would need some equipment. Her first move would be to help Preston finish off a Clubber, as it seemed Jake and Madeline were going to be finished with their two soon.

She ran towards Preston who was closer to the entrance of the building, sheathing her sword in her belt and grabbing an arrow and pulling back on the bowstring. Immediately, Teresa realized this was way harder than it looked. The arrows had a small slit in the back to hold the bowstring, but just keeping the arrow straight on the bow was difficult. Where was she supposed to rest the arrow as she drew the string, on her hand? Then she had to do some awkward shifting if she didn’t want to cut her hand as she released-

Screw it. Teresa fired a shot awkwardly, the arrow leaving a long slice in the back of her hand as it was released due to her poor form. The arrow flew and bounced harmlessly off one of the Clubbers attacking Preston, grabbing its attention. The Clubber began charging at Teresa, accomplishing her task of relieving Preston of some pressure.

There was just one issue.

The newest Clubber to enter the building was also charging towards Teresa, seeing one of its allies charging at an opponent it must have decided to tag along. Teresa hastily drew another arrow and fired, barely taking the time to aim as it completely missed both targets. Considering the size of the monsters, missing them was almost impressive. But hey, shooting a medieval bow with no experience was really hard, okay?

Teresa used her tried and true tactic of diving to the side at the last moment and hoping she doesn’t get trampled, only to scramble to her feet and repeat the process as the second Clubber charged her. She managed to completely dodge the first Clubber, but the second managed to kick her foot as she was diving. Teresa felt her toes break, but lives were on the line.

Teresa got to her feet, ignoring her injuries as she nocked another arrow. She drew back, having a moment longer to aim as the Clubbers were halting their momentum to pivot and charge her once again. Teresa steadied her breath as much as she could, though no matter how much she breathed it didn’t seem to be enough.

Teresa released the arrow, and it flew into the sclera of the leading Clubber’s left eye. It let out a signature human scream as it hesitated for a moment, just long enough for the second Clubber to charge into its side.

The two Clubbers knocked each other over, and Teresa took the moment to draw her sword from her belt. She wrapped both hands around the handle, less because of its weight and more because she used the opportunity to heal her hand that had received a few cuts and grazes from shooting the bow.

She ran awkwardly towards the fallen Clubbers, her balance off from her injured foot. Just as the Clubbers were making their way back up to their feet, Teresa left a deep cut along the uninjured Clubber’s stomach, nearly disemboweling it in one go. The Clubber thrashed, this time clipped Teresa on her shoulder as she dodged backwards.

Teresa felt her left arm pop out of her shoulder, making her nearly drop the sword. Instead, she gritted her teeth and attacked the second Clubber she had shot in the eye, who had also now been kicked multiple times by the disemboweled Clubber, stealing its attention.

Teresa left a similar cut on this Clubber, jumping backwards as soon as she was done this time. She couldn’t catch herself in time and landed on her back, making the pain from her shoulder much more intense. However, she had not been hit by the Clubber this time around, and pain didn’t seem to have an effect on her HP.

Teresa panted, still out of breath as the two Clubbers slowly succumbed to their wounds. No matter how much she breathed, she felt like her lungs couldn’t hold enough air. Her heart was pounding, and sweat poured down her face. She checked her status screen, only to be shocked that her Stamina was still half full. She was having a hard time thinking clearly, and figured it was probably her injuries getting to her.

Teresa began healing her shoulder first, witnessing her healing magic pop her arm back into place for her. With her other hand, she healed her foot, the small bones that had broken were quickly repairing themselves. Getting another look at the battle, she decided she could hold off on overclocking her <Healing Touch> for now, as she might need the extra Mana.

The battle had returned to being in their favor, as Jake and Madeline had managed to kill the two Clubbers they were fighting, while Preston had also killed his own. Jake and Madeline were both fighting another Clubber, while Preston was fighting one as well. Discarding the two that were actively bleeding out next to Teresa, there should only be three remaining. If the Party was fighting two right now, the next and final Clubber would be the miniboss.

Teresa slowly healed up as she got the kill notifications for the Clubbers bleeding out, which came with its own surprise.

You Have Slain {Yectin Clubber (F) (lv 9)}

Experience Granted

You Have Slain {Yectin Clubber (F) (lv 7)}

Experience Granted

You Have Slain {Yectin Clubber (F) (lv 8)}

Experience Granted

Level Up!

Teresa hadn’t thought about it, but she had received a kill notification for damaging a Clubber earlier that had been finished off by Preston. When Sarah had gotten injured, Teresa had to stop fighting a Clubber and leave it to Preston. When she had returned to the fight, she had gotten the attention of one of the Clubbers again. It seemed that she had grabbed the attention of the Clubber Preston had been originally fighting, and not the one she offloaded onto him.

This resulted in her getting the kill notification on the two she just killed, as well as a kill notification for the one Preston had just finished off. Doing the math in her head, the first Clubber she killed this wave had given her 27% progression to her next level. If she solo killed one, and got half the experience from the other two kills, that would only add up to an additional 54% experience to what she already had. She had been at 31%, so this would have brought her up to 85%, not 100%.

Then again, the monsters were different levels, and she might have gotten more than half the experience on some of the monsters she assisted in killing. The party still wasn’t sure how experience was shared, and this event threw another puzzle at her to figure out later.

Teresa opened her status screen and put her unallocated point into Agility again, as she really needed to stop taking hits. She considered putting a point into Wisdom or Intelligence to bring her one step closer to healing Sarah, but decided against it. Like it or not, if Teresa only focused on her healing capabilities she would probably be forced to leave the Tutorial sooner. By keeping her fighting capability in top shape, she would be able to get more levels than she would by just focusing on her healing, which would ironically enough result in her becoming a better healer by the time she left the Tutorial.

She didn’t have the time to go over her status screen in too much detail as the miniboss had just made its way inside. Unlike the previous Clubbers, this one had six legs and a long, rat-like tail covered in scales. The monster screamed, its screech reminding Teresa of an Aztec death whistle.

Teresa’s injuries finished healing, and she sheathed her sword so she could draw her bow. She nocked an arrow and pulled back, once again trying to steady her breathing. She clearly didn’t understand how her Stamina worked, because she was still having a hard time breathing. It couldn’t be leftover poison from the Shaman in the last wave, she had already used <Healing Touch> on everybody in between waves, herself included.

What the hell was her problem?

Teresa released her shot, and the arrow glanced off the side of the Clubber. All things considered it was a decent shot, but the only part of the Clubber vulnerable to arrows was its face that was located on its chest. Trying to hit that target at an angle from even a short distance was tough.

The miniboss turned her way and began to charge, much quicker than the previous Clubbers. Teresa did not have time to draw another arrow before she had to dive out of the way of the charging monster, her increased Agility once again saving her.

Or so she thought.

The creature’s tail whipped around its side, slamming into Teresa just as she avoided the charge. The tail slammed into her right side, breaking multiple ribs and sending her tumbling along the concrete floor. Maybe Fortitude would have been a good choice as well.

Teresa had managed to hold onto her bow, but she was in no shape to draw the bowstring. Just moving her right arm sent pain through her whole body, and she could barely hold an arrow in her hand.

She overclocked her <Healing Touch> and struggled to her feet, blood seeping out from multiple scrapes. It would take about 40 seconds for her to heal her ribs, not accounting for any other damage she had just received. The Clubber would easily be able to charge her again in that timeframe, probably multiple times. She needed to think of some way to fight this thing.

Sparks flew towards the creature’s face, sizzling on the vulnerable flesh. The Clubber screeched, and Teresa had an idea, though she was unsure of how it would go. She couldn’t shoot an arrow with only half of her body, but she might be able to throw something.

Teresa scrambled to her pile of projectiles, grabbing a goblin spear with her left hand. It would be a pretty shit throw, all things considered, but it was better than nothing.

The Clubber began its charge again, Madeline’s sparks no longer having a viable angle to blind it. Teresa had the rubble of the broken balcony Sarah had once stood on behind her, giving her no space to run. A red wave of energy passed through the monster as Jake used his <Taunt>, making it hesitate for just a brief moment. However, the skill was not strong enough to completely steal its attention away and it resumed its charge.

Preston was sprinting over like an Olympic athlete, but he wouldn’t make it in time. Teresa briefly considered leaving the Tutorial, as it was not looking good for her, but the very thought made her heartbeat hurt worse than her ribs. Leaving now would doom Sarah, she had to survive somehow.

Teresa made up her mind. Who was she kidding, she wouldn’t be able to throw the spear nearly well enough to stop the Clubber. Even if she got a good hit in, the monster would still crush her right after. She glanced at a certain section in her status screen, and decided to take a gamble.

She charged towards the Clubber with the spear still in her hand.
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Each step forward made Teresa’s vision fade a little more. There was only so much willpower could do to keep the human body going. The odds of survival weren’t great at the moment, but Teresa was taking a gamble.

<Healing Touch> was at 99% progression, any moment now it would level up. Likewise, her class was at 97%, though she did not know what would happen when it reached 100%. No one had leveled up their class yet, as it was particularly slow to gain progression. Classes also didn’t seem to need kills to gain experience, and considering Teresa was in the process of healing a nasty injury, she should be just about to level both her skill and her class.

If Teresa had stayed where she was, she would have nowhere to dodge. The miniboss would have crushed her into the rubble, and it wouldn’t have mattered if she leveled up her skill or class because she would be dead.

So she just needed to accept an injury that had the lowest chance of killing her. The creature swung its clubbed head into the ground beside it as it charged, smashing the club into the concrete and sending debris flying.

Teresa just barely avoided a piece of debris that would have taken her head off, but didn’t stop the charge to meet the creature head on. The room had become larger than normal for this wave, but the monsters in this wave could easily cross from one side to another in seconds.

The distance between the two had barely taken a moment to cross, and Teresa gritted her teeth. The monster seemed ready for her to dive to the side again, having its tail ready to swing at one side and its clubbed head ready to swing at the other.

Unfortunately for the Clubber, Teresa was changing it up.

She jumped up at the creature head on, driving her spear into its right eye as they charged into each other. The creature screeched, and Teresa felt the wind get knocked out of her as her body slammed into the Clubber’s chest-face. The monster desperately tried to bite her, but her legs were curled up as she held onto the spear for dear life. Each motion from the Clubber caused the spear to wiggle more, enraging it further.

The creature turned hard, flinging Teresa back across the room and making her skip along the concrete floor once more. Taking that charge head on had been quite literally like being hit by a truck, and she was pretty sure her face was unrecognizable at the moment. Her right eye had swollen shut, and she had broken her sternum making her breathing even more difficult than it already was.

That was just from the initial impact. Being flung across the room had resulted in multiple deep gashes, and she was confident that she had more internal injuries she hadn’t noticed yet.

Weirdly enough, it didn’t hurt too bad. Teresa was definitely in shock, but she wasn’t complaining. Logically, she knew that she should be in agonizing pain, and decided to try not to think about it too much. Teresa wasn’t 100% sure how shock worked exactly, but she was confident the only reason she could think right now was due to her Intelligence stat now sitting at 15.

She reactivated <Healing Touch> in both of her hands, eyeing her Mana as it dropped even lower. As soon as the Mana made its way through her hands, she got two notifications.

Skill Level Up!

<Healing Touch: lv 0>

Type: Restoration Magic

Channel Mana to your touch and convert it into a healing energy. Use this energy to repair wounds and facilitate the healing process.

----->

<Healing Touch: lv 1>

Type: Restoration Magic

Channel Mana to your touch and convert it into a healing energy. Use this energy to repair wounds and facilitate the healing process. Your experience in healing your own wounds has made your restoration Mana become familiar with your state of being. Gain a slight boost to efficiency and efficacy to restoration Mana used to heal yourself.

Class Level Up!

Healer (F) Skill Selection Available!

Teresa hazily read through the notifications, in the process learning that if she tried she could see her screens without using her eyes. In the distance, she vaguely heard combat, but everything sounded like it was underwater. She probably had a concussion, and a quick look at her HP showed she was in terrible condition.

HP: (13.8/85)

Stamina: (20/85)

Mana: (9/139)

Using <Healing Touch> definitely did far more with less Mana than before the level up, but it still wasn’t so good that she could completely heal herself with just 9 Mana. She might be able to get herself into a stable condition, but it would be close. Teresa continued to heal herself when she focused on the second notification.

Healer (F) Skill Selection Available!

Just focusing on the notification brought up another screen, and it contained a list of different skills. Teresa finished healing the important parts of her head, mainly her brain and an eye. In the distance, the miniboss was attempting to fight Jake, Preston, and Madeline all at the same time with a spear sticking out of its eye. The party only seemed to sport minor wounds, and would certainly be able to kill the miniboss without any more casualties, it was just a matter of time.

Teresa decided that while healing herself, she would take the chance to look at the skills available to her. She wasn’t going to be very useful in this state anyways, and the fight was already in their favor. One of the last Clubbers Jake had been fighting was still alive with three of its legs missing or mutilated, it seemed they had remembered to make a crawler to stall out the time between waves.

They would be fine, surely. Teresa began looking through the available skills that had come from leveling up her healer class.

<Healing Aura: lv 0>

Type: Restoration Magic

Create a very low quality restoration Mana matrix around your Soul, causing all expended Mana to be converted into very low quality restoration Mana that will disperse in the area around you, slowly healing yourself and allies alike. This skill requires activation, and can be used at varying levels of intensity. The more allies affected, the greater the Mana cost. Other skills requiring Mana cannot be used at the same time as this skill.

The first option was a home run right out the gates. If Teresa could heal everyone in the party from a distance at the same time, she would be able to focus on fighting while still fulfilling her role as a healer. It also provided her with some healing, although she was a little hesitant at the mention of “very low quality restoration Mana”. How bad did it have to be for it to be labeled as very low quality? Even her <Healing Touch> didn’t mention its quality.

Still, she was sure it would level up quickly. This skill would be very useful for gaining experience, as she could be constantly healing everybody. Would she get kill notifications for every monster her party killed while being healed? On top of that, she was sure her class leveled up specifically from healing people. If she was always healing people, surely she would get another skill selection in no time.

Teresa’s vision began to fade, but she managed to bring herself back to reality. She had almost passed out, but she needed to stay conscious. If she stopped using <Healing Touch> she would likely die. Her Mana was getting dangerously close to 0, so she was only healing the most vital places. Mainly her head, chest, and the gashes that were bleeding the most. She wouldn’t be able to finish healing her broken sternum, but that wouldn’t kill her.

Bleeding out from a bunch of deep flesh wounds on the other hand? That would totally kill her. Probably for the best if she doesn’t let that happen. She had scabbed over almost all of her wounds, coagulating the blood to prevent her from bleeding out. Ironically enough, forming a scab also cost her some blood, so it was important to account for how much blood would be needed to even form a scab when trying to decide how close you were to bleeding out.

Damn, I really almost bleed out a lot. Maybe I should put some points into Vitality next time, Teresa thought. Shit, that and my Fortitude. Also my Strength would be nice, would make killing stuff a bit easier. But Agility has also really kept me alive… Fuck I need a bit of everything.

Teresa sighed as the last of her Mana was used up, bringing her Mana pool down to 0. She would live, probably. Her HP had dropped to the single digits, but it wasn’t dropping anymore. That was a good sign, right? Sure, her sternum was broken, none of her cuts had actually been fully healed, her breathing caused a weird wheezing sound and she couldn’t move her left leg, but that was rookie stuff that would kill some wave 1 noob.

Thankfully Teresa had grown stronger since the start of the Tutorial, so instead of killing her this had just seriously maimed her instead. Light work, no reaction.

“Fuckkkkkkk…” Teresa whispered to herself, the adrenaline wearing off. Her entire body was ablaze, and it hurt too much to even make a sound. Every jolt of pain made her flinch just enough to cause another jolt of pain, catching her in a brutal cycle.

Teresa tried to take her mind off the pain by focusing on absorbing Mana, but she couldn’t keep her attention focused long enough to really do anything. She could still think somewhat clearly, once again likely due to her stats, but she couldn’t expend effort through her body. She would have to wait for her Mana to recharge on its own.

Why am I complaining? Teresa asked herself, eyes watering. This isn’t half as bad as what happened to Sarah.

Teresa’s breathing became labored once more, and she shuddered as her heart attempted to start beating faster with her body in a wretched state. If Teresa didn’t survive, if she didn’t get stronger, Sarah would die.

She began to shiver, though she didn’t think she was that cold. It was probably just a shock thing. All Teresa really knew about shock was that it caused adrenaline to flow throughout your body, but that was pretty much it. It got mentioned in movies and TV shows all the time, but she had never actually seen someone go into shock.

Teresa was spiraling, having a full blown panic attack as she thought about her situation and how she could have changed things. Had she gone back to help Jake earlier instead of taking on one of the Clubbers on her own, maybe Sarah would still be fine. It wasn’t reasonable to expect Jake’s <Taunt> to single-handedly take the attention of all those monsters even with others attacking it. It had probably just been one unlucky swing from a Clubber that had done her in, but if Teresa had been there maybe things could have gone differently.

She continued to find reasons to blame herself, thinking of multiple “what ifs” that might have resulted in a better outcome. She gradually became aware she was having a panic attack, as they weren’t a new experience for her. Logically knowing that might have brought her just a little bit of relief, but it did nothing to stop her heart from pounding and her lungs from gasping for air.

A few minutes passed, and she was sure she heard the battle coming to an end. Her breathing had slowly gone back to normal, and while her heartbeat had slowed her chest still hurt.

She started processing her surroundings a bit better again and noticed the screen that had been constantly present in her vision. Oh yeah, new skill. I forgot.

Teresa had regained a little bit of Mana in that time, though it was still in the single digits. Regardless, she used it up with <Healing Touch>, feeling the restoration Mana go to various places throughout her body as needed. Strangely enough, a tiny bit entered her heart. Teresa was aware of the implications, and decided to try and get her mind back on track.

Skill selection Teresa, get to it. She thought. Teresa looked at the next skill after <Healing Aura>, and read its description.

<Purify: lv 0>

Type: Restoration Magic

Channel Mana to your touch and convert it into a healing energy. Use this energy to slowly destroy toxins at a similar level or weaker.

This skill would have been nice a wave ago, but what were the odds of Teresa fighting another poison user?


Okay, maybe the odds of Teresa fighting another poison user weren’t that low, but it was a very situational skill. Besides, her robes seemed to block poisons, so she was probably fine. Teresa decided between <Purify> and <Healing Aura>, she would pick the latter. There were more skills to read through, however, and she was not going to decide until she read them all.

<Magic Wellspring: lv 0>

Type: Buffing Magic

Channel Mana to your palm and create a projectile of low quality buffing Mana. Use this energy to grant a small buff to Intelligence and Wisdom. The efficacy of the buff is directly affected by your Intelligence, Wisdom, the skill level, and the stats of your target. You may only cast one buff on any given individual, and the duration of the buff is determined by the Mana expended.

Well shit, apparently the healer class came with some buffs she could apply to her party. <Magic Wellspring> on its own didn’t really seem that impressive, it would be able to help Teresa and Madeline, but that was about it. Then again, <Healing Aura> would most likely only help those in the frontlines who were receiving injuries minor enough that it didn’t justify using <Healing Touch>. Honestly, <Magic Wellspring> might not be a bad choice, now that Teresa thought about it more.

If she could boost her own Intelligence and Wisdom, her <Healing Touch> would also see some benefit, letting her use skills in tandem. Meanwhile, <Healing Aura> prevented Teresa from using other skills requiring Mana, so the synergy might not be as great.

As Teresa was thinking, she took a moment to watch the final moments of the battle still going on. It seemed the miniboss had decided to keep its distance from the party after receiving multiple wounds in close quarters. The room was trashed, as it had slammed its clubbed head into the ground to launch chunks of concrete at the party repeatedly. Jake had used his <Taunt> skill multiple times on the last creature, so it had a hard time targeting anyone else.

The miniboss had also been completely blinded by this point by Madeline, who had burnt the creature’s other eye. Preston darted in and out, using hit and run tactics to avoid taking a hit from the flailing miniboss. It was much harder to cut open its stomach like Teresa had done with the other Clubbers, as the miniboss had an extra set of legs that made going underneath it far more dangerous.

The party had slowly whittled it down, Preston leaving multiple cuts along its face while Jake smashed his axe into the creature’s front legs whenever possible. The scales on the miniboss were stronger, so his attacks weren’t able to do nearly as much damage as they could against the other Clubbers. Now, it was exhausted. The miniboss Clubber was panting for breath, and each swing of its head or tail was slow and clearly telegraphed.

The fight finally ended when Jake took the opportunity to bury his axe in the monster’s face, the slower movements allowing him to get close. The miniboss shuddered as its legs gave out, then everyone in the party got their kill notification.

You Have Slain {Royal Yectin Fledgling (F) (lv 12)}

Experience Granted

It hurt Teresa’s Soul a little bit to see the System describe the miniboss as a “fledgling” but then again she had also nearly died to some mosquitoes in the first wave. This Tutorial was either incredibly brutal or just giving them a reality check for what waited for them when it was all over.

Teresa still had one last skill to look over, so she got to it.

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 0>

Type: Restoration Magic

Channel Mana to your palm and create a projectile of carefully crafted restoration Mana. When impacted by this projectile, the target’s body will naturally convert Mana from their surroundings into restoration Mana that will assist the body in its healing processes. Restoration Magic used on a target affected by this spell will see an increase in efficacy. Duration is dependent on Mana cost.

Teresa was pretty sure this one was a winner. This one had the synergy with her <Healing Touch> that made <Magic Wellspring> so great, and it had similar healing properties to <Healing Aura> as well. Teresa knew from experience that absorbing Mana from her surroundings was very slow, so it most likely would not help nearly as much as her <Healing Touch>. Regardless, it allowed for her to heal people without needing to completely divert her attention.

More importantly, it might help her save Sarah.

<Healing Aura> said it couldn’t be used at the same time as another Mana using skill, and once Teresa was out of the Tutorial she would most likely use her <Healing Touch> due to its higher efficacy.

She considered waiting to talk with the group about her decision, but she was confident that <Facilitated Restoration> was the best choice available to her. Teresa selected the skill in her mind, and felt a slight change inside her. The skill selection screen disappeared, and Teresa opened her status screen now that the wave was practically over.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 3 (F) (19%)

Class: Healer lv 1 (F) (2%)

HP: (9.1/85)

Stamina: (23/85)

Mana: (1/139)

Strength: 7

Fortitude: 4

Endurance: 7

Vitality: 7

Agility: 7

Intelligence: 15

Wisdom: 11

Perception: 9

Unallocated Points: 0

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (0.8%)>

<Mana Control: lv 1 (7%)>

<Healing Touch: lv 1 (3%)>

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 0 (0%)

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

<Tutorial: Power Hungry>

}

All things considered, Teresa had seen a substantial increase in her capabilities after this wave. She had even gotten a good chunk of experience from the miniboss dying, which had brought her progression to her next level all the way up to 19%.

She heard multiple sets of footsteps rapidly approaching her as the party rushed to her location. Teresa could just barely move a little at this point, so she slightly shifted herself to look at Preston who was the fastest to reach her.

“Holy fuck, you’re alive?”
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Jake had seen Teresa get ragdolled across the room after crashing into the miniboss, and he was certain he had just watched her die. He had used his <Taunt>, multiple times even. The damn Clubbers seemed to have a natural resistance to it, probably due to their own tank-like nature.

It was all Jake’s fault. He blamed himself, he was the tank in the party. Now, two of his party members were dead, and there was no way they could keep going like this. They could certainly finish off this wave, Jake wasn’t going to let any of these Yectin Clubbers live. However, there was no way the three of them could take on the 5th wave alone.

Had Jake just been more aggressive from the start, used his axe and did more damage then maybe that Clubber wouldn’t have gone after Sarah. Three Clubbers had been focused on him until a shot from Sarah managed to hit one between its scales on the side of its body. The Clubber had then decided Jake wasn’t a worthy target anymore, and turned its focus to her.

He had used <Taunt> immediately, but it didn’t work. He had spammed that skill multiple times by now, to the point where it was almost level 1. Still, the monster had just ignored it and went for Sarah.

There were lots of ways it could have gone differently. If he had been less worried about taking hits and blocking strikes, then he could have dealt some damage himself. They had a damn healer in the group after all, so long as it wasn’t a single lethal hit he would live. Teresa had already saved his ass in the wave against the Shaman, so why was he being so damn careful. It was his job to get hit.

Then, later in the fight, Teresa had been put in a bad place by the miniboss. He didn’t see the first impact, but he saw Teresa slide along the ground leaving a red trail behind her. He finished cutting through a Clubber’s leg, the one he was going to leave alive between waves, and used his <Taunt> on the miniboss to try and buy her some time.

The monster had just ignored it like the Clubber earlier and charged at Teresa. He used his <Taunt> again, but all that did was make the monster hesitate for a brief moment.

The two collided into each other in a jousting match from hell, and Teresa had been hit with the force of a truck from the impact. She had managed to hold on to a spear in the thing’s fucking eye, but got sent flying before anyone could reach her.

Her body had bounced against the concrete as she skipped across the room, completely limp. He could hear her bones break, and his Perception stat was a fucking 4. Jake had been healed by Teresa’s <Healing Touch> before, it had saved his life even. He knew that healing was what her class was all about, but he still felt indebted to her.

Regardless, there was no way her <Healing Touch> would be able to help her in time for what just happened. She had been struck multiple times by the miniboss, and trails of her blood stained the floor in multiple locations.

Teresa was dead, that much was certain. She didn’t even make a sound after she finally became stationary, and if she was breathing he didn’t see it. He had only met most of these people yesterday, but he had already fought in life or death battles with them multiple times. He would consider them all friends, and even ignoring the circumstances they all seemed like people he could gladly get along with normally.

Now two were dead, and he could have done something to stop that.

The miniboss screamed as it bled from the spear in its eye. It reached its tail around to its face and managed to pull it out, though the process of doing so had made it bleed more. One eye was down, one more and the thing would be blind.

Sparks flew over his head towards the miniboss, and Jake took the opportunity to charge forward. Preston also made his way towards the thing, sword at the ready.

The miniboss swung its head into the ground, launching chunks of concrete at Jake and Preston. Preston dodged to the side, while Jake simply held his shield out in front of him and kept charging.

He had already reached level 2 in this wave, and had put the extra point into Endurance. Using his shield and armor drained Stamina constantly, and he wasn’t sure what would happen if he ran out of Stamina in the middle of a fight while wearing full metal armor. He didn’t particularly want to find out, either.

He easily kept his momentum as his shield was peppered by debris. Before he even reached the miniboss, Madeline managed to land some sparks on its other eye. The monster screeched, almost completely blind now. It flailed its head wildly as Jake approached, and it only took a moment for it to slam its head against Jake’s shield.

He felt the vibrations from the impact in his arms, and he struggled to keep his balance. Jake had blocked strikes from the clubbed heads of these monsters before, but the miniboss was clearly a step above the others. Its strength and speed were all around higher, and it even seemed to behave a little smarter.

The Clubber whipped its tail at Jake, wrapping it around him. It started to squeeze, but Jake still had the tip of a mosquito leg to use as a knife. He plunged the leg into the tail and it quickly retracted, sending him tumbling. 

Preston took advantage of the moment and left a gnarly cut across the creature's face, leaving a diagonal slice behind. It yelled once again, and swung its head in Preston’s direction. He was able to easily dodge, as the monster was blind, but he still had to be careful getting close.

The fight was going to be easy enough, but they still had to be cautious. Teresa had blinded and distressed the creature in her last moments, giving Madeline only one eye to target for her <Embers>. This had been accomplished quickly due to the creature’s panicked state, and now it was time to kill it with a million cuts.

Jake and Preston continued hacking away at the miniboss, one piece at a time. Anytime the boss tried to open its remaining eye, it was blasted by sparks. There was barely any risk left in the fight, it was just the monster was hard to hit and had a lot of health.

Eventually, they managed to bring it down. It was a boring and arduous final fight, where the monster gradually grew more exhausted as it received wound after wound. Jake barely felt satisfied seeing the kill notification, and even though he was close to level 3 he felt no joy from this.

He took a step back and surveyed the room. He knew Sarah’s body wasn’t going to be anywhere, she had left the Tutorial in her final moments. Teresa, on the other hand, he saw her body across the room, still painted dark red with blood.

Jake started walking towards her, though he wasn’t sure what he was going to do. They hadn’t considered this, what do they do with the body of a party companion? They could bury her, but that felt wrong to do in the Tutorial. Could they really just leave her corpse here? It felt immoral, but what else were they going to do? It's not like they could bring her out of the Tutorial and give her family a body to bury.

He stopped before he made it to her, unable to take another step. He needed to take a moment, prepare himself mentally for what he was about to see. His eyes started watering, and he couldn’t help but fall to his knees. He cried quietly, the loss of both Sarah and Teresa overwhelming him. It had just been so sudden.

Preston went ahead, taking the initiative. Madeline was making her way over too, but everyone seemed hesitant to see their dead companion.

Everyone froze as they saw movement, and Teresa had shifted over to look at them. Jake dry heaved, his eyes wide as he tried to process what he just saw.

The only one to speak was Preston.

“Holy fuck, you’re alive?”

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Teresa was still having a hard time seeing, or speaking for that matter. Regardless, she made an effort.

“Yup.” Teresa responded in a whisper. She cringed inwardly at the sound of her voice, it made her sound more hurt than she really was. It’s not like she was about to die or anything, her Mana would recover before then. Speaking of her Mana, there was something that could help with that. “Staff.”

She saw rustling in front of her, and Madeline gently placed the staff in one of her palms. Teresa focused on the staff, using it to recover Mana quicker. The staff absorbed Mana all along its surface area, and channeled all through Teresa’s palm at once. It was also quicker at absorbing Mana from the surroundings than Teresa, making the improvement noticeable.

“Here, I’ll go get you some water sweetie.” Madeline said softly, her voice sounding like she was both relieved and on the verge of tears. Teresa couldn’t blame her, they all probably thought Sarah was dead after all. She would tell them about the plan to save her as soon as she could.

“I hate to ruin the moment but I got bad news, I think the crawler is going to bleed to death.” Preston said, looking back at the last Clubber that had been maimed and left alive. Teresa could barely see if it was squirming or not, but there was a big puddle of red around the creature. It was missing two legs and the other two were broken, making it completely unable to move. It also seemed to have passed out from blood loss, as its clubbed head was even laying flat against the floor.

“Me, there, now.” Teresa whispered in bursts, each word making her realize just how dry her throat was. Madeline had good thinking with going to get water, she could really use some.

“What? No.” Preston said incredulously. “Are you even going to survive? Look at yourself dude, I think you should take the priority here.”


“I agree.” She heard Jake say. “I don’t think we could make it another wave anyways, we should leave the Tutorial now while we can.”

“I was going to suggest the same thing.” Madeline said as she returned with a few bottles of water. “We barely made it through the fourth wave with five of us, there’s no way we’ll make it through with wave 5 with only four. Sarah’s already given her life in this stupid Tutorial, should we stick around and wait until someone else does the same?”

“No.” Teresa whispered. She channeled Mana to her free hand and used her new skill <Facilitate Restoration> to create a glowing green ball of flames in her hand. She pointed her palm at herself and fired the skill, giving herself increased restoration. She wasn’t sure how long it would last, but she wanted to try it out. Besides, it would help her <Healing Touch> be more efficient on herself as well. “I can save Sarah.”

“How?” Jake asked, his voice empty. “I’m sorry Teresa, but she’s probably already gone by now. The state she was in when she left wasn’t survivable, even by your standards.”

“Well, technically she’s still alive if she left.” Madeline interjected. “Even if we all leave at different times, we arrive outside the Tutorial at the same time, remember?”

“Okay yeah, you’re right. I forgot about that tidbit, but still. She’ll die within seconds after we get back, what are you going to do? Heal her?” Jake asked, then realization dawned on him. “Oh fuck, you’re going to try and heal her when you leave the Tutorial.”

“I didn’t even think of that.” Preston said, eyes wide. “I don’t know how realistic that is, truthfully. Madeline was right, we barely made it through the fourth wave with five of us. How are we going to beat the fifth with four of us? Could you really get that strong before you’re forced to leave the Tutorial?”


“Yes.” Teresa answered. She wasn’t actually sure if she could, but she was willing to die trying. “Crawler, now.”

The party all exchanged looks, and after a moment’s hesitation Preston and Madeline both began to carry Teresa. Jake would have helped, but his metal armor would hurt like a bitch holding her up right now.

They approached the crawler carefully, watching it for any sudden movements. One kick, and Teresa’s condition would certainly become even more dire than it already was. She continued to absorb Mana from the staff, and it seemed her improved <Mana Control> along with her higher Intelligence stat each enhanced her ability to absorb Mana using the staff.

The Clubber was a lot larger than a human was, so its wounds would take a lot more to heal. However, Teresa wasn’t going to heal it completely, just enough to stay alive like her. She placed her palm near a bloody stump and began using <Healing Touch>, focusing on just coagulating the blood rather than repairing the flesh.

Teresa had gotten pretty good at making scabs to cover wounds, and she managed to stop the bleeding from one limb in around 25 seconds. It was only that slow because of the size of the creature, and it drained all of her Mana again.

They had to wait a few minutes for her to restock her Mana pool, and then she was back to healing the Clubber. While coagulating the blood, she realized something neat about her <Facilitated Restoration>. 

She couldn’t properly sense how the skill was working in her current state, but she sensed that some of the Mana her body absorbed from her surroundings was restoration Mana. The extra Mana did not inhibit her absorption of regular Mana at all, but seemed to just be an extra bit of Mana entering her body already attuned to restoration. It flowed into various parts of her body, gradually making her heal everywhere at an equally slow pace. It was nowhere near the scale of <Healing Touch>, but was still a nice, passive way to heal.

The thing she had noticed, however, was she could vaguely control the restoration Mana in her body before it was used to heal her. As a matter of fact, she was pretty sure she could use the restoration Mana from <Facilitated Restoration> in her own body to help heal someone being healed with her <Healing Touch>.

In other words, she could pause her own healing to heal something else faster. Of course, she wasn’t going to do that for this Clubber, it would live with just her <Healing Touch>. Teresa herself needed all the health she could get, and she even felt like the passive buff provided by <Facilitated Restoration> was going to run out soon.

She was still going to have to explain how class level ups worked to the party, as Teresa was sure they were wondering how she had just clearly used a brand new skill earlier. It would also just have to wait until she was in better con-

“I have a confession to make.” Madeline said solemnly. Everyone turned their attention to her, and she took a shaky breath before speaking again. “It’s my fault what happened to Sarah. Earlier during the wave, I leveled up my class. It didn’t give me any stats, or the level itself didn’t at least. I got a title for being the first to do that in the party, but the level let me learn a new skill. I could have gotten something that would have helped us in the fight, but I chose this one instead.”

A screen appeared in front of Madeline, showing her newly learned skill.

            

    
        Chapter 15: Blame

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 15: Blame

<Familial Duty: lv 0>

Type: Karmic Magic

Your strong desire to reunite with your family has caused your Soul to strengthen the karmic bonds between you and your immediate family members whom you have the strongest karmic bonds with. You may pull on these karmic bonds to get a sense for your family.

“I had other options.” Madeline said unsteadily. “Some skills that could have really helped with killing the Clubbers. But I wanted to know if my daughter was safe. Once I get out of this Tutorial, I need to find her, I need to find my Mackenzie. Then, barely even a minute after I chose <Familial Duty>... Sarah…”

“No.” Jake interjected. “I’m the tank for the party, I’m the one who’s supposed to be taking the hits. If I hadn’t relied so heavily on my <Taunt> and used my axe more, then maybe the Clubber wouldn’t have lost its focus on me.”


“Had I fought more with the team, then this could have been avoided.” Preston said quietly, eyes looking down.

“It’s everyone’s fault.” Teresa whispered, her voice now just barely repaired enough to speak consistently. “Everyone could have done something. Preston and I both could have fought alongside the team, Jake could have distracted better, and Madeline could have picked a different skill.”

Teresa cleared her throat, taking a deep breath before she continued.

“And Sarah could have avoided the attack better.” She admitted. This got her a few glares, but she didn’t back down. As cold as it was, it was true. Sarah had been tied for second highest Agility at the start of the wave with Teresa, she probably just hadn’t expected an attack to come her way and hesitated too long. “All of us messed up or could have done better, but none of us are soldiers. We can’t expect perfection from our fighting, but we can still improve. Sarah isn’t dead yet, and it looks like there’s two more quests after the waves, or at least two more parts to the same quest. We get stronger, we help her when we leave the Tutorial. That’s all there is to it.”

“As soon as I got my <Familial Duty>, I was prepared to leave the Tutorial once the wave was over, regardless of how it went.” Madeline said. She paused, and then sighed. “I want to help Sarah, I really do. So I’ll stay for now, but I’ve got people too. I have to make sure my baby is safe, and I need to be alive to do that. The second things get dicey, I’m leaving the Tutorial. Between Sarah and Mackenzie, please understand that I have to choose Mackenzie.”

Teresa nodded.

“Of course, I wouldn’t expect anything else.” Teresa replied. “We all have people to worry about, and I don’t think anyone should give their lives to maybe save Sarah. Though if you do leave the Tutorial, please don’t take the staff with you. I might need it.”

Madeline nodded in return, and it seemed the party had come to an understanding. They would stay in the Tutorial for now, and do their best to get stronger for Sarah while minimizing the risks to their own lives.

Of course, Teresa had no intention of leaving the Tutorial until she was strong enough, but she wasn’t going to tell her party that. She had already come to terms with her potential death, and this made things easier. Better to hear someone you knew died from the Tutorial and not suicide, or at least Teresa thought so.

The interior of the room was still expanded, making it far larger than the lobby of the Statue of Liberty would typically be. The room had expanded at the beginning of the fourth wave, and the ceiling was still gone. Teresa noted to herself once again how this made no sense, as the Statue of Liberty was supposed to be right above the lobby, but what did she know about magically altered national monuments? Sure, the Statue of Liberty was on top of the pedestal in which the lobby resided, but the monument was also supposed to be on an island. Not the middle of a desert.

She continued to heal herself slowly, her recovery only limited by her Mana. Even with her current struggles, she did not regret putting her unallocated points into Agility. She may be out of Mana now, but she had leveled up in the last wave. Next time, Teresa would have much more Mana to use on healing.

Despite their agreement to go for another wave, everyone seemed lost and unsure of what to do. They didn’t know if the room was going to shrink back to a normal size after the last Clubber was killed. If it did shrink, they had the issue of predicting how that would interact with anything they set up. If they repaired the spike wall of mosquito legs and deer corpses, how large would it need to be? If they made it too small and the room shrank back to normal, monsters would be able to just go around the side of the wall. If they made it too big and the room shrank in on the spike wall, then who knew what would happen.

Maybe it would crush the perimeter of the wall, scrunching everything together and making the spikes far more dense. Maybe the room wouldn’t shrink back to normal at all, and the spike wall would be completely useless. There were a lot of possibilities of things that could go wrong, not to mention the horrible condition of the room.

Previously, the room had two balconies spanning opposite sides of the lobby that Madeline and Sarah had attacked from. Now, one of the balconies was turned into rubble that had made the ground far less even. Additionally, there were multiple craters and piles of debris from the Clubbers’ head smashes. This made the environment far less easy to navigate for the party in combat, and the odds of tripping had significantly increased.

It would totally suck to die in the Tutorial because someone slipped on a random rock.

After some more discussion, the party came to the consensus that the lobby was a lost cause. It had served them well in the previous waves, but it was no longer suitable to their needs. They considered using the gift shop as a defensive position, but it was too cramped to fight in. Swinging an axe or a sword around in the middle of a gift shop would be incredibly difficult, and they would likely get overrun immediately.

There was also a bookstore, a cafe, and the information center. However, all of these locations had the same issue of being either too small or too cramped. Sarah had mentioned earlier that there was a museum inside of the pedestal, however the doors that led deeper into the pedestal from the lobby were still locked. Jake and Preston both attempted to force it open using their increased Strength, however the doors did not even budge when ramming into it at full speed with a shield.

Teresa had finally finished healing herself when the last remaining Clubber woke up, and began to scream with its terrifyingly human voice. It slammed its head against the ground repeatedly, trying desperately to move. The loud noise and occasional flying rock made it difficult to think clearly for the half of the party that didn’t have boosted mental stats, and regardless of one’s mental stats no one had the Perception to hear anyone else clearly with the screaming and thrashing.

The party went outside, putting distance between them and the Clubber. Upon leaving the lobby, everyone turned back to see how it looked from the outside only to be completely flabbergasted.

From the front of the entrance, the doorway had increased in size to look like a giant portal to the expanded lobby. Looking at the pedestal from any other angle made it seem completely normal, as if there wasn’t a super-sized lobby held within. Teresa made a note to herself that once she got out of the Tutorial, she wanted to figure out how that worked. If she could learn freaking space magic, that would be awesome.

For now, she still had other priorities. The party continued to discuss other options of what to do in the next wave, and they ultimately narrowed it down to a few choices.

They had agreed that their best bet would be to climb one of the buildings and hold out on the roof. At first, they had all thought about climbing the side of the pedestal holding up the Statue of Liberty. It was quite literally shaped like a fortress, however it had problems of its own.

Preston had climbed up the side using his increased Agility, and found that the pedestal would be great to fight on. The party had fashioned a rope out of shirts looted from the gift shop with the words “I Survived The Statue Of Liberty” printed on them in various fonts and designs. As soon as Teresa and Madeline had climbed up the side using the rope, they both felt something was off.

They shared a look as Jake attempted to climb the shirt-rope, only for it to come undone due to the weight of his armor. Preston and Jake began discussing taking off his armor and hauling it up once piece at a time, but Teresa and Madeline vetoed the idea.

It wasn’t that the pedestal was a bad position or that getting Jake’s armor up the side of a building was too difficult. They had already gone over the plan to bring his armor up one piece at a time if the rope couldn’t hold his weight. There was a much, much bigger problem that made the top of the pedestal an awful option.

It was constantly absorbing their Mana.

There was a metric shitload of Mana coursing through the concrete, so much that Teresa couldn’t make heads or tails of its purpose. If she had to wager a guess, it probably had something to do with the lobby being far larger than what the dimensions of the building should allow, though Teresa couldn’t be sure. She didn’t exactly have a lot of insight on how space magic would work, but there sure was a lot of Mana coursing through the roof of the pedestal.

The concrete acted like a vacuum that absorbed all of the Mana above the pedestal, including the Mana within their bodies. After pointing it out, everyone who had made it to the top of the pedestal opened their status screens. Sure enough, everyone’s Mana was rapidly depleting. If they tried to fight on top of the pedestal, they would have to do it without any Mana at all. That would mean none of Teresa or Madeline’s skills would work. Only Jake and Preston’s weapon mastery skills would work, that being their <Bulwark> and <One Armed Weaponry> skills respectively as they only used Stamina.

That would mean no heals from Teresa, no <Embers> from Madeline, no <Taunt> from Jake, and no <Dash> from Preston. That was completely unacceptable, fighting on ground level out in the open would probably yield better results.

The party climbed back down the side of the pedestal, Preston managing to untie the rope and scale the side on his own. There were three buildings remaining that they could climb. There was the information center, the gift shop, and the building that contained both the cafe and the bookstore.

Ultimately, they decided to stay on top of the information center. The roof had the simplest, flattest shape to it while being a reasonable size to defend. The other rooftops seemed like they would be harder to defend if something began crawling up the side. If the interiors of these buildings had been too small, the rooftops were too big. The entire benefit of staying on a rooftop was that they could attack a monster as it climbed, but if the perimeter of the rooftop was too big they could get overwhelmed.

The information center rooftop was rectangular and flat, while also being sturdy enough for the party to not risk falling through. If the next wave of monsters were particularly good at demolition like the Clubbers had been, they would have a problem. However, that was a risk they had to be willing to take. The only other option was to stand in the plaza out in the open, where they could be swarmed from all sides.

Teresa had noticed more than a few glances being shot her way since the last wave, though she couldn’t blame them for it. She held a lot of responsibility now, as she was the only chance the party had at saving Sarah. They had all even agreed that if possible, they should make sure Teresa gets the most experience. This hadn’t been her idea, as she actually felt that sharing the experience as a party would be more beneficial, but everyone else dismissed this.

They weren’t planning on beating the Tutorial after all, just getting Teresa strong enough to heal Sarah. However, Teresa knew better. She had seen the condition Sarah was in better than anyone, and she knew she was a long ways away from being able to help her. There was a solid chance that if Teresa wanted to be strong enough to heal Sarah, she would have to see this through to the very end of the Tutorial.

The party made their usual rounds of preparation, with some modifications. Normally, both Madeline and Teresa would use their Mana to repair everyone’s equipment. Now, they took the extra time to ensure Teresa was the only one doing this. Repairing equipment with Mana didn’t provide any experience for increasing your personal level, but it gave her practice that benefitted her <Mana Control> skill. It wasn’t exactly a healing skill, but any boost to Teresa’s magical capabilities would be handy for her end goal.

They also agreed that they should take a much longer break between waves this time around. The last Clubber could barely move, and just thrashed about still in the lobby. Teresa had managed to level up her <Mana Control> in between waves before by using her Mana to discover her Soul. Now, she would attempt to do something similar once again.


Last time it had been simple curiosity on the mechanics of Mana that had led Teresa to leveling up a skill, and now it would be determination to save someone’s life. They didn’t have an infinite amount of time for her to practice, as there was only so much food in the gift shop and the cafe that wouldn’t go bad soon. There was frozen food as well, but Teresa had to think past the next wave.

According to the questline, this would be the fifth and final wave. Afterwards, there would be two more quests, and if the Tutorial followed the same rules of progression as most video games the next quests would each be harder.

Between the four of them, they had enough food for roughly 60 days. Teresa said roughly, as they weren’t entirely positive on how to ration food. A lot of the meals in the cafe didn’t have any nutrition facts on them, but there were a lot of burgers, chicken fingers, fish and chips, and pizzas. While Teresa certainly wasn’t complaining about the options, she was certain she would need to use her healing magic on everyone’s stomachs in the long term. At least it would be good practice.

After some more discussion and planning, the party decided they would spend at least two weeks practicing their skills. This was something everyone could benefit from, even if no one would gain any personal levels from it. Once the two weeks were up, they would decide if they should continue with training their skills or move onto the next wave.

They would each take turns watching the last Clubber for eight hours at a time, minus Teresa. She would occasionally check in on it to make sure it wasn’t at risk of dying anytime soon, but Teresa’s healing skills were the only reason that the party hadn’t already left the Tutorial.

Teresa was going to train the ever living shit out of her skills.
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Mana coursed through Teresa’s arm towards her palm as a glowing ball of green fire hovered just above her hand. The fire had no harmful properties, and it did not radiate heat in the same manner normal fire typically would. Rather than heat, it emitted the very feeling of comfort in a small area. The light from the fire was also tinted green, and Teresa felt it was possible to change the intensity of the light by using more Mana.

However, <Facilitated Restoration> wasn’t a skill to be used as a light source. That wasn’t the direction she was planning on taking it, but rather just an experiment to get more familiar with the skill and how it interacted with Mana.

In her other hand, she was using <Healing Touch>. It was actually kind of difficult to use the two skills at the same time. It was like trying to draw a circle with one hand and a square with the other simultaneously. Weirdly enough, Teresa was pretty sure she could do that far easier than before the System. She definitely still favored her right hand by a wide margin, but her ability to focus on two things at once had improved with her Intelligence stat.

It had been four hours since Teresa had begun training her skills. She had started out with trying to use both her <Facilitated Restoration> and <Healing Touch> at the same time. She had an idea she was working towards, but wasn’t entirely sure if it would work.

For starters, she needed to be able to use both skills actively and in stable condition. While she was confident she wouldn’t have had the coordination to do something like this before the System, she was inching her way towards something that resembled progression.

She was seated in the cafe, the Mana recharging staff in her lap. Mentally, she noted she should try to improve her ability to absorb Mana, maybe even try to do it while actively using skills. For now, that was both out of reach and unrelated to her current goal.

Frequently, either <Healing Touch> or <Facilitated Restoration> would sputter and stop due to difficulties keeping both active simultaneously. Teresa had plenty of experience using <Healing Touch> in both hands, but two different skills was just much harder.

While she mostly just needed to channel Mana to the right parts of her hands to use the skills, keeping Mana flowing consistently in the correct manner was incredibly difficult. With <Healing Touch>, her Mana was transformed into restoration Mana that coated her palm. With <Facilitated Restoration>, her Mana was transformed into restoration Mana, however it was in a different state. It was like comparing water and ice, technically they were both the same thing, but in different states.

The restoration Mana from her <Healing Touch> was in a state that barely left Teresa’s body. It clung to her skin like water. The restoration Mana from <Facilitated Restoration> did leave her body entirely, and a tiny stream of regular Mana was used to keep the restoration Mana near her palm. The restoration Mana was eager to get as far away from Teresa’s palm as possible, which explained how the green ball of fire was shot like a projectile.

Teresa’s understanding of it was that it behaved somewhat like a magnet. Positive repelled positive and negative repelled negative, while positive and negative magnetic fields attracted each other. Restoration Mana repelled unattached restoration Mana, and it was attracted to regular Mana. The regular Mana kept the detached restoration Mana in place while she channeled more restoration Mana into the ball of fire. It was probably an oversimplified understanding, but it would do for now.

Trying to keep the ball of fire in place on its own was trivial, though it became harder as she tried to put more Mana into the skill. Trying to maintain restoration Mana in two different states at the same time required her utmost concentration, getting distracted for just a moment was enough to make one of the skills sputter out.

This was incredibly difficult for Teresa, who was very easily distracted. She kept noting other interesting things that she would look into later, which on the one hand gave her a lot of stuff to put on her todo list. On the other hand, it kept messing her up at what she was doing in the moment.

Just as she was feeling like she made some more progress, both of her skills fizzled out. She had run out of Mana again, meaning it was time to practice absorbing more.

The Soul naturally produced Mana on its own, and the body was able to absorb Mana from its surroundings into one’s Soul. This was slower than passively producing Mana by a long shot, but actively absorbing Mana didn’t hinder one’s ability to produce it. This made absorbing Mana a net positive so long as you weren’t in a situation that required your full attention.

Considering all Teresa was doing at the moment was working on improving her skills, this was the perfect opportunity to focus on absorbing Mana. Doing some good old fashioned guestimation, she assumed absorbing Mana increased her Mana recovery rate by around 10%. Using the staff to help absorb Mana increased it to somewhere around 15%. These numbers were in no way perfect representations of her Mana recovery speed, but Teresa was taking baby steps in her progress.

She knew from her time doing kickboxing that forming bad habits early on would impact her later on, and breaking bad habits was incredibly difficult. Teresa had a habit of dropping her right hand a little after throwing a lead hook, and the coach teaching the kickboxing elective had to hit it out of her when working with pads.

Trying to do too much at once was a surefire way to form bad habits and false assumptions. Teresa wasn’t entirely confident about what counted as a bad habit when it came to magic, but she was being very careful to not get lazy with any of her experiments.

She focused on getting a steady stream of Mana to be absorbed through her palms and flow smoothly to her Soul. She had the most experience with manipulating Mana around her palms, so this was a good starting point. This was the second time she had run out of Mana while training, so she was already familiar with this stage of the process.

Doing this, she was able to absorb just as much Mana through her palms as she would if she tried absorbing Mana through her entire body at once. Previously whenever she had absorbed Mana, she had been trying to do too much at once, resulting in her doing a very inefficient and poor job. Just focusing on the Mana flowing through her palms made her hands behave like Mana vacuums, sucking up the Mana from her surroundings much quicker.

She took some inspiration from the pedestal rooftop that had been absorbing Mana. Instead of just letting whatever Mana that happened to be near her get absorbed, she actively tried pulling Mana towards her hands to absorb it quicker. It was like using a new limb she never had before, a limb that had the hand-eye coordination of a toddler. She felt she could absorb more Mana at once, but then it would come in clumpy globs of Mana rather than a steady steam. She felt it was safe to assume keeping smooth control over the process was a good habit to form.

She couldn’t compare to the efficiency of the pedestal, which would have been able to take all of her Mana in minutes. Regardless, she figured she could consider the pedestal’s absorption of Mana to be something to aspire to. Teresa gradually increased the surface area she was absorbing Mana through, adding just a little bit more to the steady stream she was taking from the environment.

Eventually, she would be able to absorb Mana smoothly with her entire body. For now, she would be happy getting this level of smooth absorption to spread from her palms to the edges of her hands. Increasing the surface area she was absorbing Mana through was like brushing your hair one strand at a time, except even slower.

It involved multitasking that was made easier with her Intelligence stat. That stat had come into use quite a bit with magic, which clearly showed why her class highly favored that stat. She still refused to put any more unallocated points into it for her next level up, but she did look forward to her next jump in her mental stats.

Teresa had to focus on both taking Mana from her environment, and guiding it to her soul within her body. It was a similar issue to using two different skills at the same time. Just focusing on the Mana around her was easy, and just focusing on the Mana inside of her was also easy. Focusing on both? Insanely difficult.

For starters, she barely understood environmental Mana. How was Mana even made? She understood her Soul produced Mana, but not how. Her environment also had Mana, but she wasn’t sure where it came from. She already had a hard time discovering where Mana came from in her own body where her senses were the strongest, how was she supposed to tell where all this environmental Mana was produced?

She figured this was why her class gave a +1 in Perception for each level up. Being able to sense Mana in her surroundings and in a patient would both come in handy, probably increasing her efficiency. Being a <System Newcomer> and all, she had a lot of questions she wanted to explore and look into. It was just that all of these questions took a lot of effort to find an answer to, and even with two whole weeks just focused on Mana she was sure there would still be a lot she didn’t know.

She added looking into environmental Mana to her todo list. There were a lot of things on that todo list that involved experimenting with Mana, and she wasn’t sure if she even could answer some of her questions.

Teresa shook her head and tried to stay focused on her current task. Absorb a steady stream of Mana, keep it steady, make the stream a tiny bit bigger, repeat. It was monotonous work that required her full attention, but that was what it took to become stronger.

It took around half an hour to fully replenish her Mana, and she had just slightly improved her ability to absorb more. She was tempted to look at her status screen, but decided against it. If she kept checking how close she was to leveling up a skill, she would never be able to focus.

Teresa took a deep breath and got back to work casting both <Healing Touch> and <Facilitated Restoration> at the same time. Keeping these skills active didn’t require a significant amount of Mana, as she wasn’t actually using her skills on anything. It took a little bit to maintain both skills, but so long as she was not actively healing anyone she didn’t really need too much to keep it going.

Within another hour she smiled, both of her skills setting a record of being active for an entire minute without stuttering. She moved her hand that was using <Healing Touch>, and immediately her skills began to flicker again. Moving at all seemed to make it even more difficult, so she decided she needed to master just staying still with both skills first.

She spent another hour and a half on this before she ran out of Mana again, and the cycle continued. Absorption practice, dual casting practice, repeat. Several cycles later, she was pretty sure she could keep both skills active indefinitely, so long as she had the Mana and didn’t move a muscle.

By this point, it was late at night and Teresa hadn’t eaten since she began training. It had been a long day, between Sarah and all of the training she was exhausted. She decided to call it quits for day one, she just needed to eat something and sleep for a little while. She stood up from her chair in the cafe and made her way back into the kitchen.

In the kitchen was Jake and Preston, as Madeline was on Clubber duty at the moment. They were both covered in sweat, likely from training their weapon mastery skills.

“I’m telling you dude, Narnia is not an isekai.” Jake said,

“They get transported to a fantasy world, it is totally an isekai.” Preston responded.

“It can’t be, there has got to be some sort of technicality that makes it not an isekai. If I could use Google right now I would totally prove it. Besides, Narnia isn’t Japanese.”

“It doesn’t have to be Japanese to be an isekai- oh hey Teresa. Can you tell this guy that Narnia is an isekai?” Preston asked with a teasing smile as Jake rolled his eyes.

“How would I know, you’re the only people I’ve ever met who knows what isekai is, and I had to learn about it from you.” Teresa answered with a smile. “How are your skills coming along?”


“It’s been a bit easier for me than Preston to practice them.” Jake replied. “My <Bulwark> only takes Stamina, and my <Taunt> only takes Mana, so I can work on one skill until I’m exhausted then move onto the other, although my Mana recharges at an unbelievably slow rate.”

“My <One Armed Weaponry> only takes Stamina as well, but my <Dash> takes both Stamina and Mana to work. I make up for it by trying to train both at the same time, but I’ve been burning through my Stamina pretty quick. I gotta invest some points into Endurance.” Preston said. He and Jake shared a look, then Preston continued speaking. “Hey Teresa, we’ve been meaning to ask but how have you been doing dude?”

“Oh pretty good, I’m making some solid progress. I have an idea I want to try out with my skills but it requires using both at the same time. I can keep both activated now so long as I don’t move, though I’ll expand upon it tomorrow. I also improved how fast I can absorb Mana, and I have some long term goals I’m working towards in that department. I eventually want to see if I can absorb Mana from the environment while using a skill at the same time, though I’m still a long way away from that.” Teresa answered as she prepared a meal for herself.

“Yeah…” Jake said awkwardly. The two guys shared a look again, and Jake continued. “But otherwise you’re doing all good? I don’t mean to press it or anything, but we’d all understand if you took a break for a bit, especially after that last wave. We don’t want you to push yourself too hard man, we’re worried about you.”

Teresa sighed, and thought for a moment before answering.

“Yeah, I guess I’ve been pretty stressed about the whole Sarah thing, but don’t worry. I’ll make sure I get strong enough to help her.” Teresa answered. Truthfully, she had been extremely anxious about the whole situation. She hadn’t mentioned her panic attack during the last wave to anyone, but there were more important things to worry about. Besides, she had probably been just faking it for attention.

“Right.” Jake replied hesitantly. “That wasn’t what I was thinking about exactly, but, well-”

“You almost fucking died dude.” Preston said far more bluntly.

“Well, yeah, all of us did.” Teresa answered. “Any of us could have received a bad hit and got taken out.”

“That’s completely different.” Preston replied. “You actually almost died. Like, you actually took that bad hit. We all thought you were dead man. If not for your healing magic, you would be dead. Hell, even with your healing magic you almost died. I was the first to see you after the wave was dealt with, and you didn’t look like someone who should still be alive. I could barely recognize you as a per-”

Jake nudged Preston roughly, making Preston pause and clear his throat.

“I’m sorry. But listen, I’m not trying to get all up in your business or anything, and I’m really not great at this kind of thing, but no one is going to blame you if you take it easy for just a little bit. And about Sarah… we understand if things don’t go according to plan. I hope everything works out, I really do, and I have a lot of confidence in you man. It’s just, we can all see you’re doing a lot. You have a lot on your plate, and if you need help with anything, we got you dude.” Preston finished.

Teresa took a moment to digest all of that, steadying herself before speaking.

“Thank you Preston, and Jake. I appreciate it, I really do. I’ll be alright, don’t you worry about it too much.” Teresa said. She was grateful, really. It was kind of them to worry about her, but if she died that would mean Sarah would die too. Teresa wasn’t going to let that happen, if her death meant someone else would die then of course she had to stay alive. “I’ll take it a little easier for a bit, I could probably use it.”

“Good, I’m glad to hear it.” Jake said. They both looked visibly relieved, and the conversation went back to a more normal tone.

They continued to chat while Teresa made and eventually ate her meal. Nothing particularly important was covered, it was just like hanging out with some friends. Teresa finished her meal and excused herself for the night, heading to the gift shop.

Teresa layed down on her makeshift bed of shirts and sweaters, and closed her eyes. A few moments passed, and after some deliberation she sat back up. Teresa activated <Healing Touch> and <Facilitated Restoration> at the same time, and began trying to slowly move the hand using <Healing Touch> without her skills stuttering.

Teresa had blatantly lied. Of course she wasn’t going to take it easy. Sarah’s life was in her hands.
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It was day two when Teresa got her first skill level up.

Skill Level Up!

<Mana Control: lv 1>

Type: General

Gain a sense for Mana and its movement, allowing you to manipulate it to perform magical feats. Your careful introspection on your use of Mana has allowed you to gain a glimpse of your Soul. You may use Mana slightly faster and more efficiently.

----->

<Mana Control: lv 2>

Type: General

Gain a sense for Mana and its movement, allowing you to manipulate it to perform magical feats. Your careful introspection on your use of Mana has allowed you to gain a glimpse of your Soul. You may use Mana slightly faster and more efficiently, making the manipulation of Mana in a familiar manner easier.

She had gotten the level up first thing in the morning, as she had been extremely close to topping it off when she went to sleep. Teresa spent the rest of the day working on her dual casting and Mana absorption once again, making even more progress.

As the new description had said, doing familiar tasks with Mana was a little bit easier. Keeping two skills activated at the same time while stationary was much smoother, even if Teresa had already been able to do it without much issue. Moving with the skills activated was still a challenge that she was working on, but it took a tiny bit less effort to get there now.

On day three, Teresa visited the Clubber.

The last remaining monster of the technically still ongoing wave was still in the lobby they had originally fought in. They always had someone watching the monster, but it was easy enough to do from just outside. The creature couldn’t move aside from thrashing about, and it was completely blind.

The reason Teresa was there was to make sure it didn’t die. The Clubber had worsened its own wounds, and Teresa was the only one who could keep it alive. She activated <Facilitated Restoration>, and focused deeply on the skill. She carefully tracked her Mana as it gathered into the skill, the green ball of fire being held by a small field of Mana. Restoration Mana flowed from her hand to the fire, and the spell gradually became more and more eager to get away from the restoration Mana coming out of Teresa’s palm.


She charged it up as much as she could, then sent the ball flying towards the Clubber. The monster was huge, so it took a lot of healing magic to help the beast. She also was hesitant to get too close, and she was certain the monster would not let her use <Healing Touch> even if it was helpful to the creature.

Using the skill had granted her a second skill level up.

Skill Level Up!

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 0>

Type: Restoration Magic

Channel Mana to your palm and create a projectile of carefully crafted restoration Mana. When impacted by this projectile, the target’s body will naturally convert Mana from their surroundings into restoration Mana that will assist the body in its healing processes. Restoration Magic used on a target affected by this spell will see an increase in efficacy. Duration is dependent on Mana cost.

----->

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 1>

Type: Restoration Magic

Channel Mana to your palm and create a projectile of carefully crafted restoration Mana. When impacted by this projectile, the target’s body will naturally convert Mana from their surroundings into restoration Mana that will assist the body in its healing processes. Restoration Magic used on a target affected by this spell will see an increase in efficacy. Duration is dependent on Mana cost. Control over familiar properties of the spell is slightly enhanced.

The description really hadn’t changed much, and the additional sentence was similar to what the new description for <Mana Control> had said. She had improved both skills in a similar fashion, so it made sense that the power up would be identical.

The only reason the skill hadn’t already leveled up was probably because she hadn’t used it enough on an actual target. While her <Mana Control> seemed to gain experience just fine, her two healing skills were much slower to progress without anyone to actually heal. They both made tremendous progress, but they had both stopped at 99% progression no matter what Teresa did. It seemed those skills absolutely required healing an actual target to level up, and she couldn’t just level those skills up purely through practicing her control over them.

Interestingly, even after the skill leveled up it wasn’t at 0% again. <Facilitated Restoration> was already at 66%, and it had just gotten a level. It was likely leftover experience from her improved control over the skill, as she probably had far more control over it than anyone else who would have just reached level 1 with the skill.

Of course, she had to level up her <Healing Touch> too.

Teresa set down her equipment, that being Sarah’s bow and quiver along with the Mana recharging staff. Holding the bow in her hand reminded her that she should probably practice archery as well, as she had been pretty terrible at using the bow in the last wave.

Feeling much lighter now, Teresa made her way closer to the Clubber. The monster had begun panicking after being struck by <Facilitated Restoration>, and thrashed about once more.

Thankfully, the creature had slammed its clubbed head into the ground so many times that multiple compact craters were all around it, and no debris was being launched from the impacts. This meant Teresa could get much closer to it without too much worry, although she still kept a safe distance for now.

She waited for the creature to calm down, taking the moment to practice absorbing Mana. She wasn’t low or anything, she just didn’t want to sit idle doing nothing while waiting. The surface area through which she absorbed Mana still barely encompassed the edges of her hands, but it felt like tremendous progress. She could recover her Mana without using the staff at the same speed she used to while actually using the staff.

Of course, whenever she was really trying to recover her Mana she still used the staff. Having increased Mana recovery was nice and all, but at the end of the day her main goals involved healing. Teresa couldn’t spend too much time on her Mana recovery.

As the monster gradually calmed down, Teresa took note of its condition. The scabs covering its severed legs were red, green, and black. It probably had some sort of nasty infection, though Teresa’s <Facilitated Restoration> would probably be enough to take care of that.

Speaking of that skill, Teresa used <Facilitated Restoration> on herself as well. When she had been healing the monster a few days ago at the end of the wave, she remembered she felt she could take the restoration Mana from the skill being used on herself to boost <Healing Touch>. She hadn’t attempted it then as she had been on death’s door, but now seemed like a good opportunity to try it. If it worked out, she could probably use this trick to increase her odds of saving Sarah.

Once she felt the monster had calmed enough, she snuck forward as quietly as she could. She activated <Healing Touch> in both hands, preparing to heal the scab covering a severed hind leg. Her self imposed objective was to try and turn the scab into a stump, though she doubted she would be able to do that today on her first try.

Now that she was close, she pressed her palms against the scab and channeled as much Mana through her <Healing Touch> as she could. She also focused on grabbing the residual restoration Mana within her own body that had been created with <Facilitated Restoration>, and sent that into the scab as well.

The wound started to heal at a visible pace, a weird dry skin replacing the scab a few centimeters at a time. The skin was probably what was underneath the creature’s scales, and it only took a moment before Teresa got her skill level up.

Skill Level Up!

<Healing Touch: lv 1>

Type: Restoration Magic

Channel Mana to your touch and convert it into a healing energy. Use this energy to repair wounds and facilitate the healing process. Your experience in healing your own wounds has made your restoration Mana become familiar with your state of being. Gain a slight boost to efficiency and efficacy to restoration Mana used to heal yourself.

----->

<Healing Touch: lv 2>

Type: Restoration Magic

Channel Mana to your touch and convert it into a healing energy. Use this energy to repair wounds and facilitate the healing process. Your experience in healing your own wounds has made your restoration Mana become familiar with your state of being. Gain a slight boost to efficiency and efficacy to restoration Mana used to heal yourself. Using this skill in conjunction with other restoration skills will provide an increased effect.

Teresa didn’t have time to read the new description as the Clubber began to move, thrashing its stumps and its head. Teresa had to be careful, as even the short stumps could hurt a lot if the Clubber got a good kick in. Teresa continued using the skill, overclocking <Healing Touch> to the max.

She had first coined the term “overclocking” for her skill after she discovered she had a Soul and could force a lot more Mana through it. Now, it barely felt like it was even overclocking. Teresa was just shoving a lot of Mana into the spell, and she had gotten much better at controlling her Mana since she first discovered her Soul.

Teresa decided to stop claiming she was overclocking her skill, as it seemed like a very extra description for something she now considered very normal. She would bring back the term when she found a new way to improve the skill to an extreme degree in the short term, but for now what she had once considered “overclocking” was just the regular old spell with a bit of extra Mana.

The skin continued to gradually replace the scab, even as the monster thrashed. Teresa was a little worried about what this implied, as it seemed she couldn’t replace limbs entirely yet. Sarah’s arm had barely been attached to her body, so hopefully the spell wouldn’t consider it severed and would still work to fully heal her arm.

This continued for about ten minutes before Teresa ran out of Mana. She backed away from the creature, taking the moment to look at her skills. Once again, her <Healing Touch> did not start out at 0% or anywhere close to it. Instead, it was already at 51%, and her <Facilitated Restoration> had jumped up to 79% already. To be fair to her skills, she had spent well over 24 hours constantly using both of them to practice her control.

Trying to level the skills outside of combat was much slower, combining that with how slow it was without having a target to heal made this leveling speed actually rather slow in Teresa’s opinion. If you just looked at the amount of time invested into using the skills, <Facilitated Restoration> had taken well over four times as long to reach level 1 compared to <Healing Touch>. Had she invested the same amount of time using the skills in live combat she would easily have hit level 3 in both skills long before now.

“Healing it gave me a shitload of experience.” Teresa said to Jake as she walked back to the entrance. It was currently Jake’s shift to watch the monster, as he, Preston, and Madeline each took eight hour shifts on Clubber duty. He was still able to practice his skills watching the Clubber, but he had to put up with the screaming.

Teresa didn’t have a Clubber shift herself, as the party had agreed it was of utmost importance for her to level her skills as much as possible. Saving Sarah was the only reason the party hadn’t already left the Tutorial.

“I thought you were going to take it easy for a bit.” Jake said suspiciously, raising an eyebrow. Teresa shrugged.

“Don’t worry, I’ll relax for the rest of the day and go for a nice long walk.” Teresa lied, heading back to her spot in the cafe. She gathered up her gear again and continued walking, throwing a peace sign behind her hoping Jake wouldn’t stress over her.

She was more likely to die from her party trying to throw an intervention than from a monster at this point.

By the end of day four her <Facilitated Restoration> was back at 99% again, so she went to use the skill on the Clubber a few times to get another level. At this point, she was able to make very slow motions with both skills activated, though she still couldn’t accomplish what she originally set out to try.

It was late at night, meaning it was Madeline’s turn to watch the Clubber. Teresa used her <Facilitated Restoration> on the monster a few times, and got her next level up.

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 2>

Type: Restoration Magic

Channel Mana to your palm and create a projectile of carefully crafted restoration Mana. When impacted by this projectile, the target’s body will naturally convert Mana from their surroundings into restoration Mana that will assist the body in its healing processes. Restoration Magic used on a target affected by this spell will see an increase in efficacy. Duration is dependent on Mana cost. Control over familiar properties of the spell is slightly enhanced.

This time, the description had not changed at all. It seemed that the description only changed with a level up if she applied the skill in a new way. Regardless, the description didn’t need to change for her to know it had become more powerful. She was still a very long way away from being able to heal Sarah, but it was nice to see her own progress.

Teresa hadn’t been able to completely heal the Clubber’s stump in ten minutes. That was just forcing the skin to grow and cover up an old wound. With Sarah, she needed to be able to completely heal half of a person’s body within seconds, while completely replacing bone, flesh, and probably some organs.

“You might want to use <Embers> on its eyes again, my <Facilitated Restoration> might accidentally heal its vision.” Teresa said to Madeline as she prepared to leave the lobby. Madeline stopped her, concern on her face.

“I don’t like this.” Madeline said, looking over at the monster. “We’re healing the thing just to keep hurting it so we can heal it again. I don’t know if you noticed, but that is literally torture. We are torturing this animal.”

Teresa understood where Madeline was coming from. Earlier in the Tutorial, she had thought of a situation very similar to this. She had considered the idea of leveling her healing capabilities by harming a monster and healing it repeatedly. At the time, she discarded this idea on moral grounds. Madeline was right, after all. They really were torturing the Clubber, and Teresa herself felt very uneasy about the situation. Regardless, she steeled her resolve.

“I don’t like it either. I don’t want to level up my healing this way, frankly what we’re doing repulses me. But regardless of how much I want to stop, I want to help Sarah more.” Teresa said. Her pre-System morality would have to take a back seat to practicality.

“I understand, but I still don’t like it.” Madeline said, and she sighed. She began walking around to the front of the Clubber, preparing to use her <Embers>. “Please Lord, forgive me…”

Teresa had forgotten Madeline was religious, and it made her feel especially bad about involving her in what they were doing. She both saw and heard the sparks flying through the air, seeming more powerful than it had been previously. The sparks sizzled on the Clubber’s face, burning into its eyes. The monster screamed, its wails echoing in Teresa’s ears.

Why did the Clubber’s voice have to be so human?

Teresa tried her best to sleep that night, but she couldn’t get the shrieks out of her head.

Teresa spent the entirety of day five working on her dual casting and Mana absorption once again, making good progress on all of her skills. Her <Mana Control> had reached level 3, and her <Healing Touch> was not far behind. Once again, Teresa had another skill level up without changing its description. She still felt the benefit from the level up as it made her ability to manipulate Mana better, but it was nothing to write home about.

Day six had arrived, and Teresa finally felt prepared to attempt what she originally set out to do. She was seated in the cafe once again, both of her healing skills activated simultaneously. She was finally at the point where she could make some movements with both skills activated, although it still required a lot of attention and wouldn’t be practical in combat yet.

However, using two skills at the same time wasn’t Teresa’s goal during this training period, but just a means to her goal. She wanted to try and combine her skills, using her <Healing Touch> to provide extra restoration Mana to her <Facilitated Restoration>.

It was around the time she realized Mana worked similarly to magnetic fields that she had gotten this idea. One of the issues with just pouring more and more restoration Mana into <Facilitated Restoration> was that it became harder and harder to keep from shooting off prematurely. The restoration Mana leaving her hands repelled the restoration Mana already clumped into a ball of fire more as the ball became more dense.

It was like trying to hold a pair of keys in front of a magnet that kept growing stronger. Eventually, the magnet would rip the keys from your hand. In this case, the ball of fire would rip free from the regular Mana holding it in place in front of her hand, meaning there was a maximum amount of Mana Teresa could put into the skill.

If Teresa was able to use <Healing Touch> with her spare hand to supply restoration Mana from the opposite direction, perhaps the opposing forces would balance each other out and allow her to use even more Mana in the skill.

Teresa gradually brought her <Healing Touch> closer to her <Facilitated Restoration>, and quickly felt the ball of fire become repelled by the skill. The fire inched closer to the palm that was using <Facilitated Restoration>, only to be repelled by the restoration Mana there back to her <Healing Touch>. The forces balanced each other out, though it soon got launched sideways into a wall.

Still, Teresa smiled. It was possible, she just needed to practice some more. By the end of the 14 days, she would certainly have it down to a science. Teresa continued practicing for the rest of the day, although she had introduced a change into her training regime.

She no longer focused on absorbing Mana after running out, as she had something else that needed practice. Teresa had set up a few empty soda cans on a bench, and she tried to shoot them using Sarah’s bow.

While Teresa could certainly benefit from improving her Mana absorption, she would also benefit a lot from improving her archery. She was no Sarah when it came to the bow, but she still needed to learn how to use the weapon so she could get more experience in the upcoming wave.

Leveling up by killing monsters would probably do more to save Sarah than leveling up her ability to absorb Mana, at least for right now. When the next wave came, Teresa would be prepared.

On day seven Teresa’s <Healing Touch> had reached 99% progression to level 3, so it was time to visit the Clubber again. She sighed and mentally prepared herself, but just as she stood up she saw Preston running over.

“Teresa!” He called, waving to her. “The Clubber tore open one of its scabs again, and it’s bleeding a lot. We gotta get to it quick or it’s gonna die.”


“On it.” Teresa replied, figuring this was perfect timing. She had just been about to see the monster anyways.

The two ran back to the lobby, Preston clearly running at a slower pace to match Teresa’s. When they arrived, Teresa felt something was off. The Clubber was completely still, and she could barely see its breathing. There was a pool of blood around one of its severed legs, where its scab had been torn apart against the concrete floor.

Teresa considered testing out her <Healing Touch> and <Facilitated Restoration> combination, but there was no time for that. She needed to heal it now and quickly, or it would die. There was no time for experiments.

Oh well, she could always try it later.

Teresa approached the still Clubber, placing her palms against the bleeding leg while using <Healing Touch> in both hands. As soon as she made contact, she frowned. Her eyes widened as she felt the restoration Mana enter the monster’s body, only for it to be spat back out.

“Fuck.” Teresa gasped, trying again and again to push the restoration Mana into the open wound. Somehow, the Clubber was rejecting the Mana, refusing to be healed.

Their 14 day training break was about to be cut short, and soon the 5th and final wave would begin.
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Teresa tried everything to heal the Clubber. She used <Healing Touch> at max capacity, tried <Facilitated Restoration>, and even tried using her new method of combining the skills. Every time, the Clubber’s body simply rejected the restoration Mana and spat it back out.

This made no sense. How could something just reject a certain kind of Mana? It’s not like a creature could reject the elemental Mana from Madeline’s <Embers>, as it burned them, so why could it reject restoration Mana?

Maybe since this kind of Mana wasn’t hostile in nature a creature could reject it. Teresa had never felt anyone else’s restoration Mana as she was the only healer, but perhaps there were differences in how it worked from combat oriented Mana.

“Preston, go tell everyone to stop their training immediately and get ready on the rooftop, the Clubber can refuse to be healed.” Teresa said, hurrying away from the Clubber. “We have maybe a few minutes before it bleeds out, if even that.”

“Got it.” Preston replied, already hurrying out of the lobby. He was the fastest in the party, so it only made sense to send him to inform Jake and Madeline of what was going on. He sprinted away at a speed an Olympian could only hope to match, as he was now faster than any human before the Tutorial with an Agility of 15.

Teresa waited a moment, watching the Clubber as it bled out. The party had agreed a week ago that Teresa should be the one to get the most experience when and where possible to maximise the odds of saving Sarah, so she would be the one to finish off the Clubber. Teresa hadn’t gained any progress on her personal level, still being level 3 at 19%. Practicing skills didn’t grant any experience to her own level, just experience towards the skills. Her class had also barely gained any experience, being at 14% of the way to level 2. 

Her personal level required her to actually kill things to gain experience, and her class mostly required her to actually heal things. She had gotten some experience from practicing skills, but it had been negligible. Over the week-long training period, she had gotten more experience in her class from the few times she had healed the Clubber, and even that had only been a small amount of experience.

Teresa drew her goblin sword from her belt, and approached the Clubber as it was taking its last breaths. Enough time had probably passed for Preston to alert everyone, and after she killed the creature there would only be 15 minutes before the final wave. If she waited too long to kill it, the creature would die on its own and she wouldn’t get the experience from it.

She plunged the sword into the creature’s face, stabbing it through the eye. The Clubber did not react, or even put up a resemblance of a fight. As soon as her blade was decently deep within the Clubber, she got the kill notification.

You Have Slain {Yectin Clubber (F) (lv 7)}

Experience Granted

Checking her status again, she saw this only got her up to 28%. Killing the Clubbers during the wave had given her a significantly larger amount of experience, but it seemed finished off a wounded Clubber barely gave her anything. Still, it was better than nothing. That 9% jump in experience was one baby step closer to Sarah’s life being saved.

Teresa checked her quest screen, and saw the 15 minute counter ticking down now that the wave was over. It had only been a week since the last wave, but that was far more time than what the Tutorial would normally grant. The lobby began to shrink slowly, returning to the size it had been before the 4th wave. However, the ground was still extremely uneven, and the craters left behind by the Clubbers began to displace one another in a strange fashion as the holes seemed to move with the room.

Watching the lobby shrink made Teresa’s head hurt, but she still tried to memorize as much as she could. Space magic seemed far out of her league, but maybe one day she could revisit the subject. For now, she would recharge the Mana she had spent trying to heal the Clubber while studying how space distorted.

Once the room was done shrinking, Teresa started to run towards the information center where the party would fight. Only two and a half minutes had passed since the timer started, so there was plenty of time for her to get there.

Once Teresa had arrived at the information center, she saw the rest of the party was already there. Jake was hurriedly taking off pieces of his armor while Madeline and Preston brought them to the rooftop by climbing a rope made of hoodies and sweaters. Madeline was tossing up the lighter pieces while Preston climbed up with heavier parts. Madeline saw Teresa approach, and spoke up immediately.

“You couldn’t heal the Clubber? Why not?” Madeline asked, not stopping what she was doing.

“The Clubber refused the restoration Mana from my skills, as soon as the Mana entered its body it expelled the Mana on its own.” Teresa explained.

“And you didn’t know it could do that? Why not? What the hell Teresa?” Madeline replied, clearly upset.

“How could I have known that? I’ve never felt anyone else’s restoration Mana, I’m the only healer.” Teresa said, defending herself. Madeline looked like she was about to continue, but paused for a moment. She took a deep breath before speaking again.

“You’re right, that was unfair of me. I’m sorry, I’ve just been on edge is all.” Madeline apologized.

“It’s fine, I get it.” Teresa said. Madeline had probably been asleep when she got the news, as she had been the one watching the Clubber during the nights. “Here, let me help with that.”

The minutes ticked by as they rushed to get everything on the rooftop, only managing to get fully prepared with three minutes remaining. Everyone was tense, holding their weapons at the ready. Teresa handed the Mana recharging staff to Madeline, and got Sarah’s bow ready.

Teresa hadn’t gotten as much practice with the bow as she would have liked, but she was at least able to hit a decently sized target now. She barely had the time during the last wave to get acquainted with the weapon, though she would likely have far less issues this wave with it. 

“Hey, I’ve been thinking.” Preston said as the timer counted down. “What do we do if the monsters can fly?”

“Why the hell would you say that?” Jake asked incredulously.

Shit. Teresa thought. It was a good point no one had considered. If this wave included flying monsters, they would get swarmed on the rooftop with no protection above them.

“We better pray they don’t fly then, otherwise we will have to take out as many as we can before leaving the Tutorial.” Madeline said. “If they do fly, hopefully they’ll be easy to kill like the goblins were.”

Even if the monsters could fly, it’s not like they had anywhere better to fight. Everywhere available was either cramped or had terrible terrain. The counter reached 0, and a bell rang out as the 5th wave began.

Teresa immediately opened her quest screen, and died a little inside at what she saw.

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (1/3)

Establish Liberty

Waves of monsters are seeking escape from the perennial desert. You and your party inhabit the only piece of green land for miles. Defend your territory from the waves. Waves will invade 15 minutes after the defeat of the previous wave.

Waves defeated: 4/5

Monsters remaining in wave: 36/36

“36 monsters?” Preston gasped, eyes wide. Everyone had a similar reaction. Even the goblins only had 24 in their wave. All around the perimeter of the island, they saw blue hands begin to dig their way out of the surrounding desert. They had never actually seen the monsters at the start of the wave as they initially arrived, and it seemed they dug their way up from underground.

The monsters were soon revealed, and Teresa sighed in relief as she did not spot any wings on the creatures. They were humanoid fish creatures, with blue and gold scales reflecting light off of their bodies. The fish monsters had beady black eyes, making it difficult to tell what exactly they were looking at.

Teresa took the chance to use <Facilitated Restoration> four times, giving everyone some passive healing. No one was hurt yet and it took a decent chunk of Mana, but she would recover most of her Mana in a few minutes. Teresa rarely used her Mana in the beginning of a wave anyways, and the accelerated healing from <Facilitated Restoration> would last a while now that it was level 2.

The monsters began sprinting towards the building, thankfully none of them were flying. They didn’t seem to have any weapons either, which made Teresa particularly suspicious. Maybe they had a nasty bite?

Either way, their position was perfect for this. The first fish creature arrived at the base of the building, and began climbing up. The creature’s hands seemed to have some sort of suction capability, as it was able to scale the walls almost like a copyrighted cross between a spider and a man.

Teresa drew an arrow and aimed, taking a second to line up the shot. She released the arrow, and it plunged straight into the creature’s head.

You Have Slain {Atrocious Wyvern-Fish (F) (lv 5)}

Experience Granted

Wyvern-Fish? Weren’t wyverns just dragons with two legs instead of four? At least they were easy to kill, and Teresa drew another arrow as she aimed down at another Wyvern-Fish scaling the building. She released the arrow, getting another kill notification. Teresa was gaining about 11% experience from each kill, which was nothing to scoff at. Just the two kills had already put her at 50%.

Maybe they were called Wyvern-Fish because of their sca-

Teresa’s train of thought was interrupted by a stream of liquid fire shooting from a Wyvern-Fish’s mouth, the river of projectile fire just barely missing her. Well shit, that’s why they’re called Wyvern-Fish.

“You assholes!” Madeline yelled out as she sprayed her <Embers> down at the monsters. “You’re stealing my thing!”

Madeline’s skill had seen some solid improvement since the last wave. The sparks lingered longer, searing into flesh before dissipating. Thankfully, the Wyvern-Fish did not seem to have any immunity to fire despite being able to spit it. The Fish hit by the sparks did not make any sound, as it seemed they were incapable of speech entirely.

Teresa shot another Fish, then drew an arrow and shot it again as the first did not kill it. She stepped back away from the ledge for a moment as fire was shot up at her, and she took the chance to draw another arrow.

The roof was rectangular, so it had four sides. There were four people in the party, so each person would be responsible for defending one side from the climbing Wyvern-Fish. Jake’s axe smashed through the skull of any Wyvern-Fish that got close to the top, and Preston slashed his sword through the Fish climbing up his side of the building.

Teresa shot another Fish, and then another. There were a lot of Wyvern-Fish however, and they were climbing up the wall faster than she could shoot. As Teresa shot yet another Fish, she decided it was time to start stabbing things. She slung the bow behind her and drew her goblin sword, running over to the Fish she had just shot to finish it off. The Fish opened its mouth to shoot fire at her, but she swung her blade through its jaw before it could do so.

The jawless Wyvern-Fish plummeted to the ground just one story below her, uncontrollably spraying fire over its allies. The Fish who got struck by the friendly fire began to melt, but the fire went out before any of them actually died.

It seemed the fire they shot was short lived once it hit a target, which was good to know. It would still hurt like hell to be burnt and possibly life threatening, but at least it would be temporary. Teresa stepped back from the ledge again to avoid another stream of fire, running over to where another Wyvern-Fish was about to reach the top.

Teresa plunged her sword into its head, killing it. Along with the kill notification, she got an additional notification telling her she had leveled up. Teresa put her unallocated point into Fortitude, as it was her lowest stat. This brought it up to a 5, though she didn’t have the time to look too closely at her new stats before she was running again towards another Wyvern-Fish.

This one managed to crawl over the ledge, just getting to its feet as Teresa stabbed it through the head. She kicked the monster’s corpse over the edge of the roof, making it knock another Wyvern-Fish down to the ground. This marked Teresa’s eighth kill, and everyone in the party had been going to town on these beasts.

The party was having a particularly easy time with this wave, and no one had even been injured yet. Teresa winced as she thought that, knowing she probably just jinxed it, but a quick look around proved just how much of a cakewalk this final wave had been so far.

The plan was still for Teresa to get as much experience as possible. Now that the wave had already lost quite a few monsters, everyone else in the party had actually stopped killing anything. Instead, any Fish that made its way close to the roof was simply kicked off.

Teresa wasn’t going to say she was disappointed with the last wave being this easy, if anything she was relieved. It all just seemed, well, anticlimactic. This was the fifth and final wave, surely this couldn’t be it. Sure, the party had all grown significantly more capable over the last week, but really? Any moment now, the other shoe would drop, and Teresa would be able to say she called it.

She sheathed her sword and once again unslung her bow. A quick glance at the quest screen showed there were 12 monsters remaining. Teresa shot the last Wyvern-Fish that was climbing her side of the building, bringing that number down to an 11. Each kill was only giving her around 8% experience now, but she was still already at 20% of level 4.

Teresa first made her way over to Madeline’s side, as she currently had the lowest physical stats, putting her at the highest risk of injury. Currently, there were three Wyvern-Fish still alive on her side, and the view down below was nasty.

Madeline’s <Embers> had burnt through many of the Wyvern-Fish’s heads, revealing their skulls and melted flesh all over. The Fish on Teresa’s side had not been in great condition either after one had melted parts of the remaining monster’s when it got its jaw sliced off, but Teresa could expect monsters to do monstrous stuff.

Madeline only had five monsters in total come to her side, as Jake had used his <Taunt> for crowd control. At some point during the wave while Teresa was on her Wyvern-Fish murder rampage, Jake had used his skill to attract most of the remaining Wyvern-Fish, allowing him and Preston to team up and keep their numbers under control.

Sure, Madeline had only killed two Fish herself, but even the three remaining Fish had some absolutely disgusting burns. Teresa mentally noted to never get into a fight with Madeline, not that she ever planned on it in the first place.

Teresa began shooting the monsters like fish in a barrel. She tried not to snicker at that statement, as she was sure she would look like a psychopath if she started laughing while killing these creatures. At times she wasn’t sure if her improved Intelligence stat helped her attention span or just enabled her to get distracted by random things faster.

This brought the monster count down to 8, all of the remaining monsters seeming to be over by Jake and Preston. Teresa looked over at their situation, and honestly found it kind of amusing.

Jake was standing still, leaning over the edge with his shield out in front of him. He had what seemed to be a bored expression on his face, and he periodically used his <Taunt> every couple of seconds. The red waves of energy made the monsters exclusively target him, and they sprayed streams of fire that were easily blocked by his shield.

Preston used his <Dash> to run alongside the edge of the roof, kicking down any monster that made it to the top. Teresa drew an arrow and fired it at a Fish, killing it.

Killing the monsters on this side of the wall was somehow even easier, as they didn’t even shoot back at her. All of their attention was on Jake, who calmly blocked multiple streams of fire with his shield.

“Are you not getting cooked in that armor? It’s all metal, I would have assumed it would act like an oven.” Teresa asked, lining up another shot. She released the arrow, killing yet another Wyvern-Fish. These provided less experience since they were distracted with Jake, but experience was experience after all.

“Kind of, not really. The shield blocks most of it.” Jake replied nonchalantly. “My <Bulwark> combined with my 15 Fortitude makes this pretty much harmless. Even if I do manage to somehow get burnt, I still have your healing buff activated.”

Teresa shot another Fish, then grunted in annoyance as it didn’t die. She had to shoot it two more times for it to drop dead. She glanced at the kill notification, and saw it was still just a normal Atrocious Wyvern-Fish. She had gotten worried for a moment when it survived the first two arrows, but they had just been mediocre shots.

“Hell yeah, I leveled up my class.” Jake said with a smile, looking at a screen that was not visible to Teresa.

“Congrats man, welcome to the club.” Teresa replied.

“Aw man, why am I the last one to get my class level up?” Preston asked with a laugh, clearly not actually that upset. “I’m so close to it too, I really hope I don’t manage to somehow get through all five of the waves without leveling up my class once.”

Another arrow planted itself into a Wyvern-Fish, and soon Teresa only saw one left.

“Here, keep kicking this dude down for a bit. Maybe it’ll give you the last boost in experience you need for it.” Teresa said, leaving the last Wyvern-Fish alive. Preston smiled and ran over to the ledge above the Fish.

“Sweet, thanks. It shouldn’t take too long, I’m at 97%.” He said. Teresa stepped back to let him do his thing, but she was still feeling antsy. She felt like she was missing something, but she couldn’t figure out what.

She looked over her stats to see if she could find what she was missing there.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 4 (F) (92%)

Class: Healer lv 1 (F) (14%)

HP: (85/85)

Stamina: (71/85)

Mana: (135/168)

Strength: 7

Fortitude: 5

Endurance: 7

Vitality: 7

Agility: 7

Intelligence: 17

Wisdom: 13

Perception: 10

Unallocated Points: 0

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (0.8%)>

<Mana Control: lv 3 (63%)>

<Healing Touch: lv 2 (99%)>

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 2 (73%)

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

<Tutorial: Power Hungry>

}

Oh, right, it was probably her <Healing Touch> she was forgetting. It was still at 99% since she hadn’t needed to use it this wave. She felt almost disappointed at that, but no one getting hurt was a good thing. A part of her was upset about it, as leveling up the skill would bring her one step closer to saving Sarah.

“It feels like we may have over prepared for this wave.” Jake said, looking at the carnage around them. The sound of a boot kicking a Wyvern-Fish in the face was followed by a cheer.

“Okay, I got my class level up. You can kill it now.” Preston said, stepping away from the ledge after kicking the monster down to the ground again.

Teresa wordlessly approached the ledge, taking aim at the Wyvern-Fish. Just as she released the arrow, Madeline spoke.

“So who killed the miniboss?” She asked as the arrow planted itself in the last Wyvern-Fish. Jake frowned.

“I figured Teresa probably killed it already knowing her.” Jake said, looking over at her. Teresa shook her head.

“No, there was nothing special on my side, just a bunch of Atrocious Wyvern-Fish.” Teresa replied. She opened her quest screen again, and her eyes widened.

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (1/3)

Establish Liberty

Waves of monsters are seeking escape from the perennial desert. You and your party inhabit the only piece of green land for miles. Defend your territory from the waves. Waves will invade 15 minutes after the defeat of the previous wave.

Waves defeated: 4/5

Monsters remaining in wave: 1/36

Fuck.

They had forgotten about the miniboss.

“Well, at least it's just the miniboss left. I’m surprised it hasn’t done anything yet.” Preston said, but then he frowned. “Hang on. All of the other minibosses fought alongside the other monsters, even if they showed up late. Why would this one just wait until all of its allies were dead?”

As he finished speaking, a gust of wind knocked everyone away from the ledge. Everyone fell flat on their backs except for Jake, who was still staggered by the sudden pressure.

All around the building, black smoke began to rise from the corpses of the Wyvern-Fish. The bodies of the monsters were dissipating into smoke, making it hard for anyone to breathe. The smoke began to form a cloud above them, creating a massive shape of black gas.

“What the fuck is going on?” Jake asked, coughing. Teresa noticed her <Facilitated Restoration> was slowly gaining experience as it healed everyone’s lungs.

Above them, a massive pair of wings took shape made of entirely black smoke. In between the wings was a Wyvern-Fish, with exclusively red and orange scales.

Teresa had called it. It was time for the other shoe to drop.
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                Chapter 19: The Other Shoe

Flying high above the information center and the party, the miniboss of the fifth and final wave was flapping its wings made of black smoke. The creature’s wingspan was large enough to be measured in meters, and the Fish’s beady black eyes seemed to absorb the light around them. It was too high up for Teresa to shoot with her bow, as she would certainly miss.

Madeline on the other hand didn’t have any misgivings about taking shots. Her <Embers> shot a continuous stream of sparks up in the air, which initially missed wildly and did not even reach high enough. However, Madeline’s ranged attack was not a single projectile, so she was able to adjust her aim as she fired her spell.

The miniboss flew through the air to avoid the sparks that were getting closer to hitting their target, and swooped down towards the rooftop. As it got closer, some sparks made contact with its wings, and tiny holes formed in the outer layer of the smoke.

It was very similar to the Shaman they had fought in the wave against the goblins. The Shaman had used a poisonous gas attack that used Mana, and when making contact with Madeline’s spell the two attacks had canceled each other out.

At the time, Madeline’s <Embers> hadn’t been very strong, and had been eventually overpowered by the poisonous gas. However, Madeline’s <Embers> had seen significant improvement since then, and managed to deal more damage against the smoke wings than it had against the Shaman’s war crime gas.

She managed to slightly destabilize the miniboss, however it still managed to avoid taking any hits to its main body. Additionally, the wings slowly repaired themselves wherever they took damage.

Madeline wasn’t the only one with experience against gas based entities. Teresa may have been feeling like an airhead for forgetting about the miniboss this wave, but she sure remembered one thing that would come in handy.

Teresa had already torn off four strips of fabric from her sleeves, and passed them around to the party. She wrapped a strip around her mouth and nose, tying it behind her head. During the fight against the Shaman, she had discovered her healer robes were able to negate poison to an extent. Seeing another monster with a gaseous property that would make it hard to breathe instantly reminded her of this, and soon everyone had wrapped a strip of fabric around their face.

The miniboss opened its mouth and shot a stream of fire far larger than what the other Wyvern-Fish had been capable of. A wave of red energy shot up from Jake as he used his <Taunt> and held his shield above him. Preston used his <Dash> to grab Madeline and run out of the way of the incoming flames while Teresa simply darted underneath Jake’s shield.

Two seconds hadn’t even passed in the time it took for the flames to get from the miniboss’ mouth to the rooftop, and instantly both Jake and Teresa were completely surrounded by a raging inferno.

“Shit!” Jake yelled as he held his shield above himself and Teresa. “Damn this one burns!”

Teresa could see Jake’s shield begin to melt, and with the fire all around her she felt like she was rapidly getting sunburn everywhere. Any exposed skin turned pink from the heat, and the smell of burnt hair filled her nose. She couldn’t imagine how hot it must be inside the metal armor.

She placed her hands against him and used <Healing Touch>. She sent the restoration Mana into Jake’s body, and she found she was able to control the restoration Mana even when Jake’s body had already absorbed it. This seemed to be a side effect of <Facilitated Restoration> having already been cast on him, allowing Teresa greater control over how the Mana healed him.

She guided to spread out and heal his skin all over, rapidly repairing his burns as he got them. Teresa herself was getting burnt pretty bad herself, but she wasn’t wearing a metal furnace like Jake.

Soon the flames stopped, but not before Teresa had gotten a notification telling her that <Healing Touch> had finally reached level 3. She actively noticed an increase in the quality of her skill as she repaired Jake’s skin, and the only reason he wasn’t already completely healed was because his armor was still hot to the touch.

Her own palms had been burning against his armor, but her palms were literally coated in restoration Mana. They would be fine. Within seconds, Jake’s armor had managed to cool itself off completely. This was worthy of note to Teresa, who figured it was similar to her own robe’s ability to work as a mask that could keep out poisonous gas. His armor likely had the ability to rapidly change to the ideal temperature, though evidently it wasn’t strong enough to negate the miniboss’ fire breath.

Another wave of red energy shot out from Jake as he used his <Taunt> again, eager to keep the monster’s attention on him. Teresa quickly healed her own burns, which barely hurt compared to her injuries she had gotten against the Royal Yectin Clubber.

Admittedly, they still hurt a lot, but she could still mostly ignore it. She fully healed herself in seconds, her <Healing Touch> being boosted by the <Facilitated Restoration> she had cast on herself at the beginning of the wave. As soon as she was done, she nocked an arrow with her bow to try and land a shot. 

More streams of <Embers> shot out from Madeline’s palm while Preston stood beside her, ready to get her out of the way of any attacks. It was probably the most useful thing he could do at the moment, as he didn’t have any way to attack the monster in the air.

As Teresa was thinking that, he swung his sword at the monster high in the air. A white cut made of some sort of Mana shot out in an arc towards the miniboss, though the monster was able to avoid most of it. However, the force from the arc behaved like a gust of wind, and destabilized the monster’s flight.

The Wyvern-Fish miniboss lost control of its trajectory and crashed onto the rooftop, although it quickly got back onto its feet. Nobody let the moment go to waste. Madeline shot her <Embers> straight at the monster’s face, Teresa released an arrow that planted itself in the monster’s torso, Jake swung his axe down into the creature’s back where one of its wings sprouted from, and Preston cut his sword across the creature’s neck, leaving a lethal wound.

At least, it should have been lethal. The monster released a high pitched sound, the first noise any of the creatures this wave had vocalized. The monster’s screech created a soundwave that forcibly pushed everyone away, and Teresa felt blood running out of her ears. The monster’s yell was a sonic weapon, and she had sensed that it had been infused with Mana.

Teresa had gone completely deaf for a moment, but her <Facilitated Restoration> kicked in and began to restore her hearing. Everyone around her seemed to be experiencing the same thing, as they all had blood dripping out from their ears. Only Jake seemed to have been able to withstand it at all, though judging by his grimace even he hadn't gotten away completely unharmed.

Another red wave of energy shot out from Jake’s <Taunt>, which only made the miniboss hesitate for a second. Black smoke poured into its wounds from its wings, decreasing the monster’s overall wingspan. However, the black smoke transformed into flesh as it healed the monster of its wounds, though Madeline was not letting it off easy.

She continued to use <Embers>, constantly shooting a stream of sparks into the monster’s face and blinding it as it tried to heal. The monster tried to cover its face with its hands, which protected its vision but resulted in nasty burns to its arms. Jake and Preston both ran towards the monster again, and Teresa began drawing another arrow.

Before anyone could land an attack, the miniboss’ wings slammed into the ground, dispersing into a massive cloud of black smoke that completely covered the rooftop. Teresa’s rags certainly helped against the smoke, but it wasn’t perfect. Just like how Jake’s armor could only do so much against the flames, Teresa’s robes could only protect so much against the smoke. 

Each breath burnt her lungs, and she was forced to close her eyes to keep the smoke from searing her retinas. All over her skin she felt burns, though she used <Healing Touch> to keep herself going.

Teresa couldn’t just keep her eyes closed forever, and she tried to wave the smoke away and open her eyes. That barely did anything, and as soon as her eyes opened any water on them completely evaporated. She forced herself to keep her eyes open anyways, using the restoration Mana from <Healing Touch> to repair the damage as she took it.

Yet another red wave of energy passed through the smoke, which succeeded in both letting Teresa know where Jake was and taking the miniboss’ attention. All of the smoke condensed into one section on the roof, likely where Jake was, and Teresa saw her chance. Madeline and Preston were both wheezing and covering their eyes, as the <Facilitated Restoration> had not completely healed them yet.

Teresa was in no condition to aim a bow, especially on a rooftop with allies. Instead, she drew her sword and sprinted at the miniboss, swinging it at the creature’s head.

The miniboss managed to raise its arm in time, blocking the strike by letting the blade cut into its arm. Teresa lifted her rear leg and roundhouse kicked the monster in the stomach, making the monster hunch over for a moment.

Teresa used that moment to jerk her sword out of the miniboss’ arm, getting ready to swing again. As she swung her blade down, the monster caught her by surprise and attacked first. Smokey claws formed on the end of its hands, and it slashed Teresa’s forearm.

She was forced to drop her sword as the flesh on her arm was sliced into ribbons, and she jumped back thankful that her arm was still attached. She immediately started using <Healing Touch>, though the monster attacked again.

It swung its other arm at her head, but the attack was clearly telegraphed by the wild monster. Teresa leaned back and ducked, slipping her head under the blow. She rapidly backstepped, trying to create distance between herself and the monster. More sparks hit the beast’s back as Madeline began using <Embers> again, and another cut traveled through the air into the miniboss’ back from Preston’s new skill.

The monster let out another screech, the soundwave once again deafening Teresa and the rest of the party. Teresa had to focus on her arm rather than her hearing, and it would be fully healed in just another couple of seconds.

Seizing the moment, the Wyvern-Fish miniboss charged at Teresa, seeming eager to finish her off. Teresa was in no position to avoid this attack, and she saw that getting impaled was inevitable. This might kill her, but she wasn’t going to leave the Tutorial to avoid this. She was still in no shape to save Sarah, she had to take this hit and figure out some way to survive.

It really didn’t look like something she could survive. Smokey claws thrust towards her, likely capable of tearing her torso in half. She tried to dodge to the side, but her accelerated thinking that likely had something to do with her Intelligence stat let her understand that there was no avoiding this. 

It was either leave the Tutorial or die.

Teresa mentally braced herself for the end as she tried to dodge too slowly, feeling strange as her life was about to be cut short. Teresa remembered when she had jumped off that cliff just before the Tutorial happened, and time had frozen. It almost felt like the same thing was happening again, as her life flashed before her eyes.

Teresa opened a screen she hadn’t even looked at herself yet.

Leave Tutorial?
Yes

No

She couldn’t do it. She selected “No,” as death approached, feeling disappointed in how things turned out. When she had first tried to kill herself, she had expected the fall off the cliff to be the longest couple of seconds in her life as she eagerly approached death. Now, she had proved that thought wrong. The seconds she was experiencing now, as she was about to be reluctantly taken by death, had easily been the longest couple of seconds in her life.

The claws were about to reach her stomach, when a screen of light appeared between her and the Wyvern-Fish. The creature’s attack slammed into the screen of light, cracking it but not breaking through. This gave Teresa enough time to get to her feet and backstep again, creating distance as her arm finished healing.

“Thanks!” Teresa yelled out as her eardrums healed, having an idea of who had saved her.

“I got you dude.” Jake replied, having just used his new skill he unlocked from his class level up.

Preston was now directly behind the monster, and he plunged his sword through the back of the creature’s head. Teresa had been completely expecting a kill notification from this, but she didn’t get one. The Wyvern-Fish instead began to panic and thrash, managing to actually take off into the air with a furious flap of its wings.

The Fish held a firm grip on Preston’s wrist as it flew into the air, going higher and higher. The flight was suddenly cut short as the Wyvern-Fish tried to heal its head injury with the smoke from its wings, making them lose their shape and lose the ability to fly.

Preston finally managed to yank his sword out of the creature’s head while midair, and began to plummet to the ground. A shield of light appeared under him as Jake attempted to catch him, but it disappeared a moment later.

“Shit, it only lasts for a second and it has a five second cooldown!” Jake yelled, watching as Preston fell helplessly from the sky. In that five second cooldown, Preston would have built enough momentum to not survive being caught by a stationary object like Jake’s light shield.

“TERESA!” Preston screamed. He threw his sword ahead of him towards the ground, and he gave a double thumbs up. “SAVE SARAH!”

He didn’t have the time for any more words as he rapidly lost altitude. Before he could splatter against the ground, he simply disappeared. No puff of smoke, no lightshow, just gone. All that remained was his sword that clattered against the ground a distance away from the information center.

Preston had left the Tutorial.

The miniboss plummeted to the ground, still healing from the stab wound that went through its head. There was nothing Teresa could actively do as it fell, so she took the chance to use <Facilitated Restoration> again on everyone remaining in the party to refresh the healing.

The Wyvern-Fish crashed into the ground, landing a short distance away from the information center. Everyone ran to the edge of the roof, ready to keep fighting.

The miniboss had splattered against the concrete, but the remaining tendrils of smoke were filling its wounds. Teresa was pretty sure she saw a glimpse of a Wyvern-Fish’s head in the smoke, but it vanished as the miniboss absorbed the smoke to recover.

Its wingspan was incredibly short now, as they had shrunk each time the monster needed to heal itself. Teresa was willing to bet that the wings were like some sort of health bar, and once they were completely gone the monster would actually be able to die from its wounds.

Madeline unleashed her <Embers> again, burning away at the monster as it tried to heal. The miniboss let out yet another shriek, and a soundwave once again shot out.

A light screen appeared just in front of Madeline’s head, stopping the soundwave from hitting her ears while letting her continue using her spell. Jake could only use his new skill so often due to its cooldown, so Teresa was still hit by the soundwave once again.

She didn’t mind that Jake had chosen to protect Madeline in this instance, as it made the most sense. Jake could tank the damage thanks to his high Fortitude, and Teresa could heal herself incredibly fast. Teresa felt her eardrums rupture yet again, but she managed to ignore the agonizing pain to draw another arrow.

The monster sprinted towards the building, and began climbing it far faster than any other Wyvern-Fish had been capable of. It used what little remained of its wings to grant itself a small speed boost, though it didn’t stop Madeline and Teresa from launching attacks at the beast.

Teresa released an arrow that stabbed into the creature’s arm, and a red wave of energy from Jake’s <Taunt> once again hit the beast. Even with the arrows and sparks, the miniboss didn’t slow down, and managed to make it onto the rooftop.

Jake swung his axe down onto the monster, but the miniboss was able to narrowly avoid the strike and land one of its own. The Wyvern-Fish grabbed onto the rim of Jake’s shield and pulled, though due to Jake’s high Strength all it succeeded in doing was lifting itself over the top of the shield.

That was still dangerous enough.

The monster opened its mouth, ignoring the sparks and the arrows that injured it to finish off their tank. Smoke pooled into its wounds as a bright light appeared in the creature's gaping jaw, and fire shot down at Jake’s unprotected head.

Jake tried to protect his face by blocking the fire with his armored hand, but it wasn’t enough. He even used his new skill to create a light screen in front of his head, but it only lasted for a second while the miniboss refused to relent its barrage of flames right at his head.

“SHIT!” Jake yelled, burns now covering the vast majority of his head where he was unable to protect himself. He locked eye contact with Teresa for an instant. “I’M SORRY!”

With that, Jake vanished. He left the Tutorial, likely a wise decision as he was about to have his head burnt to a crisp.

All that was left standing on the rooftop was Teresa and Madeline, along with the strongest monster the Tutorial had thrown at them so far.
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Madeline and Teresa made eye contact, the last two people left in the party. They would have to finish off the Wyvern-Fish miniboss together. It was already incredibly injured, and by this point it no longer had any wings. The burns from Madeline’s <Embers> had stopped healing, and arrows remained planted in the monster’s torso.

Fighting the vast wave of Wyvern-Fish, Teresa had managed to easily land mostly headshots as the monsters had been scaling up a wall just below her. The miniboss, however, was much more nimble. She had no chance at landing a headshot while it was on the rooftop with them, and would have to rely on body shots.

Teresa reached for another arrow and frowned as her hands closed around nothing. She was out of ammo. There was no point to using the bow anymore, so she drew her goblin sword from her belt and charged.

The miniboss looked in her direction and shot a stream of fire, forcing Teresa to dodge to the side. Madeline continued peppering the creature with her sparks, which stole the creature’s attention once again. Before Teresa could reach the monster, it began to sprint after Madeline far faster than Teresa could run.

Madeline tossed the staff to the side, raising both hands to fire two continuous streams of <Embers> at the oncoming Wyvern-Fish. The sparks sizzled on the flesh of the Wyvern-Fish, melting it in chunks. Regardless, the miniboss did not slow down, and swung a smokey claw at Madeline’s head.

Teresa recalled a thought she had in the previous waves. She had considered that if one person in the party was forced to leave the Tutorial, then several people would be forced to leave. Losing a member of the party would have a cascading effect, where a critical part of the team was made absent.

When Sarah had left, the party had just barely managed to get by due to Teresa taking on the extra role. They had beaten the fourth wave anyways, though Teresa had nearly died in the process.

Now that Preston was gone, their main source of damage and interceptor had disappeared. Then Jake was forced to leave, as the monster had been able to temporarily ignore Teresa and Madeline’s lower damage output in favor of getting rid of their tank.

Now that it was just Teresa and Madeline, the Wyvern-Fish had a clear choice. It could either attack Teresa, who had previously demonstrated some capability in close quarters combat, or it could attack Madeline, who had avoided getting too close for the entire fight.

It wasn’t Madeline’s fault that she couldn’t fight up close, it just wasn’t her role in the party. She was just an everyday person before the Tutorial, a high school track and field coach. All she had to fight with was her <Embers> and a knife she had looted from a goblin that would prove useless against the miniboss.

Which was why it made sense that she left the Tutorial before the smoke claws could kill her.

Teresa was the last human from her party to be left in the Tutorial.

She didn’t stop her charge after Madeline vanished, being just a few steps behind the miniboss as she left. The creature began to turn in her direction, only to be caught by an overhead swing of Teresa’s blade. The sword bit down into the miniboss’ shoulder, effectively disabling one of its arms.

The monster let out another soundwave, blasting the noise at Teresa point blank. Blood poured out of her eardrums for the millionth time this fight, though the agony was much worse being so close to the source. Her eyes vibrated from the frequency, the brunt of the blast nearly making her pass out.

Teresa held onto consciousness, and tried to pull her sword out of the monster. It began to slide out, but the monster gripped her sword by the blade with its spare hand to keep it in place. Before she could react, the creature opened its mouth once again to reveal rows of what Teresa guessed were shark teeth, only to bite down on Teresa’s shoulder in return,

She screamed as the teeth ripped into her flesh, though she couldn’t hear her own voice. She just knew she was screaming from the feeling in her throat, as her ears were still out of commission. Teresa panicked for a moment, fumbling to grab anything to fight back with. She was out of arrows, her sword was stuck in the creature, and the only remaining weapon she had was her bow.

Instinct took over. Having no weapon to attack with, Teresa removed the healing rag covering her face, opened her mouth and bit the Wyvern-Fish’s eye, sinking her own teeth into the miniboss. The taste made her nearly vomit, and she knew she was not going to go near sushi for a long time after this.

The miniboss was caught off guard, releasing its own bite and flailing wildly. It quickly formed a smoke claw and stabbed it into Teresa’s gut, making dark red blood seep out and cover the creature’s claw.

Teresa was in so much pain she couldn’t even scream anymore. Still, she knew the only way to survive at this point would be to kill the beast or leave the Tutorial. She activated <Healing Touch> on her right hand, then gripped the Wyvern-Fish’s wrist to keep it from pulling its claw out of her stomach.

She managed to make just enough contact with herself to begin healing the wound, rapidly forming a scab around the Wyvern-Fish’s claw. If she couldn’t retrieve her sword from the Wyvern-Fish’s shoulder, she would make sure it couldn’t retrieve its claw from her stomach.

She used <Healing Touch> with her left hand as well now, using it to stop the bleeding from her shoulder. Restoration Mana flowed through her body, being assisted by the recently refreshed <Facilitated Restoration> she had cast earlier.

The miniboss tried its best to flail, failing to pull its claw out of Teresa’s stomach. The claw was slicing her intestines to pieces, she had to attack back. Teresa headbutt the creature, and tackled it to the floor. It landed on its back with Teresa on top, both covered in blood. Teresa leaned back in time to narrowly avoid another bite from the miniboss, giving her an opening.

She bit down on the creature’s only remaining eye, completely blinding it. The creature jerked its head back and let out another screech, but it didn’t matter. Teresa’s ears had not been healed yet, and had already taken so much damage that one more sound attack wouldn’t make a difference. 

Both individuals in this fight were close to death, though Teresa didn’t bother checking her status to see her HP. There was no time, as the fight had now become a race. Teresa bit down on the monster’s throat, sinking her teeth in as it released its screech. She felt a vibration in the creature’s throat from its scream, and she clamped her jaw down on it.

She made a ripping motion and tore the creature’s throat out, canceling its sound attack. Now, neither of them could bring themselves to scream. Teresa bit again and again into the monster’s throat, tearing more bits of flesh out. The Wyvern-Fish tried to bite her back, and continued trying to free its only working arm from her stomach, but Teresa was relentless. She kept the back of her head pressed against the bottom of the creature’s jaw as she chewed its throat, preventing it from biting her.

The wound on her stomach continued to bleed, heal, then bleed more in a hellish cycle. She wouldn’t be able to hold on much longer, but by the looks of it neither would the Wyvern-Fish. Teresa had taken control of the situation, determined to win the race of who kills who.

Let’s see who dies first asshole, Teresa thought, feeling the monster’s movements slow down more and more. She tore as much flesh from the creature’s throat as she could, her face was completely covered in its blood.

Her mind went blank as her body went on autopilot, using pure savagery against savagery. Her <Healing Touch> never deactivated in either hand, and she continued to tear at the creature’s neck even after it went still. Her restoration Mana entered her body and did what it could to keep her alive, completely stopping her bleeding while repairing her intestines.

The process of organ repair was slow, though Teresa fell into a rhythmic pattern of guiding her restoration Mana and biting the miniboss. This continued for quite a few seconds, before Teresa’s mind regained some sense of clarity.

The monster was completely still, and checking her notifications revealed it had been dead for a minute now.

You Have Slain {Flawed Wyvern-Fish (F) [Attuned: Smoke] (lv 14)}

Experience Granted

Level Up!

Teresa slowly sat up, still on top of the dead Wyvern-Fish. She was on the verge of death once again, though by now this had become weirdly routine. A wave of calm washed over her, despite the fact she might not be able to heal herself from this.

No, she would be fine. She would live. She had to. If she could heal herself from her wounds now, that would be a great sign for Sarah’s recovery. Teresa continued using her healing skills to target the areas in her body that were most life threatening. She was still completely deaf, but most of her shoulder had been repaired. The area around her stomach had healed quite well too, though she still had one issue.

The Wyvern-Fish’s claw had begun to slowly dissipate, dissolving into nothing while still planted in Teresa’s stomach. Blood began to hemorrhage out, coating her messy hands in even more red. Teresa fell backwards, continuing to do what she could.

She knit together her intestines, growing flesh using her restoration Mana and feeling her condition slowly stabilize. Teresa would survive. Her situation was comparable to when she had been hurt by the Clubber miniboss, albeit she was probably in worse condition now. She had less broken bones, but far more damage to her organs.

Teresa had plenty of experience with healing skin, flesh, and bone. Those were the most common things to get hurt, after all. The majority of her experience with healing organs had come from the fight against the goblins, when she had healed Jake and Madeline’s lungs as they fought the Shaman. That had been rather minimal compared to this, as many organs in her lower torso had received damage.

She felt disgustingly underqualified for this. She had a general idea of which organ was which. The liver was the big one, the large and small intestines were obvious, and she knew her kidneys were okay now. But as she channeled restoration Mana into another organ, she realized she didn’t even know what she was healing. 

Was this her gallbladder? Her pancreas? Her appendix maybe? Or perhaps it was her spleen. She better not be healing her appendix right now, that would be a waste of restoration Mana that could go to more useful organs. Teresa vowed to familiarize herself with anatomy much more once she got out of the Tutorial.

Minutes passed. Teresa healed herself nonstop, and got a notification for her <Facilitated Restoration> reaching level 3. A quick glance showed the description had not changed, and neither had the description for <Healing Touch> when it reached level 3 as well earlier.

Her healing had improved yet again, another step towards saving Sarah. Teresa continued healing, the process taking quite a while. A glance at her status screen showed her HP had reached the single digits, which was becoming too common of an occurrence.

Eventually, her condition stabilized. Her HP was no longer dropping, and it was just a matter of time before she was back in top shape. Speaking of time, Teresa looked at her quest screen to see if there was going to be a timer for another monster attack.

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (1/3)

Establish Liberty

Waves of monsters are seeking escape from the perennial desert. You and your party inhabit the only piece of green land for miles. Defend your territory from the waves. Waves will invade 15 minutes after the defeat of the previous wave.

Waves defeated: 5/5

Quest Complete

Reward Available

Teresa read through the quest to look for any changes. The only thing that changed was the quest said it was complete and there was a reward. Focusing on the message caused another screen to appear, showing her the reward for completing the first part of the quest.

Free Skill Selection Granted!

Selected Skill Will Match Highest Skill Level {lv 3}

Three skills and their descriptions appeared on the screen, all of which were already available to her at level 3. Based on the reward message, she was able to pick one of these.

<Identify: lv 3>

Type: General

Peer at the stats of a target, allowing you to view the level and race of any being capable of possessing a level so long as the task is within your capabilities.

 The first skill available already seemed incredibly useful. Being able to view the level of a monster without needing to kill it first had a lot of potential. Teresa was sure there would come a time where she would have the option of picking a fight, and being able to gauge the opponent’s level before making a decision would be invaluable.

 She continued onto the next skill in the list.

<Appraise: lv 3>

Type: General

Peer at the stats of an object, allowing you to view a description of any inanimate object. This skill will reveal quality and enchantments so long as the object’s quality does not surpass that of the user’s skill.

Once again, another absolute banger of a skill was available to her. It seemed like another version of <Identify> meant for inanimate objects rather than living beings. Using <Appraise> would allow her to see exactly how her robes, weapons, and other items worked. For all she knew there would be a hidden enchantment on Sarah’s bow or Preston’s sword that was laying on the ground somewhere nearby. 

Teresa was still on the roof of the information center, and she was in no condition to climb down. Thankfully, the fires from the Wyvern-Fish had not spread to any of the buildings. 

As a matter of fact, it seemed the fire did not spread anywhere at all. There were scorch marks along the ground where fire had previously been, but it had always seemed to die out after a few moments. It probably had something to do with fire created from Mana, but that was a deep dive Teresa could think about later.

For now, there was another skill to look at.

<Inventory: lv 3>

Type: General

Gain the ability to store physical objects within your soul. Capacity is determined by skill level. Items can be forcefully removed from your soul by a sufficiently powerful enemy.

Holy shit, Teresa thought, looking at the last option. All of these skills are insane!

If Teresa understood the descriptions correctly, any one of them could be completely life changing. <Identify> would let her get a gauge for how strong someone is just by looking at them, <Appraise> would let her understand what an object is just by looking at it, and <Inventory> would let her store items without any hassle. Considering the amount of equipment she was working with now, the magical storage space would be amazing.

Teresa didn’t know which one to pick. There didn’t seem to be a rush to select a reward, so she decided to hold off until she got her bearings together. Teresa looked back at her quest screen, and saw the second stage of the Tutorial questline.


Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (2/3)

Seize Destiny

You have successfully defended your land, laying claim to it as your own. Monsters will no longer attempt to trespass in this territory without significant motivation. Now that your land is secure, it is time to conquer. Seek out the monster strongholds within the desert and gather the artifacts needed for the upcoming war. Monster strongholds can be located using the <Tutorial Compass>.

You have one month to gather these artifacts. The next stage of this questline will not wait for the completion of the current stage.

Time until next stage: 21 days, 8 hours, 14 minutes, 54 seconds

Teresa had to read the new quest a few times to make sure she understood it. What the hell was the <Tutorial Compass>? Also, why did she only have 21 days for stage 2? The description said she should have a month, she was missing a little more than a full week.

Then it hit her. Shit. There were only supposed to be 15 minutes between waves if you did the Tutorial the intended way. That meant the Tutorial expected you to complete the waves by the end of day one, which would leave you with a month for the second stage of the quest.

Instead, Teresa and the party had managed to drag out the first stage to a total of eight days and a few hours as change. This had cost her time that could have been spent in stage two, as now she only had 21 days to complete her quest.

Well, she actually might have more time than that. The quest just said the third stage would begin once the timer reaches 0, not that the current quest would end. She wasn’t sure if that was how it worked, but why would the Tutorial word it like that if it wasn’t how it worked?

Regardless, one thing was for certain.

Teresa was going to have to adventure into the desert.
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It took Teresa an hour before she was fully healed. She had to alternate between healing and restoring her Mana, as apparently organs took more restoration Mana to heal. She had also realized that since she increased her Fortitude, her body just required more to heal overall.

At first this had made her regret increasing her Fortitude at all, but thinking about it some more made her decide it had been a good decision. The amount of protection her increased Fortitude provided was slightly higher than the increased Mana expenditure warranted.

Overall her body was denser. She didn’t know the exact actual numbers, but if a square inch of skin had one million skin cells, now that same patch of skin would have 1.1 million skin cells. Obviously, these numbers were completely inaccurate and probably not the correct proportion, but it was the way Teresa could understand it.

The total Mana cost to heal herself had increased, sure, but Teresa was sure that the average cost to repair each cell had technically decreased, even if it was by a very tiny amount. This just meant it took more Mana to heal the same wound, but the same wound would be harder to get.

The Fortitude had also likely been a contributing reason to why the miniboss hadn’t just torn her in half. Sure, it was only 5, but she had entered the Tutorial with 3. If she still had that starting Fortitude, she would certainly be dead. Hell, if she had any of her starting stats she would probably be dead.

Speaking of her stats, she had gotten a level up from killing the boss. She was now level 5, and had another unallocated point. Teresa opened her status screen, and saw a few things that surprised her.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 5 (F) (59%)

Class: Healer lv 1 (F) (47%)

HP: (13/85)

Stamina: (20/85)

Mana: (1/196)

Strength: 7

Fortitude: 5

Endurance: 7

Vitality: 7

Agility: 7

Intelligence: 19

Wisdom: 15

Perception: 11

Unallocated Points: 1

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (0.8%)>

<Mana Control: lv 3 (97%)>

<Healing Touch: lv 3 (44%)>

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 3 (20%)

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

<Tutorial: Power Hungry>

<Tutorial: First Stage Completionist>

}

For one, she had gained a lot of experience from the miniboss. Sure, she had been just a few percentage points away from a level up, but it had launched her all the way from 94% at level 4 up to 59% at level 5. The miniboss had been significantly higher level than most of the other enemies, and it had that “Attuned: Smoke” thing that was included in the kill notification.

Secondly, her skills had gained a lot of experience again. Her <Mana Control> was going to level up real soon, and both of her healing skills had leveled up during the fight. As a matter of fact, <Facilitated Restoration> had leveled up after the fight, while Teresa was healing herself. Despite this, it had already reached 20%.

Last, but not least, she got a new title. Focusing on it brought up the description.

<Tutorial: First Stage Completionist>

Complete the first stage of the Tutorial. +5% all stats.

She had received a percentage bonus instead of a flat boost to her stats. At the moment, this did literally nothing for her. Looking at her stats, it seemed the System always rounded down to the nearest whole number, and a 5% boost to any of her stats did not increase them by at least 1. However, she knew in the long run this would be an amazing benefit.

This made Teresa think about titles more than she had before. What kind of titles were available? If there were multiple that could provide boosts like this, then she would certainly want to find out how to get them. Once she was out of the Tutorial, she decided she would try to find people with titles she could feasibly get too.

Teresa decided to hold off on assigning her unallocated point until she understood her situation better. She slowly sat up, looking at the carnage around her. She saw the Mana recharging staff still on the roof, and made her way over to grab it. She also began collecting any arrows she could find, though most of them were on the ground level, not the rooftop.

She looked out into the desert, remembering something Sarah had said their first night. Sarah had claimed she spotted movement in the desert, but hadn’t been sure. By now, Teresa’s Perception was actually just 1 point below what Sarah’s had been. Looking out in the desert, she didn’t see anything in particular at first.

Then she saw it.

A flash of movement in the distance. She couldn’t discern what exactly it was, but she was positive she had seen something move. It was hard to gauge distance in the desert, but there was something alive out there.

Teresa slowly made her way down the side of the information center, not hurt anymore but still exhausted. She decided she would think more about her situation after she slept a little. She made her way over to the gift shop, feeling strange. Everything was silent. Completely silent. Normally there was always some noise, whether it was a crawler somewhere or members of her party training and talking. 

Now it really was just Teresa.

She made her way inside the gift shop and laid down on her makeshift bed. Her eyes felt so heavy, and she was out in seconds. She didn’t dream. As far as Teresa knew, she had blinked and time had suddenly passed.

It was time to decide what to do about her current situation. She needed to go out into the desert, needed a <Tutorial Compass>, whatever that was, and she needed to decide what skill she should pick as a reward. She also still needed to finish collecting all of the arrows along with Preston’s sword.

Picking up items was something she could do on autopilot, so she made her way back to the information center while considering the circumstances. First, she started with what skill to pick. They were all incredibly useful, though she could only choose one.

Teresa decided to cross off <Appraise> as an option. It would certainly be incredibly useful, and it might allow Teresa to find some items that had hidden uses she would have never considered. What if one of the goblin weapons had a crazy awesome enchantment?

Still, while it certainly might be useful it wasn’t necessary. Both <Inventory> and <Identify> seemed like must-haves. If Teresa was going to adventure out into the desert, she would need to bring supplies with her. Having <Inventory> would allow her to pack far more water and food than normal, and she would also not have to carry several kinds of weapons all the time.


On the other hand, if Teresa was planning on fighting anything then <Identify> was also needed. She knew she was going to need to level up more now that she was on her own, and the risk for every fight had jumped significantly. If she tried to fight a monster alone that turned out to be significantly stronger than her, she would probably die.

She decided to go with <Identify>. The other options had their benefits, and <Inventory> might even hold some secrets to how space magic worked if it involved putting physical objects into her soul, but they weren’t quite as useful as <Identify>.

She selected the skill, and strangely enough a small metal object appeared right in front of her. It floated in the air, completely stationary. As soon as Teresa touched it, the hovering stopped. Looking at it closer, she realized it was a compass. The arrow within it pointed out into the desert, and Teresa quickly came to the conclusion that this was probably the <Tutorial Compass> she had been wondering about.

She pocketed the device and continued collecting arrows. She also found the sword that Preston had left behind, and decided to replace her goblin sword. Preston’s sword was far higher quality, and the edge was much sharper. It also had the repairing mechanic that would let Mana fix any damage. 

Teresa had now collected all of the weapons she would need. She had the sword, a bow, most of the arrows, and the staff. She walked around the island, knowing what she was looking for. She just had to find it.

She had never been to the Statue of Liberty herself before the Tutorial, but one thing was clear from the signs. No large bags were allowed inside the Statue, which could only mean one thing.

Somewhere on the island was a place to store large bags before tourists would enter the monument. She continued searching, and eventually found some lockers that likely served that purpose. Teresa began searching through them, and eventually came across a large backpack. Perfect.

There was no time to waste, as apparently Teresa had been on a timer since the start of the Tutorial. She went to the cafe and began packaging rations for herself. She also put the staff in the backpack, though most of it was sticking out the top. It would be very uncomfortable to walk with both a backpack and a quiver holding arrows, but the Tutorial didn’t seem to be the kind of place where one could afford luxury.

She managed to put away enough food to last her for probably a week, maybe a little bit longer. She also had three weeks worth of water, as she imagined she would go through it far faster. Carrying everything was incredibly heavy, so heavy in fact that Teresa knew what to put her unallocated point in.

Teresa sighed in relief as her strength increased to 8, making the weight on her back just a little more bearable. If she had a full party with her, this would not be a problem. With more people, they could have had one person take each reward skill, which would cover all of their bases. Someone could have used <Inventory> for the party, someone could have used <Identify>, and another <Appraise>. Since it was just Teresa, she would have to stop complaining and make it work.

After taking a deep breath and double checking that she had everything, Teresa set off into the desert. She used <Facilitated Restoration> on herself, which wouldn’t keep her from getting tired but it would help her with getting sore and sunburn.

She decided to ensure that the skill’s benefits were always present by using the skill again every once in a while. She even managed to use her dual casting technique to make it even more effective, which would let her practice her skills and gain experience.

Teresa continued toying with Mana as she walked through the desert, sand beneath her shoes. Now that she was getting the hang of dual casting two different skills, she was looking for another experiment to pursue with her Mana.

She could dual cast <Facilitated Restoration> in both hands to make a supercharged version of the skill’s projectile, but it wasn’t nearly as effective as using <Facilitated Restoration> and <Healing Touch> instead. She also tried using the fire from <Facilitated Restoration> as a light source, more out of curiosity than practicality.

She gradually figured out how to increase and decrease the intensity of the light from the fire, though it never provided any heat. She was able to change the light level by changing the density of the restoration Mana within the fire. Spreading the Mana very thin versus condensing it would have an effect on how bright it was. She didn’t particularly have a use for it at the moment, but it was still a cool trick she had learned.

Another thing she wanted to experiment with was figuring out how exactly her Mana got converted into restoration Mana. There was a certain point in the skill where her Mana entered some sort of transformation process that happened faster than she could process. She was about to give it a go when movement caught her eyes.

She had only been in the desert for an hour now and she had already run into monsters. In the distance, she saw a pack of humanoid shapes walking. She couldn’t tell what they were, but she had an idea. She activated <Identify> while looking intently at one particular shape in the monster pack. She felt a little bit of Mana leave her Soul from within her head, though she would need a lot more time before she could detail what exactly was going on.

A screen appeared in front of her, though she didn’t need to read it to know what it said. <Identify> had pushed the knowledge straight into her brain.

{Goblin (F) (lv 5)}

Teresa laughed to herself. This was probably the first time she had encountered a monster that was the same level as her. Using <Identify> on the rest of the monsters in the group revealed they were all goblins of similar levels. There were eight of them, and none of them seemed to be a Shaman.

It was time to get some experience.

Teresa went off in the direction of the goblins. It was literally out of her way to fight them, the <Tutorial Compass> was pointing in a slightly different direction, but it wasn’t too out of her way.

Despite the seemingly endless distance, it was crossed in 10 minutes. It really was hard to get a sense for distance when everything around you was a flat field of endless sand, excluding the Statue of Liberty that was still vaguely visible on the horizon.

There might also be some weird magical stuff going on that messes with vision, now that Teresa focused on it. The environment Mana was all slowly flowing towards the only green land visible, which likely played a role in why things like grass could grow there. The movement of environment Mana might be enough to manipulate someone’s vision, though that was a bit of a stretch. Still, Teresa liked to think about how things might work even if she could be wrong.

Now that the goblins were much closer, the two parties spotted each other. Teresa couldn’t exactly sneak up on the monsters, but she had certainly seen them long before they had seen her. Teresa had her backpack set on the ground behind her, and she faced the oncoming goblins. She had her bow at the ready, an arrow drawn as she lined up her shot. The monsters were charging towards her now, and as soon as the first one entered firing range she released her arrow.

It landed in the leading goblin’s stomach, crippling it but not killing it outright. She drew another arrow, aiming at the next goblin. This shot was a miss, but she managed to land a hit on four more goblins before she was forced to draw her sword.

The three goblins that had made it this far held a sword, an axe, and a dagger. The one with the sword reached Teresa first, though she was able to quickly thrust Preston’s sword into its face. The blade cut through flesh and bone, penetrating the goblin’s brain and killing it instantly.

The next was the goblin with the axe. It swung the axe at Teresa, forcing her to let go of the sword still inside the first goblin’s skull so she could jump back. As soon as the swing passed, she rushed forward and uppercut the goblin in the chin. Using her momentum, she shoved the goblin off balance in the direction of the dagger goblin, giving her a moment to retrieve her sword.

The dagger goblin entered striking range, and she quickly slashed it across its chest. The goblin screamed, falling to the ground. It caught itself quickly and began to get back to its feet, but Teresa finished it off with a slash to the top of its head.

The axe goblin had gotten back to its feet as well, and Teresa saw an opening. She grabbed the dagger of the goblin she just killed and threw it at the axe goblin, hoping to finish it off quick.

Unfortunately, throwing a dagger was way harder than it sounded in Teresa’s head. The weapon landed hilt first against the goblins arm, and didn’t even impact hard enough to leave a bruise.

Shit, that would have been badass if that worked, Teresa thought as lifted her sword. The goblin swung its axe once again, and Teresa easily avoided it. She swung her sword at the monster’s head, killing it with the blow. The monster dropped to the ground, and Teresa ripped her sword free from the goblin’s skull.

Of the five goblins she shot, two had now died. One had been from a headshot, the other had been from blood loss. Another goblin was unconscious, and the remaining two could barely stand on their feet.

Teresa had no problems finishing them off, deciding not to take any risks. She used her bow to kill the goblins from a safe but short distance. The goblins didn’t provide a lot of experience, but there were eight of them. By the time Teresa finished off the last one, she had gained another level.

Maybe the desert wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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Teresa released an arrow at the large mosquito that was leading the monster pack. She drew another as the first planted itself in the lead creature’s eye, taking the chance to shoot another.

It had only been thirty minutes since her fight with the goblins when she had found more monsters. A quick <Identify> had revealed they were all large mosquitos, the same kind of monster Teresa had fought in the first wave.

Crazy enough, they were all lower level than Teresa herself. She managed to kill all four of them with her bow before they even reached her, making it an easy fight. Teresa was having a blast, these fights were completely different from the waves. During the waves, Teresa and her party had been the ones being hunted. They didn’t have a choice in whether they fought or not, and they never knew what monster they would be facing next.

Now? Teresa was a living, breathing monster murder machine. She had killed the eight goblins without receiving a single injury, and had now made extremely short work of some mosquitos. She saw more movement in the general direction that the compass pointed, and she decided to take yet another detour to hunt some monsters.

Teresa wasn’t sure what was waiting for her at these monster strongholds, but she imagined this quest was still designed for a full party of five. She would need all of the levels she could get before taking on a stronghold.

Thankfully, the monsters seemed to become more common the further she traveled. The next pack of monsters was made of those vampiric cordyceps deer from wave two. There were seven of them, and they were all higher level than Teresa. They ranged from levels 7 to 9, though none of them seemed to be acidic like the miniboss from the wave have been.

Teresa herself hadn’t gotten the chance to really fight the deer since she had been injured during the first wave. She was looking forward to the chance, once more setting down her bag and readying her bow as she got in range.

The deer spotted her and charged towards her. Teresa carefully aimed her first shot and fired, hitting the lead dear right in the head. These creatures were far easier to headshot. As they charged towards her, they ran head first due to the shape of their bodies. Quadrupeds like the deer would make easy targets, and Teresa continued to open fire.

They were much faster than the goblins, so Teresa only managed to take out three before the rest reached her. Instead of drawing her sword, she decided to try shooting one more arrow at very close range. By the time she had fully drawn the arrow, a deer was within feet of her.

She released the arrow, watching it plant firmly within the deer’s skull. It collapsed to the ground mid sprint, nearly tripping Teresa. She quickly put her bow on her back and drew her sword now, seeing that playing a little risky with the ranged weapon had paid off.

She had put her previous unallocated point into Agility, deciding to thoroughly focus on her combat capabilities with her unallocated points while her class took care of her Intelligence, Wisdom, and Perception.

She darted towards the next deer, slashing upwards with her sword across its throat. The blade dug into the monster’s neck, also releasing a cloud of spores as she cut through a fungal growth. Thankfully, the spores seemed harmless to her, even if they were cordyceps. The thought of that fungus creeped her out though, and she didn’t really want to breathe it in if she could help it.

She had to quickly avoid a bite from one of the remaining two deer, jumping back and swinging her sword yet again. She missed completely, but swung again as the monster tried to close the gap. The blade sliced through the creature’s snout, making it recoil and yelp.

The next deer was able to get the jump on Teresa and tackle her before she could avoid it. It bit down at her, but Teresa gripped its throat and pushed back with all of her Strength. The monster chomped at empty air a few times, and managed to kick Teresa in the ribs a few times.

She grunted and pushed the monster to the side, thankfully it was not too heavy. The monster quickly got its bearings together and charged again, though Teresa was ready this time with her blade leveled at its neck. The sword punctured into the deer’s neck, making it collapse to the ground dead. 

The last remaining, injured deer kicked Teresa in the side, unable to properly bite her with its snout cut off. With a quick slash, the last deer dropped dead to the ground. Killing the group of deer along with the mosquitos had been enough to make her hit level 7, which was great progress. 

Teresa noted that gaining her first few levels had been far harder than gaining them now. Sure, she needed to kill more enemies, but her stats had improved along with her combat prowess. There had been seven deer in the second wave, and Teresa had just managed to kill seven on her own. Sure, there wasn’t a miniboss amongst these deer, but the sentiment was still there.

She was stronger.

Teresa continued on in the direction that the <Tutorial Compass> pointed. She used <Healing Touch> to heal her bruised side, though <Facilitated Restoration> had already done a lot of work on its own. As she was doing this, she got a notification saying her <Mana Control> had finally reached level 4, though a quick check showed the description remained the same.

She ran into another pack of deer, which she was able to kill in a similar manner to the previous deer. She ran into a group of three Clubbers, and she knew these monsters had been worth a good amount of experience. She was far more experienced with the bow now, and was able to land multiple shots on the Clubber in the lead of the pack before any of them reached her.

These would be far harder to fight on her own, but still possible. She put her unallocated point into Agility again, as she was going to try to use a strategy she had previously discussed with Preston when they were training.

They had gotten the idea to make a crawler at the end of each wave from a video game with waves of zombies. Keeping one alive but injured would prevent the next wave from starting, giving them time to prepare. Walking around with the last creature following you was called “training,” as you were leading the monster around like the head of a train.

However, in between Preston and Jake arguing about isekai Teresa had learned something else. Apparently, just leading a group of monsters around as they chased you was called training, it didn’t have to be a crawler. In the zombie game they had gotten the strategy from, so long as you could run faster than the zombies you could shoot behind you as they chased you. Running in a certain pattern through a map utilizing the natural environment would let a player get through even the most difficult of waves as they could just run forever while shooting zombies behind them.

In real life, this was more difficult. For one, Teresa didn’t have a gun. She had a bow and arrow. Running and shooting a bow and arrow at the same time is very hard. Very, very hard, actually. Secondly, Teresa was not faster than the Clubbers. If they were to run side by side in a straight line, the Clubbers would easily win a race against Teresa. However, she knew from experience that she could avoid a Clubber’s charge consistently by dodging to the side.

Previously, it had always been a close call. Now, Teresa was able to take a few quick steps perpendicular to the Clubber just before it rammed into her, allowing her a brief moment to aim and shoot an arrow. There were three of the Clubbers, but it took a few seconds for one to get itself turned around facing the right direction again after missing their charge.

Once Teresa realized this, the Clubbers became predictable. She would shoot a few arrows into the face on one’s chest, dodge, shoot another in the face, dodge, shoot another in the face, dodge, repeat until they stop moving. It wasn’t exactly like training a zombie in the way Preston and Jake had described, but it worked. A little over thirty arrows later, two of the Clubbers were dead and the last was incredibly injured. Teresa continued to fire until she ran out of arrows, forcing her to draw her sword.

She would have preferred avoiding close combat with these monsters in particular, but it couldn’t be avoided now. At least the last one was injured, as its chest looked like the back of a porcupine.

She managed to avoid the monster swinging its clubbed head at her, and darted underneath the creature. She quickly swung her sword above her as high as she could reach, disemboweling the Clubber in one motion. One of the Clubber’s legs managed to kick her in the calf before it went down, likely breaking Teresa’s leg.

She winced but wasn’t too worried. She activated <Healing Touch> on the injury, not even feeling particularly upset she had gotten injured. The Clubber fell to the ground, dying shortly after from its injuries. Hell, getting injured was probably a good thing. This would let her get some more experience for her healing skills.

Teresa was still experimenting with her skills and improving her control over them between fights, but nothing provided as much experience as using them in a battle. Both of her healing skills were a little over halfway to level 4 by the time she finished healing, and she immediately moved on towards the nearest monster stronghold.

Along the way, she ran into two more groups of mosquitos and another pack of deer. Most interestingly of all she encountered a pack of goblins with a Shaman. There were eleven goblins in this group, though Teresa was willing to risk it to take them on.

She tore a rag off her sleeve and wrapped it around her face, knowing what to expect from the upcoming fight. The pack of goblins spotted her, and as she expected the Shaman sent a poisonous cloud of gas at her. The goblins laughed and cheered, watching as their prey was engulfed in poison.

An arrow shot out, planting itself into a goblin’s face. The goblins stopped laughing, seemingly stunned by the incident. The brief shock granted Teresa the chance to kill another goblin, and she continued to fire arrows into the pack.

The goblin Shaman wasn’t strong enough to hurt her. Teresa’s rags allowed her to breathe alright, and her <Facilitated Restoration> was actually enough to rapidly heal her eyes as the gas dried them out. Aiming was still made more difficult, but it wasn’t impossible.

As a matter of fact, the poisonous cloud was actually incredibly beneficial to Teresa. It acted like a protective shield, as any goblin that got too close to her would begin to choke and die. She reached level 8 mid-fight, and decided to put her unallocated point into Fortitude to bring it up to a 6. This would help her eyes withstand the poisonous gas, as she actually had an idea that involved the Shaman.

One by one the goblins died. By the time the goblins grew the nerve to charge her altogether in the poisonous gas, they were too few in number to survive her barrage of arrows as they grew closer. Of the original eleven goblins, only the Shaman remained. Teresa approached the Shaman, noting with interest that the goblin’s eyes were wide with fear.

She kicked the goblin in the chest, sending it tumbling onto its back. She quickly kneeled down on top of the goblin, pinning it to the ground as she gave it a pat down. Teresa found a knife tucked into the Shaman’s waistband, though that seemed to be its only weapon aside from its staff.

Teresa stood up and threw the knife as far as she could, then left the Shaman alone to go collect her arrows. The Shaman got to its feet, and continued to frantically shoot poisonous gas at Teresa. The goblin spoke in an unknown language to itself, though Teresa got the impression it was trying to calm itself for some reason. Probably had something to do with her <Translate> skill that hadn’t seen much use.

She calmly collected the arrows from the goblin corpses, keeping an eye on the Shaman. Thankfully, it seemed too scared to try anything but poisonous gas. The monster wasn’t too bright, as the poisonous gas very clearly wasn’t working for it, but Teresa wasn’t complaining. She had noticed the constant exposure to the gas kept her <Facilitated Restoration> constantly healing her eyes, giving her a steady income of experience.

Additionally, the poisonous gas had worked to her benefit during the fight. If she could bring the Shaman around with her, it would make hunting monsters for experience become easier. She wasn’t sure how cooperative the goblin would be, but so long as it kept shooting poisonous gas at her she was happy.

She managed to recover all of her arrows without any incident, and approached the Shaman once more. The goblin began to speak, looking like it was trying to threaten her, but Teresa didn’t pay it any mind. She punched the goblin in the face, breaking its nose and stunning it. Seizing the moment, Teresa tackled the goblin to the ground again, holding a variety of goblin weapons.

Some of the weapons had rope to tie the parts together or used rope to create a grip. Alternatively, the rope would be great to keep the Shaman restrained during travel. With quite a bit of struggling, Teresa managed to bind the Shaman’s hands behind its back, and the poisonous gas was no longer being emitted.

Teresa wasn’t too upset about that, as she would need to conserve the goblin’s Mana. Even while bound, the Shaman thrashed about and began to chase her. Teresa was able to avoid it by walking at a brisk pace, and she began to lead the goblin towards her objective.

The <Tutorial Compass> still pointed in a featureless direction as far as Teresa could see, but her Perception would improve with more levels. It was at 14 right now, which would have made it the highest in the party. A lot of her stats had seen an improvement, especially her Intelligence and Wisdom.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 8 (F) (10%)

Class: Healer lv 1 (F) (62%)

HP: (84/85)

Stamina: (76/85)

Mana: (286/299)

Strength: 8

Fortitude: 6

Endurance: 7

Vitality: 7

Agility: 9

Intelligence: 26

Wisdom: 22

Perception: 14

Unallocated Points: 0

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (1.3%)>

<Mana Control: lv 4 (3%)>

<Healing Touch: lv 3 (61%)>

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 3 (59%)

<Identify: lv 3 (48%)>

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

<Tutorial: Power Hungry>

<Tutorial: First Stage Completionist>

}

Doing some quick math, she had 99 stat points in total. One more and her total stat points would be in the triple digits. Thankfully, it wasn’t long before she spotted movement once more.

The desert was surprisingly teeming with life, considering the vast amount of nothingness. Teresa had run into multiple monster groups today, and it was still early afternoon.

The next pack of monsters were Clubbers once again. There were five of them, a little more than what Teresa would normally be willing to go up against. As a matter of fact, she would have completely ignored this group if she encountered them just half an hour ago, but she had a goblin Shaman to weaponize.

Seconds later, the goblin Shaman was tackled, untied, and given its staff back. Teresa had tried to figure out how the staff worked, but her Mana didn’t do anything with it. Maybe if she had gotten the <Appraise> skill, she could have figured out how the staff worked, and maybe she wouldn’t have even needed to leave the Shaman alive.

Still, <Identify> had been a good choice. Being able to determine what an enemy was at a distance and even see their level was incredibly reassuring, and it had even let her know the previous pack of goblins had a Shaman with them ahead of time.

That very Shaman began to fire poisonous gas at Teresa the moment it got the chance, which was perfect. She approached the pack of Yectin Clubbers, glad none of them were considered “Royal” like the Clubber miniboss had been. She drew her bow and began firing as they charged towards her, ignoring the Shaman.

Teresa dodged the first charge, then the second, then the third. There were multiple Clubbers, all either charging at her or swinging their clubbed heads to try and crush her. She had some experience avoiding their attacks, but the onslaught was so constant she didn’t have time to launch any attacks of her own.

Thankfully, the Shaman took care of the offense for her, even if it was unintentional. The Clubbers began to slow down and choke, giving Teresa a chance. She drew her sword and began darting beneath the choking Clubbers, disemboweling one after another. Within minutes, all five were dead and Teresa only suffered minor injuries that were healed automatically by <Facilitated Restoration>.

It hadn’t been enough to gain her a level, but she still made a lot of progress. She was over two thirds of the way to level 9 already, and she was close to another class level up. Things were going great for her.

She repeated this process on her journey a few more times, fighting a pack of mosquitos and even another pack of goblins. Weaker enemies like the mosquitos and goblins were giving less experience now, and she just barely crossed the threshold for level 9 by the time she finished off both packs.

This brought her total stats up to 104, making Teresa proud of herself. Or at least it should have brought it up to level 104, but crossing the 100 point threshold had given her another title.

<Tutorial: Level Pioneer>

Be the first to reach 100 total stat points in your Tutorial party. +1 all stats.

She had gotten yet another Tutorial based title, giving her +1 to all stats. This had brought her total stat points up to 112, and she felt absolutely fantastic.

A loud rumbling interrupted her thoughts, and the Shaman that had still been shooting poisonous gas at her stopped and began screaming in a panic. Teresa looked around for the source of the sound, and she saw a horde of what looked like Wyvern-Fish in the distance. There were 13 of them, which was quite a lot, but Teresa might be able to take them on now. She’d have to be careful of the fire, but-

She froze, having used <Identify> on one of the Wyvern-Fish.

{Flawed Wyvern-Fish (F) (lv 29)}

Several of the Wyvern-Fish were above level 20, many were close to even level 30. Teresa would stand no chance against these enemies, and knew she had to avoid them. Oh well, at least her <Identify> had come in handy. Now she just had to walk the other way-

The Wyvern Fish were rapidly approaching her direction. The Shaman continued to scream, which was likely drawing their attention. Shit. Teresa thought fast, and stabbed the Shaman in one of its legs. The Shaman shrieked, falling to the ground. After grabbing its staff, she began to sprint as fast as she could away from the scene.

She was now comparable to an Olympic athlete herself, running far faster than what any 5 foot 3 woman should be capable of. Around three minutes of running later, she received a notification.

You Have Slain {Goblin Horde Shaman (F) (lv 8)}

Experience Granted

The Wyvern-Fish had found the Shaman, meaning they were close by. Teresa continued running, hoping the Shaman would have bought her enough time to get away.

For as strong as Teresa had gotten, there was always a bigger Wyvern-Fish.
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Teresa ran for as long as her Stamina would allow. Stamina was a thing Teresa had not thought a lot about, as it had never gotten particularly low during any of her fights. It had certainly improved her overall cardio, but after running for several minutes straight she was still getting tired.

The Wyvern-Fish had been incredibly high level. The more Teresa considered it, the more she realized what kind of threat she just avoided. The Wyvern-Fish miniboss they had all fought at the end of the fifth wave had only been level 14, and it had wiped out nearly the entire party. Sure, it also had that attunement thing, but if levels scaled for monsters the same way they did for humans then Teresa wouldn’t stand a chance.

If every level gave a Wyvern-Fish just a single point in Agility, some of them would have at least 29 Agility, not accounting for their other stats. Teresa could not fight something with 29 Agility. Her highest stat was Intelligence at the moment, with a whopping 29 points. For all she knew, that might have made Teresa a fireball slinging badass - if she actually had a skill for throwing fireballs at things. Unfortunately this only helped her healing and multitasking at the moment, which was certainly useful but not enough to single-handedly win battles.

What Teresa was really concerned about was Perception. Not necessarily her own, which was at a solid 16. Rather, she was concerned about the Perception of the Wyvern-Fish she just avoided. If just one of them had a high Perception stat, there was no way they didn’t see her. 

Teresa was increasingly confident something was interfering with long distance sight out in the desert. The horde of Wyvern-Fish should roughly be a mile behind her, probably a bit closer to two miles at this point. That was quite a distance to run on foot, but that wasn’t the point. The issue was Teresa couldn’t see them at all. Two miles was a pretty solid amount of distance, but she should still see at least something. It was a group of 13 Wyvern-Fish, that was something she should notice even from this distance.

Instead, there was a flat expanse of sand in all directions. She could still see the Statue of Liberty in the distance, which added to her confusion. She had been moving all day away from the monument, it was certainly quite far away by now given her increased physical capabilities. Still, she had an easier time spotting it than she did with any monsters, which gave her the impression that the Statue was somehow resistant to the vision distortion.

Eventually, Teresa had to stop and catch her breath. Surely she was safe by now, or at least as safe as she could expect to be. It was getting late, and she had made amazing progress being out in the desert for just one day. She was already level 9, and she still had an unallocated point from her most recent level.

She was half tempted to just throw it into Fortitude, which was currently her lowest stat. It certainly wouldn’t be the greatest investment, but something about having uneven stats really annoyed Teresa. Still, she couldn’t just invest the points based on her status screen’s aesthetics. Agility was likely her best bet again, as it was always useful to be faster.

She continued in the direction that the <Tutorial Compass> pointed, now contemplating new things as a thought crossed her mind. She knew from her few physics classes that force was equal to mass multiplied by acceleration. If she increased her Agility, that would make her faster. If she was faster, she would be able to hit things at a higher speed, which would mean hitting things with more force.

Additionally, being able to run faster also involved exerting more force through her legs to push off the ground harder. Overall, it looked like Agility would make her able to produce more force with her body, which caused Teresa a bit of confusion. If Agility allowed her to exert more force, wouldn’t that just be making her stronger? In that case, what was the difference between Strength and Agility?

Teresa shook her head, having formed new questions about how stats worked. If she increased her Strength a bunch, couldn’t she theoretically run faster by pushing off the ground harder? Maybe she just didn’t have a good enough grasp on physics or physiology to get how it worked, but it was something she would look into later.

For now, she had a new staff. During the original wave against the goblins, the Shaman’s staff had been broken, rendering it unusable. It wasn’t able to be repaired with Mana like the party’s other equipment, so they never got the chance to figure out how it worked.

Now, she had a new Shaman staff. Teresa held it in her hands, and attempted to pour her Mana into it. When the Shaman had been alive, it had felt impossible to do anything with the staff. Now, the staff seemed reluctant to absorb her Mana, but Teresa’s control over Mana allowed her to pour Mana into the staff anyways. Perhaps some weapons wouldn’t work with other people if the owner was still alive.

It was a slow process, and far different from the Mana recovery staff she and Madeline had been using throughout the whole Tutorial. That staff would help her absorb Mana, having the Mana go from the staff to Teresa. This new staff went the opposite direction, and involved having Mana flow from Teresa to the staff itself.

Whenever Teresa used any of her healing spells, there was a small, borderline impossibly thin layer that her Mana would pass through. Her Mana would enter through one side completely normal, and would pass through to the other side in the form of restoration Mana.

To this day Teresa still couldn’t understand exactly how the Mana was transformed. The layer it passed through was too thin, and trying to examine it was like trying to figure out how a blood cell could absorb stuff through its membrane. If she had a crazy strong microscope, sure, maybe she could figure it out. Except that the layer the Mana passed through didn’t seem physical, so looking super duper closely wouldn’t actually accomplish anything for her.

The staff operated a lot like that thin layer. Her normal Mana would enter, and it would get transformed into a new kind of Mana. However, unlike the thin layer that came with her healing skills, the staff was large and slow. It was as if the layer had been stretched out into the shape of a staff and made significantly more inefficient.

With her skills, her Mana would transform into restoration Mana at a nearly 1:1 ratio. She would get just about as much restoration Mana out of it relative to her normal Mana put into it. With the staff, it was probably closer to a 25:1 ratio. She believed this to be accurate since it took her 25 points of Mana in order for the staff to even start doing anything, and even then it took a few seconds.

After pouring in way too much Mana for this to be considered efficient, a small puff of noxious gas began to pour out one end of the staff. Inefficient or not, this was awesome. Teresa finally had a way to make her Mana offensive, even if it was riddled with problems.

For one, there was a huge problem that needed to be addressed. She couldn’t control the poisonous Mana cloud once it left the staff, and she immediately began choking on her own attack.

Well shit, that was stupid, Teresa thought as she used her <Healing Touch> and <Facilitated Restoration> to heal her lungs. She had to take a few steps away from the small poisonous gas cloud, as her healing magic still wasn’t capable of dispelling the poison. It could heal the damage caused by the poison even as the poison was in her body, but it couldn’t get rid of the poison altogether.

Teresa focused on her breathing, feeling surprisingly not overly affected. The poison was definitely in her lungs, but it wasn’t doing nearly as much as it had to Jake and Madeline during the goblin wave. There were probably a lot of factors that were coming into play for this.

Her first guess was that it was a skill issue. Not that she was missing a skill, although that may be it too, but rather that she was just using the staff poorly and creating lower quality poisonous gas.

Her second guess was that the staff itself was a lower quality. She didn’t have the <Appraise> skill, so she couldn’t figure out the details for certain. Still, different items might have different qualities, even if they do the same task.

There were a lot more possibilities too. Her <Mana Control>, her Intelligence stat, her Wisdom stat, her class, and so many other things could all be having an impact on the quality of the poison. Hell, maybe her Fortitude being a little bit higher even came into play, though she was sure her Fortitude was still lower than Jake’s would have been during the goblin wave.

In between coughs, Teresa started laughing. She looked back at the now dissipating mini cloud of poisonous gas she had created, and started laughing harder even as she coughed.

Magic was real, and it was fucking awesome.

It was easy for her to get caught up in things lately, between the Tutorial, monster attacks, fighting for her life, Sarah’s life being in her hands, etcetera etcetera. Just over a week ago, this would have been completely impossible. Even if Teresa had barely scratched the surface of using magic, she had to admit she was having fun.

I just poisoned myself, Wyvern-Fish might be hunting me down, and I’m alone in a desert. Teresa thought, still laughing a bit to herself. I’ve never been happier. Maybe I’m going looney.

Teresa continued walking as she experimented with the staff. She had fastened her rag back around her face again to avoid any more accidental self poisonings, and was quickly draining her Mana. Thankfully, her Wisdom was now at 25, which gave her an astounding 344 maximum Mana capacity. If using the staff required a minimum of 25 Mana to even start using, then she could theoretically use the staff 13 times in a row before she had any problems.

The more she experimented with the staff, the better she felt she understood the weapon. She still couldn’t understand how the Mana was transformed. Sure, the transformation process was expanded to be much more visible to her senses, but it was still incredibly complicated. If trying to examine the transformation layer in her healing skills was like looking inside a smartphone, then examining the staff was like looking inside a desktop computer. Except in this analogy, Teresa would be a medieval peasant who’s never left her village trying to examine the computer.

For all Teresa knew it might as well be magic. Okay, scratch that. It literally is magic, but Teresa was still extremely new to magic. The Mana went through some… thingy, then it went in a weird circular pattern thing and did another thing and, well, somehow by the end of the process the Mana wasn’t the same anymore.

Figuring out how to transform Mana was still well out of Teresa’s grasp, but she was far more comfortable with the staff now. She had become familiar with how long it took for the staff to transform Mana into poison. It took roughly three seconds after the 25th point of Mana was absorbed for it to transform into poison, and she could steadily continue supplying more Mana to continuously make more poison. 

Doing so was slightly more efficient in terms of Mana consumption, but it was also significantly faster at creating as much poison as possible in a short period of time. Constantly pouring in more Mana would eventually cause a stream of poisonous gas to constantly be emitted from the end of the staff rather than just a singular small cloud.

She still couldn’t control the poisonous gas once it left the staff in the same way that the Shaman could, but it could still come in handy. Teresa spotted another group of the monster deer in the distance, and a quick <Identify> on a few of the creatures showed their levels.

{Vampiric Cordyceps Deer (F) (lv 15)}

{Vampiric Cordyceps Deer (F) (lv 13)}

{Vampiric Cordyceps Deer (F) (lv 16)}

{Vampiric Cordyceps Deer (F) (lv 17)}

There were four of them, all of which were a bit higher leveled than what Teresa would normally fight. However, Teresa’s experience gain had been slowing down against lower level enemies, and she had a new weapon under her belt. Teresa decided to put her spare unallocated point into Agility once more, bringing the stat up to an 11.

At these low levels, every stat point would matter, especially when fighting multiple opponents who were all stronger. Teresa had fought Clubbers with higher levels before plenty of times, but they normally seemed to have inflated levels compared to their strength. She had never fought one of these deer at such a high level before, and most of them were actually higher leveled than the miniboss of the fifth wave.

Teresa set down her backpack and drew her bow, while keeping the poison staff on the ground next to her ready to be picked up. That <Inventory> skill would have really come in use by now, but <Identify> had already saved her life, so she wasn’t complaining.

The monsters were now charging in her direction, and Teresa took the opportunity to once again try to pick a few off with the bow. It was a tried and true method, and had worked multiple times previou-

The first arrow collided with a deer’s head, and just… bounced off? If anything, the arrow just seemed to have pissed the deer off more, and it began to charge faster. Shit.


Teresa wasn’t able to generate enough power with the bow and arrow, as the deer seemed to have too high of a Fortitude stat. If their Fortitude was high enough to shrug off an arrow, would her poison even work?

There was no point in panicking, as it would accomplish nothing. She couldn’t run, as the monsters were clearly faster than her in a straight line. She grabbed the poison staff and began pumping all of her Mana into the weapon, figuring it would be better than nothing.

As the gas poured out of the weapon, Teresa berated herself. It had finally happened. She had chosen to invest her unallocated points wrong. Maybe if she had gone for Strength, she would be able to draw the bow more and deliver a stronger shot that the beasts couldn’t ignore.

No point in regretting it now, she had bigger issues to deal with. A poisonous cloud formed around her and continued expanding as she poured in more and more Mana, but the first deer had arrived.

It charged right at Teresa as many of the inhabitants of the Tutorial seemed to do, and thankfully Teresa had gotten pretty good at just dodging to the side. The deer sprinted past her, quickly turning around to face her once more. She was prepared to dodge another deer’s charge, but rather than just swarming her the deer took the chance to surround her.

The deer all must have a higher Intelligence stat or something, as they were coordinating better than the previous monsters had. They eyed Teresa cautiously, seeming to mostly ignore the poisonous gas. That wasn’t a great sign, but Teresa only had one hope and she was going to stick to it.

She kept pouring out poisonous gas, and the deer began to cautiously approach her. With her spare hand, she drew Preston’s sword, getting ready for a brutal fight. The deer all got closer one step at a time, and it would only be a few seconds before Teresa got ripped apart from all directions.

Deciding that getting eaten alive by deer was a bad idea, she figured she should reverse the roles a little bit. She wouldn’t be able to defend herself from all four deer at the same time from four different directions, but she might be able to if they were all attacking from the same direction.

Teresa charged one of the deer, notably the level 13 deer. It was the lowest level deer attacking her, and if she could pick off the weakest one first that would give her one less enemy to fight. She sprinted at the deer, going from stationary to a full sprint in under a second. The deer seemed caught off guard by this, making it hesitate just a moment before attempting to bite Teresa and block off her escape.

The hesitation combined with Teresa’s experience in fighting monsters and her Agility stat made dodging the attack easy, and she quickly swung her sword down onto the deer’s head. The blade was able to cut into the deer’s skull, but it didn’t make it very far. She had certainly sliced into some brain matter, but some monsters of the Tutorial had already proven they could withstand brain damage before.

She quickly darted past the deer, using it as a barrier to keep the other deer from charging her all at once. The air was still stifled with poisonous gas, but the deer didn’t seem to mind at all.

 

While the deer who had just had its brain dissected was wobbling on its feet in a confused daze, the remaining three deer decided that playing it overly safe wasn’t going to work. They pushed towards her simultaneously, making sure not to attack Teresa one at a time.

This certainly made dodging much harder, and Teresa decided to run towards the deer on her right. If she let the deer attack her on their terms, she would be swarmed and killed. She needed to keep moving if she wanted to survive.

Teresa quickly reached the deer on her right and lifted her sword above her, ready to cut down on this deer’s skull as well. Seeing what had happened to its ally, the deer recoiled for a moment, giving Teresa enough time to position herself such that the deer in front of her was between Teresa and the other remaining deer.

She had feinted her attack, unsure if it would work against monsters. It had been a gamble that had bought her another couple of seconds, but she didn’t have time to keep thinking. The deer quickly turned around, and soon she was surrounded on three sides by the deer. They each lunged at her, trying to take a bite out of her flesh.

Teresa kept stepping back, trying to weave between the monsters as best as she could. There was not much of a point to using the sword again, as it had barely been enough against the weakest deer in the group. She might be able to get a few cuts in, but she would likely receive a lethal injury if she tried to fight back in a melee.

For now, all she could do was stay nimble. She had finally formed a plan, and she wasn’t sure it would work. The deer were slowing down now, having spent too much time in her poisonous cloud. The poisonous gas may not be strong enough to hurt the deer on its own, but there was one important piece of information Teresa was banking on.

Even if the gas wasn’t going to kill the deer on its own, the poisonous gas still wasn’t a substitute for oxygen. Teresa’s rag was able to purify the gas before she breathed it in. If she was being honest with herself, she could maybe survive in the gas for a minute or two with just <Facilitated Restoration> passively healing her. However, the limiting factor of this would be getting oxygen into her body.

Magic or not, she was hoping the deer still needed oxygen to live. The fight had only gone on for about two and a half minutes now, but that seemed to be enough time for the deer to start suffocating.

She was pretty sure she had read somewhere that deer could hold their breath for a long time. Teresa wasn’t sure if she was thinking of deer or moose, but she had seen online that whales actually hunted them and were considered a natural predator. This was because the animals were known to swim and dive underwater, which was how Teresa knew they could hold their breath for quite a while.

Okay, the more she thought about it the more confident she grew that she was actually thinking of moose. If she had her phone and an internet connection she could figure it out, but she had neither and this really wasn’t the time. Point was, the deer theoretically should be able to hold their breath for a decent amount of time. Issue was, the deer weren’t holding their breath. They had been carelessly inhaling the poisonous gas, and surely that meant all of the oxygen had left their system by now.

Teresa did not know nearly enough about biology to be confident in this plan when she started, but sure enough the deer began to slow more and more. The level 13 deer whose skull she had cut open had actually passed out, and the remaining deer weren’t far behind.

Avoiding the deer became significantly easier, and was now barely even a challenge. She still didn’t dare get too close to any of them, as they were still incredibly dangerous monsters. Regardless, their ability to coordinate and strategize with one another fell apart, and a few minutes later Teresa was surrounded by four unconscious deer.

She stopped pouring her Mana into the poison staff and approached the nearest deer, pointing her sword towards the creature’s eye.

It was time for some delicious experience.
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You Have Slain {Vampiric Cordyceps Deer (F) (lv 16)}

Experience Granted

You Have Slain {Vampiric Cordyceps Deer (F) (lv 13)}

Experience Granted

You Have Slain {Vampiric Cordyceps Deer (F) (lv 15)}

Experience Granted

You Have Slain {Vampiric Cordyceps Deer (F) (lv 17)}

Experience Granted

Teresa finished off the remaining deer with some difficulty. Even unconscious, the deer had been so tough it took a few swings to really get the job done. It was disgusting and the entire process had felt horrible, but it worked and that’s what mattered.

The fight hadn’t been enough to level her up again, but she was close.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 9 (F) (92%)

Class: Healer lv 1 (F) (88%)

HP: (95/98)

Stamina: (40/98)

Mana: (19/344)

Strength: 9

Fortitude: 7

Endurance: 8

Vitality: 8

Agility: 11

Intelligence: 29

Wisdom: 25

Perception: 16

Unallocated Points: 0

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (1.3%)>

<Mana Control: lv 4 (89%)>

<Healing Touch: lv 3 (65%)>

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 3 (72%)

<Identify: lv 3 (55%)>

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

<Tutorial: Power Hungry>

<Tutorial: First Stage Completionist>

<Tutorial: Level Pioneer>

}

She was only 8% shy of level 10. This meant after she got her first or second kill in her next battle, she would probably level up. Additionally, something caught her eye. Her <Facilitated Restoration> skill had actually surpassed <Healing Touch>, as they were the same level but <Facilitated Restoration> was closer to level 4.

It felt a little weird, as she had gotten <Healing Touch> first, but it made sense. She used <Facilitated Restoration> far more often than <Healing Touch>, and used it on herself repeatedly due to its long lasting nature. Teresa had been out in the sun all day, and didn’t have any sunburn at all thanks to the passive healing she received.

She was going to have the opposite problem soon. The sun was setting, and it would be night soon. While deserts are hot during the day, they are also freezing cold at night. Teresa had a plan for this, but it was admittedly a terrible one.

Initially, she had considered starting a fire to stay warm. There was an issue with this, as Teresa did not have a way to start a fire. She could maybe get some Wyvern-Fish to shoot fire at her, but the flames from those monsters typically vanished after a few seconds.

Option two was to bring a buttload of sweatshirts and extra clothes, then wear multiple layers. Teresa actually did this, but it wasn’t the only option she was following through on. She could only bring so many pairs of clothes, and most of them weren’t insulated for freezing temperatures.

This led to option three, which was both a great and terrible idea. If her healing skills could heal the damage she received from the heat and the sun, then maybe it could also heal the damage she received from freezing. In other words, she would be freezing while also healing faster than she received damage. It banked on <Facilitated Restoration> being fast enough, but with the extra layers she might be alright.

Either way, it would be great practice for her healing skills.

Besides, Teresa preferred sleeping with her room cold. Surely this would be comparable to that, right?

Wrong. So very, very wrong. Teresa kept traveling for an hour longer without running into any monsters, and the temperature had dropped dramatically. It had been chilly at night close to the Statue of Liberty, but not like this. Teresa frequently stopped to take out a sweater or a hoodie, and soon she had so many layers on she was sure it would look comical to any passerby.

Every time she added a layer of clothing, it seemed to highlight how cold something else was. Put on a few sweaters, and suddenly her legs are freezing. Use a few pairs of hoodies as incredibly awkward pants, and suddenly her nose was freezing. Fix that issue, then her feet are cold, then her ears, and then her hands were cold, and on and on.

Teresa had once heard someone say they preferred the cold because they could always put more layers on, but they couldn’t always take more layers off if it was too hot. That was total bullshit, there were only so many layers she could put on before her arms weren’t able to fit into any more sweaters. Plus, she had already ripped a few pairs trying to wear them as pants.

Admittedly, this was partially her own fault. Okay, okay, maybe this was entirely her own fault, she should have prepared better for the night before running off to go on a monster murder spree. Still, it’s not like there was any arctic gear at the Statue of Liberty otherwise Teresa would have noticed it.

Teresa laid down in the sand and closed her eyes. Shit, what if a monster pack found her while she was asleep? What would she do then, just die? If she went from freezing to death in the middle of the night to burning to death from a Wyvern-Fish she would be pissed.

Really she should have thought more about that before leaving as well. Damn, she was really underprepared for this. Maybe she should start heading back to Liberty Island to come up with a better plan, but what better plan was there? 

She needed some way to prevent monsters from attacking her while she slept, that was problem numero uno. Being cold sucked and she certainly wouldn’t be able to sleep in these conditions, but she would survive. She could travel at night while healing herself and occasionally taking out a monster pack, and sleep during the day. The main problem she couldn’t solve was sleeping without being attacked.

With more people they could have taken shifts, but obviously that wasn’t an option. There wasn’t a way to start a fire, and even if she burned her spare clothes it would only last for so long. Maybe if she used monster bodies as fuel that would help with the cold, but that wouldn’t help with the monsters. If anything, that would just be a bright beacon saying “Hey come over here, there’s a human to eat!”

Shit, that made Teresa realize she had taken a huge chance earlier. What if the monsters didn’t eat each other? She knew they weren’t on good terms now that the Wyvern-Fish had finished off that Shaman, but what if they had been on the same team? If they had been allies, that Shaman may have been able to guide those Wyvern-Fish to her to exact revenge and eat some tasty prey.

Did all of the monsters even eat humans? Sure, the Yectin Clubber had tried to eat Sarah, but could the same be said for all of the monsters? Maybe the goblins just really, really hated humans the same way humans hate mosquitos.

She was getting side tracked. Monsters, sleeping, what should she do? Maybe she could walk around in a grid to systematically kill any monsters nearby, but that wouldn’t prevent wandering packs of monsters from stumbling across her. Maybe she could just avoid sleeping, maybe restoration Mana could heal sleep deprivation?

Teresa immediately began to work on this idea. She already had <Facilitated Restoration> active on herself, so she activated <Healing Touch>. Okay, now to heal her tiredness.

Okay wait, where the hell was she supposed to heal?

Was tiredness stored in the brain? She pressed her palms to her temples, but didn’t really feel any different. Some restoration Mana eventually began to pour into her skull, but she was pretty sure it was just because she was giving herself a headache trying to think about this.

Okay, maybe healing magic couldn’t get rid of her need to sleep. That had been kind of dumb, and for a moment Teresa was thankful she was alone in a desert so that way nobody would have seen her just try to heal away the need for sleep.

It had been worth a shot though. Hell, maybe she just wasn’t doing it right, but she had no idea where to start. She didn’t know enough about sleep to pinpoint exactly why she needed to sleep in the first place. Why did anyone need to sleep? What did sleep even do on a precise, scientific level? With healing wounds she could at least visualise the cells multiplying and blood coagulating to fix the injury, but curing exhaustion? Now that she thought about it, if she could do that she could probably find a way to indirectly convert Mana to Stamina by using healing magic, but that was way out of her league.

Alright, new plan. She had briefly thought about traps before, but what could she use as a trap? She could head back, find some soda cans or something and tie them to spears in an area around her as an early detection system. If she put four spears into the ground in a large square around her, tied a string between each, then attached something noisy it might wake Teresa up if a monster walked through it.

At first, this seemed like a great plan. Problem solved, all she has to do is go back, get some cans, and head out into the desert again. She had 20 days remaining, there might be time for that.

Except she had already seen why this plan wouldn’t work. If those high leveled Wyvern-Fish or something else at a ridiculously high level tripped the alarm and woke her up, she would be dead anyways. Damnit, she had gotten her hopes up for a moment.

Okay, new new plan, super duper new plan. Shit, nothing was coming to mind. This was almost frustrating, though strangely enough Teresa was actually kind of having fun with this. Sure, she was freezing and the only things keeping her alive at the moment was her healing magic and a disastrous choice of wardrobe. Still, knowing this was life or death kind of made it… fun?

It made her feel like her decisions were important. If she chose wrong, she could die, but that wasn’t too big of a bother to her. If she lived, great! If she died, then it wasn’t her problem anymore.

Except then Sarah would die too.

Fuck. Nevermind, she needed to stay alive for now. She also probably needed therapy, but that was irrelevant. She needed to figure out how to get past this problem. She had considered traps, alarms, and even getting rid of the need to sleep altogether. How else was she supposed to not get slaughtered in the middle of the night? What, was she supposed to just get stronger until she could sprint all the way to a monster stronghold in a day before she got tired?

Wait, that might be it. As stupid as it sounded, it was plausible. The waves had been meant to be beaten in a day, but Teresa and her party had managed to stretch it out to over a week. What if this time, she did that backwards? This quest seemed to be designed for a party to slowly travel across the desert from one stronghold to the next across the course of a month, taking their time.

What if she got strong enough to clear a monster stronghold and make it back home in time for dinner?

If Teresa could run out into the desert at the break of dawn, accomplish this task, and make it back to Liberty Island to head to sleep, then maybe she could actually complete this quest.

Alright, she had a plan. Run out into the desert like a madwoman and kill everything in sight, then go back to Liberty Island and sleep. Rinse and repeat until she could eventually do the same with an entire monster stronghold. It’s not like she even needed to beat this quest, the only real reason she was still in the Tutorial was because she wanted to get strong enough to save Sarah. This plan would align perfectly with her goals.


Teresa stood up and took a few layers of hoodies off so that she could begin her trek back to Liberty Island. She could still see it in the distance, as the moon lit up enough of the world for her to see surprisingly clearly. Maybe it was just her 16 Perception talking, but her visibility wasn’t as limited as she expected it to be.

She made her way back towards Liberty Island, her entire body racked with pain from the cold. She was pretty sure that her Fortitude had helped save her life here along with all of her other measures, and was a little relieved she had put a total of 2 points into the stat so far.

She hadn’t considered that stat would help with resisting natural temperatures, but she was certainly handling the freezing weather better than she would have before the System. Hell, maybe someone with a high enough Fortitude like Jake would be able to ignore the cold altogether.

Teresa continued walking, deciding she would ignore any monsters while in this state. Maybe if her Fortitude got high enough she could hunt at night, but there wasn’t much point in that. The only benefit of being out at night was leveling her healing skills, which actually were seeing some progress. As a matter of fact, she might even level up both her class and her <Facilitated Restoration> before she made it back to Liberty Island.

Speaking of her healing skills, she began to use <Healing Touch> on her face to begin another experiment as she walked. She wasn’t going to be doing much other than walking and healing for quite a few hours, so why not take the chance to be productive and experiment with Mana a little?

Her face was incredibly dry from the cold. Even the wimpiest gust of wind shot knives into her skin, and she felt her lips chap. When she was younger her mother had taught her some basic skincare. Benzoyl peroxide was good for acne, salicylic acid was good for blackheads, moisturizer kept her skin healthy and young while dealing with the dryness from other chemicals, and so on.

Now the question was if Teresa could replicate that with healing magic. She wasn’t exactly positive on how all those products were supposed to be good for her skin, but she knew the general feeling of healthy skin versus damaged skin. If it worked, maybe she could even heal her hair’s split ends. What counted as healing? Could someone give themselves plastic surgery or completely alter their appearance with healing magic?

Teresa wasn’t going to go that far, she had just thought of a potential application for healing magic and wanted to test it out. Restoration Mana flowed through her skin from both of her skills, and she tried her best to guide the Mana into her pores. Initially, nothing happened. The Mana sat uselessly in her skin, completely idle.

She focused on making the Mana moisturize her skin, thinking of it like a burn. Teresa could heal burn wounds, so why wouldn’t she be able to heal dry skin? Hell, if anything her healing magic should function as the most effective skincare routine on the planet.

As she was thinking this, her dry skin began to heal. Once it got started, it was very quick. Healing dry skin was nothing compared to broken bones and flesh wounds after all. She continued focusing on healing her skin past the bare minimum, trying to find any imperfections no matter how minor.

There probably wouldn’t be any drastic changes to her appearance, she was just inventing the world’s greatest skincare routine is all. She already had healthy skin before the System, so really it wasn’t that big of a deal-

Teresa got a notification showing her <Mana Control> had reached level 5, and a quick glance at her skills showed both of her healing skills were incredibly close to a level up.

The Mana experiments continued as she walked. If testing out healing magic on any random thing Teresa could think of would improve her skills, then she would absolutely take full advantage of that.

At least it would distract her from the cold.
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There were now 19 days left in the second stage of the Tutorial.

Teresa had lost some time due to her initial expedition out into the desert, but it hadn’t been for nothing. Her healing skills had both reached level 4, and she had figured some things out on her trip back. For one, there were random, peculiar things she could not heal.

Healing her hair had proven impossible, or at least beyond Teresa’s current abilities. Fixing split ends wasn’t an option, and she had a few guesses as to why. Her hair was made of keratin and dead cells, and Teresa probably couldn’t heal the dead.

Actually, that was another experiment Teresa wanted to try once she got the chance. The next time she killed a monster, she would see if she could heal the corpse’s injuries for practice. Based on what she learned from trying to heal her hair, this likely wouldn’t work. Still, she was curious.

The same extended to her fingernails. Dead cells, no healing. She could use the restoration Mana on her hair follicles and some parts of her nails, but there weren’t many uses for that at the moment. She could probably cure injuries to people’s scalp and fingers, but she wouldn’t be able to make someone grow a head of hair or replace someone’s nails.

Her healer class had also leveled up. She hadn’t picked a new skill yet, but she had noted a few things on how class level ups worked. The first time she leveled up her class, she had been offered <Purify> as a potential skill. It was a skill that could destroy toxins at a similar level or lower using healing magic, and she had been offered that same skill once again.

This meant that each skill was not offered only once. As a matter of fact, all of the previous options were still available to Teresa. She had also been offered <Healing Aura> and <Magic Wellspring>. The first of the two was automatically crossed out as a potential option, as it prevented her from using any other skills that required Mana at the same time. It might be useful if Teresa was a single soldier in a massive army where she couldn’t use <Facilitated Restoration> on everyone, but that clearly wasn’t her current situation.

<Magic Wellspring> was a contender. It seemed to function similarly to her <Facilitated Restoration>, which would give a buff to someone’s Intelligence and Wisdom. If she used it on herself and then began healing someone then it would provide a solid boost to her healing capabilities.

The issue was in the descriptions of the skills.

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 4>

Type: Restoration Magic

Channel Mana to your palm and create a projectile of carefully crafted restoration Mana. When impacted by this projectile, the target’s body will naturally convert Mana from their surroundings into restoration Mana that will assist the body in its healing processes. Restoration Magic used on a target affected by this spell will see an increase in efficacy. Duration is dependent on Mana cost. Control over familiar properties of the spell is slightly enhanced.

<Magic Wellspring: lv 0>

Type: Buffing Magic

Channel Mana to your palm and create a projectile of low quality buffing Mana. Use this energy to grant a small buff to Intelligence and Wisdom. The efficacy of the buff is directly affected by your Intelligence, Wisdom, the skill level, and the stats of your target. You may only cast one buff on any given individual, and the duration of the buff is determined by the Mana expended.

<Magic Wellspring> had the caveat that any given individual could only have one buff, but <Facilitated Restoration> did not have that same caveat. Did her healing skill even count as a buff? It would suck to waste her skill choice on an option she couldn’t even use with her other skills. 

Instead, she turned to gaze at new skills that had appeared as options.

<Totem Of Life: lv 0>

Type: Restoration Magic

Create a temporary totem capable of emitting low quality restoration Mana. This totem will be entirely incapable of movement, and can be destroyed prior to its standard lifespan. Restoration Mana generated by the totem will be under the control of the caster, and may be used actively or passively. Skill cooldown scales with Intelligence and skill level. Current Cooldown: 9 days, 11 hours

The first new option was an interesting one. It was essentially <Healing Aura> with the caveat of being immovable and having a massive cooldown. Nine days!?!? Jake had gotten a skill right before he left the Tutorial with a cooldown, and apparently it had only been five seconds. Teresa didn’t know any of the details of the skill, as Jake had needed to leave shortly after getting it, but nine days was a lot longer than just five seconds.

Teresa was admittedly tempted by this skill. It would certainly be very inefficient, but it would help save Sarah. Truthfully, Teresa didn’t want to be a healer forever. Magic was real, and it could probably be used anywhere. Before the System, Teresa hadn’t been able to choose a career to stay on for the rest of her life, and magic didn’t change that.

As a matter of fact, it only reinforced her desire to branch out and try new things. Sure, <Totem Of Life> had some drawbacks and wasn’t the most efficient skill, but it solved her immediate needs as a healer. It would also get stronger with time, as Teresa was sure she would still use her healing magic even if she found a way to stop being a healer. That is, if she was even able to without being a healer. There were too many uncertainties regarding classes to make long term decisions, but Teresa was adamant she wouldn’t stick to one thing forever.

She looked over her next skill option, which was also the last.

<Weakness Of The Mind: lv 0>

Type: Debuffing Magic

Channel Mana to your palm and create a projectile of low quality debuffing Mana. Use this energy to grant a small debuff to Intelligence and Wisdom. The efficacy of the debuff is directly affected by your Intelligence, Wisdom, skill level, and the stats of your target. The duration of the debuff is determined by the Mana expended.

This was the first debuffing skill Teresa had seen. If she understood it right, this skill would lower the Intelligence and Wisdom stats of a target. In other words, she could make something dumber by shooting it with a ball of stupid. Honestly? She was kind of tempted to take it just for the bit. It would be insanely funny if she reunited with her brother and immediately shot him with <Weakness Of The Mind> to make him temporarily dumber. He would probably appreciate the bit.

Unfortunately, she had actual responsibilities she couldn’t skirt for a joke. She really, really wanted to take the skill, and she probably would if someone’s life wasn’t literally in her hands.

It might be useful in combat, except that Teresa’s opponents weren’t exactly that sharp anyways. It was the exact opposite of <Magic Wellspring>, and a part of her was curious what would happen if someone was affected by both skills at the same time. Her real choice was between <Magic Wellspring>, <Purify>, and <Totem Of Life>. 

<Magic Wellspring> might be really useful, but it also might really suck. If it couldn’t coexist with <Facilitated Restoration>, then it may as well be a net negative. It was a gamble, and Teresa wasn’t sure she wanted to take any risks with Sarah’s life.

<Purify> was an experience grinding choice. If she constantly emitted poison with her new staff and used <Purify> on herself, she could probably grind out a lot of experience. She might even be able to experiment with the skill, and she already had a few ideas. Could <Purify> be used for cleaning? Teresa got a lot of blood on her from fights, and she meant a lot of blood. Her robes would clean themselves with Mana, but it didn’t get rid of the blood from everywhere else.

Using <Healing Touch> wasn’t enough to clean blood off of her face or hands, but maybe she could find a way to get <Purify> to work with removing blood. Monster blood might be considered a toxin, who knew what was in it anyways. Using this skill might grant Teresa some experience towards another class level, but really it wasn’t a great choice still. She could deal with being covered in the blood of her enemies for a little while longer.

Lastly was <Totem Of Life>. This was probably her safest option. She certainly would not be able to level it up very much, if at all, before leaving the Tutorial. Still, it would provide a guaranteed benefit to Sarah as opposed to a possible benefit like what <Magic Wellspring> provided.

It may be cowardly but she was going to play it safe. She chose <Totem Of Life>, figuring she could always choose <Magic Wellspring> the next time she leveled her class up if there wasn’t a better option. 

Teresa intuitively understood how to use her new skill, but didn’t test it out yet. She would wait until she was in combat, then immediately activate <Totem Of Life>. So far, using skills while in a fight seemed to give more experience than using them outside of a fight. Since the skill had such a ridiculous cooldown, she would wait until she was in combat to maximise her experience gains.

Actually, looking over her stats, she was 8% away from level 10. That would grant an increase to her Intelligence, which would decrease the cooldown time. Slightly new plan: kill something, level up, use skill. Great plan.

Teresa set out into the desert once more, bringing less supplies as she did not plan on staying in the desert for too long. She paced herself at a light jog, which was still faster than most people’s sprint. Teresa would probably be an Olympic athlete at this point, and she would certainly be faster than any other human on the planet who was her height.

It didn’t take long to find more monsters. She found a pack of Wyvern-Fish, all of which were “atrocious” according to <Identify> and relatively low leveled. Teresa did not hesitate to draw her bow and begin shooting, the oncoming Wyvern-Fish were already having their numbers cut down.

There had originally been five of them, but they never managed to reach Teresa before they were all killed with arrows. Teresa did not receive a level up until the third kill, so she did not get the chance to use <Totem Of Life>. That was alright, plans need the ability to adapt a bit as circumstances changed. Using the skill with only two enemies would barely grant more experience than using it out of combat, so she would just use it in the next fight.

She was level 10 now, and she put her unallocated point into Strength. Teresa did not want a repeat of what happened with the high Fortitude deer, though she did need to make sure to put points into Agility later. After all, she needed to be able to run all the way out to a monster stronghold, kill everything, and come back to Liberty Island in a day.

Minutes later, she found a group of Yectin Clubbers, all at a similar level to herself. She realized she had forgotten to try and heal the corpses of the previous monster pack, but perhaps it was better that way. If it worked, she might gain extra experience for her new skill if she used some of the low quality restoration Mana it provided. Additionally, she was prepared to figure out the difference between her regular restoration Mana and this “low quality” restoration Mana.

She began to release a poisonous cloud around herself with her poison staff as the Clubbers charged towards her. Additionally, she used <Totem Of Life> for the first time. Besides her, a tall, wooden totem began to sprout out from the ground. It stood about eight feet tall, and had various carvings of heads carved into the wood.

The skill had taken a ridiculous amount of Mana, it had an activation cost of 100 Mana. Teresa herself now had a Mana pool of 375 so she could afford it, but it was still an expensive skill.

The totem began to emit a green haze, which blended in with the poisonous cloud. Teresa found she was able to control the green haze, as it was entirely restoration Mana. This form gave Teresa another idea to test out later using the strange magnetic properties of restoration Mana repelling other unattached restoration Mana, but it would have to wait. She could only do so many things at once, and for now it was time to kill some Clubbers.

The fight went about as expected. Teresa kited around the Clubbers as they repeatedly tried to smash her into the ground, occasionally gutting one with her sword. There were six of them, though the monsters had become far more manageable. 

Teresa was fast enough to dodge Clubber after Clubber, and soon they were all either dead or spasming on the ground choking to death from the noxious fumes. This hadn’t been enough for another level, despite how much experience Clubbers had provided in the past. However, there were still some experiments to conduct.

Firstly, Teresa began using some of the spare restoration Mana from <Totem Of Life> to keep the choking Clubbers on the edge of life. Once again, this was essentially torture and Teresa had no illusions about that. It left a bad taste in her mouth, but she needed every drop of experience she could get. Besides, at least they were just monsters, right?

No, that didn’t make it much better. Teresa wasn’t going to find some way to justify this, what she was doing was immoral and she knew it. This wouldn’t be for long, just long enough to get a little experience for her new skill, but still. Once the Tutorial was over, Teresa promised herself she wouldn’t torture anything like that ever again.

Hopefully she would be able to keep that promise.

Teresa approached one of the dead Clubbers. She had disemboweled this one early on in the fight, and it was the kind of injury she would have to help Sarah survive. Organs spilled out of the dead monster and onto the ground, and Teresa found herself disturbed by how okay she was with this. The smell was atrocious, but Teresa barely batted an eye.

She used <Facilitated Restoration> on the dead beast, but found that while the restoration Mana entered its body, nothing actually happened. She tried using <Healing Touch>, but once again the restoration Mana didn’t do anything. It was exactly like when she tried to heal her hair, the restoration Mana didn’t know what to do with something that was already dead.

Unfortunately there would be no necromancy for Teresa. That would have been sick, badass even, but she couldn’t find a way to make it work. Blood wouldn’t coagulate, skin wouldn’t mend itself, nothing would happen no matter what she tried. She wasn’t going to gain any experience from trying to heal a dead body, so she abandoned the idea for now.

She left the dead Clubber and stopped healing the choking monsters, allowing them to finally die. A look at her new skill showed it included a timer to let her know when the skill would be available, and she intuitively understood how much time was remaining. The cooldown had decreased to 9 days and 5 hours, and the skill had gained a whopping 11% experience from using it once.

Teresa definitely wouldn’t be able to level it up in time before the end of the second Tutorial stage, but that was fine. It still worked in conjunction with her other skills, and it was yet another step closer to saving Sarah.

For now, she needed more experience. She set her gaze out into the desert and began jogging once more, ready to get some more levels.

A lot of monsters were going to die.
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Teresa’s arm was broken again, but it didn’t really matter. She pulled her sword out from a dead mosquito and quickly healed her injuries.

One of them had caught her from behind as she had been fighting a particularly large group of the monsters. There had been eleven of them, and they had been all relatively close to her level. She got the notification for another level, and invested the point into Agility again.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 14 (F) (2%)

Class: Healer lv 2 (F) (26%)

HP: (70/98)

Stamina: (22/98)

Mana: (301/499)

Strength: 10

Fortitude: 7

Endurance: 8

Vitality: 8

Agility: 15

Intelligence: 39

Wisdom: 35

Perception: 22

Unallocated Points: 0

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (1.3%)>

<Mana Control: lv 7 (12%)>

<Healing Touch: lv 4 (81%)>

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 5 (72%)

<Identify: lv 4 (96%)>

<Totem Of Life: lv 0 (11%)>

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

<Tutorial: Power Hungry>

<Tutorial: First Stage Completionist>

<Tutorial: Level Pioneer>

}

Over the last few days, her leveling speed had drastically slowed down due to a multitude of factors. For one, it was getting harder to find monsters near the Statue of Liberty. Teresa had killed them all. At one point, she even started running in the opposite direction of the <Tutorial Compass> in search of monsters she hadn’t already killed.

Secondly, they barely gave experience anymore. She was happy to get more than 3% from a kill now on anything but a Clubber, and even those experience sponges barely gave more than 5% per kill now. If Teresa had to guess, it had to do with their levels relative to her own. Killing a bunch of level 6 and 7 monsters as a level 14 wasn’t exactly a fair fight, but it was hard to find a fair fight.

To find stronger monsters, Teresa needed to venture deeper into the desert. To go deeper in the desert and still have time to make it back to Liberty Island she needed better Agility. To get better Agility, she needed to fight stronger monsters and level up. That required more Agility which required more monsters which required more Agility which required more mon-

Damn it that was frustrating. Teresa was feeling the pressure now, having spent a week in the second stage of the Tutorial. She opened the questline menu to see how much time was left.

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (2/3)

Seize Destiny

You have successfully defended your land, laying claim to it as your own. Monsters will no longer attempt to trespass in this territory without significant motivation. Now that your land is secure, it is time to conquer. Seek out the monster strongholds within the desert and gather the artifacts needed for the upcoming war. Monster strongholds can be located using the <Tutorial Compass>.

You have one month to gather these artifacts. The next stage of this questline will not wait for the completion of the current stage.

Time until next stage: 13 days, 13 hours, 46 minutes, 35 seconds

She had just under two weeks remaining now and she had not gotten to a single monster stronghold yet. How many of them were there anyways? At least the first stage of the questline had shown how many waves there were. Also, what was with this desert? It was so empty. It hadn’t been more than a source of curiosity for Teresa at first, but now it was getting annoying.

Teresa wasn’t the most mentally stable person, obviously. She knew that much. She had been doing better since the start of the Tutorial, at least compared to how she was feeling beforehand. Now, she was catching herself wondering if this was even worth it.

Could she even save Sarah? That was the whole reason she was still here, fighting these monsters. Sure, she had gotten far closer. Hell, if Sarah had gotten injured just now right in front of Teresa, she might have actually been able to save her.

But Sarah hadn’t just gotten injured right in front of Teresa. It had taken multiple seconds for Teresa to get there, and Sarah had taken a couple more to leave the Tutorial. There was still no chance Teresa could save Sarah as she was right now.

Why was she even bothering? How well did Teresa even know Sarah anyways? Really they had only known each other for a day or so, if she wanted to live so badly maybe she should have just left the Tutorial before the Clubber could bite into her.

She shook her head, ignoring the intrusive thoughts as she continued out into the desert on the hunt for more monsters. Teresa had someone relying on her, wasn’t that enough? 

The desert was getting to her. A lot of things were. In between the fourth and fifth wave she had spent a week constantly working on her healing magic, practically nonstop. Wake up, practice magic, eat, sleep, repeat. She had managed to get through that knowing Sarah was counting on her and by having her party around her.

Now? Teresa was alone, in a completely flat and featureless desert, killing everything she saw. She was confident magic was somehow impeding her vision, as she began seeing diminishing returns from her rising Perception stat. She could see at close to mid range unbelievably well now, her vision had never been clearer. Regardless, she wasn’t able to see anything particularly far away. Monster packs had to be a certain distance from her before they became visible, and by then they were relatively clear to see.

Couldn’t the Tutorial have put her somewhere nicer? Maybe a massive garden, or maybe a tropical paradise? Did she really have to be in the middle of a vast endless desert of all places?

Enough complaining, it wasn’t going to make herself feel any better about her current situation. Sure, she probably hadn’t spoken aloud in a few days, but she could deal with it for now. She had to.

Wind rushed through Teresa’s hair as she dashed out into the desert, still following the <Tutorial Compass>. By now, she was faster than any human before the System. It was amazing, her legs moved faster than ever before and each step launched her farther. If she could have gone back to before the System with these stats, she would have been a worldwide sensation.

She wondered what she looked like when she ran. Did it look dumb or just really funny? Teresa knew if she had ever seen a five foot three woman running a three and a half minute mile she would be absolutely gobsmacked. Baffled. Astonished. Confuddled, even.

Regardless, it was exhilarating. Running had kept her somewhat sane over the last week. She had never been a huge fan of cardio before the System even if she ran a lot anyways to stay in shape. Now, however, her opinion had changed a bit. Of course it had, she would never have been able to run this fast before the System, even if she trained for her whole life.

She had found a screen that showed where she had put all of her unallocated points. It turned out her status screen was customizable, and she could tweak it if she willed it to change. At first, she had tried reorganizing it, but she didn’t like any other way to arrange her status screen. She had already gotten used to it, why change it now?

Additionally, she could change how precise some of the numbers were. For example, her <Translate> was at 1.3% experience. If she wanted, she could shorten it to just 1% or expand it out to 1.30%. Weirdly enough, tinkering with her status screen had actually given her <Identify> skill some experience as well, but she still wasn’t sure how useful that was.

She had leveled up the skill but didn’t notice much of a difference. When her <Mana Control> or healing skills leveled up, she could sense an increase in power and efficiency over the skill. Either she would be able to manipulate Mana just a little bit easier or she could get more out of her restoration Mana.

But <Identify>? Nothing really seemed to change. She had no way of testing if she could use it on a target from farther away, and it didn’t change anything about the information she saw while looking at a monster. At the moment, leveling up her <Identify> skill was pretty useless, but she still liked to see the level go up as she used it fairly often.

Additionally, her <Facilitated Restoration> skill was now well and truly past her <Healing Touch>. Of course, the buff provided by <Facilitated Restoration> couldn’t heal nearly as fast as <Healing Touch>, but purely in terms of levels it was stronger.

Today, Teresa was farther out than she had ever made it before. Admittedly, most days she made it farther out than the previous day, but still. Some progress was better than none. She would have to turn around soon if she wanted to make it back to Liberty Island by sunset, but honestly she wasn’t ready to head back yet. Her leveling had already slowed too much, if she really wanted to get stronger she would have to push herself.

She had still seen the occasional monster pack she had no chance of fighting. More than once she had used <Identify> only to see multiple monsters were beyond level 25. She had never seen a monster above level 29 before, though she was happy to keep it that way for now.

Maybe if she had some attack skill she would feel more confident in pushing her limits, but she didn’t. Truthfully, the monsters were stronger than her level for level. Teresa’s stat points mostly just helped her healing, her fighting capability improved much slower than it would for the monsters. The healer class really did not seem suited to combat on her own, so it was a tough situation to be stuck in.

Teresa spotted a group of deer and got to work. There were only three of them, and they were all around level 13. How lame. They wouldn’t give very much experience, but it was better than nothing. A couple of arrows later, Teresa was up a few points of experience and back on the move.

She still wasn’t quite as skilled with the bow as Sarah was. Sure, she got a lot more kills with it than Sarah ever did, but Teresa was always on the front lines. Sarah had always been taking the long shots, and still managed to land some lethal hits sometimes. It was one thing to shoot a monster in the face as it charged at you in a straight line, but it was another thing entirely to shoot a monster at an off angle from on top of a balcony while avoiding friendly fire.

The fights had gotten almost… boring? Teresa was a better fighter now, though she felt her progress in that regard was being limited by her enemies. They all attacked her in familiar patterns, and she had gotten used to them now. Sometimes the goblins would use poison, sure, sometimes there would be a bigger and tougher mosquito or deer, but a lot of the time the fights felt monotonous now that she had gotten used to them.

She barely even risked her life at this point. Breaking her arm didn’t really count much as an injury when she could heal it in a second, the worst injury she had gotten came from a Wyvern-Fish setting half of her body on fire. That had been actual hell on Earth, but Teresa had survived. Her hair was burnt and she now had the most atrocious haircut she had ever seen, but she wasn’t dead.

Why couldn’t healing magic grow hair? She was missing an eyebrow now! Not even both of them, just one eyebrow was gone! She looked ridiculous, who knew how long it would take for that to grow back? Teresa looked like a murder hobo.

Admittedly, she kind of was a murder hobo, but that wasn’t important. They were monsters, it’s not as though she was going around slaughtering people like a serial killer. Plus, she totally had a home. It was the Statue of Liberty. What? No, of course she wasn’t crazy. It was true after all, and what’s wrong with a bit of monster hunting? It builds character, everyone should hunt monsters at least once in their life.

Teresa laughed to herself, wondering if this counted as her losing it. Surely not, if she was insane she would just run around without a thought in the world killing stuff like a psychopath. Surely the line between “sane” and “insane” was whether you at least tried to keep yourself entertained or not. Shit, was Teresa going insane?

Thankfully, she was pulled from her ramblings by a structure suddenly appearing within her vision. Wooden beams stuck out from the ground, forming a wall around a small camp. Teresa couldn’t see past the walls, but she knew she had found what she was looking for.

A monster stronghold. Finally. Teresa wasn’t sure what she was expecting, but this wasn’t exactly it. She had sort of imagined laying siege to a castle, though in retrospect that would have made this quest impossible. Single handedly taking on an entire castle? Yeah right.

This was more reasonable. Still, depending on how many monsters were in there, it would be incredibly difficult. Regardless, Teresa was ecstatic to at least see her target. If there was a hill or something she could peak into the camp, but it was flat desert all around. Still, running in there without a plan would be suicidal, and Teresa was trying to cut back on that.

She decided to watch the camp for a while as she stayed as far away as she feasibly could. Teresa laid low to the ground, hoping not to get spotted by any monsters. If Teresa wanted to actually take on this stronghold, she would probably have to come back tomorrow. There was time to take it on now, but that would be a rush job assuming everything went perfectly.

Things wouldn’t go perfectly. She couldn’t get complacent. Teresa and her party had nearly been wiped out by a single monster in the fifth wave, what if Teresa didn’t do her due diligence and got killed by a high leveled monster? There didn’t even need to be anything particularly high leveled, if some of them had wings like the Wyvern-Fish miniboss had then all it would take is picking her up and dropping her from a high altitude like what happened to Preston.

The stronghold looked like it had a single entrance with no gate, though Teresa wasn’t exactly at a good angle to see inside. Hell, for all she knew there was another entrance on the opposite side of the camp. She decided she would watch the camp for another hour, spend some time running a massive circle around the camp to examine it from every side, then head back for the night to make a plan.

There was a time constraint, and she didn’t know how many strongholds there were that she had to get rid of, but half-assing the job would result in more consequences than benefits.

Eventually, there was movement by the entrance. It was only for a moment, but a monster within the camp walked through Teresa’s field of view revealing what kind of monster inside.

It had been a skeleton. Humanoid, tall, and alive. The fuck? How would that even work? Sure, Teresa had played games with skeletons in them, but she didn’t exactly expect to see one walking around in real life. It made no sense! What did they eat? Could they eat? Well, surely they had to. They expended energy by walking around, where did that get that energy from? Magic?

Oh right, magic. Yeah, probably magic. Magic eating skeletons. Sure, why not? Hold on, backtrack a minute there. Teresa had only guessed they eat magic based on the laws of thermodynamics. They also might be like plants, able to do photosynthesis.

No more side tangents, she had a goal here and it was to kill everything inside the camp. She waited longer, occasionally seeing a skeleton walk past the entrance. Each one carried a sword and shield, which posed multiple problems to Teresa.

For one, shooting them would be incredibly difficult. Ignoring the shield, they were skeletons. Where was she going to shoot it, the stomach? Only a direct hit onto a bone would deal any damage, odds are the arrow would fly right between their ribs knowing Teresa’s skills. Maybe a headshot would work, but that wasn’t the same as shooting a monster charging with reckless abandon at you. If these skeletons played it defensively, they could just wait for Teresa to run out of ammo.

That was assuming they were smart enough to strategize, which may not be the case. Still, they had a little camp set up in the middle of a desert, so maybe they weren’t that dumb. Where did they even get the materials for this stronghold? The System probably gave it to them and it was hypocritical of Teresa to get upset that the monsters would receive any System support, but she could use a little more help after being alone for a week.

Teresa cased the perimeter of the stronghold and began thinking about a plan of attack. After watching for another hour she felt pretty confident it was just humanoid skeletons in the camp. The thought that skeletal versions of monsters like Clubbers might be present had passed through her mind, but thankfully there didn’t seem to be any. After confirming the exterior layout of the stronghold and getting a glimpse inside through the entrance at a distance, Teresa began heading back to Liberty Island.

She would finally get to fight something different again.
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How do you invade a stronghold of monsters that are stronger than you single handedly?

Teresa had spent all night trying to come up with a plan, but she wasn’t sure of what to do. Before leaving the stronghold, she had used <Identify> on a few skeletons walking past the entrance.

{Skeletal Warrior (F) (lv 16)}

They were higher level than Teresa, and likely had more combat-oriented stats. She had considered killing a Clubber in front of the entrance to block it off and then flooding the entire stronghold with poisonous gas, but it was full of skeletons. They didn’t exactly have lungs.

Another option that wasn’t completely off the table was killing them one at a time from a distance. Fire a shot, hope it lands, run away, repeat. Not entirely impossible, and if Teresa had the archer class that is probably what she would do, but she couldn’t land her shots like that. She would run out of ammo by the time she killed maybe one of them with a lucky shot.

Could she charge in there and fight them with a sword? Sure, if she wanted to die. Okay actually maybe in that case she should just charge in-

Nope nope nope nope nope. Nope. Teresa was getting sick of her own shit, she had to stop herself from thinking that. She had been getting panic attacks more frequently since the start of her isolation, but it was really hard to convince herself she wasn’t just faking it for attention. Sure, she was the only human in this Tutorial as far as she knew, but she still felt like she was faking it even as her heart pounded against her chest.

She pressed her hands to her head and activated <Healing Touch>. Could she heal her brain better? Make her stop constantly finding a reason to be sad and belittling her own experiences? Could she heal her brain to feel less shit?

Unfortunately, like every time Teresa had attempted this, nothing happened. Healing magic sure worked wonders, but it couldn’t heal whatever Teresa had going on. Go figure.

Skeletons. Monster stronghold. She can’t keep distracting herself with stuff that wasn’t important. Charging in with a sword was out of the question, she would get cut down immediately. She was not skilled enough with the sword nor strong enough stats-wise to confidently take on an entire camp of higher leveled opponents.

With a party this would be far more possible. Jake could have used his <Taunt> to draw a few out, Sarah could shoot them while Preston cut down any that got too close, Madeline could probably set the wooden walls around the stronghold on fire with her <Embers> and Teresa would be able to fill whatever role she was needed in.

Unfortunately, it was just Teresa. She was having the same problem she had in the desert a week ago, where she could not think of a solution to her problems. Maybe she could get a Wyvern-Fish to shoot fire at the walls and burn them down? No, that wouldn’t work. Their fire always seemed to disappear after a few seconds, and it probably wouldn’t result in many dead skeletons anyways.

The fact of the matter was Teresa could not take on this stronghold by herself. There was just no way. She wasn’t even very confident in taking out a skeleton one on one, as she had no practice fighting these monsters. Who knew how capable they were?

Teresa was close to being able to save Sarah, or at least closer. Maybe if she just stuck around another two weeks killing low level monsters, she would be able to heal Sarah by the end of the Tutorial. Besides, who knew what came after this quest stage? She wasn’t required to destroy the strongholds and collect artifacts or whatever.

Unfortunately, that probably wasn’t the case. Teresa had hunted a lot of low level monsters, and the diminishing returns would just keep on diminishing if she didn’t try something riskier. If she wanted to improve enough she would need to take on this quest with full effort.

So what could she do? Make a trap? No, if Teresa was capable of making traps that could harm a decent leveled monster then she would have already been doing that at night. What other options did she even have?

Then it hit her. Why fight them alone? There were other monsters out and about, why not lead a monster pack straight into the stronghold? She had already discovered the monsters didn’t get along when the Wyvern-Fish had killed that Shaman ages ago. All she had to do was piss off a group of monsters and lead them towards the stronghold.

Then came the next question. What monster would suffice? The mosquitos were instantly ruled out. They didn’t seem like they would be a good matchup against bloodless monsters. Maybe if the monster mosquitoes could fly like a regular mosquito it could work out, but Teresa had never seen one actually fly.

Not that she was complaining. She vaguely remembered seeing some mosquitoes try to fly during the first wave, but either their bodies were too big or their wings too weak. If those things could fly then she would have been in a very bad situation. Maybe a higher leveled mosquito could fly, but she really did not want to find out.

The Vampire Deer were next to be eliminated for very similar reasons.

Goblins were eliminated next. Teresa couldn’t see them holding up against the skeletons, their miniboss used a poisonous gas that was basically useless against them and the goblins would probably get slaughtered in no time.

Clubbers or Wyvern-Fish? Honestly, either could work. If Teresa could get a pack of Clubbers over there, the skeletons would probably get crushed by the larger beast. Wyvern-Fish would be able to set them on fire, possibly damaging their equipment. Between the two, Teresa would have to go with the Clubbers.

As soon as morning came Teresa was ready to go. Her backpack was lighter today, as she would need to run from monsters while still wearing it. She trekked out into the desert, running in a straight line to where the <Tutorial Compass> pointed.

She refrained from attacking the occasional monster pack along the way, but there weren’t many she needed to avoid. Within a few hours she was near the stronghold once again, taking a moment to catch her breath.

Normally she wouldn’t get very tired from running, but she had rushed out today. She needed all of the time she could get, she didn’t know how long this battle would last, and she did not want to be stuck in the desert at night again. It wouldn’t take her very long to recover her Stamina anyways, and she still needed to take the time to find some Clubbers.

Teresa began her jog in the area surrounding the stronghold, searching for Clubbers. She ran in a circle around the stronghold, gradually straying further and further in her hunt for Clubbers. She saw some goblins and even a pack of Wyvern-Fish, but they were either not what she was looking for or too high leveled. The Wyvern-Fish were an acceptable substitute if need be, but the pack she found was too strong. They would obliterate her before she managed to lead them back to the stronghold.

Once again, Teresa was grateful for her <Identify> skill.

She continued her search, each step away from the stronghold making her a little more anxious. She had gotten pretty fast over the last week, but she would still get run down by a Clubber. She was going to have to dive and weave her way back to the stronghold, avoiding multiple monsters without defending herself.

At this point she was pretty familiar with avoiding the Clubbers’ attempts at turning her into a pancake. She wasn’t too worried about that part, but there was always the chance of her making a mistake. She would prefer to minimize the chance for human error, but that wasn’t always avoidable.

Eventually she found what she was looking for. A pack of seven Clubbers, all roughly level 14. They were a few levels lower than the skeletons, but who said she needed to do this in one go? She was sure the Clubbers would cause enough mayhem in the stronghold for her to get away if need be.

Her biggest issue would be getting experience. That was a large part of why she was doing all of this in the first place. She wasn’t just launching an invasion on a fortified position for shits and giggles, she needed some levels out of this. Thankfully, she might have a solution to that problem.

<Facilitated Restoration>. If she used the passive healing skill on the Clubbers and let them go to town, she might get some experience from the whole thing. She had previously gotten a kill notification from healing Jake during a fight she hadn’t really participated in otherwise, so it was entirely possible she would get the experience from the kills by healing the Clubbers.

It would also help deal with the skeletons.

Teresa fired off a <Facilitated Restoration> in the direction of the Clubbers and began running. She had learned to manipulate how bright the green ball of magical healing fire could glow, so she chose to make it as bright as can be. This would surely get their attention, and soon Teresa heard rumbling behind her as she ran.

Even if they were roughly Teresa’s level, they were far more combat oriented. Teresa had taken a few risks here and there with similar leveled monsters in the past, but not with Clubbers or Wyvern-Fish. As great as healing magic was, having a skill that could kill something would be massive for Teresa. If only the healer class provided skills with a little more murder to them.

The stronghold was within sight, though she knew the Clubbers were catching up. Teresa may not have thought this part of the plan through nearly as well as she should have, but it was too late to back out now. The skeletons in the stronghold had actually seen her approaching, and a small group of nine were now guarding the entrance.

Perfect. Now, Teresa just had to figure out how to get the Clubbers to attack the skeletons instead of teaming up and squashing her first. The distance between herself and the skeletons was about equal to the distance between her and the Clubbers behind her, and they were much faster than her. If they were at least twice as fast, they would catch up before she even reached the stronghold.

Unfortunately for Teresa’s 15 Agility, they were almost certainly at least twice as fast as her.

Before she could reach the skeletons she was forced to leap to her left, a massive club slammed down into the ground where she was just standing. As soon as her feet touched the ground she was sprinting again, avoiding a Clubber that had just nearly trampled her.

She continued on towards the skeletons, and they even began to march out to meet her. Teresa certainly wasn’t going to complain about that given the circumstances.

Finally, the moment arrived. Teresa darted out of the way of a charging Clubber, and used <Facilitated Restoration> on the beast as it ran by. The Clubber crashed into the crowd of skeletons, punting one through the air as its leg slammed into the skeleton’s entire body.

The rest of the Clubbers had arrived, though they seemed to still be targeting Teresa. An arrow whizzed by Teresa, which immediately stole her attention. Where did that come from? Near the entrance to the fortress, a single skeleton was standing atop the ramparts holding a bow and arrow, and it was lining up its next shot.

Teresa began to run in a chaotic pattern, trying to keep the skeleton archer from shooting her. This worked in her favor on both fronts, as the Clubbers struggled to hit her while the archer was having a difficult time hitting a target that was weaving between massive monsters.

The fight only existed in this state for a few seconds, as Teresa spammed her <Facilitated Restoration> on some Clubbers and started getting kill notifications.

You Have Slain {Skeletal Warrior (F) (lv 16)}

Experience Granted

You Have Slain {Skeletal Warrior (F) (lv 15)}

Experience Granted

Perfect, they were going down and Teresa was getting the experience. More skeleton guards formed a line near the entrance of the stronghold, and a Clubber tripped to the ground only to be swarmed by skeletons. Swords cut into its body, and soon the beast’s human screams were cut short.

That was alright, there were plenty of Clubbers. Teresa might not even need to go get a second pack at this rate, this was working great. The skeleton archer had also stopped targeting her, deciding to go after the monsters that were slaughtering its allies. Fair enough.

With nothing targeting Teresa, she was safe to run away from the scene. She put one foot in front of the other and booked it, trying to get some distance between herself and the battle between monsters that were all stronger than her.

Wait, if she ran too far away would she still get experience? Shit, she did not want to find out. Teresa stopped in her tracks, turning around to face the battle again. She opened her notifications screen and saw she was still getting experience from kills, so she decided this was a good spot to stay for now.

She was getting some solid experience from this. Both her personal level and even her healer class had seen some progression towards another level up, which made her mind stray a bit. If healing from a short distance still granted experience, then if she had chosen that <Healing Aura> skill and just stayed in the backlines of a war, she could get a lot of level ups. Not that she was really planning on participating in any wars, but surely there would be wars once the Tutorial was over. There was no way being introduced to the multiverse with magic would be enough to end human bickering on Earth.

The battle continued on between the Clubbers and the skeletons. The Clubbers had a clear upper hand, their sheer size and Strength was enough to overcome the small level gap. Evidently level wasn’t everything, but Teresa was still positive she wasn’t going to fight anything higher leveled than her until she had a chance at winning.

Eventually, the fighting wore down as the last skeletons were killed. Even the archer had eventually run out of ammo and ran out to join the melee, only to be immediately crushed by a Clubber. Of the original seven Clubbers, only two were remaining after the exchange.

They were injured, but Teresa’s <Facilitated Restoration> had come back to bite her in the ass. The monsters were slowly healing, and they were still in great fighting condition. Teresa used <Identify> and saw they were levels 14 and 15. Teresa had killed level 17s before, but those had been vampire deer. These were Clubbers, and they were much more dangerous.

She might stand a chance against them, but she couldn’t cancel her <Facilitated Restoration> which was passively healing them. She could wait it out, but even then she still would prefer to avoid a fight with these Clubbers. Teresa had once thought that a Clubber’s level was rather inflated, as she had never seen a Clubber with a level below 7, but she had been so very wrong.

The Royal Yectin Fledgling miniboss had been level 12 if Teresa remembered correctly. That fight had nearly killed Teresa, and the rest of the party had been the ones to finish it off. Sure, Teresa was way higher level now and these were just regular Clubbers, but they were still strong.

If Teresa had brought her poison staff with her then she definitely would have gone for the fight. However, all she really had was her sword, the <Tutorial Compass>, and some water. She left everything she didn’t need at Liberty Island, it would just weigh her down. Unfortunately, the Clubbers would get to live another day.

Though if Teresa found them later, she might not be able to say the same.

She was incredibly close to a level up, sitting at 94% progression on her personal level. Shockingly enough, she had gotten yet another class level up. It seemed that healing multiple targets even as they approached death gave a lot of experience towards her class.

Depending on what artifact was in the stronghold, she might just walk right out and kill those two Clubbers for the last bit of experience. She didn’t have anywhere to really hide from the Clubbers except inside the stronghold, and as soon as they got their bearings together they would probably spot her.

So Teresa darted her way into the stronghold, immediately breaking any potential lines of sight using the wall. Now, another problem Teresa had been thinking of was how would she find the artifact, or even recognize it. She hoped the <Tutorial Compass> would point her in the right direction, and fortunately she was correct.

However, she didn’t really need the <Tutorial Compass> to know where the artifact was. On the ground near the back of the camp was a literal treasure chest, and Teresa felt her heart speed up. Was she about to get a kickass magical sword? Maybe a bow that split arrows into two? A staff that could shoot fireballs? Please let it be a staff that could shoot fireballs.

Teresa made her way to the chest and opened it, finding that it was already unlocked. She lifted the wooden lid and pushed it back, only to become very confused at what she saw inside the chest.

There were three things in the chest. First was a small container holding white, putty-like dough inside of it. Second was some sort of spike with an antenna. Third was a black stick, with a bright, shiny red trigger and a metal antenna of its own.

Now, Teresa wasn’t 100% positive she knew what she was looking at, but she had a pretty solid guess.

Was… was that fucking C4?

            

    
        Chapter 28: Panic! At The Stronghold

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 28: Panic! At The Stronghold

Teresa had never been in the military, so she wasn’t exactly an expert on C4. As a matter of fact, she was only vaguely aware of what it looked like thanks to random videos she had seen online while doomscrolling before the System. She wasn’t positive, but that sure looked like what Teresa vaguely remembered. The spike and black stick was probably a receiver and a remote detonator if she had to guess.

What the fuck?

Really, what the fuck? What was she going to use fucking C4 on? Could she even carry it with her? Why did the System just give her explosive ordinance? She should not be trusted with a literal bomb, she knew next to nothing about them. Did everyone get C4 in the second stage of their Tutorial? That wouldn’t be very fair to people who already happened to have some with them, but what did the Tutorial know about fair?

Teresa was hesitant to even move. She had remained completely still since she realized it was C4. She was pretty sure C4 had some specific requirements to explode. Like, it could be set on fire or chucked at a wall and be totally fine, but the detonator did something that caused it to explode. Then again, Teresa was not about to risk dying from mishandling explosives.

It’s not like she was positive it was C4. For all she knew, this was some common thing in the multiverse that just didn’t exist on Earth. Hell, maybe it was something else that was really obvious, but nothing else came to mind. If she had <Appraise> she was sure she would be able to tell what the item was, but she decided to trust her gut.

That was totally C4.

Something was flowing through the plastic explosive, and Teresa realized it was Mana. Great, was the C4 enchanted? Magical C4? Now she would have to be even more careful. What if she refreshed her <Facilitated Restoration> on herself while out in the sun and accidentally caused an explosion? She also had just leveled up her class and had another skill selection available, what if she started experimenting with a new skill only to blow herself up?

Would that even make sense though? The System had given her this explosive as a reward for clearing a monster stronghold. Surely that reward wouldn’t accidentally kill her, right? Maybe? Well she couldn’t just look at it forever. She did the first thing anyone would do when faced with a container of C4.

She poked it.

Then in a horrifying, terrible, surprising turn of events - nothing happened. Huh. It’s not like she expected anything to happen, honestly it was probably for the better that poking the C4 didn’t cause a reaction. Because the only other thing that could have happened was an explosion. Duh.

Now the real question was what to do with this. She couldn’t just leave it behind, the System was giving her C4 and she might as well use it. Who knew what the System was preparing her for by giving her explosive ordinance.

Then again, what was a safe way to transport it? It came in a small, tupperware container with no lid or identifying markings. Should she put the C4 in her backpack? What about the detonator? Surely putting an explosive and the very things that make it blow up in the same bag, especially when that bag was going to be worn by someone sprinting for miles.

A loud crash interrupted her train of thought, the two Clubbers outside of the stronghold were attempting to get inside of the camp. Shit. She had explicitly avoided them because she wasn’t very confident she could take them on. 

She gave her surroundings a quick glance, and came to a decision. She was going to fight them. It’s not like she had much of a choice in that matter, but at least it wasn’t a flat, open field of sand. There were no actual structures within the camp aside from a rampart that went along the walls and a couple of tents. There was even a campfire and a well, so Teresa would have been able to refill her water if needed.

On the one hand, this meant there was nowhere for Teresa to take cover. What a shame, she totally could have pulled off some guerilla warfare. On the other hand, the top of the walls were sharp. Each wooden beam had a pointed top, though Teresa wasn’t sure exactly how sharp or durable these walls were.

Still, it was worth a shot.

Teresa darted for some wooden steps that led up to the ramparts as walls crashed down by the entrance. The Clubbers had slammed their heads into the beams’ side facing away from the stronghold, causing them to either crack in half or knock them out of the ground. The stronghold was not very large, and the monsters immediately spotted Teresa running up the stairs three at a time.

They charged towards her, and she turned around to face them. Teresa created a ball of green fire in each hand, restoration Mana hovering above her palms. She manipulated the density of restoration Mana in the balls of fire, condensing it and creating a pattern that caused the light to intensify more and more.

She had spent a lot of time manipulating her restoration Mana while out in the desert, and one of the things she liked to do was turn her <Facilitated Restoration> into essentially a flare gun. If she thought of the ball of fire as an atom with the restoration Mana as the particles, then she needed to have as small of a nucleus as possible with a metric shit ton of electrons.

This caused the green fire to burn incredibly bright, and it required a lot of effort to keep the restoration Mana from splitting the spell apart as it repelled itself. She needed to construct tiny “pillars,” of restoration Mana between the nucleus and the shell of the spell, largely to keep it attached and to prevent the nucleus from causing the shell to explode out in a burst of restoration Mana.

A week of messing around with her spells while hunting gave her a lot more control over her Mana, there was a reason her <Mana Control> was level 7 now. The light shining from her hands shot out as she released her <Facilitated Restoration> right at the Clubbers’ faces a moment before collision.

Sure, her spell was going to heal the Clubbers, but in the moment it essentially acted like a flashbang. It didn’t hurt their ears or anything, but a light that bright so close to a pair of eyes could cause some serious damage. This was the only time Teresa had ever been able to directly harm something with her skills, although admittedly the same skill would heal that damage right back.

It didn’t matter though, as it got the reaction Teresa wanted. She dove to the side as the Clubbers suddenly hit the brakes, screaming in their creepy human voice. Really, that was all she wanted them to do so she could jump on top of one, but her plan didn’t work out the way she expected. Before she could attempt to climb either of them, one of the beasts slammed its clubbed head right down onto the spiked wall.

The beam stabbed straight through the club, and the Clubber began to wail. It shook its club in a panic, slamming into the other Clubber that was still getting its bearings together.

Teresa had hoped she could somehow use one of the sharp wooden beams as soon as she saw the pointed tops of the walls, but had generally discarded the idea working out. She had instead been planning on just climbing up the back of one, stabbing into it repeatedly and improvising from there against only one Clubber.

Still, this was much better. One Clubber slamming into another hadn’t been enough to cause serious damage, but it still knocked the creature over. This exposed its vulnerable stomach to ground level, although unfortunately Teresa was still on the ramparts. She briefly considered if it was worth jumping off the ramparts that were probably around 10 feet or so tall. It wasn’t a huge jump, but it was still a risky one.

Eh, if she broke something she could just heal it anyways.

Teresa leaped off of the ramparts, crashing down to the floor and immediately feeling a sharp pain in her ankle. She didn’t even look at it as she used <Healing Touch>, fixing the issue in under a second. Running towards the Clubber she drew her sword, and put a long cut into its stomach.

The monster screamed as blood poured out from its gut, organs spilling through the grotesque wound. Teresa could visibly see the monster’s skin healing as it received the passive buff from <Facilitated Restoration>, but it was nothing to write home about.

While her parlor trick with her spell sure made it really bright, it also made the actual effect of the skill incredibly shit. At least shit compared to what Teresa’s healing could do now with her skills.

Teresa had also just leveled up her class not too long ago, maybe she could get another skill to mess around with-

A massive beam of wood crashed into Teresa, sending her tumbling through the sand. The vast majority of her ribs and several other bones crunched as she was hit with the force of a truck, suddenly reliving her experiences in the fourth wave.

Fuck, she had gotten distracted. It really had only been a second, a single stray thought that made her slow down, but that had been enough. Was she really about to get killed because of something as stupid as that?

She came to a halt in the sand, immediately using <Healing Touch> in both hands. Her left arm wasn’t responding to her, but her right worked well enough for the job. A few seconds later her arm was healed, and she began working on the rest of her body.

The Clubber that had hit her struggled to approach her, seeming eager to finish Teresa off. It was unable to walk in a straight line, needing to correct its movement repeatedly as the wooden beam sticking out from its clubbed head was making it incredibly hard to balance.

Blood was no longer dripping from around the wound as <Facilitated Healing> had formed a seal around the Clubber’s injuries, though it didn’t remove the massive log of wood. If not for that, the Clubber likely would have already picked Teresa up and ate her.

Thankfully, she had just barely enough time to get her body into a moving condition. Bending her torso at all made her feel like she was pregnant with a bunch of knives, sure, but she was alive. Teresa was pretty sure some of her ribs were supposed to be higher than they were currently in her body, but they didn’t seem attached to anything.

That was a problem. Teresa had fixed a lot of issues, sure, but she had never reattached anything with healing magic. Could she reattach that rib? Well, she would have to if she didn’t want to die. Healing magic or not, she might die if she just left a random rib floating around inside of her body.

She hobbled away from the Clubber, <Healing Touch> still activated in both hands. The Clubber followed behind her, also struggling to move as its head had become too heavy to easily lift. The club trailed behind the beast like an anchor, and it seemed Teresa’s crappy <Facilitated Restoration> had already lost its potency. Making the skill glow insanely bright really did make it incredibly inefficient.

Restoration Mana gathered at the severed stump that had once spouted a rib. To Teresa’s dismay, it did not start growing another rib back in its place. On the other hand, her restoration Mana seemed to still be able to interact with her severed rib. Small cracks were healed despite not being attached to her skeleton anymore, making Teresa think it wasn’t too late to reattach it.

She physically pushed her hand against her torso, screaming as she shifted the bone into place. The experience nearly made her pass out, but thankfully she was able to keep moving throughout the process. One foot in front of the other, stopping meant death.

A kill notification for the other Clubber appeared in her peripheral vision. It seemed suspiciously long for a single kill notification, but she really could not focus on it with everything going on. Distractions were death, she focused solely on her ribs and moving away.

The remaining Clubber screaming terrifyingly close behind her, the beast had caught up. Teresa channeled restoration Mana to her rib that was now in position and dove, feeling tendrils of bone rapidly sewing together in an uncanny manner. The Clubber lifted a leg to try and step on her, but she managed to narrowly avoid it with a quick step.

The jerky movement was agony, but the pain vanished after a moment as her body was restored to top condition. If not for that severed rib, she would have been able to heal herself far faster, probably in a couple seconds.

She started sprinting towards the dead Clubber, as she had let go of her sword somewhere in that direction. Thankfully she spotted the blade, and soon she was armed and dangerous once more. The only remaining Clubber’s movements were incredibly awkward and slow thanks to its injury, and finishing it off would barely be a problem.

A minute of hit and run tactics later, the Clubber fell to the ground dead.

It was frustrating. A life or death battle had suddenly taken a turn and become incredibly easy. The injustice of it all didn’t come from the battle suddenly becoming easy, but rather what it took to get there. The only real benefit of having the healer class in combat was being able to get up after taking a hit, but she still had to take the hit. At least the tank class came with armor and a shield, what the hell?

Teresa took a deep breath and steadied herself, trying to force herself to stop scowling. She was being ridiculous and she knew it. Being able to heal injuries the way she could was insane, she should be grateful. Still Teresa was getting sick and tired of it. If she leveled up her healer skills just a bit more, she would probably be able to save Sarah. Some more Intelligence helped the process as well, as it also seemed to have an effect on the efficacy of her spells.

Still, she was ready to be done with healing as soon as she helped Sarah. She wanted to take a break from using restoration Mana, maybe she would just focus on manipulating the regular Mana in her body for a while until she felt ready to go back to healing. Still, she was being presented with the same issue she had before the System.

She really, really, did not like being locked into one thing. She had never been able to choose a career path before, as the thought of doing the same kind of job for the rest of her life felt depressing. Ironically enough, not being able to choose a career had resulted in her life tumbling downhill, which had been equally depressing and eventually culminated in a suicide attempt.

Regardless, Teresa had her class and even had another skill to choose still. Additionally, she still had to figure out how to transport the C4. She had managed to keep the fighting away from the treasure chest out of fear a Clubber would cause an explosion, so it remained in its original position.

Teresa had too much going on to keep complaining about the same old issues she’s always had. For now she would have to suck it up and find a solution to her class later. It was time to pick a skill, probably allocate a point into Agility since she was pretty sure she leveled up, and go back to Liberty Island.

Teresa opened her notification screen to look at what she missed.

You Have Slain {Skeletal Warrior (F) (lv 17)}

Experience Granted

Class Level Up!

You Have Slain {Skeletal Warrior (F) (lv 14)}

Experience Granted

You Have Slain {Yectin Clubber (F) (lv 14)}

Experience Granted

Level Up!

Class Change Available!

You Have Slain {Yectin Clubber (F) (lv 15)}

Experience Granted

What?
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Too much was going on at once and Teresa was getting overwhelmed. Firstly, she had her class level up. That was a new skill she had to think about and select, which was great. Next was the C4, which is where Teresa started to get a little lost. Then she had her personal level up, meaning she had another unallocated point to put somewhere. Sure, it would probably go into Agility again, but all of her previous ideas about how her status worked were being thrown out the window.

What was this about a class change?

Class Change Available!

She looked at the notification anxiously. Sure she had been complaining about being stuck as a healer, but she didn’t actually expect anything to change. Was this being offered because she wanted to change classes so bad? Ages ago, Madeline had been offered a skill called <Familial Duty> which had literally said it was offered because of her strong desire to reunite with her family. Teresa hadn’t thought about it much at the time, but did the System reflect desires?

She had been wanting to heal Sarah for quite a while now, and a lot of the skills she had been offered were healing skills. Was that because it was a reflection of what Teresa wanted, or was it just because she was a healer?

Was the class change being offered because of her desire to stop being a healer, or was it due to something else. She had just reached level 15 when it became available. Did everyone get offered a class change at level 15?

Most importantly, would Teresa lose her healing abilities if she changed classes? She was hesitant to even look at the notification in case she accidentally started an irreversible process. One of the first things she had discovered about the System was that it did not respond to intrusive thoughts or uncontrolled mental impulses. She had to have deliberate intent to select that notification and begin the class change process, but what did that include?

What was a better decision? Change classes now, assign her stat point and select her new skill after? Wait, would she even be able to choose a new skill after changing classes, her class level up was for the healer class. If she suddenly changed to say, medieval basket weaver, would she still be able to select a skill or would that opportunity be gone forever?

Should she even change classes? Sure, it might suit her own needs more, but she still had a responsibility to Sarah. If she changed classes, that would be deliberately slowing down her progress to become a better healer. That would be a selfish decision, literally putting Teresa’s desires over Sarah’s life.

Teresa wasn’t a selfish person… right? Well, she had tried to kill herself and she considered that a pretty selfish decision. Teresa had fully known that her suicide would devastate her family, and she had chosen it anyways. They had been good people, and Teresa had been willing to throw all of that away just because she was sad inside. Maybe Teresa was a selfish person…

Nope, not doing that. This was not the time for some depressing introspection, there was other stuff to focus on. Yeah, that’s why she wasn’t going down that rabbit hole, she had to focus. Yep.

Choosing her new skill should probably come first, since she wasn’t sure how a class change would affect that. She opened up a screen to display a list of available skills. Before her were all of the previous skills she had passed up on. The skills she had considered before were laid in front of her. <Purify>, which might help Teresa with cleaning, was a super useful improvement to her quality of life but not exactly necessary. <Magic Wellspring> would let her buff someone’s Intelligence or Wisdom. The issue was it said only one buff could be applied to someone at a time, but her <Facilitated Restoration> did not have that descriptor. She wasn’t sure if they would conflict or even cancel each other out.

Of course there was also <Weakness Of The Mind>, which would let her shoot something with a ball of stupid to make it dumber. In other words, it was a debuff spell for someone’s Intelligence and Wisdom stats. Not really useful, but the thought of shooting her brother with it was still incredibly funny to her.

She couldn’t just pick a skill as a joke, this was something that had to be a serious decision. Unfortunately. Now, what options did she have?

<Restorative Drain: lv 0>

Type: Anti-Restoration Magic

Absorb the restoration Mana from a foreign source, draining what could be one’s saving grace. Claim the restoration Mana as your own, so that you may use it as you see fit.

That one was… interesting. It was possibly the shortest description for a skill she had seen yet. It was kind of a cool idea, but it seemed really situational. Teresa hadn’t exactly been fighting enemies very often who were actively being healed, the Clubbers just a minute ago were hopefully a one time issue. If she continued to use this strategy on the next monster stronghold, then sure it might be useful. Still, beyond the Tutorial Teresa couldn’t see herself using the skill very much, if at all.

Next up:

<Healing Burst: lv 0>

Type: Restoration Magic

Send all of the restoration Mana within an individual into a frenzied state, causing all of the restoration Mana within them to be expended at once. The individual will experience instant healing proportional to the restoration Mana already within them at a greatly reduced efficiency.

That one seemed incredibly useful. Teresa almost immediately picked it, thinking about how this was the one stop solution to saving Sarah. There was an issue with it, however.

Restoration Mana was already expended pretty quickly in an injured person. When Teresa used <Facilitated Restoration> on herself, sure she was full of restoration Mana for a while until the skill’s duration ended. However, when someone was injured and she used <Healing Touch>, the restoration Mana flowed directly into the injury rather quickly.

Still, it would make an amazing combo with <Facilitated Restoration>, but would it be better than just using <Healing Touch> with <Facilitated Restoration>? Teresa’s idea was to use <Facilitated Restoration> on Sarah, then use <Healing Burst>, then repeat again and again to provide healing as fast as she could. However, Teresa only had two hands, and she still only knew how to cast spells from her palms. She had spent some time trying to use <Healing Touch> using her entire hand rather than just her palms, and she actually had seen progress on that. Still, she couldn’t cast two spells from the same hand.

Could she?

She thought about it for a bit, but eventually came to the conclusion it would be way beyond her and not as useful as it sounded. If she even could, it would probably greatly reduce the efficacy of both spells to the point where their sum would be less than their combined parts. Super not worth it.

If Teresa was constantly using <Facilitated Restoration> and <Healing Burst>, it might wind up eating all of her Mana depending on just how efficient the skill was. Teresa had quite a lot of Mana now compared to the start of the Tutorial, boasting a Mana pool of 530, so she actually might be fine in that regard.

It would be useful in the long run though. It might start out really weak but become way more useful over time, which was Teresa’s general interpretation of how skills worked anyways. It would be a solid choice, but there was still another skill available.

<Dead Restoration: lv 0>

Type: Restoration Magic

Allows the user to cause restoration Mana to produce dead organics within a consenting individual. Restoration Mana from a single source can only produce living organics or dead organics at a time.

That was it. That was what would let Teresa grow her hair back, wasn’t it? Dead organics probably referred to dead cells like hair or fingernails, probably even dead bodies. If using this skill provided experience for her healer class, then it probably could have been an amazing source of levels if she wasn’t just about to possibly change classes. Cut her hair, grow it back, repeat? It might not grant a lot of experience, but it would be easier to level up than her other skills.

Was it her best option? Maybe? If it could give her a bunch of levels then sure, but that was a stretch. Even her other skills seemed to have some hidden caveats about when they gained experience, as the only one to have ever leveled up outside of combat was <Mana Control>. Well, her <Identify> also kind of leveled up outside of combat before, but she immediately engaged in combat right after and still had to use it on another living being. She was literally 1% away from leveling that skill up again, though she was yet to figure out what leveling up <Identify> even did.

It would be kind of a waste to pick though. It had the same issue as <Purify>, where it was a very nice improvement to her quality of life but not really necessary. Ultimately it was down to either <Healing Burst> or <Magic Wellspring>. She had actually considered <Restorative Drain> since Jake, Preston, and Madeline would all have restoration Mana still in them from <Facilitated Healing> once she left the Tutorial. Issue was at the time her healing magic had been way weaker, and probably wouldn’t provide much benefit.

Once again <Magic Wellspring> had the risk of not working with <Facilitated Restoration> which would defeat the point. Sometimes Teresa really wished the System would provide more details on these possibly life-saving skills, but she had to work with what she got. It would be incredibly useful if she ever got any other spells that weren’t healing focused, but Teresa would kind of feel bad if she acted too selfishly with this decision.

But was <Healing Burst> so much better than what she already had? It’s not like when she chose <Totem Of Life>, where it was another skill she could use simultaneously with her already existing skills. If <Healing Burst> and <Facilitated Restoration> wasn’t better than <Healing Touch> and <Facilitated Restoration>, then there wasn’t much point in picking the skill. She would have to level it up from scratch, and if that was the case she might as well just keep leveling <Healing Touch>. 

She decided to risk it. <Magic Wellspring> might not work with what she had, but it had more potential long term. After another moment of deliberation, she selected the skill. The knowledge on how to activate the skill was poured into her mind once again, and she immediately cast it on herself.

Rather than summoning a ball of flame over her palm, a burst of what looked like blue sound seemed to shoot out of her palm and into herself. Immediately, Teresa’s mind felt a little more clear and thoughts became smoother. Right after, Teresa used <Facilitated Restoration>, and found with great relief that it still worked with <Magic Wellspring>.

Thank fuck, Teresa thought, seeing she had made a good decision. Since it worked with her other skills, <Magic Wellspring> absolutely was the right move. It had just been the risk that had pushed her away from the option.

Now, should she allocate her stat point or do the class change thingy? If all it did was change her class, then it shouldn’t affect something unrelated like her current stats, right? It was one point, surely it would be fine.

Teresa selected the class change notification, and with some mental intent a new screen opened up.

Class Change

You have unlocked a Class Change upon reaching level 15. You may choose to change classes now or later. Bonus stats lost by delaying Class Change will NOT be retroactively awarded. All current stats and skills will remain after changing classes, excluding unawakened Class Perks. Changing classes is only possible via a Class Change or Class Perk.

Available Classes:

Class: Combat Medic (F+)

Not all injuries are treated in perfect conditions. You save lives and you claim them. The battlefield is where a healer is most needed, and you are familiar with this environment. You will rescue your allies even if you have to take a fight to do so. Focus on Restoration Magic with a hint of combat effectiveness.

+1 Strength, +1 Agility, +3 Intelligence, +2 Wisdom, +1 Perception, +1 Unallocated per level

Wait wait wait wait wait- hold on. Teresa stopped reading after the first class on the list and was already shocked by what she saw. This first option was clearly just a better version of her current class. It also had an “F+” next to it, what was that about? Now that she thought about it, a lot of stuff had a letter next to it. All of the classes at the start of the Tutorial had an “F” next to them, and Teresa’s personal level in her stat screen had an “F” as well. What the fuck did that mean? If Preston were here she would ask him about it, but Teresa had never really thought much about what those letters meant. Was it supposed to be obvious?

Well, F+ was definitely better than F, and it showed in the stats. Currently, Teresa gained 2 Intelligence, 2 Wisdom, 1 Perception, and 1 Unallocated per level as a Healer. That was a total of 6 points per level. The Combat Medic class had the same stats improving plus some extra, giving a total of 9 points per level. It was just all around better, and it still seemed to follow the general path of healing as far as Teresa could tell.

There were actually quite a few options to choose from, so Teresa kept reading.

Class: Cleric (F+)

There is more to saving lives than healing injuries, for you prevent them. While you may heal your allies when they are injured, you shall also make them stronger. Strengthen your allies with buffing magic, and heal them when they are hurt.

Class Perk (unawakened): You may cast two buffs on any given individual

 +3 Intelligence, +3 Wisdom, +1 Perception, +1 Unallocated per level

Okay, so far Teresa had been offered a combat oriented version of her class and a buff oriented version of her class. Weirdly enough, this one only provided 8 stat points per level. What the hell? Why was that? The System clearly favored one class over the other, what gives? It didn’t seem fair. There were bound to be a lot more healers out there than just Teresa, so why would the System punish people for choosing to walk down a path of buffing allies and healing as opposed to fighting and healing?

Then again, the Cleric class had a “Class Perk.” It also said “unawakened,” next to it, but the perk seemed incredibly useful. It was probably enough to make up the difference in stat points awarded, but Teresa was cautious of something that had been in the notification.

 All current stats and skills will remain after changing classes, excluding unawakened Class Perks.

 

That seemed to say that the perk would not stay forever. If Teresa changed classes again someday, then she would lose the perk associated with her class. It was short term gain for long term pain.

There were more options to read from, and it was too early to make a decision.

Class: Tempest Ranger (F+)

The bow is your instrument, and the arrow is your song as it dances along the wind to the melody of the Apprentice Ranger. You fire your weapon with your body and you guide the attack with your Soul. Focus on air-based Elemental Magic and Archery.

 +1 Strength, +1 Agility, +1 Intelligence, +1 Wisdom, +2 Perception, +1 Unallocated per level.

Once again Teresa was presented with a class that granted a different number of stat points. It seemed like a peculiar option for her, as it was entirely unrelated to her current class. Additionally, it only granted 7 stat points and it didn’t even have a perk.

There had to be a reason for it. The starter classes had all given 6 points per level, making them equal in a sense. Now they were very clearly uneven, and it was incredibly strange to Teresa. Why would a Tempest Ranger get less stat points than a Combat Medic?

After some thought, Teresa had a guess. Teresa had been in a lot of combat despite being a healer, so that was probably why Combat Medic had such a good number of stat points per level. Alternatively, Teresa had certainly used the bow quite a bit but it wasn’t really her main thing. Archery had mostly just been a means to an end to her. She did have some experience in using magic, but not the kind that was being described in the description.

Maybe the more a class aligned with your actions, the better it would be? Or was it that class options were awarded based on your actions, and only after that alignment was taken into consideration. Teresa was not sure, but there were quite a few classes that seemed reminiscent of the starter classes.

Class: Magic Light Swordsman (F+)

The blade is an extension of your body, its edge an avatar of your will. You use your weapon to ensure your enemies do not remain whole, and you use magic to gain an advantage over your opponent. Focus on hand to hand combat, quick movement, and Buffing Magic.

 +1 Strength, +1 Endurance, +1 Intelligence, +3 Agility, +1 Unallocated per level

Class: Masochist Tank Of Self Restoration (F+)

An injury is nothing when you can restor-

Nope not that one. Teresa wasn’t even going to bother reading it, though she did glance at the stats. She felt annoyed it gave 9 stat points per level, what was the System trying to say about her? She was not about to keep getting hurt during fights as a part of her plan. Hell no to taking more injuries, and hell no to any class that had fucking “Masochist,” in its name.

Next.

Class: Mage Of The Twin Arts (F+)

To specialize in only one branch of magic is to cut a wing off a bird. In one hand, Restoration Magic. In the other, Elemental Magic. Walk along two diverging paths, and make them one within your Soul.

 +3 Intelligence, +3 Wisdom, +1 Perception, +1 Unallocated per level

This one seemed like a good contender. So far, she had only really crossed off one option. Some provided better benefits than others, but Teresa found some of the lower quality options interesting. Sure, Tempest Ranger provided the least stats of all of the classes so far, but using magic to control the wind while shooting a bow would be pretty badass.

She was being selfish again.

Teresa stopped, not reading the last option of the list yet. What was she doing? She couldn’t change to a class that didn’t involve Restoration Magic, that would risk Sarah’s life. For a few minutes there she had really been considering all of the options, but could she really decide to step away from Restoration Magic? Sure, she would keep her skills, but she wouldn’t get any new healing skills. She would have to level up what she already had.

That wasn’t impossible, she was honestly fairly confident at this point she could get strong enough to heal Sarah before leaving the Tutorial. Still, accidents happen. What if she is forced to leave early by a pack of level 20 Clubbers? If she chose a class with Restoration Magic she would have a higher chance of getting new skills to increase Sarah’s odds sooner, putting her at less risk.

But this was a long term decision. Teresa would still have this class after saving Sarah, and who knew how long she would be stuck with it? Teresa could still save Sarah if she chose a different class, but it would be slightly harder. With the new stats being offered, Teresa would only need maybe two or three more levels before she was solid. At the moment she had 42 Intelligence, which made her spells far quicker and more effective.

There were multiple options that would increase her Intelligence per level by 50%. Sure, 50% more really just meant 3 points instead of 2, but that was still a difference. Some of these classes even offered less Intelligence, which would make Teresa rely more on leveling her skills. 

Her skill level really did have the largest effect on her healing, so surely it wouldn’t be that bad to change to something new, right? Was Teresa just trying to justify this to herself? Was Teresa being a bad person?

She paused and took a breath. She would read the last option, go grab the C4, and make her way back to Liberty Island before making a decision. Her heartbeat was racing, and she had begun sweating just from thinking about this choice.

The C4 would go in her backpack, meanwhile the detonator and the receiver would be carried by hand. She couldn’t put the detonator in her bag and accidentally pull the trigger, who knew what would happen? It would activate the receiver, and Teresa wasn’t sure if it could be used multiple times. Activating it even without attaching it to any C4 might render it useless.

Teresa packed away her new loot and began to run towards the Statue of Liberty in the distance. She decided to read the last option while running, though truthfully she was feeling overwhelmed. For her first readthrough, she wasn’t really paying that much attention. The words went right through her brain and out the back, as she didn’t really process it too much. Her increased mental stats helped a lot with thinking, but they didn’t seem to do much to keep her anxiety from clouding her mind.

Oh well, she would read it again later once she calmed down. Besides, it’s not like it was going to be a glaringly obvious choice.

Class: Jack Of All Trades (F+)

Jack Of All Trades, master of none, oftentimes better than a master of one. Excel at nothing to experience everything. The multiverse holds many mysteries, why only solve one?

Class Perk (unawakened): Gain the ability to unlock skills of any type you have a basic understanding of upon a class level up. Class level ups take 150% experience. General skills gain experience 5% faster, and other skills gain experience 5% slower.

 +1 Strength, +1 Fortitude, +1 Endurance, +1 Vitality, +1 Agility, +1 Intelligence, +1 Wisdom, +1 Perception per level.
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                Chapter 30: Selfish

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (2/3)

Seize Destiny

You have successfully defended your land, laying claim to it as your own. Monsters will no longer attempt to trespass in this territory without significant motivation. Now that your land is secure, it is time to conquer. Seek out the monster strongholds within the desert and gather the artifacts needed for the upcoming war. Monster strongholds can be located using the <Tutorial Compass>.

You have one month to gather these artifacts. The next stage of this questline will not wait for the completion of the current stage.

Time until next stage: 11 days, 17 hours, 9 minutes, 2 seconds

Strongholds Conquered: 1

The questline now showed a new statistic at the bottom, though it did not have a limit. During the monster waves, there had always been a maximum number of waves and a total number of monsters in each wave. Now? There seemed to be no limit.

Was Teresa supposed to just keep taking out strongholds? What was the end objective here exactly? Was there an end objective? Either way Teresa was still going to conquer more. She needed more levels, though first she needed to take care of something.

Her class.

She really had to change it before she went out again, it would be a catastrophic waste not to. If she understood the rules correctly then she should still be able to level up without changing her class, but she would be losing out on the extra points provided by the new classes. Opportunity cost or something.

There were a few standouts. She kind of liked the idea of Tempest Ranger. It would be kind of badass, wouldn’t it? Shooting arrows, redirecting them mid-shot with the wind, maybe getting some fancy magic arrows somewhere down the line? That just sounded sick, she would definitely have a lot of fun messing around with that.

She was actually pretty skeptical about the Mage Of The Twin Arts class. Sure, it focused on having two different fields of magic under your belt, but it really seemed to emphasise the two. What if Teresa wanted to figure a third branch of magic out? Or a fourth? If the System thought she would be content with only two branches of magic then it really underestimated her curiosity.

Though it did seem like it would eventually let her learn how to make a fireball. The class just had that kind of vibe. Sure, fireball was a basic bitch spell, but damn it Teresa wanted her fucking fireball because fireballs are awesome, end of story.

They all had their own charm to them, but there was one wildcard that stood out. Okay, maybe two wildcards, but that stupid masochist one did not count! Teresa was not a masochist! Let the records show that Teresa pleaded not guilty to these baseless accusations from the System, and the System would be hearing from her lawyer the second she figured out how to sue a multiversal entity for libel.

Jack Of All Trades. It was… interesting. It was also the only class that Teresa had seen that did not offer any unallocated points for a level up. Instead, every single stat got a single point, for a total of 8 points. It was 1 less than what Combat Medic offered, but it also came with a perk.

The ability to learn a skill of any type so long as she had a basic understanding of it. What did the System consider a “basic understanding,” of something? Basic was a very subjective word, basic rocket science was still rocket science after all.

The System really needed to get its shit together on being clear about these kinds of things, she couldn’t just keep guessing about stuff that impacted her life on a major scale because she wasn’t provided clear enough information. It was bullshit. First it was the <Magic Wellspring> fiasco, then the <Tutorial Compass> showing up in the description of the quest without giving her one right away, and now it was giving her a vague description of a class perk. Was she always going to have to deal with vague System messages? It needed an update or something.

It also was the class that matched her personality the most, but could she really make a decision like that off something so superficial? Personalities change, maybe in ten years she would fall in love with the banjo or something and would want to dedicate the rest of her life to being the best banjo player ever.

Okay, maybe that wasn’t very likely, but she still had reservations about it. Class level ups would take way longer, and most of her skills would level even slower. The whole point of her still being in the Tutorial was to get strong enough for Sarah. This class would not only be completely unrelated, but it would actively inhibit Teresa from saving her friend.

It would still be possible, sure, 5% less experience for non-general skills wasn’t too bad. Hell, she got 5% extra experience from one of her titles, her skills would just level up at a normal speed. 

It was the class she honestly wanted most, but it went against her current needs. It would be the most selfish pick, but it also meshed with her desires the most. She would never be completely trapped in one thing so long as she was willing to learn something new. If she picked any other class on the list, how long would it be until she got sick of it? She had only been a healer for three weeks now and she was already getting sick of it.

The longer she took to decide the less time she would have to conquer more strongholds. Fuck. She really, really wanted to pick Jack Of All Trades but could she? She had a bit under twelve days before the next stage of the Tutorial, assuming she didn’t get attacked by high level monsters. In that case, she would be forced to leave early.

The <Tutorial Compass> pointed in a different direction from Liberty Island than the first stronghold, and who knew how far away this one was. She might as well start heading there while she thought about it. Today would be a scouting mission, nothing more. She might as well bring her full set of supplies, as she wouldn’t need to get there super early in preparation for battle again.

Teresa ran off into the desert once she was ready, running faster than any pre-System human. She had put her extra point into Agility again, it was just too useful of a stat at the moment. She had put a total of exactly 10 points into Agility now, and that kind of annoyed her. Most of her unallocated points were going into one stat, it made for a lopsided status screen.

Jack Of All Trades would eventually remedy that. It gave one point per stat. Sure, her stats would still be uneven, but as her stats reached higher and higher numbers she doubted it would make a difference later on. Would it?

Was Teresa selfish? She had been thinking about that earlier, but cut herself off to try and be more productive. When she had tried to kill herself, that had been a selfish decision. At least, it felt like it. Truthfully, her life still had plenty of potential left. She wasn’t even in that bad of a spot before she sold all of her stuff and gave it away, it could have been way worse.

She had always thought about how it could be worse. Teresa had a loving family, didn’t really go hungry the way some people in the world do, and she had otherwise been in good health. Why should she have the right to complain when there were so many people who had it so much worse?

Teresa knew that, but it didn’t change how empty life had felt. Like there was no purpose. Live another sixty years miserable so she could die old and miserable instead, why not just get it over with? Why did she have to keep living just for other people’s sake?

Fuck… Teresa was selfish. She was a selfish fucking asshole. What was wrong with her?

When was the last time she had really even thought about her family? They were in the Tutorial too. Sure, her parents probably left immediately but her brother likely stayed. Was he okay? Would any of them be okay once they left the Tutorial, possibly too weak to defend themselves from whatever came next? She had avoided thinking of them too much out of shame, but that was just another selfish decision in a long line of selfish decisions. Madeline had wanted to reunite with her family so bad the System gave her a skill for it, Teresa didn’t have <Familial Duty>. What did that say about her?

Once Teresa was out of this Tutorial, she would find her family. How? She didn’t know yet. Maybe she would get <Familial Duty> on her own, or maybe Madeline’s skill would grow strong enough to work with other people’s families. Who knew? One way or another, Teresa had to consider other people and stop being selfish.

Which was why she chose Jack Of All Trades as her class.

Yes, just a minute ago she was thinking about how selfish that choice would be, but it was also probably the most considerate of the people around her. With Jack Of All Trades, she might be able to get a versatile enough skill set to find her family without having to rely on anyone. Everyone would probably want to look for their families once the Tutorial was over, she couldn’t expect her party members to hold off on their families to help Teresa find hers first.

It would let her be versatile enough to fill whatever role was needed in a party. It would let her allies rest easy knowing she had the capabilities to take care of herself if need be. It would let her train in whatever field was necessary to overcome any obstacles they may face.

She had been worried it was a selfish decision, but as time went on she was sure her party would have new needs none of them would be prepared for. Teresa was effectively shooting herself in the leg in a sense, as she would never be the best at anything with this class. Still, she liked it and it fit her well.

Was Teresa just finding a way to justify this to herself? Fuck off. As a matter of fact, everything could fuck off. Fuck her depression, fuck her self loathing, fuck dying. She made up her mind. Depression wasn’t something that just got fixed from a change in mindset, she was sure she was going to experience suicidal thoughts again and again as she slowly worked on her mental health.

Now though? She wasn’t going to let depression win. Fuck depression. If depression wanted to kill her so badly, it should give her a heart attack or something instead of this emotional turmoil bullshit. It was a little bitch of a mental illness too scared to get the job done itself.

Besides, she wasn’t entirely a selfish asshole. She was risking her life for Sarah’s, that was something. To Teresa it almost felt like the bare minimum, like that much was expected of her, but was it really? How many people would be willing and capable enough to even get this far? If Teresa had heard her own story about someone else, what would she think then? She couldn’t just feel better about herself but she could at least see how skewed her Perception of herself was. 

Teresa opened her status screen to make sure her class had actually changed.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 15 (F) (6%)

Class: Jack Of All Trades lv 0 (F+) (0%)

HP: (98/98)

Stamina: (90/98)

Mana: (526/530)

Strength: 9

Fortitude: 7

Endurance: 8

Vitality: 8

Agility: 16

Intelligence: 42

Wisdom: 37

Perception: 23

Unallocated Points: 0

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (1.3%)>

<Mana Control: lv 7 (69%)>

<Healing Touch: lv 4 (97%)>

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 5 (91%)

<Identify: lv 4 (99%)>

<Totem Of Life: lv 0 (11%)>

<Magic Wellspring: lv 0 (0%)>

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

<Tutorial: Power Hungry>

<Tutorial: First Stage Completionist>

<Tutorial: Level Pioneer>

}

Three of her skills could probably get a level up by the end of the day if Teresa could find a good fight. She was headed towards a stronghold again, so maybe she would get the chance.

No, that’s a bad idea. She probably shouldn’t fight an entire stronghold without scouting it out first, she needed to plan again like last time. Getting reckless just because she got a new class would get her killed. Besides, she might not even find the stronghold today.

A few hours later, Teresa found the stronghold today.

Huh. It was about the same distance from Liberty Island as the previous stronghold. Were they all going to be the same distance away? If so, Teresa wasn’t complaining.

This one was larger than the last, and had some significant changes. For one, there were a few wooden towers within the camp that reached just above the wall. She used <Identify> on a skeleton in one of the towers, checking its level.

{Skeletal Warrior (F) (lv 18)}

Skill Level Up!

<Identify: lv 4>

Type: General

Peer at the stats of a target, allowing you to view the level and race of any being capable of possessing a level so long as the task is within your capabilities.

----->

<Identify: lv 5>

Type: General

Peer at the stats of a target, allowing you to view the level and race of any being capable of possessing a level so long as the task is within your capabilities.

The archer in the tower was pretty high level, at least compared to what Teresa had been fighting lately. There were also multiple archers, she couldn’t just rely on them missing. She also probably couldn’t dodge their arrows, this wasn’t the Matrix. Wait, was this like the Matrix? Was the Tutorial in a real place or just like a simulated reality or something?


Nope, not getting distracted. Skeletons, archers, battle plan. She couldn’t just lead a group of Clubbers to the front gate again, she would get shot. What was the solution here? Maybe she could use that C4 she got, but how? She would have to get close to the stronghold to plant it anywhere, in which case she would be shot.

She considered lumping some C4 onto an arrow and firing it into the camp, but that wouldn’t work. The arrow needed to be aerodynamic enough to fly after being shot, putting a heavy wad of C4 with a receiver on it would probably make the range of her bow get reduced drastically. The receiver would probably fall off during the arrow’s transit through the air as well.

There was only one real option Teresa had, and it might be a terrible one. She was going to hunt for monsters in the desert past the stronghold.
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Poison filled the air around Teresa as she ran in a circle being chased by mosquitos. She had improved significantly at running from monsters while using the poison staff, and she had figured out the art of running in a looped pattern. Run at an angle, dodge, run more, sidestep a monster, repeat. Really all she had to think about was not getting hit, her offense was taken care of automatically by the staff.

She had begun to take riskier fights once again. That battle at the stronghold had shown her just how bad a fight could get, but it also desensitised her to fighting monsters while fully equipped. So what if these level 16 monsters were faster and stronger than her? Teresa was smarter, and had them following her into poisonous clouds to asphyxiate to death.

Both of her healing skills had leveled up again, and Teresa was sure leveling them both up one or maybe two more times would be good enough to save Sarah. Trying to gauge just how strong she needed to be to rescue her friend was kind of difficult. A while ago she had discovered it took more restoration Mana to heal someone with a higher Fortitude. Teresa’s was at 7, and she was pretty confident Sarah’s was relatively low. It was like 3 or something.

Or was it Madeline who had 3 Fortitude? No, Madeline had 4 and Sarah had the lowest tied with Teresa’s at the start, so definitely 3. Shit, Teresa should have written all of their stats down somewhere but she had never thought she would need to. At this point knowing her friend’s stats would be like knowing their blood type, knowledge that might save their lives someday. Except Teresa didn’t even know her own blood type. Shit. She should probably know that, shouldn’t she?

Anyways, Sarah’s Fortitude was low meaning it took less restoration Mana to heal her more. How strong of an effect was this? Teresa didn’t know, she didn’t exactly have a lot of perspective on healing people at different Fortitudes. She had healed Jake plenty of times, but she had not really paid attention to how much Mana her spells used quite as closely. 

So really it would be a guesstimate. It was better to play it on the safe side and go for as many levels as she could. As a matter of fact, Teresa wanted to get through as much of the Tutorial as she could. Not just because of Sarah, but because she might never get the chance to again. Would there be another Tutorial? Who knows, but the answer was probably not. Why would there be another Tutorial?

She wanted to know how far she really could go in this thing. It was the exact same mindset that had her worried about her brother, as he might think the same way. What would she get for beating the Tutorial? A cool title maybe? The last one gave her an amazing benefit, +5% in all stats. She would always have 5% more stats than someone at the exact same level with the same classes. That was huge, and that was for beating just stage 1.

These were benefits that would follow her for the rest of her life. Surely she had to try her best to reap the rewards of this Tutorial.

The last mosquito fell to the ground, struggling to move just like the rest of its pack. Did mosquitoes travel in packs? What was a group of mosquitoes called? Were they called anything? Shit, probably a swarm huh.

A few sword plunges later, Teresa’s experience shot up again.

You Have Slain {Large Mosquito Queen (F) (lv 14)}

Experience Granted

Level Up!

Shoot, one of them was a queen? Teresa’s brain had been running on autopilot a bit during the last few fights, but she was seeing the rewards for it now. Level 16, her first level as a Jack Of All Trades. It felt great. In the past, her mind had felt a little clearer whenever she leveled and her senses would slightly increase, but now everything increased a bit. She was a bit faster, a bit stronger, a bit sturdier, everything saw improvement. For some of her stats like her Intelligence an extra point wasn’t a lot, but for things like her Fortitude and Strength it was a very noticeable improvement.

Her poison staff was the MVP of this whole leveling grind. She would absolutely get destroyed by most of these monsters if she tried to fight them normally, but just running around in a big circle slowly poisoning them to death? Easy.

As a matter of fact, her reaction speed was insane. She didn’t have a way to measure it, but she felt like she could react faster than a cat. Was that because of her increased mental stats? Which one? Was it her Intelligence or Wisdom? It would also make sense in a way if Perception had a thing to do with it, but she wasn’t sure. Either way, it made avoiding the monsters’ attacks feel like something she could do in the background while her mind wandered.

She continued looking for more prey, decidedly hunting the monsters she had previously avoided. It had barely taken two hours to reach level 16 this way, she could definitely hit 17 before heading back to Liberty Island. She might even be able to hit level 18 on the way back if she got lucky, but that was unlikely. She had hunted most of the monsters closer to the Statue of Liberty, and many of the ones left had high levels.

The hours passed as Teresa killed monster after monster. Mosquitoes, Wyvern-Fish, Vampire Deer, Goblins, Clubbers, all of them needed to breathe. Teresa tried to continue experimenting with the staff, but it was like hitting her head against a wall. She wasn’t making much progress in that regard, but she was still curious how it worked.

She did what she could to memorize some of the invisible patterns she could sense inside of the staff, but she didn’t really understand them at all. What they did and how was a mystery still, but maybe one day they would make more sense. For now, tracing Mana through the inside of the staff was like absentmindedly fiddling her thumbs.

Around thirty monsters or so later, Teresa got another level up. Level 17. Having her class get changed was possibly the best thing that could have happened to her. When she was a healer, she had felt the level of monsters she could fight couldn’t improve at the same rate as her own level. She had started out fighting level 4’s and 5’s at the start of the Tutorial, but fighting things 4 or 5 levels higher than her when she was level 15 was nearly suicidal. 

Now she felt like that issue had been reversed. She had only leveled up twice, but that had made her more confident and capable than any of her earlier levels had done. Her Strength was at 12 and she felt like a powerlifter. Keeping her backpack on all the time had become significantly easier, though she still took it off for fights.

Her current strategy with the poison was incredibly slow due to how durable a lot of the high leveled monsters were, but sometimes the staff surprised her with the poison it could make. Was she just getting better at using the weapon or was the poison becoming stronger? It probably had to do with her level ups, but it still felt… strange. Her Mana could go through the staff quicker as she leveled up, sure, but making the poison stronger? There was something to it that she was missing, and she wasn’t sure what.

The hours were filled with killing monsters. Run around with the poison staff, monsters drop dead, gain experience. Occasionally stab something and shoot arrows when possible, more poison. Rinse and repeat. Each fight was easier than the last, and at some point Teresa began experimenting with her skills in the middle of fights.


What would happen if she used <Facilitated Restoration> on an enemy she was fighting? Would she get experience as she healed their injuries? Could she deliberately make the skill weak enough for the poison to still kill them? What if she used <Magic Wellspring> on an enemy? Would she gain skill experience for providing a buff to a creature engaging in combat, even if the combat was against her?

The answer was, surprisingly, yes. Using <Facilitated Restoration> dragged the battles out longer, and ultimately slowed down her experience towards a personal level up, but it leveled the skill a lot faster. It was a trade off. More skill experience for less personal experience, something that she wasn’t completely opposed to.

It’s not like there was an unlimited number of monsters to fight, or at least Teresa didn’t think so. Areas she hunted in had less monsters than they used to, which was why she had to run so far from Liberty Island to find any close to her level.

She might as well make the most of every fight in that case, getting as much experience in as many things as possible. She still got the same amount of personal experience per fight, it was just slower is all.

By the time she was heading back to Liberty Island, it was dark. She had spent a lot of time just hunting monsters, and the temperature had returned to freezing. Teresa’s Fortitude combined with <Facilitated Restoration> actually made it less bad than last time, she might not even freeze to death without her healing skill active.

Of course it was still on, she wasn’t going to pass up on experience in exchange for nothing. Teresa wanted to make it as far through the Tutorial as possible, and she was doing it solo now. She needed every boost she could get.

The next day was filled with even more hunting, this time in a different direction. She wasn’t planning on taking out the stronghold yet since she still wasn’t strong enough to take on multiple enemies that could actually think and use weapons. The Wyvern-Fish always presented some issues, but their fire was actually a lot slower than an arrow fired from a bow. Teresa could avoid a very clearly telegraphed projectile, she could not avoid an arrow that was traveling probably around 200 miles an hour.

The levels came easier now that she was slowly catching up to the monsters again in stats. Level 18 came, then level 19 a few hours later. Her <Facilitated Restoration> had reached level 7 now, and her <Magic Wellspring> was already level 3 after only a day of use.

Her newest skill gave her a buff to Intelligence and Wisdom, making her other spells slightly more effective. Her healing skills produced slightly more restoration Mana, her control over Mana was slightly more precise, nothing major but still a nice buff.

It also made thinking a bit easier. Most amazingly, it helped sometimes with anxiety. Randomly feeling nervous for no apparent reason? KABAM! One <Magic Wellspring> later and her nerves calmed a little. The skill was not enough to completely eradicate negative emotions or anything, but it helped stabilize her mind whenever she started spiraling. It also didn’t help if she already had <Magic Wellspring> activated, as there would be no sudden reprieve in her mind that wasn’t already there.

A Wyvern-Fish opened its mouth and a bright red light glowed within. Teresa started to run in a straight line away from the Wyvern-Fish, and as soon as she saw light on the ground behind her she changed directions to run perpendicular to her previous path. The fire shot past her, and the Wyvern-Fish sucked in a massive dose of poison taking a breath after its attack.

The Wyvern-Fish in this group had been more trigger happy with their spells than previous groups. Probably because Teresa used <Magic Wellspring> on them along with a weakened version of <Facilitated Restoration>. Making the spell weaker unfortunately provided less skill experience, but she had to actually be able to kill the monsters if she wanted to survive. Every fight was still life or death, mess up too badly and Teresa was done for.

Except Teresa was making far less mistakes than she had in previous fights. Even if she was in her own world thinking about things like what happened to people in space when the Tutorial started? Are their Tutorials on the moon or something? That wouldn’t be fair though, not enough oxygen, Teresa was still locked in. She hadn’t really thought she hesitated much in the past, but in retrospect with her new reaction speed and mental stats it felt like she had always been incredibly hesitant.

The moments where she thought about what to do had blended in with action, she was able to think and move at the same time much easier. Soon, she might even be physically able to keep up with monsters on her own level instead of just mentally.

You Have Slain {Atrocious Wyvern-Fish (F) (lv 17)}

Experience Granted

Level Up!

Level 20. She had been expecting something more out of it, maybe a title or something? It was a nice, round number, surely the System would see that as an achievement. After all, it gave her a title for hitting 100 total stats. Why not a title for level 20?

Unfortunately she didn’t get a new title. That was within expectations, considering she didn’t get a title for her class change either. Really, what was the logic behind getting titles? How was she supposed to figure out what to do to get more? 

Whatever, enough complaining. She already had four titles, and she might get more as time went on. Maybe they were just hard to get, and the ones Teresa had gotten were the majority of what was available in the Tutorial.

There had to be more titles, right? What if there was a title for running as far out into the desert as possible, like an easter egg in a video game? She wasn’t going to test that, but it was a fun thing to think about.

Her stats had increased dramatically since she got her new class, 5 levels meant 5 more points in everything. She was faster than a professional cyclist on flat ground, probably. She didn’t really know enough about professional cyclists to actually be sure how fast they could go, but there was no way a bicycle could go faster than her on a flat straightaway.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 20 (F) (0%)

Class: Jack Of All Trades lv 0 (F+) (88%)

HP: (168/168)

Stamina: (168/168)

Mana: (626/626)

Strength: 15

Fortitude: 12

Endurance: 13

Vitality: 13

Agility: 22

Intelligence: 47

Wisdom: 43

Perception: 28

Unallocated Points: 0

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (1.3%)>

<Mana Control: lv 7 (98%)>

<Healing Touch: lv 5 (13%)>

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 7 (4%)

<Identify: lv 5 (48%)>

<Totem Of Life: lv 0 (11%)>

<Magic Wellspring: lv 3 (47%)>

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

<Tutorial: Power Hungry>

<Tutorial: First Stage Completionist>

<Tutorial: Level Pioneer>

}

Teresa had become a bit of a powerhouse. She was probably stronger, faster, more physically durable, and more everything than any pre-System human. A light jog made the wind whistle past her ears, she barely registered her backpack’s weight, she felt like she could punch a tree and not only would the tree crack but her fist would be totally fine.

It was amazing.

The all around improvements were addicting. Every level she got, she couldn’t wait for the next. She almost wished she could get a skill that would remove the need for sleeping so she could stay up all night fighting.

Hell, she was pretty sure she could save Sarah now. She had begun mentally walking herself through what she would need to do first based on what she remembered. Obviously she would work on the gaping hole in Sarah’s side before healing her nearly severed arm. She would need to stop the blood loss without using too much blood for coagulation since Sarah had already lost a lot, so that meant growing skin back first and worrying about the organs second.

The internal bleeding could be stopped with a guided dose of restoration Mana along any paths Teresa could sense would be damaged, the whole process of replacing the skin and internal flesh would only take a few seconds, maybe 3 or 4. Then she could fix up the organs, that would be another 4ish seconds, fix up the arm, and she would be fine. Maybe.

Teresa was staying around in the Tutorial for a while longer if she could help it, she wanted to know if she could even beat it by herself. Was that possible with only one person, or did it require a full party? Who knew? Teresa was going to find out though.

It was about time to take out the next stronghold.
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                Chapter 32: Monster Stronghold 2, Electric Boogaloo

Nine days were left in the second stage of the Tutorial. If things went well, then there would only be one day left for this monster stronghold.

Teresa hadn’t gotten any new skills from her class yet, it was actually rather slow to gain experience. That made sense considering the class perk, but it was also slow for a class that was level 0. Did classes need more experience to level up the stronger they were? That would make sense.

There were four archer towers within the stronghold, each with their own archer. Once again, it was a camp full of skeletons, so her poison staff wouldn’t do anything. Those archers were her biggest threat, as she could probably just run away from the melee fighters if need be. She couldn’t run away from an arrow, but she was fast enough to make herself an incredibly difficult target.

How was she going to do this? The best option was for her to get more Clubbers to attack while she zigzagged like a maniac to avoid getting shot. She was probably fast enough to outrun some Clubbers by now, so it wouldn’t be too big of an issue.

They would probably die relatively quick, but she would provide them with the best buffs she could. <Magic Wellspring> didn’t do a lot for the monsters who already didn’t seem to have a great Intelligence or Wisdom stat, but it still gave her some experience anyways.

That was part one of the plan, which was nearly identical to last time. However, she couldn’t rely on the Clubbers killing all of the skeletons again. There would still be a lot of skeletons remaining, and it would be difficult to find more Clubbers. Teresa had kind of sorta maybe killed most of the monsters nearby, bringing even a single pack of Clubbers would take a while.

Teresa had set a goal for herself. There should be five people in her party, so she would try to take out five strongholds before the second stage of the Tutorial was over. There were four to go with nine days remaining, giving her two days per stronghold with a day to spare.

The strongholds evidently got harder the more she conquered, so she would prefer to leave as much time as possible for the later strongholds. She couldn’t spend several days bringing Clubbers to this one stronghold, she would have to finish the skeletons off herself.

With her she had her full equipment minus the poison staff. It wouldn’t be useful to her at all, as once again the skeletons did not need to breathe. She actually did bring her bow with her this time, as she might get a chance to use it if she could take over one of those archer towers. It would be incredibly difficult to shoot skeletons that consisted of so much empty space, but it would be manageable at medium range. She also didn’t bring the C4, as she felt this battle didn’t warrant using plastic explosives.

About two miles from the stronghold, Teresa found a pack of Clubbers.

 {Yectin Clubber (F) (lv 15)}

They were slightly higher level than the ones Teresa had used last time, but Teresa had grown much faster since then. Running ahead of them wouldn’t be a problem. At least, Teresa hoped not. Either way, she was fast enough now that she wouldn’t be worried about taking the pack on in a fight if she really had to.

She cast <Facilitated Restoration> and made it as bright as possible, shooting the DIY flare gun of a skill towards the pack. The spell caught their attention, and soon Teresa was running towards the stronghold with a pack of six Clubbers on her tail. Really it wasn’t a lot of them, but it would have to do.

The two miles passed after a few short minutes of running. Despite the monsters chasing after her and the stronghold full of enemies in front of her, it was incredibly peaceful. Teresa’s footsteps kicked sand far behind her, and she launched herself through the air with every movement. It was fantastic, being basically superhuman had its perks. She sent <Facilitated Restoration> and <Magic Wellspring> behind her at the Clubbers, making sure to get all of them before the battle began.

The archers in the towers began to draw their bows and take aim, which was Teresa’s cue to start running more erratically. She darted at an angle to her left, counted to two, then changed angles again. After counting to three this time, she changed angles once more. The irregular movement at such a high speed made one of the four archers miss their shot, and Teresa realized something as she watched the skeleton fire.

She could react to it.

While she couldn’t just dodge the arrows as they came at her, Perception was her third highest stat. She could clearly see the skeleton as its fingers began to release the arrow. She had a ridiculous amount of Intelligence and Wisdom at this point, and whatever it was that made her think faster and react quicker was coming in clutch. Teresa could tell when a skeleton was going to shoot just a fraction of a second before it did.

Another archer’s fingers began to loosen, and Teresa changed directions abruptly to avoid the incoming projectile. The arrow plopped into the sand several feet from her, just as she was getting ready to dodge yet another arrow.

Some skeletons had come out in front of the gate yet again, however unlike last time they did not charge to meet her. Teresa would have preferred it if they just abandoned all sense of strategy and left their fortified position to attack her, but this group seemed a little smarter than the last.

She drew her sword as she got near, arrows landing to either side of her again and again as she repeatedly dodged by tracking the archers’ fingers. Once she was close enough, some of the archers lost a line of sight making her life just a little bit easier before going into the melee. Teresa rapidly approached a skeleton with a shield and sword, getting ready to swing her own.

Teresa’s sword slammed down onto the skeleton’s shield, the force bringing the monster to its knees. Immediately the skeleton attempted to swipe back at her with its own sword, and the skeletons on either side of it tried to do the same. Rather than staying in melee range, Teresa ran along the frontlines of the skeletons, occasionally smashing her sword into shields and sometimes even bone. She didn’t focus on any particular skeleton long enough to be attacked back, she was just buying a couple of seconds until-

CRASH

The Clubbers arrived. Skeletons were punted like a doll by the massive monsters, though multiple of the Clubbers already had arrows in them. The commotion distracted a skeleton next to Teresa, and she took the opportunity to swing her sword down onto its skull.

You Have Slain {Skeletal Warrior (F) (lv 18)}

Experience Granted

The sword went straight through the bone, which cracked and crumbled apart. It seemed the skeleton’s body became incredibly brittle after death, or at least true death. Teresa was able to swing her sword into a second skeleton’s skull before they started retaliating.

Teresa jumped back as five skeletons all tried to cut her at once, either stabbing or slashing their blades into the space Teresa had just been occupying. A sixth skeleton darted forward and swung its blade at Teresa before she could dodge again, but she managed to raise her own sword to block the strike. Damn, that was kind of cool-

SMACK

“Ow, fuck!” Teresa yelled, speaking aloud for the first time in a while as the flat side of her own sword smacked her in the face. She had managed to block the strike with her sword, but had underestimated how much force she needed to exert against the attack. As a result, the skeleton’s blade hit into Teresa’s and made her own blade slap her in the face.

Teresa quickly stabbed the skeleton through its nose hole, the end of her sword protruding from the back of its head. Asshole. Ruined her moment. She pulled the sword out from the skeleton and swung it at the next skeleton closest to her. The monster blocked her strike, and Teresa took that as a cue to take a step back.

As expected, the skeleton that had just blocked the strike immediately went for a counter attack with its sword, but Teresa was able to predict the monster’s behavior as the bones in its body shifted before it swung back at her. She also took a quick glance up at the archers, but they seemed focused on the Clubbers still.

There had already been a significant number of casualties among the skeletons, but many of the Clubbers had fallen as well. The battle hadn’t even been going on for a minute, but in a senseless brawl everything died rapidly. All four archers were still standing, and that needed to change. Teresa couldn’t spend too much time in the melee, as the archers would inevitably be the deciding factor in this fight.

Regardless if she could dodge an arrow or not, getting overwhelmed was still entirely possible.

Teresa sprinted towards the stronghold entrance, slipping past skeletons and even shoving some out of her way. They raised their shields to block her sword, but they didn’t expect her to just push them back with her bare hands as hard as she could. She had a solid Strength stat and a lot of momentum, and she managed to send a couple skeletons tumbling back.

It was kind of comical. Teresa did not really look like she should be as strong as she was, so it had to be really funny to witness. Too bad no one else was there to laugh about it with her. Having some company again would be really nice, but she wasn’t through with the Tutorial yet.

She made her way inside the stronghold, the Clubbers out front still causing enough of a ruckus to steal attention away from her. The camp was larger than last time, and there was even a log cabin within the walls. Opposite of the stronghold from her was another treasure chest, but Teresa didn’t have time to go straight for the loot.

Teresa ran up the stairs to an archer tower as quietly as she could. The skeleton was focused on the Clubbers, and she did not want to draw its attention as she ran up a narrow set of stairs. Wait, did she need to be quiet? Skeletons didn’t exactly have ears, so could they hear at all? Were skeletons deaf? No, that wouldn’t make sense, they didn’t have eyes but they could still clearly see.

A few steps later she was directly behind a skeleton archer. She wasted no time and smashed her sword into the archer’s skull, killing it instantly. She looked around at the remaining archers and spotted one aiming right at her, fingers just about to release the bowstring. Teresa dropped to her stomach while pulling out her bow, the skeleton’s arrow whistling right above her.

She got to her feet and drew her own arrow, aiming at the monster. She aimed just above center mass, and released the arrow as the skeleton drew back its own. Teresa’s arrow slammed into part of a rib, breaking it off and causing some ricochet damage to the rest of the monster’s body. The sudden influx of force made the skeleton prematurely release its own arrow, and the shot went nowhere near Teresa.

She drew another arrow and fired, but this one went perfectly between two of the monster’s ribs. Shit. Hitting a skeleton from a distance was hard, there was way too much empty space. If she could reliably get a headshot it would be fine, but Teresa was not a great archer.

The skeleton returned fire, though Teresa was able to avoid this arrow far more easily than the last. The skeleton seemed to be off balance from missing a rib, and its shot went wide. Teresa didn’t even have to move, though she had still dropped to the floor again just in case.

Teresa shot back once more, this time her arrow managed to hit the skeleton in its arm. The bone snapped, and the skeleton was no longer able to fire arrows in its condition. That would have to do, Teresa’s goal was to stop the archers first and foremost. That didn’t mean she necessarily had to kill them, however. Just disabling them would do for now, she could finish them off later.

She took aim at another archer not facing her, taking her time with this shot as she was no longer being shot at. Due to the angle the monster was standing at, it was a far easier shot as more of its body was exposed. Teresa fired her arrow, and it planted itself inside of the skeleton’s shoulder. That skeleton would no longer be able to fire again, so she turned to the next.

There was one last archer, and a good chunk of the melee fighters were still alive. Many of the Clubbers had fallen, only three remained though it looked like they were all seriously injured and about to go down any second now. The skeletons in this stronghold were not only stronger, but there were also a lot more of them.

A sudden surge of energy flowed through Teresa’s body as she gained a level from all of the assisted kills from the Clubbers, just as she was about to fire an arrow at the last skeleton. The abrupt change in stats made her shot miss entirely, and the archer focused on the enemy shooting at it.

Teresa still managed to fire off another arrow at the skeleton archer, but once again it missed. Suddenly gaining stats in the middle of firing her bow had thrown her off rhythm, and it would take a shot or two with the bow to get used to it again.

Arrows were exchanged back and forth, and eventually Teresa took a hit. An arrow cut alongside her waist, though some quick restoration Magic fixed it right up. So long as the damage wasn’t completely debilitating or instantly lethal she could tank a shot or two thanks to her high Fortitude and Vitality stat combined with her healing skills. If she had a full set of metal armor she could be a monster herself.

In the end an arrow struck true as it planted itself in the skeleton’s skull, instantly killing it. It was the first shot from a bow that had actually killed something directly, but Teresa didn’t have time to celebrate as skeletons began running up the stairs to her tower.

The previous two archers had drawn daggers and rushed her, but thankfully Teresa had a few seconds to spare after finishing her firefight with the last archer. She drew an arrow and released it, killing the skeleton in the lead with a headshot. It was far easier to hit a target at closer range as it rushed her, and the dead monster’s body caused the one behind it to slow down as it climbed over the corpse. Was it a corpse if it was just a skeleton? That was a question Teresa would have to look up once she had access to the internet again. Shit, would the internet even still work when she left the Tutorial? 

Another shot later and there were two dead skeletons on the staircase leading up to Teresa in the archer tower. The last of the Clubbers had died, and a group of melee fighters were now approaching Teresa’s position. There seemed to be twelve skeletons left, which was unfortunately a somewhat large number.

Shooting them would be difficult due to their shields, but Teresa’s position in the archer tower had an advantage. The stairs leading up the side of the structure were rather narrow, it would be difficult for more than one skeleton to march up the stairs at a time while holding their shield out in front of them. Additionally, Teresa could alternate between shooting directly down the staircase from the top steps and shooting down from over the ledge, each position offering a slightly different angle of attack.

As the first skeleton began climbing, she released an arrow that struck the monster in the leg. It had kept its shield high to protect its head and chest, but left its lower body exposed. The monster was crippled on the staircase, drastically slowing down the remaining skeletons.

One shot later and the injured skeleton dropped dead with an arrow shooting straight through its skull and into the shield of the monster behind it. Teresa fired again and again, always targeting any exposed bone not protected by a shield. A lot of her shots missed as shooting a bone was not exactly easy, but she had improved her archery quite a bit since the start of the Tutorial. 

Each dead skeleton was one more body the rest had to climb over, and by the time three skeletons were left Teresa ran out of ammo. They were also about to reach the top of the stairs, so it was time for Teresa to start swinging her sword again.

She drew her blade and approached the skeleton in the lead. Rather than slamming her sword into its shield like an idiot, she launched one of the nastiest front kicks of her life. The bottom of her foot collided with the shield, and the force from her blow knocked the skeleton back causing it to trip into its allies.

Seizing the moment, Teresa swung down at the skeleton and cut through multiple ribs along with its sternum. The skeleton struggled to move, but after a few shakey attempts at standing it collapsed on the ground. Teresa had only really killed skeletons with headshots before, so it was weird to see one die from a chest wound. What counted as enough damage to kill a skeleton anyways?

The next skeleton caught her by surprise with a shield charge, dashing into her and bashing Teresa with the defensive weapon. She was knocked back into the railing, nearly slipping over the edge and down the side of the tower. Despite being caught off guard, she got a weird sense of deja vu from the attack. It had been incredibly similar to their strategy during the first wave of the Tutorial, when Jake had pinned mosquitoes against a wall to render them immobile.

Unfortunately for Teresa, the roles were now reversed. She caught her balance, but the skeleton was swinging its sword at her already. Teresa leaned back as far as she could on the railing without going over the side, and the tip of the blade cut across her forehead. Blood poured out from the head wound, though it was quickly closed up thanks to her <Facilitated Restoration>. It took longer to heal than it should have, but that was likely due to her increasing Fortitude.

She swung back, catching the skeleton in the side with her attack. The sword cut through the monster’s body, but before it could even drop dead the next skeleton was already on her.

It was going to swing its sword in a horizontal arc at her, and there was not a lot of room to maneuver. Thinking quickly, Teresa dropped her sword and jumped forward, grabbing the skeleton and tackling it over the edge of the tower.

They dropped together, the skeleton underneath Teresa as they plummeted to the ground. They slammed into the sand together, and Teresa heard the skeleton’s bones break along with some of her own.

She punched down at the skeleton’s skull, bashing its face in repeatedly. It cracked and crumbled, and eventually the monster was dead. Teresa had broken her ankles and her legs in multiple places, but surprisingly enough the damage wasn’t as bad as she was expecting. Several of the breaks were just fractures, and her restoration Magic got to work.

Teresa had just conquered another stronghold.
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                Chapter 33: Something Different

God damn it.

Teresa was looting the treasure chest and once again there was more C4. Were all of the strongholds going to give her C4? They better not, Teresa already had more explosives than she knew what to do with. 

In the chest at the second stronghold was more of the explosive white putty, a receiver, a detonator, and… was that a wand? Teresa hadn’t seen a wand before in the Tutorial, she had seen and used staffs but never wands. Why were there both staffs and wands, what was even the difference aside from one being clearly more portable.

Teresa lifted the wand from the chest, and she could feel the magical patterns within it with her <Mana Control> skill which had reached level 8 in the last fight. They were both similar and completely different to the patterns within the poison staff, Teresa would have to compare them later.

What did it do? Teresa didn’t exactly have the <Appraise> skill, so she couldn’t really check. She still didn’t regret her <Identify> which had indirectly saved her life multiple times by now, but time and time again she was reminded just how nice the other two possible skill rewards would have been.

Should she try using it? What kind of a question was that, of course she should try using it. Sure, it was a wand that was stored in the same container as plastic explosives which had its own implications but of course she was going to try the friggin wand out.

Just maybe not while inside the stronghold, she didn’t want to cast <Blow Teresa The Fuck Up> on accident, what if it made a huge explosion? It was next to C4, surely it had something to do with explosions. It would be best if she tested it from a distance.

For now, she went over her gains from the fight.

She had reached level 21, she was already 97% of the way to level 22, her class had leveled up for the first time, <Mana Control> reached level 8 and <Magic Wellspring> reached level 4. The rest of her skills had also seen an improvement, but things slowed down a lot around skill level 7. Additionally, skills like <Healing Touch> were really situational, and she also hadn’t used <Totem Of Life> since the first time she used it. The skill had a ridiculously long cooldown, and Teresa was worried she would use it only to be forced out of the Tutorial before it was available again. That would make saving Sarah harder than it needed to be.

Had she wasted her skill choice on <Totem Of Life>? Maybe, but not all of her decisions could work out perfectly. Who knew, maybe she would find more use for it after the Tutorial was over. For now, it was just sitting in her skills list gathering dust.

Wait, she got a class level up. More importantly, she might finally get a skill that wasn’t centered around healing. It was about time if you asked her, she could use something to level the playing field. She was still fighting monsters that were below her own level, a good skill might be able to change that.

She opened up a screen in front of her, showing a list of available skills.

<Intuitive Aim: lv 0>

Type: General

To take aim is instinctual, to fire is a command. Your body has adapted to using ranged projectiles, and your understanding of them extends to your ability to land your shots. Aiming ranged attacks will feel more intuitive and natural.

Hang on, Teresa had seen that skill somewhere before. She was pretty sure it was one of Sarah’s skills, that and something else. Was the other one <Archery>? Yeah, it totally was. Teresa wasn’t entirely sure how those skills worked since all of hers relied on Mana, but it would certainly be a useful addition. Teresa’s aim could use some improvements, and this was the kind of skill that would benefit her for potentially the rest of her life.

Regardless, there were more skills available.

<Embers: lv 0>

Type: Elemental Magic

Channel Mana to your palm and convert it into fire-based Elemental Mana that will be dispelled rapidly from your hand.

Holy shit. This one. Teresa wanted this one. It was Madeline’s skill from the start of the Tutorial, an offensive spell skill. Teresa was still going to read the last option, but unless it was something that would blow her away she was pretty confident she wanted <Embers>. Teresa read the last option, and it confirmed her choice.

<Purify: lv 0>

Type: Restoration Magic

Channel Mana to your touch and convert it into a healing energy. Use this energy to slowly destroy toxins at a similar level or weaker.

It was just <Purify> again. Her old class had offered it to her multiple times, but Teresa had never needed to pick it up. Interestingly enough, Teresa could only pick from these three skills. As a healer she was able to pick any skill she had been offered at a previous level, but it seemed that didn’t carry over when changing classes. Oh well, that <Dead Restoration> skill would have been nice for her hair but really Teresa didn’t think choosing a skill based on something as superficial as that was a great plan.

Teresa selected <Embers> and intuitively knew how to use the skill. She was going to have a lot of fun with this new spell, and she began packing up so she could start heading back to Liberty Island.

Grabbing arrows after a fight was a pain in the ass, especially considering Teresa had shot all of them. The skeletons had their own arrows too that got mixed in with Teresa’s, but they weren’t that great. Teresa’s arrows could be repaired with Mana after being used, but the skeleton arrows did not have that same ability. They might still be useful, but Teresa couldn’t carry everything she found.

Speaking of grabbing new stuff, why not grab a shield? She hadn’t last time she took out a stronghold purely because she didn’t think to do it, but really a shield might be useful against archers. If the next stronghold had archer towers in it, she could use the shield to protect herself as she charged up the stairs. She would have to be really careful as she had already demonstrated a shield wasn’t always a perfect defense, but it might be useful.

Within half an hour Teresa was ready to go. She had a lot to carry with her, but thankfully Strength wasn’t an issue. Logistically it was difficult to transport so many things at once, she only had two hands. Still, she would manage, she didn’t have to be comfortable.

As soon as she was a safe distance from the stronghold, she dropped everything to try two new things. She had her new spell, and that wand she found. Teresa took a deep breath and aimed her palm out in the distance, adrenaline flowing through her body as she was ready to cast her first offensive spell.

Mana flowed out from her Soul and through her arm, coursing through her with a trained efficiency. The Mana reached her palm and it reached some ultra-thin barrier, just like with her <Healing Touch>. The Mana was transformed instantaneously into something different, a kind of Mana that radiated heat all throughout her surroundings.

The elemental Mana was shot out from the other side of that transformative barrier, as if the process of creating the new Mana had also generated its own force to propel it. Clumps of elemental Mana formed together and shot out, and a hose of sparks shot out from Teresa’s palm. They grew brighter and brighter, a river of flickering embers pouring out from her hand and shooting out into the desert.

Holy shit. Madeline’s <Embers> sure as shit didn’t have that many sparks, there was a practically solid stream of light shooting out of Teresa’s palm, so bright Teresa had to squint to keep her eyes open.

Was this what an increased Intelligence stat did? Teresa was pouring a lot of Mana into this spell, so much so that Madeline would have ran out of Mana in under a minute. Teresa herself could only sustain this spell constantly for about three minutes with her current Mana pool, and she had a capacity of 642. 

Teresa was by no means trying to throw shade at Madeline, there were almost 20 levels between the two, but it was crazy to see how much raw stats could empower a level 0 spell. There were so many things Teresa wanted to try out, but it would have to wait until later. She still had to try the wand out after all.

The wand had a black handle of some material that felt like wood, and it had a smooth brown core that protruded out from the handle. Wrapping her hand around it, Teresa felt like sending her Mana through the tool would seamlessly activate whatever it was the wand did.

She aimed it into the distance, in a different direction from where she fired <Embers>. A lot of the sand had changed colors from her previous spell, turning darker and into a different texture. Teresa wanted to compare whatever it was the spell did, if it did anything offensive. For all she knew the wand would shoot <Facilitated Restoration>, which would honestly be kind of disappointing.

Mana flowed through her once more, and it entered the wand without a problem. The poison staff had a terrible conversion rate of Mana to poisonous gas, so Teresa was surprised to feel that all of her Mana was being successfully transformed into a new kind of Mana. It felt similar to the elemental Mana from her <Embers>, though something about it made her hair stand on end.

A small lightning bolt shot out from the wand, and began to travel at a rather slow speed for literal lightning. Teresa could see it moving, hell it was slower than an arrow and smaller than one too.

Really, is that it-

KABOOM

Teresa’s vision turned white as the small lightning bolt collided with the sand, and a massive, larger than life lightning bolt struck down from the sky. This one was massive, far larger than any lightning Teresa had seen online before. It only stayed in existence for a fraction of a second, but the sudden lightning strike left a crater in the ground. Holy shit, that was awesome. Teresa was going to obliterate the next strongho-

A crack appeared in the handle of the wand, and began to travel down the shaft while making a horrible splintering sound. No. No no no no no. Teresa tried to repair the wand with Mana, but she couldn’t find a way to give the wand Mana without casting the spell again. All of her other tools that could be repaired with Mana had a pretty easy to find method of doing so, so easy you could figure it out accidentally.

It seemed the wand did not have this self repairing function, and thankfully the cracks stopped spreading after a dreadful second. Really? Did the wand only have a certain number of uses or something? Come on, that’s stupid. The System really let Teresa think she had just turned into a walking catastrophe only to be hit in the face by reality. She couldn’t use the wand too much, just using it once in a demonstration had already caused some damage to the weapon.

Aside from the C4, it was easily the strongest weapon in Teresa’s arsenal. She would have to only use it on special occasions, like while fighting a monster stronghold. If a stronghold could give her another wand, then it made sense to use the weapons she was given to get more. The same might be true for the C4, but she couldn’t think of how it would be useful while attacking a stronghold. C4 required too much setup for not a lot of reward. She might blow up the treasure chest inside the stronghold if she wasn’t careful, she had no idea how explosive C4 actually was. That wasn’t even considering that it was magic C4, whatever that meant.

Either way, Teresa felt unbelievably prepared for the next stronghold already. As a matter of fact, she was pretty sure it would be the easiest stronghold she would ever have to conquer in this Tutorial.

She gathered her belongings and ran back to Liberty Island, stopping along the way to fight a group of monsters. They were Wyvern-Fish, which was fitting. Teresa wanted to test her <Embers> against an enemy, and who better than a monster that also used fire.

The highest level monster was 22, making these monsters the strongest Teresa had ever faced. She lifted her hand up into the air and tried to imagine how far her <Embers> would travel. She hadn’t tested the range on her new spell yet, and this probably wasn’t the best time to find out, but she knew fights granted the most experience for her skills anyways.

Sparks began shooting out into the sky, creating a cascade of what looked like a meteor shower in the air. They rained down on the sand, and Teresa had to focus on her skill to adjust her aim. She tried channeling the Mana through her arm faster, giving it extra momentum before it was accelerated through the barrier that turned it into an actual spell.

This changed the velocity of the spell’s projectiles slightly, but it was enough for minor adjustments. Soon the Wyvern-Fish were under siege by a sea of sparks, each one sizzling flesh.

The monsters began sprinting towards Teresa at a terrifying pace, so she raised her second hand and began using the spell in both hands. The sea of sparks intensified, and she saw several of the monsters clutching at their eyes and silently screaming as the Wyvern-Fish didn’t seem to vocalize at all. There were eight monsters in total, but by the time any of them reached her seven of them had lost at least one eye.

The leading Wyvern-Fish opened its mouth and a bright red light shone out from within, but Teresa didn’t hesitate. She aimed both hands directly at the one Wyvern-Fish, and soon its face was melting before it could even launch its own attack.

You Have Slain {Atrocious Wyvern-Fish (F) (lv 21)}

Experience Granted

Level Up!

She literally melted the flesh off of the monster until it died, and soon the other Wyvern-Fish followed suit. The one fight had been enough to get a good chunk of experience due to their levels, Teresa was already 34% of the way to level 23. <Embers> had also leveled up, and it was only her first time using it in combat.

It had only taken one offensive skill to suddenly change the entire tone of Teresa’s fights. She had been stuck fighting monsters that were lower level than her due to her support-centered build, but now the script had flipped. She was confident she could take out monsters at a higher level than her, hell she might not even need her wand for the next stronghold. Using it wouldn’t grant any of her skills experience, and if it wasn’t necessary there was no reason to waste the weapon’s potential on monsters Teresa could kill herself.

She was about to burn the next stronghold to the ground.

            

    
        Chapter 34: Elemental Mana

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 34: Elemental Mana

When Teresa used Restoration Mana, she could still control it after it left her body to an extent. If she was using <Healing Touch> for example, she could guide the Restoration Mana in someone else’s body to prioritize certain injuries. With Elemental Mana, it felt like that was practically impossible.

As soon as her Mana crossed the barrier that coated her palms, it was transformed into Elemental Mana that felt completely outside of her control. It was launched at a high speed, instantly moving away from her the moment it came into existence.

With <Facilitated Restoration>, she could keep the Restoration Mana floating in the palm of her hand, though the larger it got the harder it was to keep the spell in place. With <Embers> she was never given the chance to interact with the Elemental Mana, it just shot away as soon as it was created.

Teresa was messing with her <Embers> skill, she decided to take a day to power level it as much as possible. She could already melt the flesh off a Wyvern-Fish, but she couldn’t melt bone. Considering the kinds of enemies she would be facing in the stronghold, that was a problem.

If she could make it powerful enough to kill the skeletons, she would be set to go on another murder rampage at the next stronghold. It was extremely Mana consuming to use, to the point where Teresa actually brought her Mana recharging staff out into the desert with her again for the first time in a long while. The staff had lost a lot of its utility as Teresa’s Mana pool kept increasing, she was never so low on Mana that she really had to focus on recovery that much.

<Embers> was an insanely useful skill in combat, though there were a lot of quirks that Teresa was curious about. For one, she couldn’t set anything on fire with it. Sure, it shot out a bunch of sparks hot enough to liquify flesh, but somehow it couldn’t ignite anything. Teresa had grabbed some clothes from the gift shop and tried to burn them with her new spell, but the fabric would never catch fire.

It would burn away, but it seemed the combustion process directly caused by the Elemental Mana would stop on its own after a short period of time. It was similar to the Wyvern-Fish’s attacks. Their fire would linger for a bit, then extinguish despite the heat. This led Teresa to question how that worked, and her brain went back to elementary school science class.

Fire needed three things to burn: heat, fuel, and oxygen. There was plenty of oxygen to go around, Teresa wasn’t exactly underwater or anything. As for fuel, well, the Elemental Mana was the fuel. The Elemental Mana also provided the heat somehow, so that should equal fire.

Instead, it fizzled out on its own. Teresa’s best guess was that the Elemental Mana ran out of “fuel” and burnt out, but what about the stuff Teresa was trying to burn? If she shot her <Embers> onto a shirt sleeve, then the shirt should have heat, be the fuel, and have plenty of access to oxygen. Was there not enough oxygen? Was the heat too hot? Did she burn through the shirt as fuel too fast for it to properly ignite?

Teresa would be a terrible girl scout.

She found another group of monsters, Vampire Deer this time. Alright, she would experiment more after getting some experience, they were roughly level 24. Teresa herself was level 22, but she was sick of fighting weaker monsters. They provided significantly less experience, and she had to kill a lot of them to see any improvements at all.

<Embers> shot out from her palms, arching out like napalm towards the monsters. She had already learned she could affect how far the spell could travel by increasing the speed her Mana flowed through her arms, but it had a limited effect. In the Tutorial where her ability to see in the distance was limited by magic there was an upper limit on how far she could practically shoot the spell, but she was nowhere near that point.

Accelerating the Mana through her arm faster simply wasn’t that great at increasing distance. To make her spell shoot farther, she would need to increase its initial velocity. Teresa had taken a physics class and she still knew one of the kinematic equations. X final, or the final position of an object, was equal to the initial position plus the initial velocity multiplied by time plus half the acceleration multiplied by time squared. So Xf = Xi + ViT + 0.5AT^2. There were multiple kinematic equations for multiple scenarios, but Teresa only really remembered one of them.

Why did Teresa know that? She had no idea. It was one of those random things she had memorized for no reason. It wasn’t overwhelmingly complicated and made sense if she thought about it. That equation and PV = nRT were the two things she remembered from college physics and pretty much nothing else. Springs? Oscillation? Right hand rule? Forgotten. Maybe some surface level information about magnetic fields, but that was about it.

The importance of that kinematic equation was that only increasing the initial velocity would provide Teresa any benefit to her spell’s range. That and getting rid of air resistance, but that wasn’t exactly something Teresa could just do. Increasing the velocity would have diminishing benefits, as air resistance would really come into play at limiting her spell’s speed. It was essentially a negative acceleration value.

She could also increase the total airtime of her spell, but that also involved increasing the initial velocity. She couldn’t exactly change gravity now could she? Wait, could she? Well she certainly couldn’t right now at least. The “T” in the equation was how long her spell stayed in the air, and Teresa was not about to do trig functions in her head without a calculator. Give her some paper and her phone then sure, she could figure something more specific out, but figuring out ideal angles to shoot her spell would have to rely on trial and error for now.

If she wanted to launch a strike from a vast distance, then <Embers> needed a lot of speed. The Vampire Deer were currently still out of range, though they were charging towards Teresa and closing that distance quickly. How else could she increase the initial velocity of her spell? Maybe she could build up pressure before her Mana crossed the transformative barrier and have a massive glob of Mana pass through the barrier at once instead of a consistent stream.

Might as well try it. She channeled Mana to her hand, but didn’t activate her <Embers>. Rather quickly, she felt a massive chunk of Mana forming inside her hand, but she could shove more in. Make it more dense. Teresa kept piling Mana into her hand until it started to physically hurt. How did that work? Regular Mana wasn’t really a physical thing as far as Teresa knew, did she have metaphysical nerve endings or something?

Deciding that putting more Mana in her extremities would probably result in something negative, she activated <Embers>. A barrier coated the palm of her hand, and all of the Mana she had built up exploded out the now-available exit, causing a massive explosion of light to completely blind Teresa.

KABOOM

Teresa was launched backwards from the force, a miniature explosion blasting out from her palm. Her hand and arm were both broken, and she had dislocated her shoulder. A massive wave of white and red streaks shot through the sky, and it rained down over a vast area in front of her.

The initial Elemental Mana had shot out the fastest, and actually overshot the monsters charging Teresa. However, the blob of Mana hadn’t all shot out at the same speed, as the closer to Teresa’s wrist the Mana was the slower it shot out. As a result, it caused <Embers> to cover a large area. Some of it rained down past the Vampire Deer, some of it landed directly onto the monsters, and a lot of it scorched the desert in between Teresa and the beasts.

It worked, sorta. Teresa healed herself up and was ready for combat, and it seemed her spell hadn’t really done a lot of damage. The sparks were really spread out, so rather than hosing the monsters down in a river of <Embers> they had all just been sprinkled by sparks.

She could iron the details out later, what was important was she figured out a cool trick. It could hurt her more than the monsters, sure, but give it some practice and she might be able to make it work.

The monsters approached and Teresa began melting them. Her strategy was relatively similar to when she used her poison staff. She ran around dodging the monsters as best as she could, but rather than just pumping out as much poison as she could she instead scorched the closest monster to a crisp. The spell did a lot more damage at point blank range when every spark was effectively hitting the same spot on a creature, rapidly melting flesh and causing debilitating injuries.

It was easier than using the poison staff, as it could quickly put a monster out of the fight. If Teresa scorched half of a deer, it would no longer have a chance of keeping up with her. Do that to all of them, and suddenly she was surrounded by crippled monsters who could do nothing but wait to die.

Skill Level Up!

<Embers: lv 1>

Type: Elemental Magic

Channel Mana to your palm and convert it into fire-based Elemental Mana that will be dispelled rapidly from your hand.

----->

<Embers: lv 2>

Type: Elemental Magic

Channel Mana to your palm and convert it into fire-based Elemental Mana that will be dispelled rapidly from your hand. Gain a slight boost in efficiency and efficacy to attacks using Mana buildup.

Her skill had leveled up, and the description had changed a little bit. It had been a while since she had seen the description change for a skill, but she hadn’t really been paying that close attention to her notifications anymore. She was pretty sure her <Facilitated Restoration> had something in it about controlling its brightness as well, but at this point she mostly just glanced at her System notifications.

It was only the second fight with <Embers> and it was already level 2. It kind of made sense considering she was fighting multiple enemies that were way higher level than the enemies at the start of the Tutorial, but it was still wild to compare the leveling speed of skills then and now. 

With the fight over, Teresa grabbed her Mana recharging staff and ran out into the desert away from Liberty Island. It was still early, and that was only her first fight of the day. Regardless, it had really eaten up a lot of Mana. That “Mana buildup” thing really took a lot of it, and it wasn’t very efficient by any means. From that one fight alone, Teresa had used just over 300 Mana. That was less than half of her total Mana pool, but that was still a ridiculous amount of it considering most of her stat points focused on Intelligence and Wisdom.

Teresa found a pack- no, a swarm- of mosquitoes after half an hour. They were all lower level except for one, which was a Mosquito Queen at level 26. Well, since they were all kind of weak except for the one Teresa should totally be able to take the fight.

She aimed her palm in the direction of the mosquitoes, but paused before firing <Embers> as a thought crossed her mind. Hang on, her <Facilitated Restoration> spell shot a projectile, and it never seemed to have a problem with range. It kept going in a relatively straight line when shot, barely affected by gravity. What was the difference there?

Teresa fired <Facilitated Restoration> towards the mosquitoes, not intending to land her shot but just to get their attention and see how it worked. She also cast <Magic Wellspring>, which shot out a blue soundwave that seemed to stay relatively condensed into a streak. Both spells were affected by gravity, but definitely not as much as they should be. There was no difficulty in those spells reaching the monsters, so why did <Embers> not travel in a straight line?

Maybe she would figure it out in this next fight, since it didn’t seem like it would be overwhelmingly difficult. Really only the one Mosquito Queen was any threat, and Teresa could handle one strong mons-

The Mosquito Queen turned towards Teresa as her two spells shot past, and its wings began rapidly beating. It jumped, and took flight at a breakneck speed towards Teresa.

She just had to say it would be easy, didn’t she? Teresa wasn’t the most superstitious person, but now that she thought about it she already saw with her own two eyes that Karmic Magic was real. Karma. Shit. Was that what was going on here, or was it just a poor choice of words combined with unfortunate timing?

The Mosquito Queen flew through the air at a much faster speed than even the Flawed Wyvern Fish miniboss in the fifth wave. This was the first mosquito Teresa had encountered that could actually fly despite its size, and it seemed to have a ridiculously high Agility. That’s not great news, was Teresa going to have to start dealing with flying monsters frequently now?

The Mosquito Queen flew ahead of the rest of its swarm, closing the distance in seconds. Teresa lifted her hand and fired <Embers> at the monster, but it was able to avoid the sparks by flying to the side. Teresa raised both hands and fired her spell, trying to use the two streams of sparks to pinch the mosquito in between attacks.

The monster had no problems avoiding it, as it was faster than the sparks Teresa shot. She tried increasing the speed of the spell by increasing how fast her Mana flowed through her arms, but it wasn’t enough.

The Mosquito Queen tried to inch closer, but was kept at a distance due to Teresa’s <Embers>. The closer it got, the harder it would be to avoid Teresa’s spell. This put the two at a stalemate, where neither were able to hit the other.

The other mosquitoes would eventually arrive, and that would put Teresa in a tight spot. She could probably melt through that swarm rather quickly, but that would give the Queen an opening to attack her. In close combat, Teresa was not sure she would be able to fare well against such a fast monster. She had some pretty strong healing magic, but one bad hit to the head and she could still die.

Teresa racked her brain for a solution. She was blowing through Mana, but that wasn’t her main worry. The swarm would arrive by the time she ran out, and that would likely be the definitive end of the fight. She had to do something about the Queen before the other mosquitoes closed the distance, and thankfully she had an idea.

Teresa waited for her moment, and thankfully she was able to force it. The Queen was caught between two streams of <Embers> and had to dart away from Teresa a short distance to avoid the spell, which was the perfect opportunity. Teresa stopped casting <Embers> in one hand, and she began to condense Mana in the free limb.

The Queen saw the opening and took the chance. It still had to avoid one stream of <Embers>, but it seemed to have gotten familiar with avoiding her spells. Shit, this one was smart too? She had only really encountered the one pack of durable Vampire Deer a while ago that had any real sense of strategic thinking to them, it seemed to be relatively rare in the Tutorial.

The Queen got closer and closer, Teresa’s arm would probably be tired from waving it around so much if not for her stats. Once she felt ready, she stopped using <Embers> entirely, and the Mosquito Queen immediately began flying right at her.

Please work, Teresa thought as she pointed her Mana-filled hand at the monster. She activated <Embers>, and the sparks flew out from her palm like an explosive shotgun blast. She was launched back from the force again, and the massive spread of sparks slammed right into the Mosquito Queen.

The monster was practically incinerated, half of its body just gone. Using <Embers> at point blank range already did a lot of damage, using Mana buildup to treat the spell like a shotgun blast made it exponentially more deadly up close.

Teresa healed herself up in no time, and got ready for the easy part of the fight. She was basically a sentient shotgun, after all.
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                Chapter 35: Slayer 1

You Have Slain {Goblin (F) (lv 25)}

Experience Granted

You Have Slain {Goblin Horde Shaman (F) (lv 26)}

Experience Granted

You Have Slain {Goblin (F) (lv 25)}

Experience Granted

The kills kept coming in, and Teresa kept getting more experience. With <Embers> in her arsenal, she could afford to be a lot less picky about the fights she picked. She went from one group of monsters to another, and she still had not seen a monster above level 29.

At one point she encountered a group of Wyvern-Fish, the highest level among them being level 29. Teresa was pretty confident that she had actually run into that monster pack before, and she had almost picked a fight with them until <Identify> revealed their levels. Well, now they were dead and Teresa had gotten much stronger in just a day.

She finished off the last of the goblins she was currently fighting, and she felt a sudden increase in her stats. She wasn’t due for another level, she had just leveled up again recently. What was that?

Teresa checked her stats, and pretty quickly found the reason behind it.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 25 (F) (28%)

Class: Jack Of All Trades lv 1 (F+) (107%)

HP: (239/240)

Stamina: (201/240)

Mana: (420/706)

Strength: 22

Fortitude: 18

Endurance: 19

Vitality: 19

Agility: 28

Intelligence: 53

Wisdom: 49

Perception: 34

Unallocated Points: 0

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (1.3%)>

<Mana Control: lv 9 (4%)>

<Healing Touch: lv 6 (1%)>

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 8 (68%)

<Identify: lv 6 (20%)>

<Totem Of Life: lv 0 (11%)>

<Magic Wellspring: lv 6 (18%)>

<Embers: lv 4 (39%)>

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

<Tutorial: Power Hungry>

<Tutorial: First Stage Completionist>

<Tutorial: Level Pioneer>

<Slayer 1>

}

Teresa had gotten a new title, <Slayer 1>. It had been a little while since Teresa had gotten a title, but her heart dropped when she read the description.

<Slayer 1>

Kill 1000 beings. +1 all stats.

A fucking thousand? She had to stop for a moment and read it again. She killed a thousand living creatures. Teresa felt her heartbeat start to speed up, her breathing hitched and she didn’t trust herself to move an inch.

She had been so caught up in getting levels and becoming stronger, but holy fucking shit man. A thousand? She had killed so many things, for what? She could excuse a good portion of that number as trying to save Sarah, but she was past that excuse now. The only reason Teresa was still in the Tutorial killing stuff was her own desire to be there.

Was Teresa a psychopath? What was wrong with her? Who the fuck kills a thousand things for shits and giggles, oh look at me my name’s Teresa and I murdered a metric shitload of things for my own personal amusement. No, you just don’t get it, it was to get stronger, that totally makes it okay.

She paused, trying to collect herself. Was this something she was upset about because of her shitty mental health, or was this something she was genuinely disturbed by? Well, they were monsters after all. It’s not like Teresa went around killing a thousand people, was it really that bad? People killed animals all the time for food, was killing monsters for experience so immoral?

It was still a lot to take in. How many people could say they have killed a thousand living things? Pest exterminators, sure, if you counted bacteria then pretty much everyone has killed a thousand things but that obviously didn’t count. A couple people in the military maybe? Butchers? Hunters?

That was different, those were all jobs. Teresa had killed a lot of those monsters for the love of the game, she was a monster serial killer. What had those monsters done to her? At least during the waves it was self defense, but it had been a long time since Teresa had killed in self defense. She had actively chosen fights with whatever she could find, it was late in the day and she had spent all of it just killing nonstop.

It was more than a full time job, she was out in the desert for easily 14-15 hours a day for the last few weeks including what would have been the weekends. Teresa had been putting in overtime to kill stuff. Was that excusable? 

The air felt too light to breathe, no matter how much Teresa inhaled it still felt like she was suffocating. Her chest hurt, her stomach felt like it was twitching, she needed to vomit. Her skin felt physical pain as she began sweating, it had been a while since she had sweat at all. Being in the sun all day had stopped bothering her as her Fortitude went up, and she simply didn’t need to sweat to maintain her body temperature.

Damn it this was annoying, and that was totally a sign she was faking it right? Panic attacks weren’t supposed to be annoying, they’re supposed to be debilitating. Sure, thinking became incredibly difficult, but she could still sorta think. That’s not a panic attack, she just needed to grow up and stop acting out for attention-

Alright, enough of that. Teresa had already decided she would cut it out with belittling her emotions, that was one of the things that led to her trying to kill herself. It wasn’t easy, it still felt like Teresa was faking it no matter how reasonable her mind tried to be. Faking it for attention? Whose? She was alone in a desert of monsters that wouldn’t hesitate to kill her,

She sat down and decided to ride it out, it sucked right now but eventually it would pass. Was shitty mental health supposed to be annoying, or was that a sign it was something else entirely? Damn, Teresa totally should have gotten therapy by now.

A couple minutes later, her breathing returned back to normal. Her body still felt tired despite her Stamina being alright. Teresa had tried to use <Magic Wellspring> to clear her mind a bit, but it could only do so much. It wasn’t a cure for any of Teresa’s problems, it was more of a tool that could help her manage.

Alright, it was time for an unfortunately necessary reflection. Was killing monsters for experience okay? They would kill Teresa if given the chance. Besides, who knew what was going to happen after the Tutorial? She needed to be able to find her family, and if possible she would like to help her new friends with that too.

If someone had gone around killing a bunch of animals in the woods for the fun of it before the System, then yeah Teresa would find them psychotic. It was one thing if it was for food or even sport, but just killing a bunch of stuff and not even harvesting their bodies? Kind of wack.

But these weren’t just animals, and Teresa was actually gaining something from killing the monsters. She couldn’t fully utilize their corpses, she had no idea how she would even go about doing that. Shit, should she have been doing that this whole time? Regardless, morality had changed since the introduction of the System into the world.

It didn’t mean Teresa was a saint for killing monsters, if she left the Tutorial now they weren’t going to go hurt anyone. Wait, would they? Hell if Teresa knew, but she didn’t have nearly enough reason to believe that was likely. Killing monsters in the Tutorial wasn’t moral, but it wasn’t exactly immoral either. It was just something people did, right? She wasn’t nearly well-versed enough in ethics to properly consider the moral ramifications of this situation, but she felt like it wasn’t something to avoid.

Teresa would keep killing monsters, life had changed and she wanted to grow stronger. Wait, did that mean doing something because she wanted to gain something from it made it moral? Damn it, if she kept thinking about it like this she was just going to go in circles forever.

She didn’t know enough to say it was immoral or moral, but she wasn’t going to stop. It left a bad feeling in her stomach at just how little thought she had put into killing a bunch of living, sentient creatures, but that was the law of the jungle. Or the desert. Whatever.

It was time to do some more potentially immoral monster hunting.

After some searching Teresa found some deer. They were all around level 27, but it didn’t really matter too much. Teresa’s <Embers> made short work of them, popping the fungal growths on the monsters and melting through flesh. Teresa was also working on her shotgun technique, though it was admittedly unnerving to try. Even if she had healing magic, she didn’t really want to experience breaking her arm again and again.

She also kept using <Magic Wellspring> on her enemies, giving her skill a lot of experience. Against lower level enemies she also used <Facilitated Restoration>, getting her the maximum amount of experience possible per fight. Fighting was already back to autopilot, Teresa’s stats had caught up to the monster’s enough that she could fight higher level opponents again.

It was just running away and shooting <Embers> at monsters as they chased her, assuming they weren’t just being melted away in a hose of white hot sparks. A lot of the stronger monsters were able to just tank Teresa’s spell for a little while, but it still did enough damage to slow them down. Normally a mage wouldn’t have a very good Agility, and even an injured monster would probably be able to catch them.

Teresa had 28 Agility now, a level 25 monster that gained 1 Agility per level would have a minimum of 25 itself, plus whatever stats it had at level 0. Teresa could generally run alongside those creatures, even if they were still a bit faster. Monsters that gained 2 Agility per level would have 50 minimum, and a creature that gained 3 would have 75 minimum.

That was where things got hard, when a monster clearly excelled in a specific stat. If it was really fast, Teresa would have to rely on her shotgun <Embers> to blast them away in one go as they rapidly got close. It was like standing your ground against an SUV about to run you over on a highway, but Teresa could still manage.

The Mosquito Queen had probably been a 3 stat per level specialist in Agility, considering how quickly it could fly. Agility focused enemies were Teresa’s biggest threat, as they could speedblitz her if she wasn’t careful.

Then there were monsters with a focus in Fortitude. Generally, they were not very quick. Teresa wasn’t sure if there was a reason for it, but she typically didn’t see many monsters that were specifically fast and durable. Even if she encountered a monster specialized in those two categories, her 22 Strength was probably enough to completely overwhelm the monster in return.

The only counter Teresa could think of against herself would be something that gained 3 Agility per level and 3 Fortitude per level, that would really screw her over. Maybe monsters got their own classes at level 15 too, which could theoretically make it possible for one to have over 100 points in a stat at Teresa’s level.

Thankfully, Teresa was pretty sure she hadn’t encountered anything along those lines. The fastest monster Teresa had seen was the flying mosquito, the second fastest being a comically quick goblin. That goblin had been dangerous, as the way it ran faster than the speed limit in a residential zone made Teresa start laughing as the fight began. It had sprinted well ahead of the rest of its pack with a dagger in hand, and its little legs were a blur as it sprinted.

Shit, was that what Teresa looked like when she ran? Please don’t let it look stupid, running fast was so much fun. It would suck for something so enjoyable to become a source for insecurity.

Anyways, Teresa had melted that goblin’s face off. Most monsters weren’t great at multiple things. Either they had a really high Agility and that was solved with a shotgun blast of <Embers>, a really high Fortitude that resulted in Teresa jogging away while blasting the monster with regular <Embers> until it eventually died, or a monster would have literally any other stat be exceptional only for Teresa to never find out.

It didn’t matter how much Strength or Endurance a monster had if they died before they could utilize it.

While being able to just rely on <Embers> was nice, Teresa was pretty sure her class had started gaining significantly less experience. Interestingly enough, due to her class perk it literally required 150% experience to gain a level. Teresa had initially imagined it would still go up to 100%, just slower, but no. Her class was already above 100%, it just wasn’t 150% yet.

Ahead of her was another group of goblins, the highest level being a shaman at level 28. It might be a little risky fighting a miniboss type monster that was 3 levels above her, but it wouldn’t be too bad.

Teresa got their attention with a bright <Facilitated Restoration> then waited patiently as they approached. Her own <Facilitated Restoration> and <Magic Wellspring> buffs were still pretty fresh, so she didn’t bother wasting any Mana to refresh the skills.

She also didn’t try any artillery fire. She had experimented a lot with shooting <Embers> far away, but hadn’t seen any real results. Any method she could think of that launched the spell farther also increased the spread of the sparks, making them do significantly less damage.

Against strong opponents like this, it would be better to just conserve her Mana until she could utilize it properly. There were 15 goblins, but only one was a shaman and it seemed rather slow. It was traveling at the back of the group, and it didn’t look like it was on purpose.

As the regular goblins got closer, it became time for Teresa to start using her skills. She cast <Magic Wellspring> multiple times, rapid-firing the buff onto each of the 14 goblins in front of her. It didn’t really buff them all too much, and it’s not like she was buffing the shaman’s magic if she just targeted the cannon fodder.

She felt comfortable letting herself go into autopilot again, and her mind drifted as goblins screamed out in panic as multiple were burnt to death. Yeah, maybe she should give some more thought to how ethical monster hunting was. Who knew killing stuff was so gruesome? Teresa would have to talk to someone else about that, since it felt pretty clear she was biased.

She wanted killing monsters to be morally justifiable, it would be the most beneficial answer to it all. Teresa enjoyed the feeling of leveling up, who wouldn’t? It was an unfortunate reality that she had to slaughter monsters to do it, but it’s not like she designed the System or anything. If she could level up from just sitting at home watching TV, she would totally go with that option.

Once Teresa got the chance to talk with someone who could be more level headed about the subject, she would. Maybe Madeline would be a good person to talk to about that, she seemed pretty opposed to their treatment of the crawlers during the waves. It had been a necessary evil, but Teresa had clearly gone beyond what was necessary at this point. Teresa wasn’t exactly the most morally upstanding goody two shoes on the planet or anything, but the <Slayer 1> title had really brought to light just what she was doing.

Goblins melted in front of her, some left screaming on the ground desperately trying to crawl after her. If the initial brunt of <Embers> didn’t kill a monster, Teresa would just injure them enough so that they wouldn’t be a problem anymore and she could just finish them off later.

It was graphic and brutal, but Teresa could come to terms with that sometime after the Tutorial. Speaking of, what exactly should she do after the Tutorial? Well, heal Sarah obviously, but then what? Find her family, sure, but how? Was she just going to pick a random direction and go that way? She needed to work on a game plan once this was all over.

Soon it was just the shaman left, and it looked pissed. That was understandable considering the horrors the goblin had just witnessed, but that didn’t mean Teresa was going to spare the monster. She lifted her palms and fired <Embers> at the monster, two streams of sparks shooting forth.

Before the attack could reach the shaman, a massive cloud of poisonous gas shot out and completely overwhelmed her attack. The <Embers> collided with the poisonous gas, and it actually lost. The Elemental Mana and the poisonous gas canceled each other out, but for every unit of poison that was destroyed, four units of Elemental Mana were destroyed in turn.

The poisonous gas shot forward, consuming her spell and rapidly getting closer to Teresa. Shit. She ran back, her Agility allowing her to outpace the poisonous cloud. She needed to reset the fight and think about something that could turn it in her favor. First of all, she needed to tear her sleeve off and wrap it around her mouth and nose.

Teresa had so much experience using the poison staff herself that this routine was ingrained in her brain, and she had the makeshift mask on in no time. She drew her sword from her belt, as she knew from experience that goblin shamans were terrible in close quarters combat.

New plan, stab the goblin in the face. End of plan. Great plan. Teresa was one of the greatest geniuses of her time, this was easily worthy of a Nobel Peace Prize if they gave those out for monster hunting. Albert Einstein who?

Teresa took in a deep breath and ran forward directly into the poisonous cloud. She would be fine, she had her magical robes that purified-

She immediately doubled over coughing, blood soaking through the rag she called a mask. Her eyes burned and her vision started swimming. Tears of blood dripped out from her eyes, and she felt liquid dripping out of her ears. What the fuck kind of poisonous gas was this? 

Teresa retreated awkwardly, struggling to stay standing as the poisonous gas literally burnt her skin. Was her skin absorbing the poison too? She used <Healing Touch> in combination with her <Facilitated Restoration>, and realized in horror that the poison was stronger than her healing.

New plan, get the fuck back. Whoever came up with the original plan needed to be fired, it was a terrible plan. One of the worst plans Teresa had ever seen. Whatever the opposite of a Nobel Peace Prize was, they should give it to whoever decided yeah just stab the goblin in the face. What an idiot.

Teresa managed to find her way out of the poisonous cloud half blind, choking on her own blood as she desperately removed the rag over her mouth and nose. It had gotten soaked, and made breathing through it nearly impossible. Teresa was practically getting waterboarded in her own blood when she wore it.

Now that she was out of the poisonous cloud, she was able to use <Healing Touch> to start repairing the damage. Her Restoration Mana still couldn’t destroy the poison within her, but it could repair the damage the poison inflicted.

Unfortunately for Teresa, the poison was still stronger than her healing even outside of the poisonous cloud. She had an idea, and cast <Facilitated Restoration> in one hand and <Healing Touch> in the other. The Restoration Mana from her <Facilitated Restoration> quickly gathered into a ball of flames, and as it very quickly got stronger it tried harder and harder to fly away from Teresa’s control.

<Healing Touch> kept it in place, the Restoration Mana from one spell repelling the other. She had gotten much better at this little trick she had picked up so long ago, but it was still incredibly useful.

Teresa’s vision began to fade again as the poison in her body wreaked havoc. Trying to run away, make an overcharged version of her spell, all while blind was an incredibly difficult task. Thankfully, Teresa had the mental stats to multitask, and the physical stats to be way faster than the shaman.

Once the green ball of flame was about five times as large as it normally would be, Teresa shot the overcharged <Facilitated Restoration> into herself. The fresh instance of the spell overwrote the passive healing buff she already had, and began doing work well beyond what a normal <Facilitated Restoration> could do. Additionally, Teresa used her <Healing Touch>, which was amplified by the ridiculous amount of Restoration Mana floating around in her body.

The battle within herself had changed to a one sided slaughter, the damage done by the poison being repaired faster than it could injure her. Her lungs went from a shriveled up pair of raisins to perfect condition in seconds, albeit she was still locked in a state of needing to heal herself constantly.

She continued to maintain distance until the poison eventually ran out, and she was faced with a choice. She had two real options. Option one was to leave, find other monsters, and kill them instead. This was probably the smarter option, and depending on how long it took to kill the shaman it might even be more time efficient.

Option two was to stay and fight the monster she wasn’t sure how to beat. This was the dumber decision, it was just one monster and there was no real reason to stay and fight. It would give some pretty solid experience due to its level, but Teresa could just as well get some experience from other monsters that couldn’t poison her to death.

Teresa drew her bow and nocked an arrow. This was the kind of life she chose to live, was she just going to avoid every problem she ever faced? She had more pride than that, if she was going to beat the Tutorial she couldn’t get stopped by a single goblin with crazy magic stats.

Teresa went with option number two.
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Teresa released her arrow, and it flew straight towards the goblin shaman’s head. By all means, it should have been a good shot. Instead of striking the target through the skull, the arrow did something Teresa had honestly kind of forgotten about.

Wind magic.

The arrow was redirected before hitting the goblin, making it go wide by several feet. Damn, that had been Teresa’s best shot so far. She had been staying out of range of the goblin’s poison attack, constantly running back, pausing, firing an arrow, then repeating the process. Was it a super riveting fighting strategy? Not even a little bit. But hey, Teresa did not want to get affected by that poison again.

It hurt like hell. Yeah, Teresa’s pain tolerance had seen a significant amount of growth in the Tutorial, but that didn’t mean she was just okay with having her body rot from the inside out. She was already hesitant to use her shotgun <Embers> due to it causing breaks in her arm, the poisonous gas was so much worse than that.

On another note, she had managed to get the hang of using her spell like a shotgun to the point where she was taking less and less damage each time she used it, but it was still nerve racking to deliberately do something knowing it was going to break your arm. Healing magic or not, she still had to go through having her bones broken before she could heal it.

It wasn’t going to be of much use to her right now. The shaman’s poison magic was significantly stronger than her own, she was actually pretty sure the goblin had more Intelligence or Wisdom than her. Kinda insulting to think that, but it was the truth. Teresa was outclassed in regards to magic. The shaman could mass produce poison and direct it right at Teresa using its wind magic, but thankfully there seemed to be a limited range to the goblin’s abilities.

That meant Teresa needed to shoot her bow from a solid distance of somewhere between 100 and 200 meters, and landing a good shot from that distance was damn hard. The wind magic made it even harder, since the goblin could just redirect all of Teresa’s attacks.

The bow probably wasn’t going to work. Maybe if she had some bow related skill she could manage something, but the vast majority of Teresa’s skill set involved magic. She noted she should probably take something that wasn’t related to magic whenever she got the chance to get a new skill, but it’s not like she had been given many non-magical choices.

But if the bow wasn’t going to work, what else could she really do? She couldn’t get close, and she couldn’t land a ranged attack. Run around and waste the goblin’s Mana maybe? Who knew how long that would take. Teresa could use her <Embers> for about 4-5 minutes now constantly, so surely the goblin wouldn’t have that much Mana. Maybe 10 minutes of nonstop poison gas, tops. That shouldn’t be too bad, right?

Teresa slung her bow behind her back again and maintained a light jog. Her “light jog,” was faster than any human pre-System, but considering her top speed was able to break a few speed limits it was still pretty relaxed. How fast could she run? It’s not like she had a speedometer or something, but she was sure she could run with cars on most roads. Definitely not highway speeds, but she was still pretty damn fast.

She skirted along the edges of the poisonous gas, careful not to let any of it touch her. It could somehow be absorbed through the skin, so caution was key. How many times had Teresa been offered <Purify> now? Maybe she should have grabbed it somewhere along the way, considering she knew one of the enemies in the Tutorial specifically worked with poison. There had just been better choices every time, but maybe she should suck it up and choose the skill during a class level up.

A few minutes passed, then a few more. Damn, how much Mana did this monster have? It had to be at least 1,000, probably more. It took around fifteen minutes until the gas started to disappear, letting Teresa know this was her chance.

She grabbed her bow and took a few steps back, drawing an arrow and aiming at her target. <Intuitive Aim> would be really nice right about now, but there were a lot of skills that would probably be beneficial in a wide variety of situations.

Teresa’s fingers released the bowstring, and the arrow went flying towards her target. It went wide, there was no need for wind magic to redirect the attack at all. She fired again, and once more the arrow missed.

Damnit, archery was hard. She was pretty far away, and she was shooting at a small target. What range did Olympic Archers shoot at? Teresa had her enhanced stats and all, but a ridiculous Perception could only compensate for Teresa’s skill with the bow so much. She was positive she was pointing it right at the monster, but something was causing her shots to miss and it wasn’t magic.

Teresa needed archery lessons is what it was. That and sword fighting lessons. She could punch and kick alright, but everything relating to weapons she had been trying to learn on her own in the Tutorial. She got a lot of practice, but she probably formed some bad habits due to the lack of a coach. What was she doing wrong? Was it the way she held the bowstring? Was it how far she was pulling the arrow back? The bow was supposed to be drawn until the arrowhead was flush with the shaft, right?

She also hadn’t shot her bow in a little bit. It had only been a day, but she had gotten a lot of stats in that time that made her need to recalibrate again. Actually, now that she thought about it, the bowstring was always about the same difficulty to pull back regardless of her stats. Was there some magic chicanery going on there?

The poisonous cloud continued receding, allowing Teresa to get closer. Shooting the goblin would be a lot easier if she wasn’t over a hundred friggin meters away. It was strange, she could probably cross that distance in 5 or 6 seconds, but she was forced to keep her distance. Even if the shaman was running out of Mana, there was no chance in hell Teresa wanted to risk being poisoned.

She fired again and again, and finally she managed to land a shot in the goblin’s stomach. It wasn’t as clean as a headshot, but she would take it. The shaman keeled over, and it began to choke on its own poison. Huh, Teresa thought they were immune to their own poison somehow, but it seemed this one was totally vulnerable to its own attacks. She supposed it made sense, being able to use <Embers> didn’t make Teresa invulnerable to fire.

The goblin had run out of Mana and could no longer control the poisonous cloud around it, which had ultimately come back to bite the goblin in the ass. The poison was slowly vanishing, notably in a similar manner to Teresa’s fire-based Elemental Mana did, but it only took a few seconds of exposure for the goblin to completely succumb to its injuries.

You Have Slain {Goblin Horde Shaman (F) (lv 28)}

Experience Granted

That was… kind of unsatisfying? The goblin wound up accidentally killing itself? How lame. It gave her a good chunk of experience in both her personal level and her class, but Teresa was weirdly disappointed. It was weird to say, but she was hoping for a harder fight. She didn’t want to have to go and tank that poison or anything, but the goblin could have had at least something up its sleeve.

It presented a clear issue with the Tutorial. All of the monsters were, dare she say it, really dumb. Like, they didn’t behave the way she would expect a living being to. Surely a level 28 goblin would have been in enough fights to know how to watch its Mana consumption, right? The goblin had to get to level 28 somehow, it wasn’t just born that way.

Or maybe it was born at level 28, what did Teresa know about monster births? Still, a lot of the monsters here had lacked critical thinking skills entirely. Even a wild animal should be able to assess what to do in a fight other than charge in a straight line, right? Something was off, and she wasn’t sure what.

Did Mana mess with their minds or something? Maybe a lot of the monsters here were new to the System as well. The Vampire Deer were clearly just weird variations of deer from Earth, so maybe the monsters were just animals that went through their own weird process that changed them on a fundamental level. Plus there were mosquitoes, which were definitely Earth creatures. Sure, they were really big mosquitoes, but they were still mosquitoes nonetheless.

Maybe the sudden surge in power went to the creatures’ heads and made them act irrationally? Eh, it still didn’t sit right. Something was off with the monsters here. What if they were all fake, like just simulated monsters and Teresa was in some computer?

No, that was just being plain paranoid. Besides, they showed emotion from time to time and some of them were clearly more competent than the others. It would be nice to think the monsters were all fake, but that was probably just Teresa trying to justify her kill count. That would be too morally convenient for them to all be fake, that’s not how life works.

If the monsters weren’t right in the head, did that make killing them even more immoral? Maybe the System interfered with their thoughts somehow, and that was why this nightmare scenario was considered a “Tutorial.” That would make sense, the System didn’t seem to have a high regard for life considering the first thing it did upon meeting people on Earth was make them fight for their lives.

She had once seen a video about a disease that infected rats, and it made them actively seek out cats so they could get eaten. There was also cordyceps, which was a fungus that could control insects. As a matter of fact, the Vampire Deer literally had the word “Cordyceps,” in their name, Teresa just rarely used the word in her head since it was quite a mouthful to say “Acidic-Vampiric Cordyceps Deer.” Didn’t really roll off the tongue well, that one. 

Their acid also hadn’t really been much of a problem for Teresa, as they generally tried to eat her. Really, it was just another example of a monster that didn’t utilize its full capabilities nearly as well as it should. The last time anything had been burnt by their acid was during the second wave when Jake and Preston got injured, but since then Teresa had been able to avoid their antlers easily enough.

Was the System deliberately nerfing the monsters in the Tutorial? Making them dumber before putting them up against humans? That was pretty messed up if that was the case, she really didn’t like the idea of a System that had demonstrated extreme, nigh-omnipotent power if it was willing to mess with a creature’s mind to further its own goals.

No matter how much Teresa thought about it, she probably wasn’t going to know the answer. She couldn’t just see into a monster's mind and figure out exactly what was going on. Even if she could, what would she be looking for? There was a severe lack of information on the subject, and anything Teresa could come up with would be a wild guess.

It was getting late, and Teresa was deep in the desert. She was also getting hungry, which reminded her of something she wanted to try. Most of the expirable food in the cafe was either eaten or, well, expired now. As a result, Teresa was going to need to bring the frozen food out into the desert now.

She had cooked a few burgers so they weren’t raw, then shoved them into a baggie to eat later. Those were her rations for the day, but she didn’t really want to eat cold beef. Soon she would be needing to rely entirely on the frozen food section, which was what led to her current experiment.

Teresa took out a baggie containing a smashed up burger. It hadn’t survived very well in her backpack, but at least it was all still in the bag. Teresa opened it up and almost reached in, but realized how filthy her hands were. Shoot, another instance where <Purify> might come into use.

Teresa opened a bottle of water and poured two capfuls onto her hands and wiped them down on her robes. Her robes could be cleaned with Mana in the same way they could be repaired, so it wasn’t a big deal. Her robes were probably the cleanest thing around for miles.

It wasn’t super hygienic or sanitary, but her hands were at least less filthy than they had been. She reached into the baggie of burger and grabbed a handful of it. Here came the hard part.

Teresa deliberately slowed down her Mana as much as she could, and activated <Embers>. It was a conscious effort to use such a tiny amount of Mana, but surprisingly it kind of worked.

A few wimpy sparks shot out of her hand, right into the beef she was holding. It left a few small burn marks, but the meat began to heat up. Nice! She could heat up food on the go now, that was a huge improvement to her quality of life.

She began to eat as she walked, occasionally grabbing another handful of beef to heat up. She was going to relax for a little bit once she got back, probably sleep in for an extra hour or two. The cafe at Liberty Island had orange juice and champagne, so she could probably make mimosas. The orange juice was a little sketchy, as it had passed its expiration date, but it wasn’t too bad.

If she counted the days out on a calendar and compared it to the expiration date it was just a few days old, that was fine. She’d sniff test it. Yep. Peak luxury living at Liberty Island, bottomless mimosas and frozen food. Shit, was her Fortitude going to make her immune to alcohol? She sure hoped not, that would suck.

The sand kicked up behind her as she picked up the pace, air whistling past her ears and blowing her hair back behind her. Ignoring all of the combat benefits, having a high Agility was just really nice. She wondered what life was going to be like after the Tutorial. Surely not everyone was going to be down with hunting monsters, so what did that mean? What was a chef going to do, or a housekeeper? What about doctors? They were probably going crazy in the Tutorial with healing magic, and physicists were probably having their minds blown by the new state of matter that was Mana.

She would find out for sure what was going on in the world once the Tutorial was done, and she looked forward to it. This place was starting to creep her out now that she noticed something was wrong with the monsters, she didn’t particularly want to have her mind wiped only to get thrown into someone else’s Tutorial as a monster with minimal self preservation.

Tomorrow, she would take out the next stronghold again. Tonight, she was going to have something to drink. Mimosas are fucking fire.
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An arrow planted itself in Teresa’s shield, but thankfully it didn’t go through the wood. Was the skeleton shield enchanted too? None of Teresa’s arrows ever shot straight through a shield, not even the arrowheads ever poked through the other side.

<Embers> made short work of a group of skeletons, making a bajillion notifications pop up. Eyeing one of the archer towers, she adjusted her shield in front of her to block yet another arrow. <Embers> shot out from her palms towards the tower, and even if she initially missed it wasn’t too hard to adjust her aim when she could just keep the spell active constantly.

Honestly Teresa was probably going to run out of Mana again, this was her second visit to stronghold number 3. She had charged in with her shield, burnt through a bunch of skeletons, then tactically retreated to recharge her Mana for two hours. All of the skeletons here were only level 20, which was 2 levels higher than the skeletons at the last stronghold. So far there had been a pattern, where each stronghold increased the level of the skeletons by 2 and contained a lot more skeletons and archer towers.

Teresa was actually overleveled for this. The skeletons had a few stats higher than hers depending on what their individual build was like, but a couple of stat points couldn’t compete against having the ability to actually think combined with her versatile build that favored no particular stat.

Okay, she took that back. Agility, Intelligence, Wisdom, and Perception were all significantly higher than her other stats, but she was still pretty well balanced across the board. This was, dare she say it, easy.

Her sparks flooded into an archer tower, killing two skeletons. There were multiple archers per tower now, but it hadn’t been too much of an issue. Her <Embers> started to weaken as she ran low on Mana, and her spell very suddenly stopped working.

Teresa drew her sword as she prepared for another tactical retreat, blocking a strike from a skeleton that had taken advantage of the opportunity to get closer. She thrust her blade through the skeleton’s skull, and it crumbled to the ground in front of her. She preemptively raised her shield, expecting another arrow any second now, but nothing happened. Huh.

Teresa paused and looked around, seeing that all of the skeletons were dead. Was… that it? Teresa had steamrolled this place, that didn’t feel fitting for the Tutorial. During the waves every fight had been life or death, and even early on in stage two there were some close calls. Actually, now that Teresa thought about it, she still had some close calls. That shaman yesterday totally could have killed her if not for her healing magic, but still.

Why was the Tutorial getting easy? What was the catch? She was totally okay with the difficulty taking it a step down, but was that really what was going on here? Teresa walked into the stronghold, eyes peeled for traps. That’s definitely it, this has to be bait, right? Kill all the easy skeletons, get confident, walk inside and BOOM! Pitfall with spikes or something. Tripwire that activated a bunch of crossbows aimed at her. Something.

The treasure chest was once again in plain view, and Teresa remained skeptical. Sure she was several levels higher than these skeletons, but there had been a lot of them and this was the Tutorial. The last time things were this easy, a smoke attuned Wyvern-Fish had suddenly come and forced Preston, Jake, and Madeline all out of the Tutorial.

Teresa cautiously made her way over to the treasure chest and examined it closely before opening it. There were no wires anywhere, she dug a bit under the chest and there wasn’t a pressure plate connected to explosives meant to blow her up as soon as the weight of the chest changed or anything.

The other shoe had to drop sometime, just when?

Teresa decided to wait around for her Mana to recharge before opening the chest, just in case. There was no chance in hell she was going to have made it this far only to die from being careless.

She opened the chest, holding her breath as she completely expected some sort of trap to go off. Somehow, nothing happening was more nerve racking than a bunch of monsters trying to kill her. Inside was the typical equipment for C4, along with a fucking boomerang. Really? What was she going to use a friggin boomerang for? It probably had some crazy enchantments on it, but it’s not like Teresa could find out.

How do you even throw a boomerang?


Teresa lifted the weapon out of the chest, immediately sensing some magical contraption within it. She also grabbed the C4 and its related equipment, far more comfortably than the first time she handled the explosives. It still made her a little nervous to hold, but that would probably pass with time.

Should she try using the boomerang? Well, yeah, obviously. She wasn’t just going to let it sit in a treasure chest doing nothing for all of eternity, it was a tool that Teresa didn’t have before. Was it a useful tool? No idea, but she would find out.

Teresa cautiously left the stronghold and got a good distance away. She knew from the previous wand she got that the weapons gifted by the System could be quite devastating, she was not about to risk anything she didn’t have to. She grabbed the boomerang with one hand and took a deep breath. She’d throw it like a frisbee, that was her best guess on how she was supposed to use it.

She wound up and threw the weapon, only for it to fall to the ground a short distance away due to her terrible throw. Oh fuck. Teresa sprinted away and dove to the floor, expecting some cataclysmic event to happen a short distance away from her. She placed her hands over the back of her head, preemptively activated <Healing Touch>, and pressed part of her arms into her ears so she wouldn’t get completely deafened by whatever was about to happen.

Nothing happened.

A few moments passed where Teresa embarrassingly realized there was no lightning coming down from the heavens to smite her. Was it such a bad throw the weapon didn’t even activate?

She went over to pick up the boomerang, looking at it curiously. Maybe she was supposed to inject Mana for it to work? Well, if she was then she wanted to learn how to throw it first. If injecting Mana into the weapon caused it to detonate a massive explosion, she would prefer to be capable of getting the weapon as far away from her as possible before said explosion.

A part of her was kind of tempted to go find the next stronghold and conquer that one too. Really, if it followed the same pattern it would just be the same old fight with more skeletons 2 levels higher. Did she even need the boomerang?

No, probably not, but it might be really friggin cool. Throw a boomerang, use her <Embers> while it’s still in the air, catch it smoothly after it does some magical boomerang stuff, repeat.

Okay, she was really trying to hype herself up for it, but it just didn’t seem like the weapon for the job at hand. She wasn’t going to just write it off, but really? A boomerang? The Tutorial was giving her C4, could she trade in the boomerang for a gun maybe? Teresa would not be opposed to just shooting monsters in the face, that would make a lot of her problems go away.

At least it was something to do, she didn’t have <Appraise> so for all she knew the boomerang might be even more deadly than the C4. She spent a lot of time just running through the desert, having mimosas was the first non-violent entertainment Teresa had in a good while. 

Unfortunately, it turned out having a high Fortitude did in fact apply to alcoholic intoxication. It was still totally possible, but Teresa’s Fortitude was 6 times what it was at the start of the Tutorial, and weirdly enough she needed to drink more than 6 times as much to feel the same effect. 

Healing magic also behaved strangely with it. Alcohol was treated the same as poison, so she could heal the effects but she couldn’t get rid of the alcohol itself. If she used healing magic while intoxicated, she would briefly become sober until she stopped using it.

It hadn’t really been the greatest drinking experience, considering she started to get full before she felt tipsy, but she figured getting drunk would only become harder as she leveled up. Might as well make the most of it while she could, not that she suffered from alcohol addiction or anything.

Teresa decided to make a game of running back to Liberty Island. She threw the boomerang ahead of her, then ran to catch up as it fell uselessly to the ground. She’d figure it out eventually, she just didn’t have any real perspective on boomerang throwing. The only time she had ever really seen someone throw a boomerang was in Avatar: The Last Airbender, and that was animated. Additionally, Teresa was definitely no Sokka.

Was she supposed to throw it vertically or horizontally? Maybe at an angle? Was she just not throwing it hard enough perhaps? Teresa threw the boomerang again and again on her way back, smiling as she did so. Teresa, the superhuman who single handedly conquered multiple strongholds in the Tutorial, couldn’t throw a fancy stick the right way.

It was really fucking funny.

This made the trip back to Liberty Island take longer, but it didn’t feel like it. She encountered a single group of Clubbers on her way back, but they didn’t pose much of a threat. They were just glorified bags of experience, though Teresa felt a bit icky as she thought that.

Liberty Island was pretty close when Teresa finally managed to make the boomerang come back to her after throwing it. She held it vertically, and gripped it with her fingers near an end point. As she threw it, she pushed with her fingers to make it spin more, and crazily enough it actually turned around in the air and came right back to her. She even managed to catch it.

“Let’s fucking go!” Teresa screamed out in excitement, laughing as she held the boomerang up in victory. Holy shit. That was pretty fun, she was a lot less upset about getting a boomerang now.

Alarm quickly overtook joy as she felt the System give her a notification. What was going on now?

Class Level Up!

Jack Of All Trades (F+) Skill Selection Available!

Teresa blinked at the notification in front of her, then burst out laughing even harder. Are you fucking kidding me? Teresa bent over and had to put her hands on her knees since she was laughing so damn hard. Did her class just level up because she was dicking around with a fucking boomerang? She was laughing so hard tears were running down her face.

Here she was, running around killing monsters for experience, and now she just got a class level up for this? Admittedly she was incredibly close to a class level up after all of the fighting she had done today, but she was deliberately not thinking about that because “I leveled up from learning how to use a boomerang,” was a lot funnier.

Shit, alright. Teresa spent a moment catching her breath before opening up her skill selection menu. She was still snickering to herself a bit when the menu appeared. Both <Intuitive Aim> and <Purify> were still available, and they were both really solid choices. Either one would be a massive boost to Teresa’s capabilities, but she was still going to read some of the new skills to see if anything interesting was there.

<Taunt: lv 0>

Type: Mental Magic

Convert Mana to a mind-altering state and release it in an uncontrolled explosion. Any hostile creature capable of feeling emotions will feel inclined to attack you over other potential targets.

Oh hey, it was Jake’s tank skill. Unfortunately it was immediately disqualified since Teresa didn’t exactly have any use for it in the near future, but it was neat that it was an option. She could always just get it later if she needed it.

<Ignite: lv 0>

Type: Elemental Magic

Infuse an object with fire-based Elemental Mana with your touch, causing the object to catch fire. Attempting to set living beings on fire will require significantly more Mana.

There it was, the way to set stuff on fire with Elemental Mana. It made sense that Teresa got an option for fire-based Elemental Mana considering how much she used <Embers> since she had gotten it. Would this skill let her set her sword on fire? That would be kind of badass, wouldn’t it? Having a flaming sword, cutting through monsters while the fire gave off cinematic lighting.

Wasn’t that kind of similar to a lightsaber? Teresa wasn’t super familiar with Star Wars lore, but she was pretty sure lightsabers were just super hot plasma swords or something. Teresa probably wouldn’t be turning her sword into plasma or anything, but it was vaguely similar in function.

Unfortunately, as cool as having a budget lightsaber would be, it also wasn’t that useful to Teresa at the moment. Additionally, she had thought about getting a skill that wasn’t based in magic so she could still fight after running out of Mana. It was something that only happened in larger battles, as Teresa had a massive amount of Mana, but it would still be nice to have non-magical options.

There was one last skill available.

<Dash: lv 0>

Type: Physical Enhancement Magic

Channel Mana to your legs and feet, temporarily enhancing your physical body to increase movement speed.

Well, there was another skill Teresa had seen before. She was pretty sure Preston had used this skill, and it wasn’t that bad of a pick. Right now, it was between <Intuitive Aim>, <Purify>, and <Dash>. She wasn’t entirely sure if <Intuitive Aim> required Mana or not, but she knew for a fact both <Purify> and <Dash> would use Mana.

Now, the question was which would be most useful? Yes, she had just said she wanted a non-magical option, but it was still a toss up. She eliminated <Purify> first again, knowing damn well there was probably going to come a time where she wished she had it. The skill was just too situational, it only really helped her against one kind of enemy.

<Intuitive Aim> or <Dash>? The first choice would make a lot of sense, Teresa used a lot of ranged attacks. They were just incredibly useful against opponents who didn’t dodge very well, and it would benefit her in multiple ways. <Dash> on the other hand would allow for more versatility. Having a skill that could get her in and out of a situation fast was incredibly useful, it might even save her life someday.

There was also another factor that came into play, one that probably shouldn’t be considered. Fun. It was so nice running around as fast as Teresa was, making her able to run even faster would be such a blast! It was a little irresponsible to take that into consideration, but fuck it. No one was allowed to tell her they wouldn’t pick <Dash> until they experienced what it was like to be as fast as a car.

<Intuitive Aim> probably complimented her current skill set better, but Teresa didn’t pick it. Knowledge on how to use <Dash> became intuitive as she gained another skill, and she immediately tried it out.

Mana drained from her Soul to her legs, along with something else Teresa hadn’t really experienced before. It was like her flesh produced some kind of energy completely different from Mana, and reabsorbed it in her lower body. She started to run, and was immediately caught off guard.

There was barely any acceleration time. She went from completely stationary to a full on sprint almost instantly, running faster than she ever had before. Teresa had not expected it to work that quickly, and lost balance after just a few steps. She almost tripped, but managed to just barely catch herself before falling.

Holy shit. Teresa noted she had been thinking holy shit a lot, but honestly that was just her genuine reaction to so many things lately. Holy shit might as well become her catchphrase at this point, but enough about Teresa constantly being surprised by things.

This was fucking awesome.

She activated the skill again and took off, she was definitely going highway speeds now. Teresa was already really close to Liberty Island, but she traveled the mile in a minute. At this speed, she might even be able to take out two strongholds in a day if she timed it well.

Hang on.

She should totally take out two strongholds in a day. Alright, that was her new plan for tomorrow. The Tutorial had been getting a little too easy lately, it was time for a self imposed challenge. She knew she shouldn’t be upset about the Tutorial getting easy, but Teresa kind of was. It kind of felt like it invalidated a lot of Teresa’s struggles getting to this point, but she knew that was just her shitty mental health talking.

Teresa wasn’t going to entertain that train of thought. She smiled a little, feeling like she just had a tiny victory. It wasn’t much of one, but she caught herself and stopped herself from potentially spiraling about something incredibly wrong. She had gotten here because of her hard work and the sacrifices she and even her party members had made. Teresa might as well enjoy the reprieve while she had it. It was a baby step in the right direction for her, but it was a step nonetheless.

She had a plan for tomorrow. She opened the quest menu, wanting to see exactly how much time was remaining.

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (2/3)

Seize Destiny

You have successfully defended your land, laying claim to it as your own. Monsters will no longer attempt to trespass in this territory without significant motivation. Now that your land is secure, it is time to conquer. Seek out the monster strongholds within the desert and gather the artifacts needed for the upcoming war. Monster strongholds can be located using the <Tutorial Compass>.

You have one month to gather these artifacts. The next stage of this questline will not wait for the completion of the current stage.

Time until next stage: 6 days, 3 hours, 0 minutes, 21 seconds

Strongholds Conquered: 3

She was on schedule for 5 strongholds, but why stop there? What if there was a title for taking out 2 strongholds in a day? Teresa wasn’t sure exactly what actions would give her a title, as they seemed somewhat random so far. She had gotten a title for being first to level up and for being the first to reach 100 total stats in her party, but not a title for being first to change classes which was a milestone in its own right.

It felt kind of arbitrary, it was a bit frustrating not knowing how to get titles that gave her incredibly useful permanent buffs. Whatever, it wasn’t for the title. Teresa was going to do this simply because she wanted to see if she could, what other reason did she need?

Those strongholds weren’t going to know what hit them.

            

    
        Chapter 38: Speedrun

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 38: Speedrun

Teresa was kicking up a sandstorm behind her as she sprinted, wind blasting her in the face. She felt like this would be sort of annoying to a normal person, but her high Fortitude made the wind in her eyes barely a problem. Her heart pounded and her face was locked in a smile as she ran, taking a moment to hold her arms out to properly get the full experience.

This was great. She already was glad she chose <Dash> as a skill, even if it still used Mana. It also used Stamina, and it was the first skill she had ever gotten to actively use it. Her Stamina naturally drained as she physically exerted herself, but she very rarely had a problem in the Tutorial with it so far. Even at level 0, her cardio had been a lot better than normal.

Fighting was normally incredibly exhausting. There was a reason rounds only lasted 3 minutes in kickboxing, and it was because it was incredibly tiring. Just throwing a few good punches was enough to get your heart really going, but Teresa’s Stamina didn’t seem to behave the same way as before the System.

However, now that she was using <Dash> a lot she was finally experiencing what it was like to run low on Stamina again. She had only been truly out of breath a few times in the Tutorial, but now that she had <Dash> it was probably going to happen a lot more often. That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, if anything that just meant Teresa was utilizing a resource she wasn’t properly using to its full potential before.

She reached the first stronghold of the day in no time, and she took a break to recharge her Mana and Stamina. Sure, this was a speedrun, but if she was too careless she could still die.

As soon her resources were full she darted towards the stronghold, holding a shield out in front of her. Multiple arrows smashed into her protection, but Teresa herself was unharmed. She held out her spare hand and used <Embers> once she got close to the vanguard of skeletons, burning through a group of them at once.

An arrow grazed her exposed arm, but it was quickly healed by <Facilitated Restoration>. She adjusted her spell to fire at the archers, a thick stream of sparks obliterating the inside of a tower.

She adjusted her aim towards another tower that was within range, squatting down and putting as much of her body behind her shield as possible. Arrows continuously struck the shield, but she still did not have any real problems.

A second tower’s worth of archer skeletons were killed, and Teresa changed her aim back towards the skeleton vanguard that was now rushing her. They held their shields out in front of them, but their legs were totally exposed. A stream of <Embers> severed several of the skeletons’ legs, stopping their push before it could even really start.

So far, so good. Teresa stopped using <Embers> for a moment to pick her next target. If she wanted to actually conquer two strongholds in a day, she needed to be at least a little bit considerate of her Mana consumption. She could take a break to recover and come back to conquer the stronghold, but she would strongly prefer not to.

There. Now that a large group of skeletons were either dead or crippled, there was an opening for Teresa to get closer to the stronghold. Then she could target some of the archers that were still shooting at her.

Their bows had a lot more range than Teresa’s <Embers>, but the skeletons weren’t landing any shots on Teresa herself. Teresa heard wood split as another arrow struck her shield, and it seemed like her only source of protection wasn’t going to last for much longer.

Oh well. Teresa did the rational thing and picked up another shield from a dead skeleton, swapping out her damaged one. There were plenty considering how many skeletons were at the stronghold, so many that Teresa didn’t even bother counting them.

With a new shield in hand she ran forward, seizing the opportunity to take out a few archers. She lifted her hand and fired <Embers> once more, watching as the sparks flew towards the tower.

Before her spell could melt another batch of archers, a massive blob of sand burst out from the ground and floated in front of the tower. Her <Embers> struck the sand, getting completely blocked by the floating mass. Well that’s new.

A quick look around revealed a skeleton wearing robes just past the gates of the stronghold, and it was holding out both hands in the direction of the floating sand. Teresa figured she should change targets, and began blasting her spell at that skeleton instead.

A wall of sand burst up from the ground, blocking her attack and forming another floating blob of sand. By the archer tower, the previous blob of sand plummeted to the ground creating a massive plume of dusty sand.

The new sand blob that protected the skeleton mage shot forward, launching itself at Teresa. Acting quickly, Teresa used <Dash> and quickly got out of the way. She ran to the side at a full sprint, and had an idea that she wanted to try out. She deactivated <Dash> for just a moment while she was running, then reactivated it as she took a step in the direction of the skeleton mage.

It wasn’t perfect, but a lot of Teresa’s momentum abruptly shifted. It was like riding a roller coaster that had way too sharp of a turn, the abrupt change in direction was rather dizzying. Teresa did her best to focus, and she managed to push through just fine. She sprinted towards the mage, drawing her sword and admittedly wondering how cool she would look if the sword was on fire.

The distance was closed in seconds, and soon Teresa’s sword decapitated the skeleton mage. It was a shame Teresa didn’t get to fight the mage longer, but she had a goal in mind. <Embers> shot out once more, melting more skeletons just as an arrow pierced straight through Teresa’s calf.

She had overextended, there were multiple angles she could be shot from now and her shield wasn’t able to cover them all. <Healing Touch> repaired her calf in a second, and once more she used <Dash> but with the intention of repositioning.

Air whistled past Teresa’s ears as she sprinted towards the base of an archer tower she had already cleared, using the structure as cover. No archer was able to land a shot on her when she was running at such a ridiculous speed, and a quick glance through her notifications revealed multiple skill level ups.

She would look through them in more detail later. <Embers> cleared out yet another archer tower, and Teresa briefly noted how each stronghold seemed more developed than the last.

The first had looked like a glorified campsite with a sturdy wooden wall around it, but this one had multiple cabins and structures that made up the stronghold. There was also a stone base to the wooden walls that protected the exterior, likely making them far sturdier. Who knew, maybe these walls could actually withstand an attack from Clubbers.

She continued melting the skeletons until none were left. They were all level 22, which followed the expected pattern. Teresa herself was level 26- no wait, level 27 now, so really this was a one sided slaughter.

With the stronghold now cleared out, Teresa made her way over to the treasure chest that was sitting in plain view. These skeletons really needed to take a note from pirates and hide their treasure somewhere, maybe bury it or something. Also now that she thought about it, what were the skeletons doing with C4? Was this treasure chest supposed to belong to the skeletons, or was it purely a System thing?

What was the lore? Was there Tutorial lore? Hell if Teresa knew, but she laughed a bit to herself thinking about Tutorial lore. Long ago in a Tutorial far far away, there was a Teresa, and she killed a lot of stuff.

10/10 storytelling, Teresa should be a writer for Hollywood. Maybe she could get Mark Hamil in a movie or something. He could play Jake or Preston. The ages wouldn’t match up at all, but the movie could just have him still be a young guy. Just give him a wig or something and never address that he is obviously not like 20 years old, that would be so funny. Shit, how old were those guys? How old was anyone in her party? She should ask when she got the chance. That and what everyone’s last names were, that was also something she totally should have figured out by now.

In the chest was more C4, wow what a surprise, and a pair of pants. It was made of leather, but it had chainmail protecting the outside. It completely clashed with Teresa’s robes, but she was already wearing a goblin belt that didn’t match her robes either. The chainmail on the pants would be the polar opposite of stealthy, but it’s not like Teresa had been sneaking around anyways.

Teresa pulled on the new pair of pants, and noted a strange feeling in her body. Oh shit, she was regenerating Stamina faster! Teresa was pretty happy with the loot this time, even if her attire looked aesthetically terrible.

Alright, next stronghold. Teresa’s game plan had two versions to it. If she managed to conquer the first stronghold in time, then she would take a trip back to Liberty Island to deposit any loot in her stash, adding to her growing collection of C4. If it took longer than expected, she would run straight to the next stronghold and attack immediately.

Thankfully, she had conquered the stronghold in record time. She took a few hits to do it, but it was nothing too bad. Teresa laughed a little thinking about how in the first wave, she had been impaled through the leg by a mosquito and nearly died from it. Now, she was able to get shot by a bow and arrow and walk it off. Teresa had already decided she would try out therapy once she got the chance, she figured she should probably add her experience in the Tutorial to the list of things she should talk about.

Now that she thought about it, a lot of people were probably going to be seeking out therapists after this was all set and done. Teresa wasn’t sure if therapists would consider that good news or bad news, but either way therapists were sure as shit going to make a lot of money in the near future.

Teresa began making her way back to Liberty Island, surprised at how little noise her pants made. There was a bunch of metal on it clashing into other bits of metal, but the sound was incredibly dulled. Probably magic. No, not probably. 100% totally magic.

She ran her way through Liberty Island, quickly stopping by the Information Center where she kept all of her C4. Teresa carefully added to the growing pile of plastic explosives, and set aside the detonator and receiver in its own spot. Originally she was going to make a pile of detonators and a pile of receivers, but she realized if each detonator only corresponds to a specific receiver then they shouldn’t mix.

Teresa looked at her loot and smiled. She was TSA’s worst nightmare, no chance in hell she would ever get past any security on the planet with this stuff. Just having this much C4 would probably put her on a list somewhere, but she didn’t have to worry about that in the Tutorial.

Alright, back to it.

She took out her <Tutorial Compass> and observed it. As soon as she knew what direction to go in, she was off once more. Teresa was fast, but there was still quite a bit of travel time between the island and the strongholds. In the movies, a quick cut would eliminate that travel time. Unfortunately for Teresa, she actually had to go through the mind numbing task of running in relative silence across a desert for a few hours. She didn’t even have music! If only she had her friggin phone with her it would be a significantly less shit experience.

Teresa avoided a few packs of monsters, all of whom were too low level for Teresa to really get anything out of anyways. Monsters that didn’t even provide a single percent of experience per kill were quite literally not worth her time, especially not right now.

Another monster stronghold appeared in the distance. Considering there was a limit to how far Teresa could see in the desert, that meant she was close. She got to a safe distance and paused for a bit, recovering her resources once more as she prepared for another fight.

{Skeletal Warrior (F) (lv 24)}

Yep, another 2 levels higher. Teresa still outleveled the monsters, but the gap was shrinking and there were a metric shitload of them. She counted about 16 archers spread across 8 towers, several groups of melee oriented skeletons, and there was probably another mage hidden away somewhere. It wouldn’t make sense for the previous stronghold to have a mage but not this one.

By the time this fight ended, it would probably be late. Teresa was almost certainly going to be running back during the freezing night again, but it actually didn’t bother her much anymore. She was totally fine during the night, the only real reason she ever went back to Liberty Island was because she still needed to sleep.

Soon, she was ready. Her Stamina was full, her Mana was full, both <Facilitated Restoration> and <Magic Wellspring> were active, and she had her shield out in front of her. She jogged towards the stronghold, smiling to herself as she noted she was faster than she was that morning. It was hard to tell out in the desert with no point of reference, but seeing the stronghold rapidly get bigger in her vision was all the proof she needed.

Multiple dark lines appeared in the sky as arrows began to rain down on Teresa’s position, but she would be able to avoid them just fine. They buried into the sand behind her, as she picked up the pace just a hair. <Embers> activated in her hand, and she began her methodical sweep across the front ranks of the skeleton army that had come out to guard the gates.

Huh, this one had actual gates. They were closed on the entryway to the stronghold, but Teresa would burn that bridge when she got to it. She activated <Dash> and sprinted parallel to the walls of the stronghold, making it far harder for any of the archers to land their shots. She had her shield, sure, but what was better than blocking an attack? That’s right, not getting hit by it in the first place.

Skeletons raised their shields to push towards Teresa, but they had the same old problems as all the skeletons Teresa had already fought. She targeted their legs, and they were barely a threat.

A wall of sand appeared in front of Teresa as she was running, making her crash into the attack before she could stop. A second wall appeared behind her, and they both began to slide towards each other in an attempt to crush her. The attack had been sudden, and caught Teresa before she had a chance to stop her momentum.

Her nose was bleeding and her ears were ringing after she slammed into the sand wall going at high speeds, though <Facilitated Restoration> was putting in work. She tried to step away with <Dash> but couldn’t get proper footing in time, so she panicked and did the only thing she could think of before she got crushed.

Mana shot through her arm into her hand, moving at ridiculous speeds due to Teresa’s high Intelligence stat. She had maybe a second and a half, which was not nearly enough time. She shot a very wimpy version of her shotgun <Embers>, which produced enough force to shove most of her body out from between the sand walls.

They crushed together on her legs, breaking both of them. Teresa screamed as her bones crunched, momentarily wondering if she had bitten off more than she could chew. She activated <Healing Touch> and did her best to cover herself with her shield as the sand walls began to crumble atop of her shattered legs. Arrows slammed into the shield and sand, her legs thankfully protected by the crumbling walls that had crushed them in the first place. Additionally, her legs only had a few breaks thanks to her new pants that had taken a lot of the force.

A skeletal hand gripped the top of her shield and pulled, revealing a skeleton about to stab Teresa in the face. Teresa activated <Embers> in the hand still holding the shield, causing a thick stream of sparks to spray along the backside of the wood. The handle for the shield melted on Teresa’s hands, causing a horrific burn.

Thankfully, it also killed the skeleton that was about to turn her into a shish kabob. She grabbed the dead skeleton’s shield to help protect herself as more arrows continued to rain down on her.

After a moment of using <Healing Touch>, Teresa was back in fighting condition. That had drained her Mana significantly, but she was still alive. She activated <Dash> and got moving as an arrow hit her in the shoulder.

These monsters individually were still pretty weak, but throw enough numbers at someone and it could overwhelm them. That seemed to be the skeleton’s strategy here, and unfortunately for Teresa it seemed to be pretty effective.

Teresa made the decision to retreat for now. Her speedrun wasn’t quite dead yet, but she needed to recover and restart the fight with a clean slate. She hadn’t been expecting a wall to suddenly appear in front of her while she was running, the attack had completely caught her off guard.

It was really simple, but it had worked. Unfortunately for the skeletons, it was the kind of attack that would only work once. Teresa sprinted her way out of range, an arrow still sticking out from her collarbone.

That had been way too close to her neck. It was weird to think she could probably survive getting shot in the neck, but only if she got lucky. If her spine got severed, she wouldn’t be able to control her hands. In that case, she wouldn’t be able to use <Healing Touch> until <Facilitated Restoration> repaired the bone and restored motor functions. She might still survive even that, but not if a bunch of skeletons proceed to turn her into an arrow porcupine.

Teresa fired <Embers> behind her as a few of the Agility oriented skeletons attempted to chase after her, taking out a couple more of the monsters during her retreat. Once she was safe, she collapsed to the ground and grabbed the arrow that had shot her. In movies, they always broke the shaft of the arrow and left the arrowhead in so they wouldn’t bleed out. However, the people in those movies didn’t have <Healing Touch>.

She pulled the arrow out and immediately began using <Healing Touch> in conjunction with <Facilitated Restoration>. It took less than a second to heal, but it still made Teresa frown. She was strong enough to save Sarah, right?

Teresa had to remind herself that Sarah had probably a seventh of the Fortitude Teresa currently had, and would be significantly easier to heal. She almost wanted to curse her Fortitude stat for making healing harder, but then again she would also probably have died from crashing into a wall at somewhere around 40 miles per hour without it.

She was definitely going to make her way home at night, but she was confident she could still take out the second stronghold of the day. With her resources topped off once again, she made her way back to stronghold number two.

This time, she was far more careful. She stayed on high alert for any moving sand as she ran, clearing out archer towers with her <Embers>. She could only take out four of them without getting inside, but she needed to deal with the melee fighters first.

Under significantly less suppressive fire, Teresa made short work of the skeletons outside the gate. Sand walls sprouted up time and time again, but Teresa was ready for them. She did her trick with <Dash> where she deactivated and reactivated the skill to quickly change directions, which was something she still needed practice with.

Once she was close enough to the walls, the archers had a much harder time targeting her from within the stronghold. She burned her way through the gate, melting a Teresa sized hole through the structure. The gate had been made of wood, so it wasn’t too difficult to burn through.

Inside, all that remained were 8 archers and a mage. She stayed close to the walls of any structure she could, giving her cover against the archers as they tried to shoot her. <Embers> cleared out the towers one at a time, and she eventually found the mage.

Well, mages. There had been two of them, and they were killed rather easily in close combat. They could block Teresa’s <Embers> as much as they wanted, but they couldn’t stop her from getting up close and stabbed them in the skull.

The last archer was melted within a tower, and Teresa stood alone in an empty stronghold with a treasure chest just asking to be opened.

It was time for some more loot.
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Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (2/3)

Seize Destiny

You have successfully defended your land, laying claim to it as your own. Monsters will no longer attempt to trespass in this territory without significant motivation. Now that your land is secure, it is time to conquer. Seek out the monster strongholds within the desert and gather the artifacts needed for the upcoming war. Monster strongholds can be located using the <Tutorial Compass>.

You have one month to gather these artifacts. The next stage of this questline will not wait for the completion of the current stage.

Time until next stage: 0 days, 9 hours, 59 minutes, 50 seconds

Strongholds Conquered: 7

Teresa had been putting in work. After conquering two strongholds in a day, she had proceeded to conquer two more by the time the second stage was coming to an end. It had been difficult, the last stronghold had been full of skeletons at level 28, and it had taken two days of attacking to actually conquer.

On the bright side, the battles had given Teresa a lot of experience. She had leveled up her class almost twice, gaining an additional skill. Her second class level up had provided three new options

<Bulwark: lv 0>

Type: Weapon Mastery

Learn the way of the protector, block your foes' attempts to strike you down. Gain a minute understanding of shield-wielding, carrying a shield will require significantly less effort outside of combat.

<Terrible Presence: lv 0>

Type: Mental Magic

Create a very low quality matrix around your Soul, causing all expended Mana to be converted into very low quality Mental Mana that will cause all nearby enemies to feel uneasy. This skill requires activation, and can be used at varying levels of intensity. The more enemies affected, the greater the Mana cost. Other skills requiring Mana cannot be used at the same time as this skill.

<Warm Meals: lv 0>

Type: Cooking Magic

Emit a controlled form of fire-based Elemental Mana that can be spread throughout an inanimate object to heat it up. 

This had been the first time Teresa had gotten a skill that was not combat-oriented at all. Between all of the available skills both past and present, Teresa wound up picking <Intuitive Aim>. It was a skill that would benefit her in the long run, especially considering her lack of training with a lot of weapons. Her class seemed to benefit from using a variety of tools, and this skill was sure to help her along in that process.

By now, Teresa was pretty confident she was ready for whatever came after the Tutorial.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 33 (F) (44%)

Class: Jack Of All Trades lv 3 (F+) (146%)

HP: (390/390)

Stamina: (390/390)

Mana: (854/854)

Strength: 30

Fortitude: 27

Endurance: 28

Vitality: 28

Agility: 36

Intelligence: 61

Wisdom: 57

Perception: 43

Unallocated Points: 0

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (1.3%)>

<Mana Control: lv 11 (14%)>

<Healing Touch: lv 9 (54%)>

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 11 (21%)

<Identify: lv 7 (22%)>

<Totem Of Life: lv 0 (11%)>

<Magic Wellspring: lv 9 (22%)>

<Embers: lv 12 (9.6%)>

<Dash: lv 6 (80%)>

<Intuitive Aim: lv 2 (34%)

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

<Tutorial: Power Hungry>

<Tutorial: First Stage Completionist>

<Tutorial: Level Pioneer>

<Slayer 1>

}

She was a higher level than any monster in the Tutorial she had seen so far. The level cap for them so far was 29, so most of her experience had come from fighting the strongholds. The skeletons individually were weaker than her, but the strongholds were meant to be attacked by a party of 5. There were so many damn skeletons, it got to the point where Teresa had to take breaks during her attacks multiple times.

There was no statistic for kill counts aside from <Slayer 1> telling her that she had at least 1,000 kills, but she was sure she had doubled it by now. Additionally, <Embers> was now her strongest skill. It was far easier to level up a combat-oriented skill than a healing skill, as she did not need to get hurt to gain experience. 

Today she was going to focus on preparing for the next stage and getting familiar with some of her loot. Asides from a lot more C4, Teresa had found a pair of metal boots that felt soft on the inside, a guitar that could temporarily increase her Strength while she played it, a kitchen knife that seemed to always stay sharp, and a pair of dark green gloves that allowed her to scale walls like a Wyvern-Fish when infused with Mana.

Overall, Teresa looked ridiculous. She had her metal boots, leather and chainmail pants, blue healer robes, and dark green gloves that all completely clashed with each other. Every piece of equipment she got gave a benefit she didn’t have before, and she wasn’t going to just let it go to waste because it wasn’t aesthetically pleasing.

She had gotten some very random loot from the stronghold. She had a guess that it had something to do with her class, though she couldn’t be sure. It would make sense, and it was the only explanation she could think of for the System giving her a guitar. Teresa didn’t even know how to play the guitar! She had only found out that her Strength increased because she did what anyone would do when given a guitar - she messed around plucking the strings at random.

Spoiler alert, she was no Mozart by any means. It sounded terrible and possibly out of tune, but it’s not like Teresa had the things she needed to tune a guitar. The System could have at least provided a tuner with the instrument, even if her ridiculous Perception increased her ability to tell the pitch of a sound she didn’t actually have a reference point. She knew a grand total of zero music theory, so it was going to have to be something she learned later.

Additionally, Teresa had finally figured out how to use the magic boomerang. <Intuitive Aim> actually helped a bit with throwing the weapon, though it was a weird sensation. Teresa didn’t play a lot of first person shooters, but she had at least heard of the concept of aim assist. It was like that, but entirely mental.

When she was getting ready to launch a ranged attack at a target, the skill could be activated. It didn’t really take any Mana or Stamina, it was just something she could toggle on and off. When she was aiming at a target, there was a certain way to hold a weapon that just felt right. It didn’t improve her terrible form when using a weapon, but rather worked around her terrible form to instinctively know where a projectile would go.

It was like using the wrong equation to get the right answer to a problem. Additionally, it was not infallible at all. She had started using the bow for a little bit towards the end of a stronghold raid after running out of Mana. There had only been a few skeletons left, and it wasn’t worth waiting around until her Mana recharged to kill them.

When shooting the bow, it helped her know where to point the thing so that the arrow would go in the right direction, even accounting for any natural wind. Unfortunately, Teresa was not very consistent with how she released the bowstring. Sometimes one finger would release a little quicker than the other, or she would move her fingers at a different speed than normal. It was incredibly minor, but over a decent range a tiny mistake could make a big difference.

She wasn’t even entirely positive if that was why her shots were inconsistent, she needed a teacher really. Teresa might be able to improve on her own given enough time, and really she had improved a lot. The first time she fired a bow, she managed to cut her hand. Not just any part of her hand, the back of her hand. It took talent to fuck it up that atrociously, but she had come a long ways since then. She had learned she was not supposed to rest the arrowhead on the back of her hand on the wrong side of the bow, and in hindsight that should have been obvious but she had been panicking.

Now that she could actually throw the boomerang somewhat decently, she figured she might as well take the time to learn the magical part of it. The weapon refused to absorb her Mana, but she was certain there was something inside of it that interacted with Mana. Teresa tried a bajillion different ways to get it to work, but nothing ever happened.

Did Mana need to be inserted at a specific spot? Nope, it didn’t matter where she tried to push in the Mana, nothing got absorbed. Maybe there was a certain speed it accepted Mana? Also nope, she tried a slow stream of Mana and gradually increased the current to no avail. Was this thing friggin password encrypted? Maybe it had an owner. A poison staff couldn’t be used while its shaman was still alive, maybe it was like that.

But then why would the System give it to her? That couldn’t be it, she had to be missing something. Did she have to heal the boomerang? No, that would be stupid, unbelievably stu-

No fucking way. Teresa had activated <Healing Touch>, and the boomerang had actually begun absorbing her Restoration Mana. WHY? Why would a boomerang need Restoration Mana? Did the boomerang have a splinter it needed healed or something?

Well, it sure as shit absorbed it, but it quickly reached its limit. The boomerang felt full, like it had absorbed all it could. Teresa felt a weird mental link with the boomerang, almost like a trigger she could pull in her head. Well, she wasn’t going to try pulling what felt like a trigger with the weapon still in her hand. What if it made Restoration Mana explode?


Honestly, explosions were the default assumption for anything magical. Not because it was rational, but because it was the safest assumption to have. It was pretty unlikely the boomerang would explode, but Teresa was not about to die from an unexpectedly explosive boomerang.

She threw the boomerang, not aiming for anything in particular. The mental link between Teresa and the boomerang was still present even after it left her hand. She pulled the mental trigger once the boomerang was at its maximum distance away from her, and it briefly pulsed green. Nothing else happened, and the boomerang returned to her as the weapon was notoriously known to do.

It was out of Restoration Mana. The weapon must have discharged it all when she remotely activated it, which was… not that great in terms of utility. It was basically bootleg <Facilitated Restoration> in that case, but worse. She could aim her spell a lot easier than a boomerang, and she didn’t think she should be hitting someone with a weapon if she wanted to heal them.

What if she tried using <Facilitated Restoration> on the boomerang instead? Well, might as well try it. She activated the spell, and instead of Restoration Mana forming a burning green ball of fire it all got absorbed by the boomerang. She threw it, and once more activated it mentally.

A massive burst of green energy exploded out from the boomerang, a green edge of Restoration Mana shooting out in a ring around it. Okay, that was more useful. It absorbed a good bit of the Restoration Mana, so it was basically just a good way to turn her <Facilitated Restoration> into an AOE spell. Alright, she would take it. Still not that useful for now, but it might come in handy someday. In what situation Teresa would choose to throw a boomerang to heal people instead of just casting <Facilitated Restoration> a couple of times, Teresa had no idea. That was no reason to just get rid of it.

Besides, she hadn’t tried everything. Teresa was cautious about using <Embers> on the boomerang, as it was made of wood. Would it be able to handle the Elemental Mana? She was worried she would break it somehow, which wouldn’t be that big of a deal but it would mean she was down a boomerang. It wasn’t very useful, but it was fun to mess around with and would be a great souvenir from the Tutorial.

Eh, fuck it. Teresa had already neglected messing around with her new gear in favor of taking out as many strongholds as she could. She might as well try everything before the next stage. Teresa probably wouldn’t be able to make much use of the guitar, but it would be a shame to not at least try to use her gear to the fullest potential.

She cast <Embers> in the hand holding the boomerang, silently hoping she didn’t melt it. Thankfully, it actually absorbed the Elemental Mana just fine and did not turn into molten boomerang. Teresa released a sigh of relief as the boomerang quickly filled up with Elemental Mana, showing no signs of damage at all.

Alright, now time to see what happens when she uses it.

Teresa threw the boomerang, watching as it arced through the air. Once more she activated the weapon’s ability, and it began to do its thing. Elemental Mana burst out from the boomerang, causing a massive wave of sparks to shoot out in all directions around the weapon.

See! The boomerang did explode! She friggin called it! Always assume magical stuff will explode until explicitly proven otherwise. Teresa eyed her clothes after she caught the boomerang. Huh. Nothing she was wearing could explode… right? She sure hoped not.

Thankfully, the weapon was a normal temperature upon returning to her hands. Her tolerance for holding hot things had increased significantly, but if the boomerang retained some of the properties of what it expended that might cause problems for other spells.

Speaking of other spells, skills weren’t the only way Teresa could use magic. She went back to her stash to grab what she was looking for, then jogged a safe distance from Liberty Island once more.

Okay, she lied a little bit. She kind of needed a skill to use the poison staff, since she wasn’t sure if anyone could use it without <Mana Control>. Still, if the weapons worked together that could open up a whole new can of worms.

She tore a part of her sleeve off and used it as a mask. This was another thing she hadn’t quite figured out yet. Teresa could now easily withstand the poisonous gas the staff used to expel. She still would suffocate due to a lack of oxygen over time, but the poison itself wouldn’t really do anything to her.

Except that wasn’t the case. The poison had absolutely gotten stronger along with Teresa, and she wasn’t sure why. She could still tank it just fine, but it still hurt to feel in her lungs. Was it because of her <Mana Control> leveling up? Maybe her Intelligence? Or was it her Wisdom? She never truly understood the difference between the two stats, and everything she knew about them was guesswork. 

Intelligence seemed to increase the rate she could output Mana, and Wisdom seemed to increase her Mana capacity. She wasn’t sure if there was more to it, as Intelligence also seemed to make thinking easier and quicker, but it wasn’t very clear exactly how that worked. It didn't necessarily make her any smarter, her decision making process was still the same. She just thought quicker and clearer was all.

Now ready, Teresa began pushing her Mana through the poison staff, holding one end against the boomerang. The staff was still incredibly slow and inefficient, even if Teresa had somehow made the poison stronger. A moment passed before the staff began making poison, and that moment felt far longer than it actually was.

Finally, poison began to emit from one end of the staff, just to immediately be gobbled up by the boomerang. Hell yeah! Poison continued to be absorbed by the ranged weapon, until it eventually filled up. A little poison cloud began to form as the boomerang reached its capacity, but Teresa almost instantly stopped channeling Mana through the staff once that happened. Thanks magically enhanced reaction time! Were stats considered magic, or were they their own thing?

It was time to test out Teresa’s weapon of mentally controlled war crime deployment. Teresa wouldn’t use the poisonous gas on another person if she could help it, but she had to accept things might be chaotic once the Tutorial was over. She really, really did not want to have to kill another human being, but she wasn’t naive. Who knew what condition the world would be in, and she might be forced into a corner where killing someone was her only option. 

The idea stressed her out a bit, but if she had to, then yes, she would kill someone. Only if she actually, 100% without a doubt, had to. That was a reasonable thing that reasonable people would think, right? She had seen enough movies where killing the antagonist would just solve the entire plot, sometimes it was needed.

Teresa threw the boomerang and repeated her experiment, finding that yes, the boomerang did successfully deploy the poisonous gas. It exploded outwards upon activation, finally giving Teresa a way to use the staff at a range. It took some setup, but at least it was possible now.

This gave Teresa another class level up, as she had been incredibly close as it was. She had finished off her class level with a boomerang twice now, which she honestly found kind of funny since she had never used it in combat. She opened her skill selection screen to gain one last skill before stage 3 of the Tutorial.

<Lucid Dreams>

Type: Mental Magic

Convert Mana to a mind-altering state that allows you to manipulate the dreams of a sleeping target. Failing to maintain a constant flow of Mana will cause the target to become aware of your manipulations if they are not already, and they may even awaken while the skill is active.

That was a new one, and completely random. What did Teresa do that warranted dream manipulation? Sure, she slept at night and had dreams of her own, but who didn’t? That was kind of a normal, common occurrence. Did that make this a common skill?

Maybe it was her class again. It could give her a skill of anything she had enough knowledge of or experience in, and Teresa could say with absolute certainty she had a lot of experience sleeping. As a matter of fact, Teresa had slept almost every day her entire life. Truly, this was an accomplishment worthy of a skill.

Unfortunately, this was another time where she only got two new skills to choose from. It had happened before with her healer class, but it was still a bit disappointing.

<Pain Tolerant>

Type: Mental Magic

Convert Mana to a mind-altering state that allows you to temporarily feel no physical sensations. Requires a consistent flow of Mana, and can only be activated for 1 minute at a time. Cooldown: 1 day.

Honestly, that wasn’t a bad choice. Teresa had been through a lot of pain in her time in the Tutorial, and she had to say it. Pain fucking sucked. Her pain tolerance had shot through the roof, but it was still something she wanted to avoid when possible.

The question was whether it was that useful or not. It would be a great relief to be able to stop feeling pain for a minute while she healed herself up after getting injured, but it stopped all physical sensations. What counted as a physical sensation? Was hearing a physical sensation? What about smell? Was vision a physical sensation?

Probably not, but it would suck if Teresa was wrong. The skill would ultimately be more of a hindrance than anything if it made her temporarily go blind and deaf. This could absolutely be another <Magic Wellspring> situation where she was unsure of how exactly the skill worked based off just the definition. She had avoided picking <Magic Wellspring> for a while as she hadn’t been sure if it would work with <Facilitated Restoration>. Was this going to be a similar situation where she avoided a possibly useful skill out of false concern?

Yeah, that was likely. She wasn’t going to pick it. Teresa was sure that there was someone in the world who could confidently tell her “No you idiot, vision isn’t a physical sensation, are you insane?” but Teresa wasn’t sure. That doubt was enough to make her decide against it, at least for now.

She decided to go with a skill she had been putting off for too long now. Teresa selected it, and smiled as <Purify> finally got added to her list of skills. It was about time, really.

By now, Teresa had just under 8 hours before the next stage of the Tutorial. There wasn’t nearly enough time to attack another stronghold, and really she couldn’t think of any additional preparations she needed. She had her weapons, her equipment, her C4, her skills, her stats that would probably give her party a stroke, she was ready.

Teresa did something she had only really done once so far in the Tutorial. She took a break. Fuck it. She deserved 8 hours of peaceful time to herself, soon she would probably be facing some new horror the System cooked up just for her.

The next 8 hours were incredibly unproductive. She kicked back, relaxed, even took a nap. It was great. Teresa spent some time messing around with her new guitar, trying to figure out if she could play a song by ear. She absolutely couldn’t, but it was still fun to try.

Finally, the time came when the countdown reached zero.

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (2/3)

Seize Destiny

You have successfully defended your land, laying claim to it as your own. Monsters will no longer attempt to trespass in this territory without significant motivation. Now that your land is secure, it is time to conquer. Seek out the monster strongholds within the desert and gather the artifacts needed for the upcoming war. Monster strongholds can be located using the <Tutorial Compass>.

You have one month to gather these artifacts. The next stage of this questline will not wait for the completion of the current stage.

Time until next stage: 0 days, 0 hours, 0 minutes, 0 seconds

Strongholds Conquered: 7

Quest Complete

Criteria Met

Reward Available

There was a criteria for something? The Tutorial hadn’t told her that, thanks for the heads up System. Geez, it always did that. Whatever, if Teresa got upset every time the System was vague about something she would always be upset.

She selected notification to view her rewards, and found yet another skill selection. She could pick between <Appraise> and <Inventory> once again, and it was the exact same as last time. The skill she selected would match her highest leveled skill, which was now 12. Well, it was time to go through yet another skill selection-

The ground began to rumble before Teresa could get to it. Her ears began ringing. The Tutorial had never been a loud place, as a matter of fact it was silent most of the time. Now, however, it felt like the world was ending. Cracks ran along the pavement, the sound of thunder constantly rang out as though hundreds of bolts of lightning were striking down at once.

As the sound finally began to quiet down, Lady Liberty took her first step off the pedestal.
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Fuck fuck fuck oh shit oh fuck was what was running through Teresa’s mind as she realized the reality of her situation. Along with the next stage of the Tutorial, another screen had appeared without being prompted.

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (3/3)

Liberty’s Lie

Even Liberty wears a crown. You may not leave the Tutorial during this stage of the questline.

Last Chance To Escape: 0 minutes, 59 seconds

Seize Your Crown

In one minute, Teresa would no longer be able to leave the Tutorial early. There were a lot of decisions to make and not a lot of time to make them. She speedran two monster strongholds in a day, surely she could make a couple decisions in a minute while a giant fucking statue was coming to life nearby.

Teresa used <Identify> to see what she was up against.

{Lady Liberty (F+) (lv 40)}

Alright, well that’s a giant death robot if Teresa had ever seen one. She absolutely should leave the Tutorial now while she had the chance, the fuck was she going to do against the damn Statue of Liberty?

Teresa immediately realized a problem, one so ingrained in her Soul from TV shows and movies that it triggered a physical, visceral reaction within her. It was the feeling of disgust, targeted at herself. Not necessarily because of her indecision, but because of something else entirely.

No time to think. Teresa selected <Inventory> and immediately began grabbing stacks of C4. The knowledge of how to use the skill was imprinted in her mind by the System, and she quickly grabbed a couple C4 kits and shoved them into her Soul.

Putting items in her <Inventory> required her to physically grab the item, activate the skill, and make a movement like she was trying to put something in a locker. She did this with three kits of C4 before she ran out of the door, not wasting any time.

There was one thing Teresa always hated about movies, and it was that the main characters always let the villain transform into a stronger version. Lady Liberty was still breaking free of the pedestal she once stood on, this was the best chance Teresa would have.

She was going to attack her opponent before they were ready to fight.

Teresa activated <Dash> and sprinted to the pedestal from the information center, making it there in seconds. Lady Liberty had one foot on the ground, and she was looking right down at Teresa. Her torch began to flicker, the gold-covered copper moving exactly like a normal fire would.

Lady Liberty seemed to still be booting up, but Teresa doubted she had very long. She made a motion like pulling a coat out of a closet and suddenly she had a block of C4 in her hand. Another motion later she had the receiver, and she stabbed it into the C4 before throwing it at the foot.

Lady Liberty angled her torch down at Teresa, and the metal fire began to glow red hot. Massive tendrils of molten metal shot out from the fire, reaching towards Teresa at an absurd speed. She activated <Dash> and began running away, the tendrils following after her in an attempt to crush her into a liquified paste.

She pulled a detonator out of thin air and pulled the trigger, hoping it would do at least some damage to the-

KABOOM

A massive shockwave sent Teresa flying, one strong enough to kill a normal person. She hit the ground after multiple seconds of airtime and tumbled, renewing her <Facilitated Restoration> and <Magic Wellspring> as she tried to get her bearings.

Behind her, the C4 had completely obliterated Lady Liberty’s foot, and she was now balancing on a stub that went where Teresa would imagine her ankle used to be. She had hoped to speedblitz the final boss, and she successfully landed the first strike of the battle. Not even a minute had passed yet, meaning Teresa could still leave the Tutorial if she needed to. Not that she would, if all she had to do was keep blasting it with C4 then surely she would be fine.

The pedestal that once held up the Statue of Liberty began to glow blue, orange, and green as she sensed more Mana that she had ever seen get absorbed by Lady Liberty. A loud mechanical sound came out from the statue, and the metal around the stub of her foot began to fucking grow back.

Teresa was never going to speak too soon again.

It wasn’t too late to leave. There were still thirty seconds left on the clock to escape the Tutorial. She could go now, save Sarah and be done with it all. Really, she had already made it insanely far. It wouldn’t be shameful to escape now while she could.

But of course she wasn’t going to do that. At the start of the Tutorial, Teresa had been extremely suicidal. She felt like there was no point to life, and trying harder would just make her failures hurt worse. Teresa had believed her future was going to be bleak, that nothing she could do would let her live a life she was actually happy with. Existence was something she had tried out and decided she didn’t like, so she was going to call it quits early.

She had been so wrong.

Not just because magic suddenly became real and now she was fighting the Statue of Liberty either. Yeah, that was friggin awesome and definitely added onto the appeal of staying alive, she wasn’t going to lie. Had magic always been real, she probably would have been a lot less suicidal in the first place.

No, she had been wrong for another reason entirely. It probably wasn’t a healthy reason either, but any reason to stay alive was a good reason.

Teresa did not want to lose. Not to depression, not to a shitty job market, and definitely not to the Goddamn Statue of motherfucking Liberty. The Tutorial was meant for a party of five? Well the Tutorial could go eat a dick, and the System too. She was gonna beat the last stage of the Tutorial alone or die trying.

Now, it was time to not be an idiot and attack the Statue while it was still healing.

C4 and receiver appeared in her hands as she ran towards Lady Liberty, ready to throw another bomb at it. Dead tendrils of gold-plated copper laid burrowed into the ground and scattered about as debris from the explosion had left the area devastated. Teresa crossed the gap between her and the Statue in no time, as Liberty Island became very small ever since she started running faster than a car.

Tendrils of molten metal shot out again from Lady Liberty’s torch, six giant vine-like structures rapidly grew at a pace that was faster than Teresa’s top speed. Teresa wanted to know why the torch could grow metal ridiculously fast to attack her but Lady Liberty’s foot could only repair itself at a much slower speed, but there was no time for her to study it.

Teresa deactivated and reactivated <Dash> again and again, rapidly changing directions to avoid oncoming tendrils. The attacks came from all directions, and eventually Teresa was forced to try and jump over one of the tendrils that was as thick as a minivan. She did not have a lot of practice with jumping high with her stats, but she cleared the attack with plenty of space to spare.

Unfortunately, she was now midair and far easier to attack. Teresa already had experience being in a position where she couldn’t move conventionally, so she put away the C4 and preemptively began building up Mana in both hands. Another tendril tried to take advantage of the situation and turn Teresa into pulp while she was falling, but two shotgun blasts of <Embers> redirected her trajectory midair and she avoided the attack that sped past her quicker than an arrow.

She hit the ground and did her best attempt at a roll, and mentally noted she should try to pick up parkour sometime for better mobility. She got to her feet and pulled out her C4 again, now with a receiver already stuck within it.

Lady Liberty swung her maimed leg at Teresa, attempting to kick her. Teresa used <Dash> to get out of the way, and narrowly dodged yet another strike. There were a lot of things going on at once, and a lot of attacks to constantly pay attention to. Teresa was really using the most of everything she had to avoid dying, and she was pretty sure she was moving a lot faster than normal.

Oh shit, that’s right! She beat the second stage of the Tutorial and probably got a title for it. She didn’t have the time to check it out now, but the boost in stats was pretty noticeable. If she had to guess, it was another percentage buff. Whatever it was, it sure as shit gave her more than +1 all stats.

A massive shadow blocked out the sun, and a quick glance up showed that Lady Liberty was about to smash Teresa with the massive tablet in her left hand. Not wasting the opportunity, Teresa dropped her C4 and ran out of the way as quickly as she could. She pulled out another detonator getting ready to blow it up as the tablet crashed down behind her, shaking the ground and sending debris everywhere.

A chunk of concrete slammed into Teresa’s ribs and back, bruising them horribly. If she didn’t have her Fortitude, that probably would have torn her in half. Her Jack Of All Trades class was really coming in clutch with the versatile build.

Just a little over a second later, Teresa pulled the trigger and caused another massive explosion to shatter the tablet held by Lady Liberty. She was once again sent flying by the shockwave, but she had been expecting it this time and went into the air far more prepared.

Did C4 normally make a ridiculous shockwave like that? She was around 100 feet away from the C4 when it blew up, and it had been covered by the tablet. To be fair, it was magic C4, but Teresa still had a hard time thinking about magic C4 with a straight face.

A massive piece of the tablet had been sent flying, and Teresa realized in horror it was going to land on the cafe. Goodbye mimosas, you were possibly the greatest part of this Tutorial.

The debris crashed down onto the building, leveling it instantly. Shit, that reminded Teresa about the rest of her stash. All of her items that weren’t currently on her were in the information center, and that included four more sets of C4. Teresa had been in a rush when the fight had started and didn’t have time to grab all of her gear, and she wasn’t even sure how much stuff <Inventory> could store.

She knew from memory that it stored items in her Soul, but she did not have any time at all to get acquainted with the skill before she was bombing the Statue of Liberty. Shit, she probably should never tell anyone about this, telling someone she bombed the Statue of Liberty definitely would not blow over well with a lot of people.


Teresa had no problems avoiding the torch tendrils as she ran back to the information center, as she was still faster than them. She darted inside to where she kept all of her loot, and began shoveling as much of it into her <Inventory> as she possibly could.

She was able to fit everything except for her bow, quiver, and sword. She already had all of that on her anyways, honestly she had been more worried about the C4. She was putting a lot of C4 in her Soul, surely that wouldn’t cause any problems right? If the System made her Soul blow up she would be pissed.

A massive tendril broke through a wall and slammed into Teresa, knocking her into a concrete wall hard enough to crack it. Half of her body was burnt from the blow, but thankfully it only grazed her. Teresa grunted as she used <Healing Touch> in both hands and rapidly fixed her injuries, noting the tendril didn’t seem to know her position.

That was important information. It meant Lady Liberty couldn’t see with the tendrils. Teresa had sort of assumed until now that it could see out of any part of its body, as it was a magical robot after all. She wasn’t exactly sure how magical robots worked, but if a car could have a bunch of cameras all over it then surely a giant death robot could too.

Through the hole in the wall, she saw the Statue of Liberty still trying to make its way off the pedestal. The part that Lady Liberty stood on was pretty high in the air, and it was a steep step to the lower parts of the pedestal even for the giant statue. Additionally, every step it took to make its way off the structure seemed slow, and massive currents of Mana arced between the roof and the bottom of its feet.

Fuck, it fixed its foot. On the bright side, Lady Liberty did not seem to be repairing her tablet. That was another piece of useful information. If the statue couldn’t repair its weapons, then if Teresa could blow up the torch the fight would get a whole lot easier.

Alright, she had a plan. Run at the statue, climb up it, put C4 on the torch, kaboom. End of plan. Great plan. One of the greatest plans of all time, second only to “stab the goblin in the face.” 

Teresa ran towards the statue once more, hoping to get one more attack off before it got off the pedestal completely. Lady Liberty’s main body was practically moving in slow motion at the moment. Weirdly enough, it seemed pretty content to stay on top of the pedestal and let her torch tendrils do all of the work from a distance. That made sense, it would make attacking the statue way harder. It had only ever taken one step off the pedestal before it got immediately bombed. Teresa wouldn’t want to step off the pedestal either if she was Lady Liberty.

Oh well, she would just have to climb her way up to it. That’s what her new gloves were for. She activated <Dash> and ran towards the statue once more, trying to run underneath a tendril to stay out of sight. She managed to get right next to the pedestal, and she jumped most of the way up the side. She slapped her palm against the side of the structure and infused her gloves with Mana. It stuck to the wall just fine, and she quickly climbed up the side of it.

As soon as she was on the roof, she immediately realized her mistake. Her Mana was rapidly being drained, being absorbed by the pedestal and sent directly towards Lady Liberty. She had kind of forgotten about that. The concrete rooftop behaved like a Mana vacuum, which she had discovered ages ago with her party. At the time, she had assumed it was to power the spacial magic that was affecting the lobby. Turns out she was wrong, it had been charging the final boss of the Tutorial the entire time.

There was no chance she was going to be able to climb Lady Liberty like this. She already had to deal with the molten tendrils that had spotted her once again, she couldn’t avoid them and climb the statue all while having her Mana constantly drained.

Three tendrils all tried to attack Teresa at once, and she made the decision to retreat for a moment. She needed to think of what to do about the situation. She couldn’t climb Lady Liberty while she was on the pedestal, and Lady Liberty refused to leave the pedestal.

Teresa jumped over the edge of the pedestal and hit the ground running, and an idea that should have been obvious came to her. Duh, just blow up the pedestal. She made her way over to the lobby entrance where her and her party had once fought multiple waves of monsters together. She hadn’t been in the lobby since then, as it was filled with corpses that had been decaying for a month now.

Once inside, the tendrils seemed scared to follow her in. They stopped at the entryway, not entering the structure. Lady Liberty must not be able to see her inside of the lobby, and she probably wanted to avoid damaging the pedestal as much as possible. That was alright as far as Teresa was concerned, considering her plan.

She made her way to the back of the lobby, trying her best to block out the smell. The lobby had a balcony on both sides, though one of them was destroyed where Sarah had once stood. Teresa made her way up the stairs in the back of the lobby, standing before the door with a sign that read “To Pedestal & Crown” above it. The door had been locked when they first got to the Tutorial, and another attempt by Teresa revealed it was still locked.

Even with her increased Strength stat, Teresa was not able to even make the door budge. Whatever was behind this door, it was probably really important. Teresa placed another lump of C4 down, this being her third explosive out of seven. She placed the receiver in the explosive, and got ready to run out of the room. She should probably stick around in case the C4 didn’t get the job done, but she would surely die if she tried to stay in the same room as the explosive while it detonated. High Fortitude or not, she wasn’t invincible.

She took a deep breath to steady herself, then realized she should probably recover some of her resources before running out again. She was safe inside the pedestal at the moment, she might as well take advantage of the moment.

Additionally, she was able to look at what changed with her status. Looking through her screen, she saw her title <Tutorial: First Stage Completionist> had actually been replaced by a new title.

<Tutorial: Second Stage Completionist>

Complete the second stage of the Tutorial. +10% all stats.

That was 5% more than what the previous title gave her. Teresa looked over her stats and confirmed she did gain another 5% stat boost. She had kind of hoped it stacked with the previous title, even if it didn’t show up anymore. Unfortunately, the replacement did not add onto the previous title, so she had exactly 10% more stats instead of 15%. She hadn’t really expected it to work that way, but the System had been vague about stuff before, why not now?

Still, this was huge in the long run. Her percentage buff hadn’t really been that useful early on in the Tutorial, but as her stats increased the title had proven more and more useful.

About half an hour passed where Teresa recovered using the Mana recharging staff before she was ready. She put the staff back into her Soul and mentally prepared for what was to come. As soon as her mind was settled, she used <Dash> and ran out the door as fast as she could. Tendrils chased behind her, but Teresa was faster. As soon as she was a decent distance away, she pulled the trigger on another detonator and tossed it aside.

The lobby where she had fought in during the start of the Tutorial exploded, a massive plume of fire and smoke shot out as part of the pedestal collapsed. Mana began to discharge from the rooftop, sending bolts of what looked like lightning into the sky.

Lady Liberty let out a mechanical scream as its home was destroyed. Mana stopped charging the statue, and the pedestal became useless to her. The Statue of Liberty wasn’t exactly very expressive, but Teresa knew she was pissed.

Once the noise died down, Lady Liberty looked directly at Teresa with an expression as close to a glare that a statue could manage. Lady Liberty stepped off the pedestal completely this time, and began to sprint in Teresa’s direction.

Oh shit.
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Teresa turned heel and activated <Dash>, not wanting to get stepped on by the giant death robot also known as the Statue Of Liberty. She activated <Inventory> and pulled out her poison staff, pumping out as much gas as she could while fastening a rag around her mouth at the same time. It was sloppily tied around her head, but it would stay on well enough.

Now, the obvious thing here was that Lady Liberty was a statue. Those don’t typically tend to breathe very much, so the poison wouldn’t exactly do a whole lot to the machine. However, there was another thing to take into account.

Lady Liberty was 7 levels higher than her and significantly larger. Teresa was not going to outrun this thing going at full speeds, even if she used <Dash>. The statue was fully active now, that brief period at the start of the stage where it had behaved very slowly was now over.

It was down one weapon, but it could still swat Teresa like a fly if she wasn’t careful. The next best solution? Make it harder to see her. The poisonous gas wasn’t particularly thick, but hopefully it would at least keep her exact position somewhat hidden from Lady-

A massive hand punched down exactly where Teresa was standing, and she narrowly avoided it purely because she noticed the massive shadow around her from the fist blocking out the sun. Fuck, Perception was a stat too. Teresa didn’t think Lady Liberty would have a Perception build, but it was clear that it was still high enough to not fall for such a simple ruse.

The statue didn’t stop, instead launching a kick that sent a massive plume of sand everywhere as her foot dug up the ground. Teresa put away her staff and ran to the side, knowing damn well she wasn’t going to avoid this in time. Before she could get out of the way, a massive wall of sand slammed into her at the speed of a small aircraft.

Teresa was immediately engulfed in sand, getting the wind knocked out of her while getting punted like a football. <Healing Touch> activated in both hands as she tried to fix her injuries, and she realized she felt… weightless?


Sand dispersed around her and the ground came into view far below, Teresa had literally been sent flying from the strike. Lady Liberty was running to catch up to her, and it looked like she was about to volleyball spike Teresa straight down.

Teresa built up Mana in both hands, using one instance of shotgun <Embers> to redirect her out of the way of the attack. Air swooshed around her as massive metal fists swung right next to her, making her spin in the air uncontrollably. Could Teresa survive a fall from this height? She was traveling so ridiculously fast that her airtime had increased due to her gliding a little on the wind, but she was still going to splatter against the ground within a few seconds.

She activated her remaining shotgun <Embers> to try and slow down, which did not accomplish much. The air resistance had taken her out of an uncontrolled tumble, but she was still shit out of luck.

Teresa activated <Embers> in both hands, spraying out a hose of fire to try and slow her fall. Maybe if they behaved like rocket thrusters she could have a controlled landing. Teresa began to slow, but it was too little too late. She slammed into the sand, skipping like a stone on water as her body ragdolled across the desert.

Maybe she should have taken <Pain Tolerant> after all.

Teresa struggled to breathe or even move as she finally came to a still. She was buried under a pile of sand, her body not responding to any of her commands. <Healing Touch> still activated in both hands, but she couldn’t move them to where she was hurt. Hell, she was hurt everywhere. Teresa did her best to manipulate the Restoration Mana from her hands to flow out and around her wrists and up her arms.

She had spent some time trying to make the little barrier that converted Mana into Restoration Mana larger, giving <Healing Touch> a larger surface area and allowing for more throughput of regular Mana. Admittedly, she had fallen out of practicing this for a while, especially after she had gotten <Embers>, but the practice she did have was proving useful.

Loud thumping sounds shook the sand as Lady Liberty ran through the desert, trying to find where the little pest had gotten off to. A group of horrified screams caught Teresa off guard, as an unfortunate group of Clubbers had an unexpected encounter with a 150 foot death machine.

The sound of sand being rapidly displaced quickly overtook the screams as metal tendrils shot out from Lady Liberty’s torch, stabbing through and crushing the Clubbers and burrowing into the sand.

Teresa did not have long, and she needed another distraction. As she had leveled up, her healing magic had actually slowed down due to her decreasing amounts of forced practice. It was still ridiculously fast, but for someone with 28 Fortitude it still took a little bit to fully heal Teresa from her current state.

Fuck it, she had one option that might work. She cast <Totem Of Life>, causing a tall wooden totem to appear about 100 meters away. This was the maximum distance she could use the spell, though she had such a ridiculously small amount of practice with the skill she hadn’t actually been positive just how far the range on it was. It began to produce low-quality Restoration Mana from the surroundings, although none of it was close enough to help Teresa at all.

The magic wooden totem caught the attention of Lady Liberty, and multiple tendrils from her torch began to burrow into the sand around the spell. This meant Teresa couldn’t use it to help Sarah, but honestly she didn’t really need it for that. She had spent so long not wanting to use it out of anxiety that she would be forced to leave the Tutorial early, only to not actually need it anymore. At least it finally got some use.

Finally healed, Teresa dug herself out from under the sand and pulled two items out of her <Inventory>. The first was the boomerang, and the second was the <Tutorial Compass>. When the Clubbers had gotten eviscerated by the angry statue, it had shown that it would attack anything and everything. The enemy of Teresa’s enemy was her friend, and in that case she might be able to get an army of skeletons on her side.

She charged the boomerang with <Embers> as she ran with <Dash>, her Mana and Stamina still doing alright. The statue was still searching the area around the totem, so Teresa had a few seconds to get some distance. It used to take several hours to reach a monster stronghold, but after Teresa had leveled up her <Dash> a few times it became a much shorter trip.

Based on how far she had been sent from Liberty Island with that kick along with her own movement speed, she should be able to get there in roughly twenty minutes. She wasn’t sure if she would be able to last that long, especially while taking into account her Mana and Stamina pools, but she would have to find a way.

Lady Liberty finally decided to scoop the entire area around the totem with her hand, causing a massive wave of sand to bury the totem. Teresa felt that the totem had been destroyed, and it would only be a moment before she was being chased again. Up ahead, she saw a pack of Vampire Deer that were all roughly level 15. They spotted her, and upon seeing what was behind Teresa they immediately began to run away.

Totally a fair decision, Teresa would likely do the same in their shoes, or hooves. Unfortunately for the Vampire Deer, she needed some cannon fodder to buy her some time. She sprinted right next to the deer and chased them away from the next monster stronghold. She cast <Facilitated Restoration> as bright as she could and shot it well above the monsters, letting it work as a flare gun. Hopefully that would buy her a minute as she ran in the correct direction.

She sprinted away, eventually pausing to cover herself in sand. The deer wouldn’t work as a great distraction if Lady Liberty clearly saw her running nowhere near the monsters.

Thumping soon chased after the monster pack, buying Teresa some more time. As soon as the coast was clear, she stood up and began running once again. It was difficult not to kick up a sandstorm behind her as she ran, but she managed to maintain an awkward running form that kept it to a minimum.

After about a minute of running Teresa glanced behind her, seeing that the Vampire Deer had all been killed by Liberty’s torch. It was grotesque, leaving smears of dead monsters along the ground where massive metal tendrils had crushed them. Suddenly, the smears disappeared as Teresa got far enough away for the desert’s visibility limiter kicked into place.

Huh, that might actually be useful. There had always been a limit to how far she could see in the Tutorial, even if it was a plain, flat desert. As Teresa’s Perception had improved, this limit had slowly gotten weaker, but it was always present. The one exception to this had always been the Statue of Liberty. No matter where she was, she could always see it in the distance.

Even now, she could still see Lady Liberty hunting for Teresa in the wrong direction. Was she also affected by this limiter? That would be incredibly useful, as there weren’t a lot of places to hide in such open terrain. If Teresa could always see Lady Liberty, but couldn’t be seen back-

Lady Liberty eventually turned her head in the right direction, and spotted Teresa from well over a mile away. She began running towards Teresa once more, slowly eliminating the distance between the two. Alright, that plan wasn’t going to work. If Teresa wanted to hide, she needed to bury herself and stay buried.

She continued using <Dash>, never pausing as she tried to push just how fast she could really run. If not for her limited Mana, Teresa would use <Embers> behind her to run even quicker. Would that work? She had no idea, but she definitely wouldn’t make it to the stronghold if she wasted her resources like that.

Soon, there were more monsters in her vision. A bunch of level 24 Wyvern-Fish were along her path to the stronghold, which was perfect for her needs. Just like the Vampire Deer, they began to run for their lives as soon as they spotted Lady Liberty.

Teresa briefly wondered why so many of the monster’s had any survival instincts now that she needed them to stay dumb enough to actually attack the statue, and considered the possibility that the skeletons would do the exact same thing. All she could do was hope that wouldn’t happen, and she kept her pace.

Upon reaching the Wyvern-Fish, Teresa got a short distance ahead of them and turned around with her boomerang still in hand. She threw it the best she could into the air, aiming for an eye-level height with Lady Liberty. She activated the boomerang’s ability, and a massive ring of <Embers> shot out in the sky, causing a burst of flames to briefly blind Lady Liberty.

The boomerang returned to her hands and she put it away in her <Inventory>, running right back at Lady Liberty. She passed underneath the statue as it stopped covering its face to search for Teresa. More molten tendrils shot out of the torch towards the Wyvern-Fish, making it a one sided slaughter. Some of them desperately tried to shoot fire out of their mouths in retaliation, but they were too slow.

Teresa pulled another set of C4 out and set it up, tossing it towards Lady Liberty’s foot. She pulled out the detonator and got ready to blow it once she got to a safe distance.

Lady Liberty began to turn around as the explosive stuck to her foot, and Teresa briefly wondered if the statue could physically feel things. Did it have nerve endings? Never mind, there was no time to think about robot anatomy and physiology. Teresa activated the detonator, and an explosion demolished the foot of Lady Liberty once more.

The statue lost balance and fell, catching itself with its free hand. Initially, Teresa thought this might be a great opportunity to strike with more C4, but Lady Liberty quickly stood up once more on its stump. Molten tendrils shot out from the torch towards Teresa, making it far harder to get close in time.

She would have more opportunities, Lady Liberty couldn’t properly heal without the pedestal. She would be stuck running on uneven legs missing a foot, Teresa already had her opportunity in front of her. There was no need to get greedy now.

Teresa ran a circle around Lady Liberty, avoiding tendrils as the statue tried to chase after her. It was far slower now and leaning to its good side to stay balanced, so the rest of the run shouldn’t be too bad. Air whistled past Teresa as she ran, totally expecting something wrong to happen after thinking something positive about her current situation. Thankfully, nothing too out of the ordinary happened as she ran ahead of the statue towards the monster stronghold.

As it was, Teresa actually might have a chance against Lady Liberty if she turned around and fought now. The odds were not in her favor at all, but there was still a chance she could pull through. There were 3 sets of C4 remaining, making Teresa glad she had gone above and beyond during the previous stage of the Tutorial.

No, she would maximise her odds by getting the skeletons involved. She was confident the only way she would really be able to kill Lady Liberty was with C4, she didn’t have any skills that packed enough of a punch to properly put the statue down for good. She could probably burn through it given enough time with <Embers>, but she couldn’t imagine a situation where she could just do that without getting killed in the process.

Teresa deactivated <Dash> as she no longer needed to use it, though she noted it had leveled up again during the fight. Now wasn’t the time to maximise her experience gains, she needed to conserve her resources for this marathon of a battle.

Soon, she spotted the stronghold in the distance. There were multiple archer towers, completely stone brick walls, and iron gates. Teresa didn’t need to use <Identify> to know all of the skeletons present were level 30, and there would be well over 100 of them present.

Behind her, Lady Liberty was still keeping up while flailing her molten tendrils in an attempt to murder Teresa. The giant death robot was no longer the fastest thing in the Tutorial. <Dash> activated as Teresa began to sprint towards the opposite side of the stronghold, trying to put the skeletons in between herself and the final boss.

Lady Liberty should have never stepped off her damn pedestal.
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Arrows were planted in the ground near Teresa as she ran around the monster stronghold, archers were taking potshots at her with no chance of landing a hit. By the time Teresa had circled to the opposite side of the stronghold, every skeleton had their attention turned to something of much larger importance.

Lady Liberty was wreaking havoc, her torch’s tendrils clearing through crowds of skeletons at a time. Arrows bounced harmlessly off the metal statue, leaving small nicks that wouldn’t amount to very much. One arrow shot its way towards Lady Liberty’s eye, but surprisingly enough the statue actually took the effort to tilt her head and avoid the attack.

Were her eyes a weak spot? That wouldn’t make sense, it was the same metal as every other part of the robot. Whatever it was, Teresa would be sure to target the eyes whenever she could. It was unlikely, as Lady Liberty was roughly 150 feet tall, but it might be useful.

For now, Teresa recovered. If she tried to go in now, there was a good chance she would get killed in the crossfire. Not a great chance, but still a chance nonetheless. Instead, Teresa pulled out her Mana recharging staff and got to it. Every ounce of environmental Mana nearby got dragged towards her as she absorbed it from her surroundings.

She had a maximum capacity of 903 Mana and 406 Stamina. Her Stamina regenerated slower, but she always used her Mana more anyways. Her pants would help enough with Stamina recovery, and there wasn’t anything Teresa could actively do to speed it up anyways,

So she focused on Mana. As she recharged, she kept an eye on the fight between the skeletons and Lady Liberty. Many of the vanguard had been eviscerated, at most leaving tiny cuts in the legs. Mounds of sand rose from the ground and tried to keep the statue still, but they barely succeeded at slowing her down.

A massive blob of sand shot out from within the walls, condensing and leaving a small dent in the statue’s metal dress. Multiple attacks followed suit, but Liberty’s torch began targeting the skeletal mages. Hell rained down from above, multiple tendrils rapidly growing out and crashing into the stronghold at a speed beyond what any normal human could hope to avoid.

Teresa watched with some interest as she observed how the torch worked. There were 6 glowing hot metal tendrils that grew out of it at an insane pace. Once in a while, a tendril would snap off and begin growing out again to stab into more enemies. It turned the landscape into a forest of metal scrap, killing many of the skeletons within the stronghold leaving behind massive graves of gold plated copper.

Ultimately, the stronghold wasn’t going to give Teresa a lot of time to recover. She had gotten some Mana and Stamina back, but only to about three quarters of their capacity. She would have to make due, as waiting any longer would result in a dead stronghold.

Hang on. Teresa thought of something that might totally be exploitable. She could outrun the statue, why not just take it to another stronghold and keep getting free loot from within?

Surely there had to be something to keep her from doing that. She could probably lead it to one or two more strongholds before she got tired and needed to sleep. That was just a way to get a bunch of magic stuff for free.

There was a risk to it though that made Teresa decide not to go for this strategy. She didn’t know if the Tutorial would keep making these strongholds appear. This stronghold had already been here at the beginning of the third stage, but were strongholds always present? Teresa had spent a lot of time out in the desert, and she had never run into an undiscovered stronghold by accident. She hadn’t really given it much thought at the time, but was the System spawning these in?

If so, there was a chance another stronghold wouldn’t appear after this one. It wasn’t the second stage anymore, and if Teresa wound up wasting a lot of her Stamina and Mana just to discover there were no more strongholds she would be in a significantly worse position. It was still possible, but the <Tutorial Compass> wouldn’t lock onto a new stronghold until she looted the chest within.

During one of her more recent attacks, she had discovered not every skeleton necessarily needed to die for a stronghold to be “conquered.” She had taken some items out of a chest just to find a skeleton had still been alive, but her <Tutorial Compass> had already begun pointing in a new direction.

The quickest way to test if this strategy would work was to loot the current stronghold. Teresa was not going to let an opportunity go to waste, and she began scaling the walls. She faced no opposition on her trip inside the stronghold, as the skeleton army had way bigger fish to fry.

She snuck her way towards a treasure chest that was completely unguarded, then opened it up to see what was within. There was the standard set of C4 equipment that she immediately put in her <Inventory>, and there was a metal water bottle that she also put away. Teresa could figure out what it did later, for now she pulled out the <Tutorial Compass>. Unfortunately, it still pointed at the now empty chest, meaning another stronghold did not exist.

Teresa turned her attention back to the fight, putting away her <Tutorial Compass> and pulling out another item she had been saving for a special occasion. She moved towards the battle, staying out of sight from the remaining skeletons. This was the perfect opportunity, where all of her enemies were distracted. Mana coursed down her arm and out of her hands, into the wand she had gotten from her second stronghold.

A small bolt of lightning shot out, moving far slower than a lightning bolt should. It went towards Lady Liberty as the wooden wand began to crack more. Teresa pushed more Mana into it again, firing a second and then a third lightning bolt.

The wand finally gave out and crumbled into pieces as she used the last of the weapon’s charges. She got another kit of C4 ready to go as the first lightning bolt struck Lady Liberty in the torso.

KABOOM

A massive bolt of lightning came down from the heavens, striking Lady Liberty and creating a massive scorch mark where it hit. Two more bolts of lightning followed shortly after, leaving the statue completely stunned for a moment. Teresa ran towards Lady Liberty, C4 in hand as she got ready to throw.

One’s first instinct might be to destroy Lady Liberty’s other foot. However, the statue had already demonstrated the ability to balance on a stub. It might work, it might not. The next best option was to blow up the already damaged leg again, making it completely impossible to remain standing.

C4 stuck to the knee of Lady Liberty’s injured leg, and another explosion rocked the statue. Lady Liberty began to fall towards the ground, struggling to move after being struck by three bolts of magical lightning. It hit the ground hard, its arm failing to reach out and catch itself.

Teresa used <Dash> and went straight for Lady Liberty’s head. Arrows surprisingly were still being fired, a few of the archers were actually aiming for Teresa now. To be fair, she had just summoned lightning and caused an explosion that did what no skeleton had managed to accomplish. In the skeletons’ eyes, she was just as big of a threat if not more so.

More C4 was out and ready, tendrils struggled to attack her but failed to move at a speed fast enough to actually pose a threat. A wall of sand appeared in front of her as a skeletal mage controlled the ground, but Teresa had experienced this before and actually jumped over it.

On her descent, she threw the C4 towards Lady Liberty’s chest and began preemptively charging shotgun <Embers> in her free hand. She hit the ground and spun on the ball of her foot, activating <Dash> and running away. A second passed as she got to a somewhat safe distance, then she activated the detonator.

Another explosion rocked the Tutorial, and a quick glance showed Lady Liberty was missing an arm. She had managed to raise her shoulder in time to catch the C4 and tank most of the damage, though it was clear the statue was about to go down any second now. Parts of its face had melted, making the statue’s resemblance of a human drastically decrease. 

Teresa turned around and stopped charging her shotgun <Embers>, instead pulling out more C4. She had gotten the spell ready in case she needed it, but it looked like one more set of plastic explosives would do the trick. She got the C4 ready and made her way back towards the statue, using <Embers> to take out a few skeletons that still thought shooting at her was a good idea.

She stood before the fallen statue, tossing the C4 onto its jaw and ensuring with her own two eyes that yes, this time it actually landed on the head. Teresa jogged away solemnly, her mind getting ready to kill the final boss of the Tutorial.

Teresa activated the detonator.

One last explosion rang out, a shockwave blowing sand up into the air.

You Have Slain {Lady Liberty (F+) (lv 40)}

Experience Granted

Level Up!

It was over. Teresa looked around at the wreckage. There was debris everywhere. The stone walls of the stronghold had been knocked over in multiple places, the inside was filled with discarded attacks from Liberty’s torch, and there was the occasional skeleton that had been heavily injured trying to run away. They were running from Teresa.

Questline

Newcomer Tutorial (3/3)

Liberty’s Lie

Even Liberty wears a crown. You may not leave the Tutorial during this stage of the questline.

Seize Your Crown

Quest Complete

Reward Available

The Tutorial will close in: 59 seconds

Exiting the Tutorial is now available.

Teresa sat down, taking a moment. The Tutorial was done. Actually done. She had beaten it, making it through even the last stage by herself. She wouldn’t have made it through the first stage without her party, but stages two and three? Aside from the equipment, that was all her.

She laughed, realizing she was about to see the world again. Teresa hadn’t really spoken to anyone in three weeks. Every day had just been violence for so long by herself. How long was a person able to be left alone? Teresa didn’t know, but the answer probably wasn’t three weeks.

The laughter grew more intense as Teresa tacked on another issue she would probably have to deal with. Whatever, she could take it. No matter what came next, Teresa would find a way to get through it. She had beaten the Tutorial, and nothing could ever take that away from her.

Teresa interacted with the quest screen to get her reward, and she did not even get a choice in what the reward was. Immediately, the knowledge on how to use <Appraise> entered her mind, and she had yet another skill under her belt.

She opened her status screen one more time before the end of the Tutorial. Teresa had learned a while ago she could move things around in her status screen, though she had chosen not to since she liked the original arrangement. This time, she was able to modify her status screen to show her stats at the start of the Tutorial compared to the end.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 34 (F) (89%)

Class: Jack Of All Trades lv 4 (F+) (55%)

HP: (259/468)

Stamina: (112/468)

Mana: (283/986)

Strength: 6 -> 35

Fortitude: 3 -> 32

Endurance: 6 -> 33

Vitality: 6 -> 33

Agility: 4 -> 42

Intelligence: 7 -> 70

Wisdom: 4 -> 65

Perception: 5 -> 49

Unallocated Points: 0

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 0 (1.3%)>

<Mana Control: lv 11 (89%)>

<Healing Touch: lv 10 (30%)>

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 12 (6%)

<Identify: lv 7 (30%)>

<Totem Of Life: lv 0 (29%)>

<Magic Wellspring: lv 9 (98%)>

<Embers: lv 12 (24%)>

<Dash: lv 7 (90%)>

<Intuitive Aim: lv 3 (1%)>

<Purify: lv 0 (0%)>

<Inventory: lv 12 (45%)>

<Appraise: lv 12 (0%)>

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

<Tutorial: Power Hungry>

<Tutorial: Full Completionist>

<Tutorial: Level Pioneer>

<Slayer 1>

<Tutorial: Boss Killer>

}

Along with the level ups, Teresa had also gotten two new titles. The first had replaced <Tutorial: Second Stage Completionist>.

<Tutorial: Full Completionist>

Beat the Tutorial. +15% all stats.

Once again, this did not include the buffs from the previous titles. She gained exactly 15% to all of her stats total, the 5% and 10% of the previous titles were gone. It was still a massive net positive, she would always have 15% more stats than someone at the exact same level and class. Additionally, there was another title that had been added to the list.

<Tutorial: Boss Killer>

Deliver the final blow to the Tutorial’s boss. +1 all stats.

This one was less overwhelming than the previous title, but it was still basically a free level up. She actually had four titles with that exact buff, which was essentially four free levels. Teresa really had the stats of someone at level 38 now, and that wasn’t even accounting for the percentage buffs.

The countdown continued on and Teresa got ready for what came next. First, she recast <Magic Wellspring> on herself to get a buff to her Intelligence and Wisdom. Next, she cast <Facilitated Restoration> in one hand and <Healing Touch> in the other, making a massive ball of green flames appear in front of her. She got it to be about seven times the size of a normal <Facilitated Restoration> before she had to release it, giving herself a massive Restoration Mana buff.

The Tutorial will close in: 16 seconds

She had used <Totem Of Life> earlier and it was still on cooldown. After all of Teresa’s gains, the cooldown had eventually stopped decreasing at 5 days. Teresa had used it barely an hour ago, so there was no chance it would be ready on time.

Oh well. She didn’t need it.

Once more, Teresa began using <Facilitated Restoration> and <Healing Touch> together, trying to make yet another massive version of her healing spell.

The Tutorial will close in: 10 seconds

The ball reached its maximum size that Teresa could maintain, and Teresa opened a menu to leave the Tutorial.

Leave Tutorial?
Yes

No

She selected “Yes,” and surprisingly another screen appeared right after.

Stay In Party?
Yes

No

(4 Party Members In Queue)

In queue? What, was she loading into a game lobby or something? Teresa smiled and selected “Yes,” once more, wondering if anyone had ever died trying to leave the Tutorial only to see another unexpected screen popping up. Pretty much all of her party members had been moments away from death when they left, that could have gone very wrong for any one of them.

There was no sound within the Tutorial as Teresa disappeared. As far as the skeletons were concerned, she had been there one second and vanished the next. This had all taken place just seconds before the entire world went dark, and everything within the Tutorial disappeared.

On a screen that Teresa couldn’t possibly read yet, another message appeared.

Tutorial Complete!
Administering Additional Rewards…

Class Rarity Upgraded

<Jack Of All Trades (Rare) (F+)>

----->

<Jack Of All Trades (Legendary) (F+)>

Royalty Status Gained
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FWOOMP

Teresa heard what it was like to be shot through a pneumatic tube once more as she experienced a System teleport, something she hadn’t heard since the start of the Tutorial.

A comfortable, mellow light hit her eyes as she appeared in a forest, her supercharged <Facilitated Restoration> still ready to be fired. Teresa wasted no time, immediately looking at her surroundings with a reaction time that was no longer human. Sarah was laying on the ground, half of her body missing and her arm barely attached. Multiple organs had been damaged or destroyed entirely, and there was evidence of a sloppy attempt at healing her.

The green ball of fire shot right at Sarah, and two instances of <Healing Touch> were immediately applied to her body. The first thing on the list was to stop the bleeding. Skin and flesh grew to cover Sarah’s wounds within a second, leaving only internal damage. Several notifications began popping up, but Teresa ignored the distractions. Next, Teresa guided Restoration Mana towards multiple organs, causing them to repair themselves ridiculously fast.

Veins, arteries, parts of her immune system, what Teresa was pretty sure was parts of her endocrine system, and broken bones were mended. Sarah had a few ribs that were broken off from the rest of her skeleton, but they were close enough for Restoration Mana to get the job done anyways. 


Sarah was still extremely low on blood, and that was something Teresa didn’t have a lot of experience in. Regardless, she would try her best. She focused on making the Restoration Mana target blood cells, forcing them to replicate with magic. Sarah’s body quickly had plenty of blood to keep her alive.

“Oh fuck, we gotta help Sarah!” A male voice said from behind. Footsteps approached, and three familiar figures were all standing around Teresa and Sarah. “Or… not. Jesus Teresa, that was fast as shit!”

Preston kneeled down next to them, looking between Sarah and Teresa wide eyed. Sarah herself was still breathing heavily, but she looked far too stunned to speak. Aside from her breathing she was still, as though she were scared to move in case it would result in her death.

“Are you okay?” Madeline asked Sarah, everyone now kneeling around the woman. Sarah looked back at Madeline, her face still wet with tears. She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Instead, she just nodded slightly.

Teresa sat back and exhaled, her face twitching towards a smile. She laughed once, then fell flat on her back and started laughing harder. Sarah was alive. She would be fine. Everything was okay now. Tears welled up in her own eyes as a major source of stress was relieved, she had saved her party member and everything was fine.

A pair of arms wrapped around Teresa, as Sarah leaned up and attacked her with a hug that may as well have been just as superhuman as Teresa herself.

“Thank you.” She whispered, sobbing as she held on tight. “I really thought I was going to die, I don’t- I didn’t… I don’t know.”

Everyone was silent for a moment, everyone clearly relaxing significantly more.

“Teresa, are you okay man?” Jake asked, looking at her.

“Shit, yeah man. You uh, did some interesting stuff with your hair I see.” Preston added on. “You doing alright?”

“Oh fuck I forgot, I’m sorry!” Teresa quickly said, activating <Facilitated Restoration> and casting it at Jake who still had burns from the Wyvern-Fish miniboss. They healed up rapidly, and within a moment Jake was back in perfect condition.

“Holy shit dude.” Jake said, feeling around his head. “That was insane! Like, I guess it shouldn’t be surprising after, well, all of this, but fuck man. How long were you in there?”

“A month.” Teresa replied, her voice feeling strange. Everyone’s voices felt strange. Was that what they always sounded like? Shit, was this a trap? Was she still in the Tutorial, the System just doing some weird mind wipe thing about to put her in someone else’s Tutorial?


No, stop. That was just panic. She’s been alone for a while, it wasn’t unfair for conversing to feel weird for a bit. She would get through it. Talking to people was nothing compared to the Tutorial.

“Honey…” Madeline started, looking at her with concern. No one could really find the right words, but Teresa didn’t blame them. In their shoes, what would she even say? Fuck if she knew.

“It’s really nice to see you guys again, I know there’s some weird time manipulation stuff that just went on but I spent a long time waiting for everything to be done. Shit, let me give everyone their stuff back actually.” Teresa unsheathed her sword and handed it to Preston along with her bow to Sarah. Sarah wasn’t really doing much aside from hugging her and crying, but Teresa laid it on the ground next to them.

“I don’t know man, you might be better off with the sword.” Preston said, looking at Teresa with contained curiosity. It was obvious the party had a lot of questions, but they were trying to be nice and not ruin the moment.

“It’s fine, I got some other stuff to fight with. Besides, if I need to stab something I got this.” Teresa said, pulling out the magic kitchen knife she had gotten from a stronghold. It was ridiculously sharp and seemed to never dull, though admittedly Teresa hadn’t put it through a lot of testing.

“Where the fuck did you just grab that from?” Preston asked, eyes wide as Teresa showed off her knife.

“Oh, I grabbed it from my <Inventory>.” Teresa replied completely deadpan. Preston and Jake shared a look, then both burst out laughing.

“Okay that was a good one dude, you actually got me with that. Fuck, your inventory, I wasn’t expecting that.” Preston laughed, clearly thinking she was joking. Teresa put away her knife once more, making it disappear before everyone’s eyes. Everyone paused for a moment, but soon everyone started laughing. “Holy shit guys she deadass has an <Inventory> what the fuck?”

“I can’t breathe, shit I’m laughing too hard. I’m fucking crying.” Jake said in between laughs, trying to brace himself to speak. “Bro is literally Minecraft Steve.”

At that, everyone began laughing even harder. Tears ran down Teresa’s face as she laughed too. She wasn’t sure if it was because she actually thought it was that funny, or just from being back around her party with everything being alright.

In reality, everyone felt the same way.

“So uh… now what?” Sarah eventually asked, as the laughter died down. Good question.

“Madeline, how does your <Familial Duty> work?” Teresa asked, standing up and observing their surroundings. They were in a forest, but the trees were completely unlike anything Teresa had seen. Massive wooden trunks were sprouted out of the ground and into the sky where branches and leaves could be seen far above. The tree trunks were curved, however, and angled right back down into the ground to form an arch.

If she followed the trajectory of the tree trunk underground, it looked like it sprouted out from the ground again a distance away, forming another arch. All of the trees in the forest seemed to follow this pattern, creating a terrain similar to a chess board. There were patches where the sky was enveloped in a thick canopy, followed by patches where sunlight shone down onto huge green and yellow plants as the trees burrowed underground.

“I just feed it a bit of Mana and think about someone in my family. I don’t really know how it works, but using it I can feel that my Mackenzie is alive.” Madeline responded, her eyes focused on something no one else could see. “I think she’s… that way?”

Madeline pointed in a seemingly random direction, but Teresa knew better than to doubt what magic could do. She nodded and began tearing off strips of her sleeves. She handed the rags out to everyone, and even strapped one around her own mouth and nose.

“Put these on. They’re a bit dirty, I’m sorry about that but I did just get done with blowing up the Statue of Liberty. We don’t know what’s in these woods, and I have <Purify> now but it’s still better to be safe than sorry.” Teresa explained.

“You what?” Madeline asked, looking at her with a puzzled look. “You know what, never mind. We can talk about it as we move.”

The party began to travel through the woods. The easiest places to walk were where the trees arched up into the air. If Teresa had to wager a guess, the canopy above kept anything too crazy from growing in the more shaded areas. There were still multiple kinds of moss, but compared to where the tree’s burrowed underground it was nothing.

In the sunlight, green alien-like plants grew out of the ground. Some of them looked like large pods that could fit a horse inside, others looked like mutated vegetation that resembled nothing Teresa had ever seen on Earth.

Were they even on Earth anymore?

“So the Statue of Liberty, huh?” Sarah asked with a smile, walking next to Teresa. From the looks of it, she didn’t want to stray too far away from her. Teresa couldn’t blame the poor woman, from her perspective she had almost been turned into monster food just a few minutes ago.

“Yeah, blew it up. Just didn’t like it yah know? It looked at me funny.” Teresa said with a smirk. “Definitely wasn’t for a quest or anything, just pure love of the game.”

“You should absolutely never tell anyone about that.” Sarah responded with a chuckle. Teresa laughed right back.

“Oh God, I don’t plan on it. For the record, I am not a terrorist, I only blew up one national monument and it tried to kill me first.” Teresa sarcastically replied, glad to finally be back around other people. It was nice to shoot the shit.

“Wait, you actually blew up the Statue of Liberty? Shit I got to stop assuming that you’re joking.” Preston interjected.

“Oh yeah, you would have loved it. There were even skeletons with bows and stuff, I even fought a mosquito that could actually fly. All the ones we went up against were pretty grounded.” Teresa continued. She was about to explain more, but movement caught her eyes. “Stop. Something’s in the trees.”

Up above, there were multiple creatures swinging from branch to branch, many of whom were climbing down to look at Teresa’s party. There had to be at least fifty of them, and they looked like giant white monkeys with an extra pair of arms. Teresa used <Identify> on a few, trying to gauge their opponents.

{Albino Gorilla (F) (lv 8)}

{Albino Gorilla (F) (lv 6)}

{Albino Gorilla (F) (lv 9)}

{Albino Gorilla (F) (lv 8)}

“It’s fine, they’re pretty low level.” Teresa said, becoming far more relieved. If they had been closer to level 30, she wasn’t sure she would be able to protect everyone there.

“You can see their levels now?” Madeline asked, an eyebrow raised. “What are they?”


“Albino Gorillas, none above level 10, most around level 8.” Teresa replied, looking around and using <Identify> on more of the animals. For all she knew, one of them could be a powerhouse amongst weaklings, using them as cover. The flying mosquito she fought had been surrounded by low levels, it might be the same deal here. However, she didn’t find anything exceptional. “We should be fine.”

The Albino Gorillas watched them cautiously, maintaining a healthy distance. They were already smarter than the monsters within the Tutorial, so Teresa would prefer not to kill them if she could help it. So long as they stayed chill, they could leave alive.

Teresa continued forward, leading the party underneath a horde of creatures easily capable of ripping a human being apart. She could practically feel her party members’ gazes, and everyone was completely silent. No one made any sudden moves, though more Albino Gorillas began to appear.

She kept using <Identify> on every single one that she could find, but none were very strong. There was one that was level 10, but even that wasn’t really a big deal.

“Hey I forgot, what levels are you guys?” Teresa asked, staying on guard without being too stressed about their situation.

“I’m level 1.” Sarah answered.

“Level 2.” Preston and Madeline both said.

“Level 3 and my class is level 1.” Jake said.

Okay, so maybe the gorillas would be a problem. Not for Teresa or anything, but if they threw a bunch of really big rocks or something that could be extremely annoying.

“Yeah, we’ll be fine.” Teresa said, trying to sound reassuring. She had a solid 30 levels on all of them, she would do just fine at keeping them safe.

A chorus of gorilla noises overtook the forest as a single gorilla dropped down in front of them, multiple other gorillas seemingly trying to stop him. A quick <Identify> revealed he was level 11, wow. So strong, what a threat. Hopefully it wouldn’t try to attack them, Teresa would highly prefer to maintain good relations with the gorillas. They were gorillas and Teresa loved animals, plus who wouldn’t want to be liked by gorillas? Gorillas are awesome.

The Albino Gorilla approached Teresa, seemingly sizing her up. It was pretty comical considering the large height difference, but the System made things like that irrelevant so long as it wasn’t an obscene difference.

“Hey.” Teresa said steadily, not trying to startle the animal. She wasn’t sure if she remembered right, but weren’t gorillas supposed to be pretty chill with people? Like, you wouldn’t invite a wild gorilla over for a cup of tea or anything, but they generally weren’t outright aggressive. It was the chimpanzees that would get you.

The Albino Gorilla roared in Teresa’s face, seemingly trying to spook her. She barely flinched, she wasn’t even sure if the gorilla could actually hurt her if it tried. The lack of a reaction angered the animal, and it spread two of its four arms out wide. It then proceeded to try and crush Teresa with a massive clap, but Teresa could very easily avoid it.

Regardless, she chose not to.

Teresa held out both arms to either side and caught the Albino Gorilla’s attacks, stopping it dead in its tracks. She began to squeeze, gripping into the flesh of the gorilla’s hands and tearing. The animal began to roar and panic, trying to attack her with one of its two remaining hands.

A quick push shoved the gorilla off balance, making it stumble back before a quick demonstration of <Embers> burnt one of the Albino Gorilla’s arms off. The forest went into an uproar, and two more gorillas dropped down to the ground. Teresa got ready for a fight, but surprisingly enough the two gorillas held out their palms and shook them as though asking for her to stop.

Teresa nodded and lowered her own hands, as she had been barely a second away from incinerating the animals with her spell. The gorilla with a severed arm was thrashing on the ground, screaming and yelling as it gripped the stub. One gorilla tried to tend to it, and the other kept eye contact with Teresa. It very slowly moved its arms down, and one hand formed a fist that went over its chest. The gorilla made a circular motion with the fist, and somehow Teresa understood what it was saying.

Sorry.

Did… did the gorilla actually just communicate with her? Before anything else could happen, the gorillas began to drag the injured gorilla away, the whole horde retreating. Teresa had only really fought against seemingly mindless monsters, this was different.

“Wait!” Teresa called out, and the two gorillas froze. A green ball of flames appeared in Teresa’s palm, and she pointed it at the injured gorilla. The other two seemed alarmed, waving their hands as though begging for the gorilla’s life. Teresa spoke as softly as she could, trying to calm them. “It’s okay.”

The green ball of fire shot out and into the injured gorilla, <Facilitated Restoration> causing the animals injuries to heal. It wouldn’t grow back the arm, but the gorilla at least wouldn’t spend weeks in recovery. It stood up after a few seconds, seemingly startled at the turn of events.

The group of animals regarded Teresa warily, before they began to retreat with the rest of the horde. The gorilla that had communicated with her earlier placed its outstretched hand to its chin and then moved it outwards.

Thank you.

With that, the gorilla threat was no more.

“Jesus Christ Teresa, I thought you were a healer.” Jake said from behind her, seeming just as impressed as he was alarmed.

“About that.”
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“Level 34!” Jake exclaimed as the party looked at Teresa’s status screen.

“That was <Embers> you used? How is it level 12? I thought it was a different skill entirely, it looked like you were an actual flamethrower.” Madeline added.

“What is <Tutorial: Full Completionist>?” Sarah asked, eyeing the titles section. Preston, on the other hand, was unusually quiet.

“I got it from beating the Tutorial.” Teresa answered, putting away her status screen before someone in her party had a stroke.

“Holy shit dude, that’s insane.” Jake said. “What’s your ranking then? It must be ridiculously high right?”

“My what?” Teresa asked, having no clue what he was talking about.

“Your ranking, it should have shown up as soon as you left the Tutorial.” He answered. “Mine was like four hundred million and something, I don’t remember.”

“Mine was in the five hundred millions.” Madeline said.

“Lower end of eight hundred million.” Sarah added.

“One second, let me look for the notification.” Teresa said, glancing through the messages she had ignored while healing Sarah. There were a few she would definitely need to look into more, something something royalty, and there! “Found it.”

Earth Integration Complete

Congratulations on surviving the Tutorial. Below is your current universal ranking. Maintain a high ranking for additional benefits.

969

“It says 969, what’s that even mean?” Teresa asked, sharing her screen.

“Not sure, but yours is way higher than any of ours.” Jake replied. He turned to the person beside him. “Preston, what was your ranking?”

“Five hundred millions.” He answered curtly, not looking away from Teresa. “Are you sure you’re okay man? We all fought for our lives and some of us nearly died, and the highest level among us is level 3. That was tooth and nail, every fight someone could have died. I don’t know what more I could have given, and I only got to level 2 from that Tutorial. You’re level 34 Teresa. You were a healer. The only way those healing skills could have leveled up was from use, and they are pretty high level. If you don’t want to talk about it, we don’t have to, and I don’t really know where I’m going with this but I’m worried about you.”

Teresa paused for a moment, everyone silent. She decided she would tell the truth.

“Honestly, I feel fantastic.” Teresa said. “Like, don’t get me wrong, being alone for the better part of a month? Probably not great for me, but I’ll get through it. Really though, if not for the whole ‘ahhh the world might be going to shit,’ thing then this would probably be one of the better parts of my life so far. I’ve nearly died I have no idea how many times, but somehow it isn’t bothering me as much as it should be. A lot of the Tutorial sucked, but I actually chose to stay longer than I needed to just so I could beat it. All of the magic and skills and monsters and stuff, as rough as it’s been I've enjoyed it. Like life just became so much more interesting, way more than I thought it could ever be. I want to find my family too and make sure they’re all okay, but otherwise I feel pretty great.”

The moment was ruined as Teresa spotted a level 16 snake slithering in the grass towards the party, making her quickly cast <Embers> to kill it.

“My bad, monster.” Teresa said, gesturing towards where she had seen the snake.

“Well I’m glad to hear it, and now I don’t feel so bad about asking this dumb question.” Preston said, looking a little relieved. “Can you like, fit us all in your <Inventory> or something? How does that work? I imagine you could probably move ahead way quicker than us, and time is pretty important here.”

“Huh, let me try.” Teresa said, reaching over and grabbing Preston. She activated <Inventory> and tried to put Preston in it, but nothing happened. “Nope, doesn’t look like it’ll work.”

“I’m gonna start jogging now, I want to get to Mackenzie as quick as I can and this is already taking too long.” Madeline said, beginning to jog ahead of the group. Teresa matched her pace, still feeling like this was practically a walking pace. Everyone in the party followed suit, thinking about a toddler being surrounded by monsters.

They continued on being guided by Madeline’s <Familial Duty>, no monsters really bothering to get in their way. Teresa had seen a notification that she was unsure of.

Royalty Status Gained

She tried to select the notification, but nothing actually showed up. She couldn’t interact with it, and it came with no explanation. More vague System shit that she might never really find out about probably.

Additionally, her class had slightly changed.

Class Rarity Upgraded

Jack Of All Trades (Rare) (F+)

----->

Jack Of All Trades (Legendary) (F+)

She wasn’t sure what exactly that meant as she had never seen “class rarity” before, but she figured she should open up her class and see if anything changed.

Class: Jack Of All Trades (Legendary) (F+)

Jack Of All Trades, master of none, oftentimes better than a master of one. Excel at nothing to experience everything. The multiverse holds many mysteries, why only solve one?

Class Perk (awakened): Gain the ability to unlock skills of any type you have a basic understanding of upon a class level up. Class level ups take 150% experience. General skills gain experience 5% faster, and other skills gain experience 5% slower. Gain the ability to take a secondary common class. Upon experience gain, 75% will go to Jack Of All Trades and 75% will go to the common rarity secondary class. Secondary Class Change Cooldown: 1 month

 +1 Strength, +1 Fortitude, +1 Endurance, +1 Vitality, +1 Agility, +1 Intelligence, +1 Wisdom, +1 Perception, +1 Lowest Stat per level.

There were drastic changes. She could take on a second, common rarity class? She could kind of guess what rarity implied about a class’ quality, but splitting her 100% experience into two sets of 75% was still a net positive. Her actual Jack Of All Trades class would level up slower, but she would also be getting skills from a specific class.

That was awesome! Thinking about it intently opened up another screen, and it was a class selection.

Class: Campfire Cook (F-)

If one must eat, then one must eat well. Explore the lower culinary arts, cooking monster meat and making quality meals.

Class: Gatherer (F-)

Nature has its own resources that one may make use of. Develop a green thumb, and delve into the practice of foraging.

Class: Scavenger (F-)

Make the most of what you find. Your weakness in combat is compensated by your ability to make use of the scraps. Explore lower level scavenging and carcass prepping.

There was a long list of potential options, all of which in relatively the same boat. None of them gave any extra points per level, and a lot of them took effort to point out how… meh… they were. In terms of everyday life, Teresa was sure she could find a job in the long term using any one of these classes. In terms of combat, there were a few options but it was made exceptionally clear just what quality they were.

Class: Militia (F-)

In times of need, even the weak may need to fight to protect the village. Become prepared, and seek out combat abilities that might help you survive a little longer.

Really, might help? The combat option had insecurity issues that went beyond even Teresa’s. The class could at least be a little less depressing about itself. Still, there might be some useful things in there. It’s not like Teresa had a point of reference here, really it was all just guessing. There was one that caught Teresa’s eye, but it probably wasn’t a good time to split her experience from her main class even if it resulted in a net positive.

Class: Housekeeper (F-)

In a world of magic, everyone can benefit from spells, even the weak. Learn Everyday Magic, for simple tasks and household chores.

Did Teresa like the implication about being weak? No, not particularly. Who was getting these classes, all of Teresa’s options had been way cooler. Still, Everyday Magic sounded really useful. Not at the moment, but there would come a time where Teresa was settled down and not fighting for her life. She wasn’t sure when that would be, or who would still be around, but it would come one day.

Unless one of the classes could help her find her family, a secondary class would have to wait. There wasn’t any immediate use from them, though she was very conscious of the fact this choice was technically less experience efficient.

Additionally, she had a new skill she still needed to try out. She also had the perfect item to try it on. Teresa summoned the water bottle she had found in the last stronghold, and activated <Appraise> for the first time.

<Bottle Of Holding (Rare) (F+): lv 0>

Materials: Stainless Steel, Plastic

Enchantments: Can store more liquid than the physical volume of the container. Liquids will remain the exact same temperature within.

Hold the fuck up. Items had levels? What else had levels? That was going to be a lot to keep track of. She had another suspicion, and pulled out her poison staff to check if that was why it had kept getting stronger.

<Goblin Shaman’s Poison Staff (Common) (F): lv 25 (MAX)>
Materials: Wood.

Enchantments: Converts Mana into a poison gas through a low quality process.

Yeah, her poison staff sure had a level, and interestingly enough it said “MAX” next to it. Was the level on the poison staff maxed? Did everything have a max level? She sure hoped she didn’t have a max level, that would be so disappointing. She really hoped it was just items, but Teresa was well past level 25 and she hadn’t seen that before.

It had to be an item thing. The items had rarities to them too, maybe that’s what it was. The higher quality or rarity an item, the higher the level cap. It was a total guess, but it felt reasonable. 

She put away her water bottle and began keeping her eyes out for any monsters. Admittedly, she wanted to just relax and talk with everyone for a bit, but the situation did not call for that at all. A toddler absolutely should not be left alone somewhere random in the world right now, which also brought another question to mind.

“Madeline. Do you know how far away Mackenzie is?” Teresa asked, still jogging alongside her. “Like, she’s not on another continent or something is she? That would be a really big problem.”

“I don’t know, I can’t tell exactly. If I focus on my husband, he feels a lot further away. Enough so that I can tell we wouldn’t be able to get there on foot within a month. Mackenzie though? It feels way closer. I’m not sure how close she is, but I know she is still alive at the moment. If anything happens to her, I’ll know it.” Madeline answered, her eyes still locked on some unseen target. Teresa just nodded, relieved that this wouldn’t be too impossible.

“If you want, I can run ahead and scout.” Teresa said, fully aware of just how slow their current traveling speed felt. “You guys would have to be on your own for a bit though.”

“That’s fine, I think you should scout ahead.” Jake replied. “We can’t just rely on you forever, and we’ve got to catch up in level somehow. Madeline’s baby is more important.”

Everyone in the party seemed to agree. Sarah looked nervous about the situation, but she was doing her best not to show it.

“I’ll be fine this time.” Sarah said, her bow and quiver equipped. “Go for it, we’ll catch up. You’ll be able to find us, right?”

“My Perception is high enough, I can probably find you all just fine if need be.” Teresa answered. She looked to Madeline to point her in the right direction.

“Thank you,” Madeline said, pointing into the woods. “She’s somewhere in that direction, but I don’t know where exactly.”

“That’s alright, I’ll sweep a wide area.” Teresa said, turning heel and activating <Dash>. She kicked off the ground, running with a high bounce through the forest to avoid tripping on any roots. Wind whistled by her, and she even scared the shit out of what looked like a giant squirrel.

She jumped from one clear patch to another, covering a vast amount of area in a wide arc. There were multiple creatures around she hadn’t seen before. Glowing rainbow insects, beavers with multiple tails, rabbits that jumped higher than even Teresa could, and eventually she ran into something that was clearly not friendly.

There was a large glowing orb that vaguely reminded Teresa of the supernova orbs at the start of the Tutorial. When she and the rest of the party had been in the white room, there had been five floating orbs that looked like they contained supernovas. Now, before her, was a larger version of exactly that.

Massive green humanoids stepped out from the orb, clubs and weapons in hand. They were similar to the goblins, but much larger.

{Ogre (F) (lv 19)}

{Ogre (F) (lv 17)}

{Ogre (F) (lv 17)}

There were about ten of them, and it was definitely more than what the party could handle. Teresa felt a bit bad that she immediately assumed they were hostile, as that was kind of racist. She was raised better than that. The Albino Gorillas had turned out pretty alright, even if she had to make an example out of one first. Still, they had expressed a clear level of intelligence and could be reasoned with.

Admittedly, Teresa may have gone a bit overboard with the whole dismemberment thing on that gorilla. Sure, it had tried to kill her, but that was a fully conscious being that was smart enough to communicate. She had done a lot of stuff in the Tutorial, and she would prefer to stop using violence for violence’s sake. 

She stepped out into a clearing, revealing herself to a camp of ogres.

“Hello, I come in peace.” Teresa said slowly, not making any sudden movements. The ogres all paused, looking at her in total surprise. One of them shrugged, and instantly reached for its weapon. “Don’t do that man, I’m telling you I’m friendly.”

The ogre roared and charged her, as did all of the other ogres in the camp. Teresa sighed, activating <Embers> in both hands.

“I tried.” She noted, before melting a row of ogres’ heads off. The rest kept charging her, though their attack almost instantly lost momentum. Within seconds, Teresa was surrounded by charred bodies. She approached the glowing orb and used <Appraise> to see what it was.

<Ogre Monster Portal (F): lv 18>

Materials: ???

A one way portal that connects monster Souls with generated bodies. Can be destroyed for resources.

Well, that didn’t sound great to leave lying around. Someone could get hurt, it was the responsible thing to destroy it. She raised her hand and began building up Mana, releasing a shotgun <Embers> at point blank range. A massive burst of flames shot out of Teresa’s palms, which was actually absorbed by the orb.

Cracks began to form, running along the entire surface of the structure. It shattered, turning into countless pink and red crystal fragments. Teresa walked over and picked one of each color up, using <Appraise> on each.

<Mana Crystal (F): lv 18>

Type: Material

Can be used in low quality general enchantments and magical crafts.

<Fire-Attuned Mana Crystal (F): lv 18>

Type: Material

Can be used in low quality fire based enchantments and magical crafts.

Magical crafts? That was another thing added onto Teresa’s list of things to try. Could she enchant stuff? That would be sick if she could make items magic like her clothing and weapons. She began putting the crystals in her <Inventory>, quickly getting surprised at how many it could hold. It got full before she could put all of the crystals away, but she still had her backpack. She began stuffing the last crystals into her bag, figuring the extra weight wouldn’t bother her. Just like that, the ogre camp was looted.

She felt a little bad leaving the bodies out like that, even if they were charred beyond recognition. She did it all the time in the Tutorial, but being here felt more real. Teresa still wasn’t completely sure what to make of the monsters in the Tutorial, but that ogre spawner description had clearly stated these monsters had Souls. They were 100% real.

Something shiny caught Teresa’s attention from one of the bodies. She walked over and used <Appraise> on the shiny object.

<Ogre Monster Core (F): lv 19>

Type: Material

A Monster Core left behind by a departing monster’s Soul. Can be used in magical crafts, typically as a battery.

The individual monsters had loot? Well, Teresa wasn’t going to complain about that. The monsters in the Tutorial sure as shit didn’t have any Monster Cores. Teresa began to burn away at some of the bodies, revealing the newly discovered materials and stuffing them into her bag.

The whole ordeal from beginning to end took about two minutes, it was back to looking for Mackenzie. Teresa looked at herself as she ran, realizing something else she should work on.

She really needed to figure out how to make <Purify> work as a cleaning spell.
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Running around with a backpack full of fancy rocks would normally be pretty friggin heavy, but it was totally fine. Instead, there was a different issue. It was noisy. So unbelievably noisy. Teresa wasn’t particularly worried about drawing attention to herself, but it was really annoying to hear a bunch of magic crystals clattering against each other right behind her.

Whatever, eventually her <Inventory> would level up and she’d be able to fit more stuff in there. Besides, these Mana Crystals might be worth something. The forest had a lot more life to it, though everything seemed in a hurry to get out of her way when they heard her coming.

There was no sign of random toddlers laying around anywhere, but Teresa was getting stressed out. Not much time had passed, but seconds counted. She kind of regretted looting that ogre camp, even if the whole ordeal hadn’t taken much time. There was a baby somewhere in a forest of monsters, how long could a baby even be left alone in a perfectly safe house?

To calm her nerves, she was messing around with <Purify>, having never used it before. The spell was another touch based spell, making her hand glow a bright white light.

<Purify: lv 0>

Type: Restoration Magic

Channel Mana to your touch and convert it into a healing energy. Use this energy to slowly destroy toxins at a similar level or weaker.

Now, Teresa wasn’t poisoned, but she figured she could use it for cleaning. Germs could be considered toxins if you thought about it wrong enough, bacteria too. It was a bit of a stretch, but Teresa did not smell particularly great after running through a desert or melting a camp of ogres. 

On the bright side, her hair had been growing back. She had lost a good portion of it to a Wyvern-Fish, including an eyebrow. Her hair was still ridiculously uneven, but she could get a short haircut and grow it out again. <Facilitated Restoration> kept her skin healthy, and lots of effort into growing hair had resulted in Teresa’s hair follicles being in great condition as well.

Teresa used <Purify> on herself, holding it to her face as she ran. She tried making the Restoration Mana it produced target germs and bacteria, but she didn’t have enough experience with the spell. As a matter of fact, she had no experience with the spell.

A while ago in the Tutorial she had considered how <Healing Touch> and <Facilitated Restoration> both produced Restoration Mana, but it behaved differently between spells. She had considered them to be like states of matter. Ice was just frozen water, but at the end of the day it was all H20. It behaved differently depending on what state it was in, just like the Restoration Mana from two different spells.

<Purify> also produced Restoration Mana, though in a different state than what Teresa was familiar with. It was closer to <Healing Touch> than <Facilitated Restoration>, but it didn’t heal in the conventional way. Teresa was able to adapt her spells somewhat as needed to do something outside the description, which oftentimes actually led to the description changing.

In this situation, Teresa didn’t really understand the base state of <Purify>’s Restoration Mana enough. She had never actually seen or felt it target a toxin before, so she had no way of really knowing how to make it target something outside the norm like germs or bacteria.

She had half a mind to grab her poison staff and get some hands on experience, but that would be ridiculously stupid and self serving at the moment. Finding Madeline’s baby held a way higher priority than an experiment that could absolutely take place later.

A scream caught her attention. There was yelling and shouting ahead, both male and female. Teresa didn’t really want to get distracted again, but those voices sure didn’t sound like they were happy screams. Someone was being attacked by monsters.

She made a line straight towards the source of the sound, finding a group of 4 people trying to run away from a large boar creature. 

{Charger Boar (F) (lv 6)}

For a moment, Teresa considered that they might be working some plan to lead the monster into a trap. That would be smart, not a bad move. However, considering a middle aged man in the group threw his sword at the monster in desperation, it was clear they had absolutely no idea what they were doing.

Teresa summoned her kitchen knife and activated <Dash>, running straight at the boar. Using <Embers> so close to a crowd of people was unsafe, so she would just stab the thing in the face. Stabbing stuff in the face had a tendency to result in stuff dying, so it was a good plan. A great plan even.

She leapt through the air, jumping directly over the group of people with her knife in front of her. She crashed into the boar at a ridiculous speed, plunging the weapon directly into its skull. The creature didn’t even have time to make a noise before it dropped dead, giving Teresa a little bit of experience.

A small shock ran up Teresa’s arm, enough to make a normal person jump. Was the boar electrically charged? Really? Did the System make a pun with the animal’s name? The boar that was charging a group of people was electrically charged. That opened so many questions. Was that on purpose by the System or just a pure coincidence? It had to be a coincidence, right?

No time for monster naming scheme questions, she had some people to interrogate.

“Hey, you guys see a baby anywhere by any chance? Just like, yah know, a regular old baby? Few months old, goes by Mackenzie, well I mean I doubt she would introduce herself to you considering she’s a baby but you get the gist. Any babies nearby maybe?” Teresa asked, quickly using <Identify> on the people in front of her.

{Human (F) (lv 0)}

{Human (F) (lv 0)}

{Human (F) (lv 0)}

{Human (F) (lv 0)}

Oh, they must have left the Tutorial immediately. There were only four of them, which left an obvious implication that someone must have died just recently in their party. That, or someone chose not to stick around with them. She shouldn’t assume one way or the other, but she had more important things at hand.

The group looked at her, eyes wide and mouths open. Well, they must not really be on board with what was going on, especially if they left the Tutorial immediately. From their perspectives, they were just living their ordinary lives around an hour or two ago then boom! Monsters and magic.

“I’m in a hurry and I’m not going to ask a third time. Have you guys seen or heard a baby anywhere nearby?” Teresa asked, putting a sharper edge to her tone. Really, they needed to get their shit together and stop panicking, that would get them killed in no time. An older woman in the group began speaking, and Teresa quickly realized a massive problem.

They didn’t speak English. Shit.

“Wait wait wait, slow down. Slow. Very slow.” Teresa said carefully, trying to make use of <Translate> for once. She had been able to understand single, simple words from the Albino Gorillas, maybe that was the trick. She sounded like a stereotypical American tourist that thought speaking slower would make someone else suddenly understand English, but in this case there was actual magic involved. “You. See. Baby. Yes? No?”

The woman looked puzzled, her previously shocked expression now seeming even more surprised. She spoke back, saying a single word.

“No.”

Teresa understood it, even if it wasn’t English. Obviously if it was Spanish or something then it would be pretty easy considering a lot of western languages had a similar sounding word for “no.” Whatever language this was, it was much more eastern and Teresa had no experience with it. If she had to guess based on the lady’s ethnicity, it was Mandarin, but that was a totally wild guess. Chinese people didn’t just live in China after all, she could be from Vietnam or Thailand or somewhere else. Teresa wasn’t sure.

“Thanks.” Teresa replied, turning around and taking off. The party began calling after her, giving Teresa the vibe they wanted help, but Teresa had already helped them. Someone else needed her more right now. They were grown adults, they could figure something out.

The exploration continued, with Teresa searching several miles of forest. Every minute started to feel more anxiety inducing than the last. A group of armed adults had nearly been taken out by a single monster that wasn’t even high leveled. Based on their equipment, they had been missing a tank yet Teresa had seen a grand total of zero attacks going back at the creature. She guessed that when some people felt fight or flight, they chose flight.

She shouldn’t be judging. Her perspective was just heavily distorted by the Tutorial is all. Why should a group of total randoms be prepared to fight for their lives against a friggin monster? Sure, it was just a glorified slightly electric pig the size of a shipping container, but that would probably catch Teresa off guard pre-System as well.

Okay, it would totally catch her off guard. Shit, was the human race fucked? There had to be enough people who could survive this, right? Yeah, surely. If Teresa could make it through the Tutorial, then a lot of people probably could. Military, athletes, LARPers maybe? Okay, that might be reaching but they at least had some practice with this kind of thing, even if that was just recreational. Teresa had seen enough videos of people with ridiculous talent using medieval weaponry online, they totally had to be doing fine right?

Teresa needed to find this damn baby.

The terrain suddenly dropped off in the distance, and there didn’t seem to be any forest beyond that dropoff. Thanks to Teresa’s Perception, she could see through the large difference in light levels that land continued to stretch out beyond. There was something else that caught her eye though.

She reached the edge of the forest, looking down at the grassy valley below. Now, what she would expect to see in a massive valley was probably some animals, maybe another Monster Spawner considering everything would be out in the open, hell maybe even a couple parties.

What Teresa didn’t expect was thousands upon thousands of tents. No decorations, just plain white tents with slight blue accents. They were arranged in a massive circle, and Teresa could sense a weird dome of Mana around the entire encampment.

Running in between tents all over were young children, causing chaos as surprisingly agile elderly people tried to look after them. Teresa tried to use <Identify>, but found that she couldn’t use the skill on anyone within the Mana dome. She even tried to use <Appraise> on a tent, but nothing happened.

This had to be where Mackenzie was. This encampment was in the direction that Madeline’s <Familial Duty> pointed in, and there were lots of young all over the place. Was this what happened to the people who weren’t physically capable of fighting in the Tutorial? No one in the camp seemed to be even slightly capable of combat, unless you gave them guns or something. Teresa was from the US, so she knew damn well that giving a kid a gun was a terrible idea, so it was probably for the better that these children remained unarmed.

She spotted a few others along the edge of the valley, people like herself who looked down at the camp in shock. Teresa reacted first, running down towards the camp at top speed with <Dash>. Mackenzie had to be in here somewhere.

She passed through the Mana dome with no issues, and she began searching around desperately for babies. Shit, what was she looking for? All babies kind of looked the same. How would she know which one was Mackenzie?

Teresa’s breathing stopped for a moment as she felt something in her Soul. That wasn’t a figure of speech either, she literally felt her Soul react to something. The desire to go straight to the center of the camp became very overwhelming, but Teresa could still resist it if need be. What was this? A trap? No, maybe it was something like Madeline’s <Familial Duty>. Maybe the camp had some sort of magic to it that helped people find who they were looking for.

That, or it was a trap and every single child here was a goblin in disguise wearing human skin just waiting to jump her. She tried using <Identify> on a child and found with delight that it worked.

{Human (F-) (lv 0)}

Huh, so the kids had an F- instead of just an F? Well, at least she knew they were actually human. It was a paranoid thought, but she wouldn’t put it past the System to make a trap like that. She hadn’t really encountered many traps from the System, if any at all, but that was totally all a ruse to get her guard down. It was playing the long game, but Teresa wouldn’t fall for it.

Still, if this was a trap she might be able to handle it. Unless another level 40 Lady Liberty just sprouted out of the ground, she would be fine. Teresa made her way to the center of the camp, trusting the literally spiritual instinct to go there. She ignored the looks she got from the children and elders, as they were not who she was looking for. Once she arrived, she found a tall, black monolithic structure with hieroglyphic writing all over it.

Teresa placed her hand on it, feeling compelled to by the spiritual instinct that was totally not a trap. She cast <Magic Wellspring> on herself just in case, wanting to be ready for battle at a moment’s notice.

A screen appeared in front of her as the hieroglyphs glowed in a golden light.

Royalty Detected

Qualified Candidate

You have now entered the race to lead [UNNAMED]. You have been given priority status as a result of your Royalty.

Candidates In Race: 1

Qualified Candidates: 1

Along with this came another screen.

Questline

Ruler Of Civilization (1/1)

Leader Of [UNNAMED]

You have laid claim to [UNNAMED], maintain your position as a candidate until the timer expires, then participate in the tournament. One may only withdraw from the tournament through surrender or death.

As a qualified candidate, you have the right to choose which candidate to battle in each round.

Time Until Tournament: 6 Days, 21 hours, 16 minutes, 42 seconds

What the fuck was this shit? Hang on, Teresa didn’t sign up for any of this. Leader? Ruler? Yeah right, hell no. Teresa wasn’t fucking qualified to lead a civilization, or whatever the hell this questline was implying. She put her hand on the monolith thinking it would be like some sort of database for finding people. It was a trap after all, she fucking knew it!

“Well I haven’t seen it do that before.” An old man said, walking towards her. Teresa turned to look at him, mentally trying to calm herself before she accidentally got mad at the man for something the System did. She needed to direct her anger at the right places. Fuck you System.

“I’m just trying to find someone. Her name is Mackenzie, she should be a few months old.” Teresa said, taking her hand off the stupid monolith of dumbness. She hated that monolith already. Trying to make her the leader of a civilization, who was it kidding? What did Teresa know about that? She didn’t know shit, that’s what. Being totally honest with herself, she would probably drive the economy into the ground, if they even made it far enough to have an economy. Teresa had absolutely zero qualifications for what that questline implied, she was pretty high level compared to the people she had seen so far but that was about it. Might doesn’t make right.

“Well, there is a bit of an organizational structure here, though it’s hard to follow. I’ll help yah out. What’s her last name?” The man asked.

Shit.

“Uh, I’m just now realizing I don’t know.” Teresa said, concerned about how this made her look. “Listen, I swear I’m not trying to steal a kid or anything, my party member got a skill that’s supposed to help with finding her family and I’m just scouting ahead.”

The old man laughed, giving a toothy grin.

“Well shit, I get that. I’d recommend getting your friend here then. Yah know, I wasn’t expecting the first person to come from outside of here to be Scottish too, but I ain’t complaining. What’s your name, hun?” He said.

“Teresa, and what do you mean? I’m not Scottish?” Teresa responded, confused. The man gave a confused look back.

“You’re not? Well your accent is perfect, you sure fooled me. What are you doing running around talking with a Scottish accent if you’re not Scottish?” He asked.

“I’m pretty sure I have an American accent, I don’t sound even a bit Scottish.” Teresa told him. Then it hit her. Was <Translate> really translating accents? That’s ridiculous. “Wait, I think it’s my skill, <Translate>. It’s probably doing some weird magic stuff.”

“Oh shoot, I got that one too!” The old man exclaimed. “I was wondering why so many of these English speaking kiddos were Scottish when there’s such a diversity. Hell, my name’s William. It’s a pleasure to meet you Teresa. Now, I think you should go get your friend, once she’s here we can figure out if there’s a Mackenzie at this camp, or at the very least her Mackenzie.”

“That’s not a bad idea, I’ll go do that. I’ll be right back. Thank you, William. We’ll have to talk more about what’s going on later, this kind of takes priority.”

“Best get going then. See yah around!”

“Nice meeting you!” Teresa replied, beginning to speed walk out of the camp. She could totally use <Dash> to go faster, but the wind from her running would probably knock a few tents over. Plus, she didn’t want a kid to step out in front of her while hauling ass. It would be incredibly unfortunate if she accidentally punted a child into the stratosphere.

She sure hoped Mackenzie was here.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“Wait! Come back!” Saylee called out as the scary woman ran away. The woman showed no signs of stopping, and disappeared from her sight.

“Why did you have to tell her no? If we said we saw a baby somewhere, maybe she could have stuck around to help us!” Mali yelled, angry. “You saw what she did to that thing! Where did she even come from? Without her, we’re dead!”

“That woman was clearly looking for someone very important to her. What if she’s looking for her child? As much as I would like for her to protect us, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself knowing we’re getting in the way of her child’s safety.” Saylee responded. “Besides, she didn’t speak Thai. I wish I still knew some English, but I haven’t spoken it since I was a kid. Maybe then we could have gotten some more information out of her.”

“You know what? Maybe it’s good she ran off. Did you see what she was wearing? Metal boots, weird leather pants with chains, robes, you know what I think? I think she killed her party and took their stuff.” Mali said accusingly. Saylee snorted.

“Then why didn’t she take our stuff?” Saylee asked, looking at the other woman in the party. Mali opened her mouth to respond, but closed it again as she didn’t have anything to say back to that. “That woman saved our lives, and all she wanted was information that we didn’t even have. We owe her some respect.”

“We should follow after her.” Michael said. “Where she goes, I doubt anything threatening remains.”

“Good idea.” Saylee said, beginning to walk in the general direction that woman had gone. “You know Michael, you have such an English name. Why don’t you speak any English?”

“I do speak English, just not very well.” He replied.

“Then why didn’t you say anything?”

“I just saw her take that thing down out of nowhere with a tiny knife. I was nervous. She was also very informal, and her words were weird. I felt their meaning as I struggled to understand them. I know you felt it too.”

“I can’t believe you.” Saylee said, shaking her head. She smiled. “Well, at least we’ve got a chance now.”
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Turns out, retracing your steps through a massive forest was kind of hard. She actually remembered her exact path, her memory had improved a lot with her stats. It was just, weirdly improved. Teresa’s brain felt like she had a video of her entire life, with a lot of spotty parts where the quality suddenly dropped into 144p. Most of her life was there if she really looked for it, but she still had to look for it.

It was like having a college lecture recorded on her phone. Sure, if she needed to know something from the lecture she could just look through the video, but she still had to actually look through it. She didn’t have all of her memories intuitively at the ready, but she could retrace her steps by playing through her memories in reverse.

But Teresa hadn’t exactly run in a straight line. Whatever, Teresa only really had to look for her party, not a random baby laying around that could go unnoticed if she didn’t pay much attention. She kept <Dash> activated, letting her Stamina drain as much as it wanted to.

She was getting kind of hungry. Teresa didn’t exactly have a Liberty Island to loot for food anymore every day, that was going to be something she needed to figure out. Could she eat monsters? Like, that Charger Boar earlier probably had a good amount of calories to it, was it edible? Teresa had once heard that an issue with ever coming into contact with aliens would be diseases, as they could get humans sick with a whole bunch of stuff that the immune system had never seen before, and alternatively humans might also get them ridiculously sick.

Did that apply here? Well, Teresa had <Purify> now, would that help with diseases? Shit, that reminded her. Was the common cold just solved now? Get the sniffles and then BOOM magic it away. If she would never have to deal with a stuffy nose again, that would be awesome.

Teresa blasted through the forest, making an absolute mess of the terrain. It would be fine, it’d grow back. Eventually, she heard a commotion and found her party once more. They were engaged in combat with a group, wait, were those trees?

{Sapling Treant (F) (lv 7)}

{Sapling Treant (F) (lv 6)}

{Sapling Treant (F) (lv 6)}

Small trees were using their roots as legs, standing about 8 feet tall. Their branches grew out in a fashion that reminded Teresa of Lady Liberty’s torch, just way slower and weaker. The branches tried to wrap themselves around Jake, though the strategy was not working at all. Madeline’s <Embers> scorched the Treants, making them hesitant to attack. They seemed incapable of attacking anyone but Jake, meanwhile Madeline kept him covered as Preston and Sarah delivered killing blows to the monsters.

Teresa stopped right next to Madeline, deciding not to steal her party’s experience. 

“I need you to come with me, I found a campground up ahead full of children and really old people. I think Mackenzie might be there.” Teresa told her, keeping an eye on their battle.

“You should totally give her a piggyback ride!” Preston yelled over the commotion as he stabbed a Treant in the face. Teresa approved, stabbing stuff in the face was a great way to kill them.

“We probably should have just done that in the first place, but I didn’t think of it.” Madeline said, the party relaxing after the last Treant died. Teresa cast <Facilitated Restoration> and <Magic Wellspring> on everyone, though no one seemed to be hurt at all. Still, the buffs couldn’t hurt.

“Alright, but is everyone going to be okay? I’m strong enough to pick all of you up, but I only really have two arms. We’d be leaving the three of you on your own for a little bit.”

“Go, don’t worry about it. Hell, we might find someone and expand the party a bit.” Jake said. “Should we follow you guys though? I have a solid sense of direction and all but I’m not sure it's good enough to keep in a straight line for however long it’ll be.”

“I’ll use <Embers> on the ground here and there to make a trail.” Madeline said, already hopping on Teresa’s back. “Just follow the burn marks and you should be good.”


“Hang on, let me think about how I’m going to do this thoroughly. I feel like there’s something I should be considering but haven’t yet.” Teresa mentioned, pausing. Madeline looked annoyed.

“Really? What is there to think about? Let’s go get my daughter!”

“Oh shit, I just figured it out. I’ve got <Dash> now, but I probably can’t use it while carrying you. At least not initially. Going from stationary to max speed might break your legs off or something, I just gotta be careful with my acceleration.” Teresa explained as she began jogging back in the direction of the campground. She began picking up speed at a reasonable pace, and called back to her party. “I’ll head back to you guys again once I drop her off!”

“You know what? I would like to keep my legs, thank you very much.” Madeline said apologetically as the wind began whistling by them. It was likely a very uncomfortable ride for her, with Teresa’s uneven hair whipping in her face as they ran. Additionally, Teresa was much shorter than Madeline, making it a bit awkward to stay on. Child safety was more important than comfort, however, so Teresa didn’t hold anything back as she reached her top speed.

She activated <Dash>, gaining a sharp increase to her speed that made Madeline’s legs and arms pop. It wasn’t bad since the increase wasn’t as sharp as if she had just immediately used the skill to reach top speeds, but Madeline did not have Teresa’s Fortitude. 

“Right a bit more.” Madeline yelled over the wind, as they traveled. She continued to correct their direction as they moved, making Teresa realize they really should have just done this from the start.

Madeline’s <Embers> left a trail behind them, which required her to free a hand. Teresa held onto Madeline as she ran, as she wasn’t confident the woman could stay on otherwise. It wasn’t a perfectly smooth road or anything, they were going through a forest. The odds of Madeline getting whiplash were unfortunately high. Surely healing magic could just take care of that.

Finally, they arrived at the campground. Teresa spotted a few people that weren’t there before, likely parties that had been guided by someone using <Familial Duty> or parties who just happened to stumble across the site. Madeline and Teresa made their way into the valley, slowing down to normal speeds.

“Shit hold me steady.” Madeline said as she wobbled on her feet. She had practically just been strapped to the side of a very tiny plane going through nightmare turbulence on steroids. She was alright thanks to <Facilitated Restoration>, but if not for that Madeline could absolutely be injured from that experience. “Thank you hon, I think I’m good now. Let’s go.”

Teresa followed Madeline as she moved past the tents, seemingly intent on a specific direction. There were multiple people eyeing them, ranging from curious children to skeptical adults. Now that Teresa paid more attention, it seemed that the elderly here were trying to take care of the kids. There were even a few older folks who were patrolling around the edge of the camp, probably making sure a child didn’t wander off.

What had happened from their perspective? Everyone here was level 0, excluding the occasional adult she saw wearing Tutorial gear. The elderly and children had no such gear themselves, which led Teresa to believe they hadn’t gone through the Tutorial at all.

Madeline began picking up the pace, seeming to have sensed something. Was Mackenzie okay? Did something happen? Madeline began running, pushing past kids and elders shamelessly as she made her way towards a specific tent. She burst in through the front flap, and Teresa heard her gasp.

“Oh thank God!” Madeline cried, kneeling within the tent. It was exactly the size of a standard camping tent, and Teresa spotted what looked like a crib inside. Madeline began weeping, holding something in her arms as she rocked back and forth speaking almost incoherently.

It was Mackenzie.

Teresa let out a massive sigh of relief as she saw the scene unfold. It was pretty hard to understand what Madeline was saying, but it was clear the baby was alright. Teresa turned to give Madeline some space, but a hand grabbed her own so absurdly fast that Teresa herself couldn’t even react in time.

“Thank you.” Madeline said, still looking down at Mackenzie. Teresa just squeezed her hand, and Madeline put all of her attention back towards her baby. Teresa didn’t have anything to say, not that she should. This was a moment for Madeline, and Teresa needed to let her have it.

She began walking away from the reunited mother and daughter. It was beyond relieving, but Teresa couldn’t just stop now. It would be nice, really really nice, to sit down and pat herself on the back for a good day of work. In just a few hours, Sarah was saved, Madeline found Mackenzie, they found a campground full of people, but she couldn’t stop there. Jake, Preston, and Sarah were still out in the forest of monsters. There were also plenty of others whose lives were probably in danger that Teresa could help.

First things first, she needed to figure out just how safe this place was. The Mana dome that surrounded their campground blocked outsiders from using skills like <Identify> and <Appraise>, though they worked just fine while within the dome. Additionally, the dome was intangible. Did it keep monsters out? That’s what Teresa wanted to think, but she had no proof. The System had seemingly skipped the Tutorial for children and elderly, there was no way it would just plop them down in the middle of a bunch of monsters about to eat them.

Thankfully, she spotted a familiar face.

“William!” Teresa called out, seeing the Scottish man she had run into earlier. The campground was big, but it wasn’t that big. William turned his head and saw Teresa, then waved.

“Hey, you made it back already. Did your friend find Mackenzie yet? If not, I can probably help them out.” William said, making his way over to Teresa.

“Yeah, she found her. Everything’s alright there, but I’m about to head out again. I have some friends still out in the forest, I’m not sure how much you know about what’s going on but it’s not safe out there. I’m thinking of bringing them here, but I need to know how safe here even is.” Teresa explained. William smiled and began explaining his own story.

“Well, I’m not sure how much of this you’re going to believe, but I actually know a good amount about this settlement. I was watching TV sitting in my chair, then everything froze. Next thing I knew, I was in some weird white room. For a second, my body felt like it was on fire. Now I’m not sure what happened to me, but it sure helped me out a lot. I was able to walk without my cane for the first time in years.

“Words started to appear in front of me, and it said I was exempt from something called ‘The Tutorial Process,’ but I could still participate if I wanted to. It said that it would be really dangerous, but there was another option. The floating words wanted me to learn about taking care of children, as if I didn’t already have grandkids of my own. I had a whole lot of stuff shoved in my brain, and I knew a bunch of things I had never heard of before.

“I knew I was going to be appearing within a settlement of some sort, and it would be filled with people like me in charge of taking care of the kids. I learned how to open that status thing, but I don’t know what any of that means. Whatever did all of this seemed more intent on making sure I understood my role within this settlement and laid down some ground rules.

“I don’t mean to alarm you, but there’s some actual magical stuff happening all around us. Apparently, the air here is filled with something that’s supposed to keep out monsters. Now, I don’t know for sure what it meant by monsters, but there was also stuff about selecting a leader and some other mumbo jumbo. I’ve already seen you running around so I know you’ve got some idea of what’s going on, but I’m kind of lost here.”

Teresa nodded as she followed along. The people here really hadn’t gone through the Tutorial at all, and went through their own thing instead. A quick <Identify> showed the man was still level 0, and from the sound of it William had not even seen a monster yet. Additionally, it seemed the Mana dome did keep out the monsters, which was a huge plus. That particular detail was what she needed to know the most about right now.

“Okay, so this magical stuff you’re talking about that keeps away the monsters. Tell me everything you know about it.” Teresa said, picking out the important bit. She could figure out the leader stuff later, she obviously wasn’t going to lead a settlement so it didn’t really concern her. There had to be significantly more qualified people to do that.

“Well, it’s around for about a week I think and then goes away. I know we have a short grace period, and after that we’re on our own. That tall thing you were touching earlier is supposed to be able to show us more details about the place, like population count and such. I’m no good with technology though, it’s all too complicated for me.” William replied. “I needed my kids to help me with changing the channel on TV, I don’t understand any of this. They make these things way too complicated.”

“Thank you William, that’s really helpful. I’ll give you a quick version of what’s going on, and we can go into more detail later. Magic is real now, there are monsters out in the forest, everyone else on the planet went through a Tutorial in groups of five where they either fought monsters or just left early, everyone got their location randomized and now here we are. I’m going to go help some people out and bring them here, do you have a place where I can set down some of my stuff? Teresa asked, being far more concise.

“Tell you what, just set it down near the tall thing and I’ll make sure no one touches any of it. I think we got a few more tents I can set up for you.” William answered. Teresa raised an eyebrow at the thought of making an old man set up a tent, that seemed cruel.

“You want me to do the tent?” Teresa asked.

“Let me, I haven’t felt this good in years. I can’t remember the last time I put a tent up, it’ll be fun. Don’t you worry.” William replied.

They said their goodbyes and separated, Teresa going towards the monolith to set down all of her weird magic crystals while William went to get a tent. He seemed like a nice enough guy, and the settlement sounded safe if he was telling the truth.

She began dropping Mana Crystals out of her inventory near the monolith, eyeing the stupid thing. It had given her a quest she absolutely should not follow under any circumstance at all. Really, the System needed to figure out that beating the Tutorial was not all you needed to lead a settlement.

William had said that it could give her information about the settlement, and while she felt the man was trustworthy she still wanted to verify it herself. She placed her hand on the monolith, hoping it wasn’t about to sign her up for another quest she didn’t want.

[UNNAMED] (F)

Ruler: N/A

Population: 5027

Land: 1,130,973.355 Square Feet

GDP: 0 Currency

Tax Rate: 0% (FLAT)

…

Leader Candidates: 1

Qualified Candidates: 1

Protection Countdown: 6 Days, 19 hours, 55 minutes, 3 seconds

Time Until Tournament: 6 Days, 19 hours, 55 minutes, 3 seconds

Statistic Assistance: 29 Days, 19 hours, 55 minutes, 3 seconds

Upon opening the screen, a massive amount of statistics appeared in front of Teresa. Some of them were self explanatory, like the literacy rate. Others, not so much. The screen had everything, it even listed the settlement’s carbon footprint. There was stuff about agriculture, production, income, military power, exports, imports, everything. Yeah, Teresa was really not qualified to lead this place despite what the System may think. She didn’t even know how to calculate GDP, and only had a vague understanding of it.

Well, it wouldn’t be her problem. She felt bad for whoever was going to wind up needing to take on that responsibility during what equated to an apocalypse. They would have to be responsible for multiple people across multiple cultures with differing ideologies all with monsters and magic completely overhauling how the world worked. When Teresa had thought about what she would do as a leader, the first question that came to mind was what side of the road people should drive on. Then the monolith hit her with a bunch of statistics and really drove home just how bad it would be if she had to lead this place.

No more looking at the stupid monolith stuff. She was just about to go on a rant to herself about how the statistics weren’t even in alphabetical order or anything, but she couldn’t afford the distraction.

It was time to go back to the forest.
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The burn marks along the ground shot behind Teresa as she followed Madeline’s trail back to her party. There were few sounds along this path, and it was much quieter than it had been earlier. Teresa remembered hearing before the System that if the animals in a forest got either really loud or really silent, that was a sign of danger. What was going on?

Weirdly enough, she made it back to her party without incident. Teresa was gassed at this point, for the first time in a while. Her Stamina reserves were depleted. She ran a lot in the desert, but that normally didn’t have the same degree of urgency. 

“Where’s Madeline?” Jake asked as Teresa put her hands on her knees breathing heavily. She raised a finger telling him to give her a second to catch her breath, and thankfully it really did only take a few seconds to do so.

“With Mackenzie. Everything’s okay, and I’ve got a place for us.” Teresa replied. “The campground I mentioned? Apparently it’s a System thing, it’s safe from monsters for a week. It has a bunch of kids there who are all being taken care of by old people. I’m gonna take you guys there, then go find anyone else nearby who might need help.”

The party visibly relaxed, everyone was glad to hear Mackenzie was alright. Everyone began exchanging looks with each other for a moment, all of them collectively agreeing on something.

“Alright, well let’s head to the camp and then we can help with finding people too.” Jake said, everyone else seeming on board with this plan.

“Hang on, you guys are like, level 3. Not even that actually, Jake is level 3.” Teresa told them, eyebrows raised.

“Don’t do the whole ‘I’m just trying to protect you guys’ spiel, it’s lame and overdone.” Preston said. “Earlier I said my universal ranking was in the five hundred millions. You want to know what it is now? Four fifty. I think it’s ranking everyone on Earth by some sort of metric, and people are dying Teresa. I actually gained a level earlier, but my rank was already rising before that. Your rank is ridiculously high, it was what? 969? I bet it’s still 969. You don’t have a live feed of people dying just available all the time man, I can’t sit still in a camp while literally millions of people are getting killed.”

“I don't want to sit still either.” Sarah spoke up. “I know I kind of fumbled the bag in the Tutorial, but I want to make it up. Even if we just help one person out, that is one person who isn’t dead because we decided to take a risk.”

“Fine, but I still think you guys should take someone with you.” Teresa said, now walking alongside them following the scorch marks. “There’s bound to be other competent people too, try to get some people to join the party. Also make sure you don’t get lost, make marks in the trees or something. Oh, and another thing, we have to think about food-”

“We get it, don’t worry man.” Preston said, smiling. “Well, actually that last thing is something we should definitely talk about. Do you think we can eat monsters or something?”

“I don’t know, that’s another problem we have to figure out soon.” Teresa answered. “I have the highest Fortitude and I have healing magic, so when we get the chance I’ll try eating it. One thing, I don’t really know how to prepare an animal, let alone a monster. What part of it do we even cook? The skin? Are the organs the edible part? I know some dishes get real freaky with it, but I don’t know shit about that.”

“Alright, do any of us know how to prepare an animal?” Jake asked, looking around at the party. No one spoke up. “Shit.”

“I’m sure we can figure it out.” Sarah said optimistically. “Sorry Teresa, but it’ll probably taste terrible.”

“It’s fine, I ate hand-warmed hamburger meat in the Tutorial. I’m used to it at this point.” Teresa said.

“Why didn’t you just use the kitchen? It was completely functional.” Jake asked, confused.

“I had to go deep into the desert for the second stage of the Tutorial. For a long while I ate everything that wasn’t frozen, but it eventually went bad so I had to switch to the other options. By that point I had <Embers> though, so I could kinda warm it up if I controlled it really carefully. My hands are basically really shitty stovetops.”

The party continued on back to the camp, no monsters attacking whatsoever. Teresa found that suspicious, considering in the Tutorial pretty much everything attacked on sight.

“Teresa, I think you should just go on looking for people now man.” Preston said, looking at a screen. “Really, you don’t have to worry about us dude, there’s gotta be someone who needs your help more than we do.”

“Aw, already trying to get rid of me?” Teresa asked sarcastically with a smile. Preston laughed.

“Yeah, you’re completely unbearable. We can’t stand you, get lost loser.” He replied equally sarcastic.

“Stay safe!” Sarah said, as Teresa began running already. They were right, she shouldn’t be overprotective of them right now. People were dying, and a lot of them. Shit, was her family alright? Preston had said millions were dying, and the more Teresa thought about the more she realized he was probably wrong.

Way more than millions of people were dying. The way Teresa thought about it, there were eight billion people on Earth. She could totally see one in eight people dying in these conditions, hell it was probably worse than that.

Teresa opened her ranking screen, anxious about what it would say.

968

What? She was definitely 969, did someone above her die? She certainly didn’t gain any levels, well actually her <Dash> had reached level 8, her <Mana Control> level 12, and her <Magic Wellspring> level 10 but they had all been close to a level. Was that enough for her to rise a rank?

Or did someone stronger than her die?

Teresa was running perpendicular to the scorch trail Madeline had made, meaning she was heading out into an unexplored direction. She kept track of where the settlement was, but when she really thought about it she could kind of feel where it was. Did that have to do with the stupid quest thing? It totally had to do with the stupid quest thing, what else would it be?

When Teresa had been sweeping through a massive area, she had only really run into one party. Would she even find anyone? How many people were nearby? Teresa tried to make the most of her absurd 49 Perception, straining her ears to listen for any voices or commotion.

Eventually she heard fighting, but when she went to check it out it was just a few Albino Gorillas and Treants getting into a brawl. Did they not get along? Where were all the Treants coming from? The ogres had a spawner, did the Treants? Teresa hadn’t really thought about it, but did the Albino Gorillas have a spawner?

Finally, she found something. There was a group of nine people, and their levels were disproportionate. Five of them were level 0, while four were all level 1. Teresa went straight towards them, stopping directly in front of the group.

“Hey, you guys speak English?” She asked, skidding to a halt as she rounded a tree. One of the girls yelled FUCK in surprise, so that answered her question. “Great, alright next question. None of you guys are like, serial killers or anything right?”


“Uh, no?” One of them answered, eyes wide.

“Well, that was kind of a shit question, my bad. A serial killer wouldn’t just admit to it. I really should have thought this out better, I do that a lot. Anyways, somewhere over in that direction-” Teresa pointed out in the woods at a slightly different angle from where the group had been traveling. “-there’s a settlement that’s safe from monsters. A bunch of kids and elderly are there, so if you’re looking for anyone along those lines that’s a good place to check. Have you guys seen anyone else? Any Monster Spawners maybe? Oh, shit, you probably don’t have <Appraise>, a Monster Spawner looks like a giant supernova orb sorta like the class selection thingy.”

“How do we know it’s not a trap?” Another man asked skeptically. Fair question, but there was an easy answer. Teresa activated shotgun <Embers> and pointed it away from the group. After a second of charging, an explosion of flames shot out from her hand burning everything in its path before the Elemental Mana fizzled out. One of them muttered fuck we’re cooked under his breath, but Teresa’s Perception was enough to still hear him.

“If I wanted to kill you, I would have already.” Teresa answered. The party was silent for a moment.

“You said that way, right?” The skeptical man asked, his finger outstretched.

“Yeah.”

“Alright, thanks.” He said, and he began heading in that direction. Everyone seemed a little hesitant, but followed him nonetheless.

“So no Monster Spawners?” Teresa asked once more.

“I don’t think so.”

“Oh, alright. Well, bye?” They went their separate ways, the conversation having an extremely awkward tone to it.

Teresa was honestly surprised that went well, she really needed to work on her social skills. Just as she was thinking this, she saw she had another notification. Her <Translate> had leveled up. Okay, that was funny timing and all but they had been speaking English. Why did it even gain experience?

She thought about it for a bit as she explored more of the forest, and eventually she came to the conclusion that it probably had something to do with accents. It was still kind of weird to her that it worked on accents too, could <Translate> actually capture the right vibe that someone was trying to give off? How literal was it? Teresa knew some languages had a formal and informal way of speaking, how did it translate to those languages?

Spanish had formal and informal words, if Teresa talked to someone who only spoke Spanish which version would they hear? Formal or informal? Or was it based on how Teresa said it in English? What if someone was bilingual, which language would stuff get translated to then?

Magic was complicated.

She came across another group not long after, this time being attacked by a salamander the size of a pickup truck. Teresa totally would have expected a salamander to spit fire like a Wyvern-Fish, but instead it seemed capable of controlling the ground. It didn’t make walls of dirt or manipulate the earth in the same way that a skeletal mage did, but rather made the ground behave like quicksand.

A party of five were slowly sinking into the ground while the salamander watched, waiting for them to be completely submerged.

{Giant Salamander (F) [Attuned: Ground] (lv 25)}

This one was actually a pretty high level, at least compared to what Teresa had seen so far. Additionally, the party sinking into the ground all were around level 10, which was not too bad either. Teresa kind of wondered why the Giant Salamander didn’t just jump down and bite their heads off, but its stats were probably all focused on Intelligence and Wisdom.

The Giant Salamander was also the first monster since that Wyvern-Fish to be “attuned,” meaning it was probably really dangerous. Well, dangerous for most people.

<Embers> burnt a hole through the Giant Salamander, the flames killing it almost instantly. The ground stopped being liquid, and some members of the party became capable of pulling themselves out of the ground. Right, not everyone got points in Strength, and none of these people had gone through a class change yet.

“Anyone hurt?” Teresa asked, <Facilitated Restoration> active in one hand. The party looked at her, a range of emotions present on their faces

“Not really, my <Healing Touch> can probably take care of it.” A man in blue healer robes said. Teresa decided that was probably for the better, he could use the experience more than Teresa. “Thanks for the save, though. I’m Leo.”

“Teresa.”

“Pleasure to meet yah. Shit, I can’t even see your level, I haven’t had that one happen before.”

Wait, what?

“You can’t?” Teresa asked, surprised. That hadn’t happened to her either yet, and it also let Teresa know they had made it through at least stage 1 of the Tutorial. That meant they probably had a full set of <Identify>, <Appraise>, and <Inventory> spread out amongst them.

“Nah, I can’t either.” A woman said. She was wearing the same outfit as Sarah, so Teresa knew that had to be the group’s ranger. “Name’s Chloe by the way.”

The rest of the group introduced themselves in turn. The tank was a guy named Theo, the light warrior was a tall woman named Amelia, and the mage was a guy named Noah. Teresa absentmindedly thought that she was going to go insane trying to remember everyone’s names, but thankfully she had her super memory.

“Nice to meet you all. Out that way is a settlement you guys should head to…” Teresa gave them the quick rundown of the situation. Everything went pretty normal until she asked a certain question. “... so yeah, as long as you guys aren’t serial killers it should be fine. Anyways, have any of you seen a Monster Spawner by any chance?”

“Yeah actually, we have.” Amelia the ranger said. Wait, no, the ranger’s name was Chloe. Damn it, come on super memory do your thing it’s barely even been a minute. “There was one just about two kilometers that way, so not very far. It was level 30 though, so I’d avoid it if I were you.”

“Oh, that should be fine then.” Teresa said. “I can’t just let it stay there spawning high level monsters in, that’ll get people killed. I’m just gonna loot this salamander then head over and take care of it real quick. Oh yeah, another thing. Do any of you know how to prepare an animal to cook?”

“I know how to butcher deer. I’m not quite sure how that would equate to monsters though, but I can give it a shot.” Theo the tank said. Alright, she got the name right on that one. “If you’re hungry we still got some stuff from the Opera House.”

“The what?” Teresa asked.

“You know, Sydney Opera House?” He continued. Teresa shook her head.

“No, my Tutorial was at the Statue of Liberty in the middle of a desert.” She said. Theo snorted.

“What were you doing there, that’s American?”

“Yeah, I’m American. <Translate> affects accents.”

“No shit, it does? Well fuck me I didn’t know that. The rest of you are Australian too, right?” Theo confirmed the rest of his party were indeed Australian, except for Amelia who was actually Kiwi. “How did we not know you were from New Zealand this whole time?”


“I was wondering why the Tutorial was the Sydney Opera House, I figured the System just didn’t have anywhere in New Zealand for a Tutorial.” Amelia said. “Shit, you guys are Australian? How has this never come up in conversation?”

“Don’t worry about it, I still don’t know my party’s last names, even though it literally caused me a major problem earlier today. I keep thinking I should ask but I never remember to.” Teresa told her as she stood over the dead Salamander. She pulled out her kitchen knife and began searching for a Monster Core. It was attuned, surely it had to have something special right?

“We were wondering why our <Translate> skills kept slowly gaining experience. We just figured any talking was enough to level it up.” Noah the mage said. Teresa raised an eyebrow at that, not because of how ridiculous it was that they didn’t know Amelia was from a different country but because a decently leveled <Translate> skill would be incredibly useful. Eventually, Teresa found a brown gem near the head of the salamander.

<Ground-Attuned Mana Crystal (F) lv 25>

Type: Material

Can be used in medium quality ground based general enchantments and magical crafts.

The description was very similar to a regular Mana Crystal, but it still showed that it was attuned. Another thing that was interesting was that it was a crystal, not a core. The ogres had a Monster Core in them, the Spawner had been what gave her Mana Crystals. Why did the salamander not have a Monster Core?

“How many high levels have you guys seen? My party has been running around trying to help people too but they’re still low levels, if I knew there were level 25’s in the forest I probably wouldn’t have agreed to let them do that.” Teresa asked.

“We saw the Monster Spawner and this one here, otherwise everything has been manageable. How are you higher level than your party, didn’t you go through the Tutorial together?” Leo the healer asked. Alright, Teresa was getting better with the names. The odds of forgetting their names by tomorrow were pretty high, but she could just rewatch her memories if need be. It wasn’t an ego thing or anything, Teresa had just met a lot of people today even if most of them hadn’t introduced themselves.

“We went through most of stage 1 together, they had to drop out at the end of it. After that I soloed the rest.” Teresa explained. It looked like multiple of them were about to continue talking, but Teresa cut them off. “Alright, I really should get going to check out that spawner. Settlement is that way, if you run into a Sarah, Preston, or Jake tell them about the level 25 salamander. There might be a Madeline, but I doubt she left the camp. See yah!”

With that, Teresa used <Dash> and dipped out of there. She couldn’t just leave a level 30 spawner near the settlement, someone would certainly die from it sooner or later. She was going to destroy it.
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Teresa had climbed up the side of an arced tree and stared down at the Monster Spawner below.

<Treant Monster Portal (F): lv 30>

Materials: ???

A one way portal that connects monster Souls with generated bodies. Can be destroyed for resources.

A group of Treants had exited the portal just a few moments ago, and they began spreading out into the forest. They were actually pretty low leveled, all being around level 10. However, there had been twenty of them in that batch, and Teresa wasn’t sure how often it spawned more monsters. Would it spawn them forever? If that were the case, could they eventually turn these Monster Spawners into experience farms?

They definitely couldn’t right now, it was too risky. It was something to note for later, but if they could make a monster farm that instantly damaged whatever came out of a portal that would be incredibly useful. Just finish off the injured creature, get a little bit of experience for free, and repeat that for a year. She would look into that once things had settled down.

For now, the Treants needed to die.

There were twenty of them guarding the portal, all level 30. It seemed that the higher leveled monsters stayed behind to guard the place while the lower levels went out to cause havoc. Her own party had encountered some Treants before, were they from here?

She also had to consider this thoroughly. There had been many times where she jumped to do the first thing that came to mind, but eventually realized there had been a better way to do things. It was unfortunate, but Teresa couldn’t always think of every possible option immediately. Still, giving Madeline a ride to the settlement should have been obvious from the beginning, but instead Teresa had run ahead to scout on her own without weighing multiple options. She had one okay idea, then went with it.

Teresa wasn’t sure if destroying Monster Spawners was an okay idea or a good idea. On the one hand, these things could get people killed. On the other hand, they also could produce low level monsters for people to gain experience from. Was it a good idea to destroy these?

Safety had to come first. If people wanted to gain levels, they could do it once the world settled down and society fell into a normal rhythm. As far as Teresa was aware, there was no need to rush for levels. Being strong now would certainly help with safety and all, and Teresa herself had been incredibly adamant on getting stronger in the Tutorial. However, she hadn’t known about the settlements.

They had a week before they had to defend themselves, people could level up a lot in a week. Teresa herself had gained multiple levels in a day before, give someone seven days and a big party then they could probably get to a good level by the end of the week.

For now though, survival was the priority.


<Embers> shot down on the Treants, killing multiple very quickly. Some tried to grow their branches out to grab Teresa, but it was amateur compared to Lady Liberty’s torch. That, and they were made of wood. <Embers> was made of fire. It wasn’t exactly rocket science.

The monsters burned as Teresa unleashed death from above. This was one of the few times Teresa was glad her magic couldn’t start an actual lasting fire, seeing how she was in the middle of a forest and all. She had gotten the option to take <Ignite> as a skill if she wanted which could set stuff on fire, but she wasn’t sure she wanted it anymore. It would be great for certain situations, but making an actual fire in her current location could only result in catastrophe.

Hang on, she wasn’t the only person with skills. What would happen if someone else set the forest on fire? It’s not like she could just call the fire department, would everyone have to wait until it rained? A lot of people would die if a wildfire started right now, and there were multiple ways to start one. You didn’t exactly need magic to make fire.

The Treants didn’t put up much of a threat. Teresa was gradually becoming more on edge about everything that had been happening today. It was the same issue she had in the Tutorial, this was too easy. There was another shoe about to drop any second now, shit would hit the fan and everything would go wrong. Teresa used <Embers> once more, targeting the Monster Spawner. The Elemental Mana was all absorbed and eventually the portal was destroyed.

Level 30 Mana Crystals scattered on the ground, and Teresa began stuffing them into her <Inventory>. She had to put a few in her backpack as her <Inventory> filled up again, making her wish the skill would level up already. It was at 71% now, and she wasn’t entirely sure how it gained experience. It was weird to think she had only gotten the skill hours ago, it hadn’t even been a full day yet. 

She was also hungry, the last party she had run into offered her food but the conversation had gotten side tracked. Teresa had left in a hurry, deciding to go off after the Monster Spawner as quick as she could again. It was another example of her jumping at the first okay idea that popped into her head, what was wrong with her?

Nope, time to stop that right now. Teresa did not beat the Tutorial just to fall down another rabbit hole of shitty mental health. She needed to be level headed about this, she was doing good today and things were going well. Madeline was with Mackenzie, Sarah was alive, she had saved multiple people’s lives, if she was unhappy with her performance so far she would never be happy.

It was good for her to go over how she could be doing better, there was no denying that. The issue was she needed to be able to give herself constructive criticism without getting all depressed about it. She needed to think things through a little more carefully. She could make a mistake from time to time, but that was not enough reason for her to go down a spiral of self hatred.

Her mood was kind of ruined now though. Being hungry didn’t help. Shit, how long had it been since the end of the Tutorial? She had her quest screen with a timer on it, so she was able to check. It was the one good thing about getting that quest to lead the settlement, she could keep track of time way more accurately.

A quick check showed that eight and a half hours had passed. That meant it had been about four hours since she had left her party, were they doing okay? She should really go check on them, but at the moment she was still kind of upset. It was stupid how emotions worked like that, she could logically see she was doing her best but emotionally it pissed her off that her best wasn’t actually the best.

She knew a good way to blow off some steam. She was going to kill a metric fuckton of monsters. Looking for her party was the first okay idea that had popped into her head, but then she thought about it more. How would she find them? Would she just go running around back where she came from? That would be really counterproductive.

If she wanted to help, she should launch a preemptive strike against the monsters. Kill as many of them as she could before they could kill a human being. That seemed like a good idea. She would also help whoever she came across, that was still a big priority and she couldn’t let her random emotional turmoil get in the way of that. Still, she was going to kill some stuff.

Teresa ran through the woods, the noise of the crystals in her bag clattering around ringing in her ears. Damn it, it was just one more small thing that annoyed her but it was really succeeding at that. She cast <Magic Wellspring> on herself to help clear her mind a bit, and thankfully it did help a little. It still wasn’t a cure for anything, but it was better than nothing.

She spotted some of the Treants that had run away earlier, and she decided to take her anger out a bit. Teresa went flying at a poor Treant going her top speed, and she shoulder checked it with all her Strength. An explosion of splinters shot out as half of the monster’s body was completely obliterated, and the other half went flying into a massive tree that was far less sentient.

Another Treant screamed, surprising Teresa as she hadn’t expected them to be able to make noises. They were basically trees, after all. Teresa could totally just use <Embers> and be done with it all, but she had been spamming that skill for ages. It was dumb, but she simply wasn’t in the mood to use it.

There were some things she hadn’t been utilizing to their fullest potential lately. Teresa was a kickboxer, why hadn’t she been kicking or punching stuff lately? Okay, maybe she shouldn’t be calling herself a kickboxer, she only did it for a few months in college. Still, it was the only form of combat she had actually trained before. Why not use it?

She hit another Treant with a jab to the face, causing bark to break off. Had this been a creature made of flesh, that would probably be terrifying, but thankfully it was just a Treant. She followed up with a cross, giving it a simple 1-2. Her right fist broke through the monster’s entire body, sticking out the back of it.

Branches began moving towards her as a few of the Treants tried to grab her, but these creatures were all ridiculously low level. This was just an excuse for Teresa to get back into the rhythm of kickboxing, a warmup. Okay, it was closer to bullying, but at least she was bullying monsters that would totally kill someone if they could.

How long had it been since she practiced her head movement? What about her footwork? Teresa began to move closer towards a Treant, making a deliberate effort not to use <Dash> or go ridiculously quick. She imagined she was trying to draw a triangle with her head, all while keeping her arms up and utilizing her lead shoulder wherever possible.

She slipped between multiple branches, rolling beneath them and keeping her feet properly spaced. It had been a long time since she really did anything like this, so weirdly enough it was actually pretty relaxing.

Kickboxing required a more upright stance than boxing. It prioritized mobility and kick defense, not that there was anything wrong with boxing. Teresa had sparred plenty of times with boxers, it was just a different sport. Her back leg lifted and she drove her heel into just above where she imagined a kneecap would be on a Treant. Totally an illegal move that could permanently injure an opponent, but this wasn’t a match between two people in a sport.

The kick completely immobilized the Treant, as what she had actually kicked was more like the monster’s hip where the roots sprouted out. She finished it with a right hook, instantly turning towards the next one.

It was the last monster. Teresa wasn’t completely satisfied with her performance, she had already made a critical kickboxing mistake. She had learned head movement from a boxer, but it didn’t carry over into kickboxing perfectly. Generally in martial arts where kicks were allowed, you didn’t want to go low with your head. That was just asking to get kicked in the face, or kneed if you did Muay Thai. Teresa had gone too low under one of the branches, she should have just blocked and counterpunched. 

Actually, she wasn’t 100% sure on that. She could totally use a coach, but a lot of the joy in martial arts was that it was like a puzzle. Opponent does X, do you do Y or Z? A big part of getting good at fighting was figuring out what to do in the moment.

Teresa feinted a jab to the body then followed up with a lead hook. She tried to hit the Treant with a right uppercut immediately after, but it had already fallen to the floor dead. That was not a fair fight in the slightest, but she had enjoyed it. The entire encounter had taken maybe 30 seconds from beginning to end, so it wasn’t a complete waste of time.

She wanted to try that on something else. Something stronger.

Teresa ran through the woods, instantly killing any medium to low leveled monster with <Embers>. She wanted to kickbox something that wouldn’t just die from one hit. Unfortunately, most of the monsters in the forest were pretty weak.

She came across another party locked in battle with a group of ogres. She was pretty sure she had destroyed the ogre portal, were there multiple? Unfortunately, they were all around level 15. They would still die from a punch, not to mention it would be a lot messier than when she had punched the Treants. These guys weren’t made entirely of wood.

The party was all around level 5, the highest being level 6 and the lowest being level 3. The ogres were pretty high level for these people and the fight was not going in their favor, so Teresa didn’t feel too bad about stealing their kills.

She ran between them and used <Embers> at point blank range, making everyone jump. None of them had seen her coming, and Teresa didn’t want to aim a flamethrower spell next to a crowd of people. Damn, was this how Madeline felt during the early parts of the Tutorial? It wasn’t exactly the same, but still.

The group of three ogres died without the chance to put up a fight, leaving Teresa and a party of injured and shocked humans.

“English?” Teresa asked, looking between them. A couple of them began speaking in what was either Spanish or Portuguese, but one of them replied.

“Yes, I can speak English.” She answered. “Thank you for the save, that was not going well for us. Do you know where we are?”

“Head that way and there’s a settlement that’s safe from monsters. Have you seen any Monster Spawners?” Teresa asked. She quickly described what they looked like, and the woman nodded.

“We saw something like that, but we stayed away from it. I think it was somewhere over there. My name is Laura by the way. The others only speak Portuguese, but I don’t mind translating.”

“Don’t worry about it. Just head to the settlement, I’m going to go take care of that Monster Spawner. Remember, go that way. Good luck, but you’re not the only ones in this forest and other people might need me.” With that, she cast <Facilitated Restoration> a few times then ran off towards another Monster Spawner. 

It didn’t take long to get there, and soon she was able to <Appraise> another ogre portal. This one was level 28, and there was a group of twelve ogres present in the camp.

Teresa ran in immediately, punching one in the back of the knee. The monsters were tall, so she needed to bring them down to her level. The ogre fell to the ground, its leg completely shattered from the initial strike. Teresa followed up with a lead uppercut to the jaw, grotesquely snapping the monster's head back. Its neck was broken, and Teresa moved onto the next target.

The monsters in the camp seemed surprised by the sudden attack, but Teresa wasn’t going to stop. Pre-System, it was pretty much impossible to win an unarmed fight against multiple opponents. Even just two people could overwhelm a decently trained fighter, unless the fighter struck first. If you could eliminate one opponent immediately, then it would become way more reasonable for you to take out the second.

This obviously had problems once there were more than two opponents, and there were way more than two opponents in this camp of ogres. However, Teresa had a little trick that most martial artists didn’t have. Literal superpowers.

Or skills, whatever. Same difference. She kicked the knee out of an ogre exactly how she imagined against that Treant, then followed up with two jabs and a right hook. Another ogre down, ten to go.

An ogre tried to kick her, but she pivoted on her lead foot and retaliated with a check hook. Her fist connected with the monster’s leg that was still planted on the ground, snapping it and causing the ogre to topple over. A quick kick to the head snapped its neck, killing yet another.

Another ogre tried to dive on top of her, hoping to crush her beneath its bodyweight. Teresa was able to avoid it using <Dash>, quickly getting out of the way. It was on the ground now, so she stomped on its head and killed it. Eight left.

Three ogres seemed to get the memo that attacking one at a time was a terrible game plan, and they all tried to swarm her at once. Teresa activated <Dash> and stepped to the side, hitting one with a roundhouse to the calf. The leg snapped, and Teresa jumped up the side of the now kneeling ogre so she could stand at eye level with another. She jabbed it in the face, then the sternum, then followed with a right hook to the temple.

The ogre underneath her tried to shake her off, but she stomped her foot into the back of its neck. The third ogre of this group took a step back, seemingly caught off guard that Teresa had just killed its buddies so quickly. Six to go.

Five of the remaining ogres all tried to swarm her, but she kept using <Dash> to control distance and pick her fights. Her own attack pattern was pretty predictable as she always targeted the legs first, but the ogres didn’t seem capable of retaliating.

One by one they fell to their knees with broken legs. Teresa would try to finish them immediately where possible, but oftentimes Teresa didn’t get an opportunity to do so. She would leave one or two crippled and finish them later, and eventually there was only the one ogre left that had stepped back earlier.

Actually, wait. Where did it go? Teresa looked around, and realized with shock that it was actually running away. Teresa didn’t feel good about killing a retreating creature, but if she let it get away it might go on to kill someone else. She activated <Embers> and destroyed the Monster Spawner real quick, and used <Dash> to chase after the escaping ogre.

Teresa jumped onto the ogre’s back and elbowed it on the top of the head, killing it instantly. That one wasn’t really a kickboxing move, but it felt natural so she went with the flow. Man, she really needed to figure out how to use <Purify> to clean. She always thought that, but she needed to poison herself and figure out the basics first. Maybe poison a monster actually, that might be a better idea.

Footsteps made Teresa turn quickly, ready for another fight. From out of the forests a group of five new monsters appeared that Teresa had never seen before. They were quadrupeds, four legs supporting a horse-like body covered in fur closer to that of a Pomeranian than an actual horse. It was incredibly similar to a centaur, except instead of a human upper body it was closer to a squid.

Teresa almost immediately threw hands, but there was one key detail about their appearance that made her stop.

They were wearing Tutorial gear.

            

    
        Chapter 49: First Contact

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 49: First Contact

After a moment of hesitation, Teresa used <Identify> on the creatures.

{Scilian (F) (lv 0)}

Four of them were level 0, though the light warrior of the group was level 1. Their clothing and equipment were modified drastically from the standard Tutorial gear, made to fit their bodies. Their appearance caused a very contradictory reaction in Teresa’s instincts. On the one hand, the dog-like fur on the creatures made her almost want to pet them. On the other hand, well, they were half squid creature. It was like a cursed version of a centaur, though as far as first impressions went Teresa was not doing a great job.

There were dead monsters all around, and she was covered in their blood. She wasn’t sure what these creatures had seen, but there was a nonzero chance they saw her murderize a bunch of monsters with her bare hands. If another human had seen her, she probably wouldn’t be able to just explain it away with I was upset and hungry. She wondered if these were like the Albino Gorillas, animals with the ability to communicate. However, the gorillas didn’t have Tutorial gear.

“Uh, hey there?” Teresa said, trying to fill the awkward silence that had stretched on for a few seconds too long. Shit, did that sound condescending? She kind of spoke like she had just seen a cute dog that may or may not be friendly. Were these things more like a cross between a dog and a horse or more eldritch squid monstrosities? Why couldn’t there just be regular centaurs?

Her voice seemed to spook them, and they immediately bent their front knees to kneel. They made a noise similar to a whale’s voice, and thankfully <Translate> came through on two words.

War Goddess.

What the fuck? Was her <Translate> having a stroke? Was Teresa having a stroke? One of the… Scilians… reached a squid hand into a bag. Did squids have hands? No, that was a dumb question. These things kind of had hands, but they had a different number of fingers and they all seemed closer to thumbs. They had three skinny arms sticking out each side, making for a total of six.

Teresa was ready for action, but the creature pulled out what looked like bread. It presented the bread to her like it was some sort of divine gift, and spoke again with its strange voice.

Offering.

Alright, this was getting weird. It was already weird, but the weirdness kept one-upping itself and now they were here. What was she even supposed to do in this situation? She obviously wasn’t an eldritch squid god, would it be sacrilegious to take their bread? Alternatively, would it be rude not to take it? Maybe they just had a super different culture or something. Additionally, could she even eat it? There was the whole alien-viruses issue again, would <Purify> help when she hasn’t even used it normally yet?

Then again, she was hungry enough for the alien bread to look pretty damn good. Eh, fuck it. If she died eating alien bread, that would be a hell of a way to go out. She wiped her bloody hands off a bit on her also messy healer robes and took the bread.

“Thank you?” She said uncertainly, not positive if this was the right move. Just in case, she activated <Purify> on it but nothing happened. The Scilians’ eyes all went wide as she activated the spell, making Teresa feel a little surprised they had similar facial expressions to humans. Bracing herself mentally, she took a bite of the bread and it was… really really alright. Like, super duper okay. Kind of doughy, could probably use some butter, but who was she to complain? She just got free food. Mentally, she made a note to avoid killing these guys whenever possible.

She wasn’t planning on waging war against a group of squid centaurs, as a matter of fact she was vehemently opposed to killing things that displayed sapience unless they tried to kill her first. She hadn’t gotten the chance to talk with Madeline about the morality of monster killing yet, but she felt this was a pretty reasonable take.

“I should tell you, I’m not a god by the way. Uh, me, not god.” Teresa said, hoping <Translate> would do its thing. The Scilians stood upright and gestured for Teresa to follow them, and they began walking into the woods. Should she follow them? The whole reason she was out here was because she was searching for people in need, could she really spend time on this?

Then again, this felt pretty important. She could spend a little bit of time with the Scilians, so long as she kept track of time. Hell, they might even be able to help her out with finding people. Same with those Albino Gorillas actually now that she thought about it. Teresa herself had found several parties, but getting more groups of capable people out and about would likely save lives as well. Having good diplomatic relations with the intelligent creatures of the forest would not be a bad move at all.

She tried to talk with the Scilians as they traveled, but conversation was incredibly difficult. <Translate> could only do so much at level 1, and their form of speaking was completely different from a human’s. It was a miracle she understood anything so far, but she was working on it. Each time she tried talking with them, her skill gained some experience. It was really slow, but it was better than nothing.

They didn’t seem to understand that they needed to talk slowly for the skill to work at low levels. Teresa was trying to figure out how their language worked, as a greater understanding of the core aspects of her skills often helped with their efficacy. She had formed a guess as to why they weren’t doing the single word sentence strategy. They spoke in a continuous vocalization, as though their sentences were just one long word. It was like if English didn’t have any spaces, and it was spoken by whales.

Teresa had no real way of telling what they were saying just on her own, she would have to be totally dependent on <Translate>. She didn’t stop her efforts though, she continued with speaking single words hoping they understood her. She tried introducing herself, telling them she was a human, that she was from a planet called Earth, and she tried asking them questions as well. In reality, she had a lot of questions, but she stuck to the simple ones for now.

Unfortunately, the Scilians rarely responded in a manner that Teresa could decipher. Sometimes she got lucky, hearing words like trial and smite, but she didn’t get any context. Those were definitely not words Teresa was hoping to hear, as she couldn’t really think of any good context to them.

It also made Teresa think they didn’t understand she wasn’t some sort of war goddess. Really, it was icky to have them think that and honestly made her uncomfortable. She tried to explain a few times that she was just a human woman, and she was high level giving her a bunch of stats. That was kind of hard to explain in very simple terms that <Translate> could work on, but if she didn’t at least try to convince them otherwise she would feel like a scam artist.

Within about twenty minutes, Teresa’s <Translate> had reached level 2. Continuous and conscious use of the skill certainly helped, but she was still struggling to understand the Scilians. It was getting to the point where she was about to try and excuse herself to leave, people were dying by the minute. Before she could say anything, the terrain changed drastically. 

The forest she had just been in consisted of a chessboard like pattern, where trees arced into the sky then back into the ground. Where the trees grew into the sky, a canopy blocked out a lot of light resulting in small plants growing underneath. Where the trees burrowed underground, a lot of light was able to find its way to the ground allowing plants to grow massive. The pattern wasn’t even, it was more of a drunk chessboard than anything, but that was no longer the case here.

Now, the land had turned into a swamp. It was eerie, as the swamp water was strangely clean and had a very blue hue to it. The area smelled like hand sanitizer mixed with gummy bears, a combination that made no sense to Teresa’s brain. She was admittedly pretty thirsty, but she wasn’t sure if <Purify> would make the water drinkable. She really needed to get on with figuring that skill out, she kept finding a lot of potential uses for it that were limited by the skill’s complete and utter lack of experience.

What caught her eye next was shocking. Tents. There was a settlement here in the swamp, and Teresa spotted numerous tiny Scilian children running around in the camp. The settlement was small, being about half the size of the human settlement. This only raised more questions. Where did these guys come from? Was this some sort of multiverse thing? The System was supposedly multiversal, though honestly most of Teresa’s understanding of that subject came from superhero movies.

The Scilians stopped, seemingly afraid to go any further. Teresa frowned, confused. She had already been confused for some time now, but the world never failed to make her even more bamboozled by literally everything. Did they want her to lead the way or something? Was there some sort of Scilian internal conflict that she didn’t know about? Alien civil war? Oh fuck, was Teresa the first person to talk to aliens? Take that Neil Armstrong.

Strange water ripples caught Teresa’s eye. There was something in the water circling the settlement but never crossing over the Mana dome that protected it. Was there some sort of monster camping their home? Teresa could probably kill it, that was kind of a dick move. Besides, if a powerful alien came across the human settlement and saw a monster prowling the borders, she’d hope it would be willing to help out.

Treat others the way you want to be treated, even Pomeranian squid centaurs. Teresa tried to use <Identify>, but found she couldn’t use the skill on the monster without a clear line of sight. The water around it was incredibly foggy, and it had a weird effect on Teresa’s vision. If she didn’t look directly at it, she wouldn’t notice the massive cloud of fog in the otherwise clear blue water. This was totally magic, something that messed with her Perception of the monster.

Well, nothing was going to get done standing around. She felt kind of bad standing in the waist deep water covered in blood, as she was definitely polluting the area. Still, something had to kill whatever that thing was. She tried to use <Dash>, and found it incredibly difficult to move through the swamp. Rather than being fast enough to catch a prop plane on a runway, she was slowed down to teenager completely disregarding the speed limits in a suburban neighborhood.

She pushed through the water, moving towards the creature as quick as she could. Behind her, the Scilians made a noise that matched an emotion too complex for <Translate> to figure out. The monster in the water began to approach her, and she was ready for it. Whatever it was, it had to be small. The water was waist high on Teresa, and she wasn’t very tall. The foggy cloud covered a wide area, making Teresa wonder what shape it would be. Maybe it was like a stingray, really flat but large in surface area. Whatever it was, she would punch it in the face.

The water burst into the air as a massive hill of shifting mud and twigs shot out from the water. A stream of mud shot out from the hill towards Teresa, forcing her to literally jump out of the water so she wouldn’t get blasted with the attack.

{Scilian Swamp Elemental (F) (lv 35)} 

The monster was higher level than even Teresa, making her realize she needed to take this seriously. She began charging up shotgun <Embers> while in the air, just in time for another stream of mud to be shot at her.

Teresa blasted one explosion of flames from her hands, being cautious not to fire in the direction of the settlement. This successfully redirected her out of the way, and she fired the second charge right at the Swamp Elemental.

The spell coated the mud in flames, causing a layer of it to harden into something similar to clay. The monster vibrated, causing a sound that <Translate> interpreted as pain. The clay broke off as the Swamp Elemental began moving, the entire hill darting through the swamp towards Teresa.

Teresa was not going to be faster than this monster in its own terrain. Her only hope was to keep jumping out of the water while trying to fight it. She did her best leap out of the water towards the side at the last moment, activating <Embers> once again. She didn’t try to use the shotgun variation of the spell, settling for just trying to coat the Elemental in as much fire as possible.

Two streams of flames shot out, slightly altering Teresa’s trajectory in the air. The twin streams scorched the Elemental, making it continue to vibrate angrily. It remained stationary for a moment as Teresa attacked it, but as soon as she hit the ground she realized she was in trouble.

The mud in the water underneath her feet grabbed her by the ankles, pulling her into the ground. She took in a quick breath before her head went underwater, and she panicked thinking about what she should do. She tried firing <Embers> while in the water, but the flames made her surroundings start to boil. She would kill herself long before she killed the Elemental at that rate.

She wasn’t sure how long she could hold her breath. Did one of her stats help with that? She hadn’t exactly tested this yet, it had never occurred to her. She went over her skills, trying to think of what could work. She activated <Purify>, but it didn’t affect the creature. <Dash> made it harder for the creature to hold onto her, but it wasn’t enough to get above water again.

The rest of her skills were either healing skills or general skills that improved her quality of life, she was shit out of luck. Fuck, she couldn’t put the damn thing in her <Inventory> either. Could she flood her <Inventory> with water? She hadn’t experimented with it a lot, and it was already pretty full. She was pretty sure its capacity was based on mass, so she likely wouldn’t be able to get nearly enough water into her Soul anyways.

Shotgun <Embers> might work, but that would ideally be a last resort. Who knew how much damage she would do to herself with that? She might blow her own legs off, and she was pretty sure she couldn’t grow lost limbs back. Eventually, she came to the conclusion she had three options. In her <Inventory>, she still had her Bottle Of Holding. Its description said it could hold more liquid than the volume of the container would suggest, and it was time to test just how true that was.

If that didn’t work, it was either use shotgun <Embers> or a secret third thing she was saving for a rainy day. She pulled out the container and opened the cap, and immediately a massive current of water started rushing into the bottle. It caused a small whirlpool to form around Teresa, lowering the water just enough for her to take another breath. The bottle quickly filled up though, and it was back to being underwater.

She focused on the bottle and tried to make all of the water shoot out of it, and thankfully it worked. She pointed the bottle down and it blasted water out at a ridiculous speed. This combined with her <Dash> enhanced kicking legs allowed her to finally break free from the Elemental’s grip and pull herself out from under the water.

Standing up again, Teresa decided on a Hail Mary strategy. She dove headfirst at the Elemental, burrowing into the monster’s main body on purpose. She struggled to breath as the mud of the monster began compressing, trying to crush her inside of itself. Teresa’s bones cracked as she wiggled her hands deeper into the mud, charging up her shotgun <Embers>. The spell would be fired away from herself, so the odds of getting hurt were decreased.

Two massive explosions went off within the Swamp Elemental, causing mud and debris to go flying everywhere.

You Have Slain {Scilian Swamp Elemental (F) (lv 35)}

Experience Granted
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                Chapter 50: The Goodest Boy

Mijo was a good boy. He was laying in the living room with his best friend in the whole world, Javi. The strange box of dreams showed scenes Mijo didn’t really understand, but Javi seemed to enjoy it. That was enough for Mijo. The strange man in the box began screaming, and his hair turned bright yellow as he got into a fight with a bunch of strange creatures Mijo had never seen before.

Mijo decidedly stayed watching over Charlie. He was a small human, the only one of Javi’s litter. Mijo didn’t know where Charlie’s birth mother had gone, but the workings of humans was beyond him. Javi had come home one day with Charlie, and that was enough for Mijo to accept him.

The baby watched Mijo as Mijo watched the baby, both locked in eye contact looking at each other. Mijo tilted his head, trying to make a playful face to make Charlie laugh. He liked it when that happened. Javi may be his best friend, but Mijo would die to protect Charlie.

Soon, Javi said one of Mijo’s favorite words.

“Maxwell, you want to go on a walk?”

Mijo didn’t know what any of those other words meant, but he sure knew walk. He got to his feet slowly, trying to stay balanced. Lately, he hadn’t been able to walk as far as he used to. His hips hurt, and he was always tired. It was completely opposite from when he was younger.

Mijo had memories from when he was young. He had a different human back then, and they would train him to try to bite people wearing strange baggy clothes. They would yell a word, and he would go bite their baggy arm, and for some reason this made them happy.

It displeased Mijo, he didn’t like biting people. Eventually, they decided Mijo was not cut out for that line of work, and he was given to Javi who had taken care of him ever since. Mijo wasn’t complaining, Javi was great. He was super smart. He knew how to use the weird contraptions on the walls that caused them to open, he always brought home food, and he could throw a ball like no other.

He sat in front of the door, where Javi always did that thing with the object that caused it to open. What a genius. Javi was picking up Charlie and putting him in a stroller. If they weren’t careful, Charlie would get up and walk away. Mijo remembered when Charlie started walking, it was amazing. Javi had been there, and it had been a great day for everyone.

“Alright Max, are you ready? Aw, I love you Mijo, you’re such a good boy. Oh yes you are.” Javi said, kissing the top of Mijo’s head. Mijo loved it when Javi said that. He also liked to use the words Max and Maxwell a lot, but Mijo had never figured those ones out. His tail began wagging, as quick as an old dog’s tail could wag. 

Once they were outside, they would probably see if Charlie was up to walk too. While Mijo had been slowing down, Charlie had been speeding up. It made Mijo sad, knowing he may not get to see Charlie grow up into a big human like Javi, but that was the way it went. Mijo would make the most of the time he had.

Javi placed his hand on the door and began to open it. Mijo could hardly wait, he stuck his nose in the opening and tried to step out, but suddenly he was unable to move. Everything froze, as if the world stood still. Mijo had seen Javi make the strange dream box do this a few times before, and he wondered why Javi had paused everything. 

FWOOMP

Mijo was no longer home. Everything was white, and strange things began to appear before him. He understood none of it, he just wanted to know where Javi went. He searched the room, trying to find a scent. There was nothing, an anomaly he had never experienced before. Usually he could smell at least something, but the only hint of Javi was on himself.

After a few moments, fire went through his body. He yelped in surprise, looking for who had done that. Strangely enough, he was walking better now. Whoever had done that may not deserve to be yelled at, and instead thanked. He looked around for who had done this when he heard another sound.

FWOOMP

The white room had changed, and now there were other dogs in the same room as him. Mijo’s ears perked up, and they all began to exchange greetings. They sniffed one another, and Mijo thought they were alright. The quick distraction didn’t make him forget about Javi though, and he looked around the room for something different.

There were a few floating weird things Mijo had never seen before. They had fire inside, shining multiple bright colors. Mijo approached them, curious to see what these new objects were. They had scents he had never smelt before, they smelled like things that weren’t actually things.

For example, two of them smelt smart. One of them smelt fast, one of them smelt strong, and another smelt durable. The smart fires reminded Mijo of Javi, he was really smart. Mijo gently licked one of the smart fires, hoping it wouldn’t burn him.

The ball disappeared, and suddenly Mijo felt something strange happen. He felt like his bark had changed, and he wasn’t sure how to feel about that. Eventually, the other dogs in the room each got curious and chose a ball, going for the one that appealed to them the most.

FWOOMP

They were in a large building, one Mijo actually recognized. It was something Javi had called The Mall. It was a completely abandoned building, and normally they had to sneak inside. However, it was always really fun to explore. There were lots of new smells and cool sights, there was no one around and they both seemed to enjoy just looking around.

They hadn’t been there since Mijo got older and once Charlie came into the picture. It was a shame, Charlie should get to see The Mall too. Strange sounds came from one of the rooms along the wall, and scary strange creatures began to appear. Mijo knew instinctively that if he wanted to leave, he could. All of the other dogs did so immediately, and they vanished into thin air.

This was Javi’s territory, Mijo wasn’t going to let them have it. He began barking at the monsters in front of him, terrified but trying his best not to show it. If he could scare them off, that would be best. The monsters approached anyway, making Mijo nervous. If he had to bite them, he would. He didn’t want to hurt anything, but this was Javi’s The Mall, not their The Mall. He couldn’t take Charlie here one day if these scary things were going to be mean.

Mijo couldn’t really jump the way he used to, even after the weird white room helped him out. Still, he made his way towards them ready to bite. One of the monsters, a tall, skinny creature with big ears, swiped a clawed hand at Mijo. Mijo recoiled, realizing he wasn’t fast enough to get close. He barked again as the slow moving monster kept approaching, seemingly intent on cornering him.

Something strange happened as Mijo changed his bark. He did what he had learned earlier, making his bark more. His voice caused the air in front of him to shimmer, making the monsters wince in pain. They covered their ears, giving Mijo the perfect chance to attack.

He bit and chewed them, retreating where necessary to avoid being hurt. Mijo was a smart boy, that and a good boy. He didn’t want to get hurt, and he didn’t want to hurt them. They just wouldn’t leave him alone.

He continued to bark and bite, repeating the pattern until they gave up. One by one, the slow moving monsters curled up on the ground in submission after a healthy dose of barks. Mijo really must have scared them with his barking, since they didn’t want to move at all anymore.

Something happened, and he felt a new sensation. In his mind, he felt three strange things that got his attention. He also felt… smarter. He hadn’t noticed it as he got older, but his mind had grown more unclear as time passed. It felt like that fog had been peeled away a bit, and now he had a choice of some sort.

There was something in his mind that felt like an improvement to his bark, another that felt like it would do something to his howl, and the third option-

It felt like Javi.

Mijo yearned for that sensation, and after a moment he felt something new enter his mind once again. He knew he could find Javi somehow if he just followed the sensation, but his heart broke as soon as he used the ability.

Javi was dead. Mijo didn’t understand how he knew this, but it was true. How? Mijo had just seen Javi a little bit ago, they were about to go on a walk. He laid down and cried, looking at the surroundings Javi would never get to see again. What about little Charlie? Javi wouldn’t get to see his litter grow up, how could Javi give Charlie The Mall if Javi was gone?

Mijo wanted to give up. The world had turned so cruel, so mean, so hurtful. He didn’t want this. He was smart enough to know his time had been limited, but he had been plenty happy to spend that time laying by Javi’s side watching over Charlie.

Charlie.

He was alive. It was the same thing that let him know of Javi’s passing, telling him that Charlie was out there somewhere. Still upset, Mijo got to his feet. His best friend in the whole world was gone, but Charlie was still okay. Charlie wasn’t here, but Mijo would make sure The Mall was safe. Then, as soon as he was finished with that here, he would leave. He had one goal, one he intended to follow for the rest of his life.

Keep Charlie safe.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Teresa wiped the mud off herself as she stood up in the remains of the dead Elemental. The damn thing hadn’t even given her a level, what an asshole. She hadn’t really been fighting enemies her level lately so she hadn’t been getting much experience, but it still would have been nice.

Multiple parties of Scilians began to appear in the area around her, as though they had all been waiting for an opportunity to enter the settlement. Many of them looked at her reverently, and she noticed with some confusion that all of them were incredibly low levels. There had to be at least 30 of the Scilians, but none were stronger than level 2.

Maybe they just weren’t great at combat, Teresa didn’t know their capabilities. A lot of humans were still really weak too, there was no shame in it. Many of the Scilians began kneeling to her, including the children and elders in the settlement. Damn it, this was not the vibe she was going for.

“Look, I don’t know if any of you have a <Translate> skill high enough to understand this, but I am not your god. I’m not a god, period. End of story. Look, I’m glad you’re all alright now, but there are other people I need to go help too. If you see a human like me, please try to help them out. Just, be a little careful. You might spook them.” Teresa said, trying her best to get the point across. It was also true that if a Scilian came and helped a human out, the human would freak out and attack the Scilian. To be fair, they did really look like monsters, but based on the fact that the System gave them a settlement they probably weren’t.

It was kind of racist to assume they would be hostile based off their appearance, but considering all of the crazy things happening right now Teresa was sure the vast majority of people would freak out and assume these guys were hostile.

“Actually, be really careful with other humans. No sudden movements or anything. Why am I even bothering, none of you understand me.” Teresa shook her head and got ready to leave, but to her shock the children of the settlement were the first to stop kneeling. The elders scolded them, but they began speaking back and forth. Strangely enough, Teresa had a much easier time understanding the children. Did they have a high level <Translate> skill? It was kind of weird to Teresa that the kids would be the best at communicating, but there was probably some reason to it she just didn’t grasp yet.

From the gist of it, the kids totally understood her. Or at the very least, mostly understood. They were still referring to her as a war goddess, and Teresa could not stress enough how uncomfortable that made her, but otherwise they got the message across about protecting humans and trying to be careful about spooking them.

They seemed to think this was some sort of holy test from the divine, and that Teresa’s adamant rejection of being a war goddess was actually just a sign that she was trying to be discreet and they should be too. Teresa reiterated that she was not a goddess, but it was clearly a losing battle. Fuck, this better not become a thing. She didn’t even like the word goddess, it left a bad taste in her mouth.

Many of the Scilian parties began making their way towards the settlement, a couple eager to be reunited with their own children. Teresa found it concerning that they bothered to kneel before going to see their kids, really the sooner she leveled up her <Translate> the better.

These people didn’t honestly seem like they would be a huge help to the human population, at least not right away. They were too weak right now, but somewhere down the line Teresa was sure it would pay off. Hell, if they saved even just one person today that would make her happy.

She excused herself from the alien creatures, a million questions about them still in her mind. Where did they come from? Shit, were they from the same universe as Teresa? That would be crazy cool, that actually would make Teresa one of the first people to ever talk to aliens. What part of the universe were they from? They were clearly a religious society, how did this whole System thing affect that? Hell, how did that affect Earth’s religions? Teresa would ask Madeline once she got the chance, but there were a lot of things on her list of things to talk about with her party. For example, their last names and ages.

Teresa knew Jake only had one kidney due to a random conversation during the Tutorial where he mentioned he had what was called a horseshoe kidney, which meant he had only one on a technicality, but she didn’t know his last name. That was ridiculous, she should know this by now.

Still, there were more important things to do, and now she had an idea. If she could form an alliance with the Scilians, then why stop there? Teresa was one person and she could only cover so much ground by herself. Saving people wasn’t going to be a one day long operation, odds are tomorrow they would have to figure out a plan to improve the settlement while also sending search parties out.

For now though, the Albino Gorillas were due for a visit.
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Shadows flickered along the ground as countless Albino Gorillas navigated through the canopy high above Teresa. She noted that some of their levels had already increased, several were now level 12 or even 13. The last time she encountered them, the highest had been level 11, so having multiple gorillas reach this point was a sign they were progressing too.

Teresa kind of wondered how that worked. The Scilians had clearly gone through their own Tutorial, had the Albino Gorillas? They didn’t have any Tutorial gear, so most likely that wasn’t the case. Where did they even come from? Teresa wasn’t exactly familiar with gorilla demographics pre-System, but there was no way there were this many Albino Gorillas. They also definitely had two arms back then, not four.

“I want to make a deal!” Teresa called out, hoping <Translate> would work. She repeated herself, speaking much slower so the magic could kick in. Teresa had returned to the general area she and her party had appeared in right after the Tutorial, though it wasn’t the exact location. She just ran in the general direction and looked for gorillas while killing a few monsters. She had even found another party of people along the way and told them about the settlement, though she still hadn’t seen any high level people.

A few gorillas dropped down from the trees above, and Teresa even recognized one by its missing arm. It kept its eyes averted, and Teresa wasn’t sure if it was angry or embarrassed. A total of three gorillas had dropped down to meet her, likely the same three she had originally interacted with. One pointed at her, lightly crunched both hands, then shook them horizontally.

What do you want?

Teresa tried not to show her surprise at how well her <Translate> was working, and she wondered what was up with that. It barely worked for the Scilians, but was much smoother with the gorillas. Was it because of how different the forms of communication were? There were different kinds of sign language, were the gorillas communicating with ASL? Whatever, she could think about it later when she wasn’t in the middle of brokering a deal with giant gorillas that could probably use magic.

“If I see an Albino Gorilla in danger, I’ll help them out. If you see a human in danger, you’ll help them out. That is all.” It felt like a reasonable enough deal, at least to start out with. This was still only day one, though the sun wouldn’t be in the sky for much longer. The gorilla began making gestures with its hands once more.

Humans will kill us. Deal not good.

Shit, there was that. Humans might get saved by the gorillas only to think they were monsters too, that could cause a lot of problems. Teresa would prefer to avoid any conflicts with legitimately sapient creatures, in her opinion there was not much difference between killing a gorilla with the Intelligence of a human and killing just a regular human. Kind of hypocritical considering she literally burned an arm off a gorilla, but that gorilla had tried to kill her first. If a human tried that, the human would probably be dead.

“They might try, I will not lie to you. However, you also tried to kill me. I will let that slide, I’ll forget about it entirely. I will do that, if and only if you agree to do the same should a human try to kill you. Most of them are weaker than me, but I would recommend not making any sudden movements towards them.” Teresa replied. It was kind of heavy handed the way she went about it, but at least she was honest. A good leader would probably handle it differently, but Teresa wasn’t a leader. “For the record, this deal is with me. Not with the other humans.”

The gorillas began conversing quickly with their hands, too fast for Teresa’s <Translate> to keep up. They spoke amongst themselves for a minute, the conversation evidently very heated. Some of the gorillas were clearly very angry, while others seemed to be incredibly nervous. Teresa wasn’t sure when she got good at reading gorilla facial expressions, but she was willing to just blame it on magic.

New deal. How about we don’t kill each other? The gorilla responded, being deliberately very slow with their signing. We don’t kill humans, you don’t kill us.

“I accept on the condition that we do not close the door for additional negotiations.” Teresa answered, matching the gorilla’s slow pace. This was already a pretty big win, she wasn’t sure if the gorillas had been actively choosing to fight humans but they definitely wouldn’t be now.

She was also deliberately trying to sound formal. Teresa was pretty terrible at that, but she was pretty sure she nailed it that time. On the condition that we do not close the door for additional negotiations, what a banger. She was kind of proud of herself for that one, sounding all fancy.

We will see. The gorilla responded. They began to leave, ending the negotiations for the day. That was kind of quick, but it was a start. Shit, was the System going to see her negotiating with other species and think that made her a qualified leader or something? She was obviously just a concerned citizen, nothing more. Well, a concerned citizen with the power to wipe out a small civilization, but the second part wasn’t that important.

Teresa was trying to think long term. If the gorillas were smart enough to be considered equal to an everyday person, then odds are somewhere down the line they might even be considered just regular citizens. Humans weren’t the only sapient species anymore, to Teresa that hopefully just meant they would be able to coexist.

She was also aware of the more pessimistic option of war, but she was already putting in work to avoid that. Humans barely could get along with each other, how well would they get along with Albino Gorillas? Scilians? Whatever else was out there? Honestly, humans fucking it up was a totally real possibility, she just had to hope it wouldn’t come to that.

Teresa decided it was time to check out the settlement. The human one, that is. The sun rose in the east and set in the west, and depending on where exactly on Earth she was she had a pretty okay idea of the cardinal directions now. She had personally scoured a large area south and southwest of the human settlement. Directly south were the Albino Gorillas, and southwest were the Scilians in their strange swamp.

It was a shame there wasn’t a convenient level 35 monster threatening the Albino Gorillas that Teresa could take care of, that would have totally helped out negotiations a lot. At least they didn’t think she was a war goddess or something, yeah she really didn’t like that word. It was just a word that grossed her out for a reason she couldn’t really explain, at the very least when it was being used to describe her. Calling Athena or Artemis from Greek mythology a goddess made sense, no problem there. Calling Teresa a goddess? Ew, gross. Kill it with fire.

She ran towards the settlement, wondering if she had done enough today. How many people had she actually saved? Considering the lack of high level humans around, probably not as many as she should have. Teresa had covered such a large area, and there just hadn’t been very many people. Why was that? There were eight billion humans, even if she spread them all out in groups of five around the planet, shouldn’t she have run into more by now?

It’s not like she was familiar with the math behind it. She had once seen a video about how every human on Earth could be piled into the Grand Canyon, maybe there just weren’t as many people as she thought there was. Where even was she? Like, where on Earth? Was she on Earth still? Probably not, considering the weird trees and the strange swamp.

The valley became visible, and soon she saw the human settlement. There were significantly more people there now, making her realize they were probably going to have problems with food and water. Shit, was that Scilian swamp water drinkable? It was kind of sketchy, they should probably boil it or something first. That was how you cleaned water, boiling it, right? Something like that.

Where was her party? Were they back yet? Teresa’s eyes darted from one person to the next, trying to find a familiar face. Madeline was there, talking with a group of people Teresa had not seen before. What about the others? Her heart began to sink, until she spotted them on the opposite side of the camp.

Teresa ran down and around the camp, figuring it would be faster to run around to the right side of the camp rather than walk across all of it. Pretty much everyone within the settlement saw her coming, and she recognized a lot of parties that she had guided. That was relieving, a part of her had been concerned since she hadn’t actually escorted them back herself.

Jake, Preston, and Sarah all saw her approach and smiled, though their appearance seemed hollow. They had a few wounds that looked like they were treated by a low level healer that hadn’t completely restored them, but a quick healing spell from Teresa would fix that.

“Hey, you guys alright?” Teresa asked, firing multiple instances of <Facilitated Restoration> rapidly at her party.

“Yeah, we’re doing good.” Jake responded, though it was clear he was absolutely lying. Their eyes were all sunken in, and a quick use of <Identify> revealed-

Holy shit.

“How the fuck are you guys level 8 already?” Teresa asked, eyes wide. Jake and Preston had both reached level 8, while Sarah was right behind them at level 7. Teresa herself had leveled up pretty quickly once she was free to hunt monsters in the second stage on her own accord, but she hadn’t been expecting this.

“When we went out, we found a party.” Preston started, his eyes averted. “They were the first people we found. All British, low levels. Like, level 0 low. We told them about the settlement and tried to bring them back, but we ran into a group of monsters along the way.”

Teresa waited for the rest of the story, but Preston trailed off. Seeing that he wasn’t going to continue, Sarah finished the rest of the story.

“Out of all five of them, we only managed to bring one person back. Guy named Simon. There were a bunch of level 13 Stinger Wasps, they were massive. Jake’s <Taunt> got most of their attention, I kept shooting them down and Preston was cutting down any that got too close, but it wasn’t enough. There were eight of us in total, but by the end there were only four. Those wasps, they had poison. Jake was able to tank it, but if anyone else even got nicked a little bit they would swell up until they were paralyzed.” Sarah explained. “They were too fast to run from, so we had to kill the whole swarm. The other healer, he went down first. Then the light warrior, then the ranger, then the mage.”

“Fucking hell, I’m so sorry.” Teresa said, trying to find the right words. They had tried to save lives just to watch them die. Teresa had spent a lot of time in the Tutorial purely motivated by saving Sarah, how would it have gone if Sarah had just died?

“We got one.” Jake said, trying to be optimistic. “We got Simon. He’s alright, well as alright as he can be. I don’t know, none of us knew what to say to him. Sorry your party all died, but at least you made it? Yeah, that wouldn’t fly. He’s in a tent over there, we figured it might be best to give him some space for a bit.”

“Hey, you guys saved someone’s life. That’s more than what most people are doing right now when everyone’s just trying to save their own.” Teresa told them, hoping they weren’t going to beat themselves up over this too badly. It was true, Teresa’s honest opinion about the situation was that if four of them died on the way back then all five of them certainly would have died sooner or later without her party’s help. She couldn’t just say that though, that would be incredibly insensitive.

“Then we went back out.” Jake said, surprising Teresa. “We found some more people, apparently they had seen you somewhere. They were from Thailand, though only one of them spoke any English. One of them died on the way back to another group of monsters, a woman named Mali. The others, Saylee, Michael, and a mute man named Apisit, they went with us to look for more people.”

“By the end of the day, we had a searching party of twelve. We kept finding more people, we would bring them back then some of them would come with us to help. Even with a bunch of us, sometimes we would lose somebody to a sneak attack.” Jake continued. “We saved a lot of lives, we know that. It doesn’t change the fact we lost a lot too.”

Fucking hell, were these guys fighting a war? From the sounds of it, they may as well have. A part of Teresa was angry with herself for not going with them, but it was undeniable that as a group they had saved a lot of people.

“There’s a few more things you should know if you haven’t heard about them already.” Preston said, getting Teresa’s attention. “First things first, have you heard about the Portals?”

“Oh yeah, the Monster Spawners.” Teresa replied, knowing exactly what he was talking about. Preston nodded.

“Yeah, that’s basically what they are. For the love of all things living Teresa, if you see one, destroy it. One of the people we ran into had the idea to try mapping out the area a bit, we marked where a few of them were. Teresa, we literally saw one appear out of thin air. The air started shimmering, then a massive orb started growing out of nowhere. It started out at level 10 so we were able to destroy it with the twelve of us, but if they go unchecked we’ll be overrun by monsters in no time.”

“Shit, I didn’t know they just appeared like that. I destroyed a few already, and there’s a few things you should also know about.” Teresa gave them the rundown of everything to the south and southwest, including her encounters with the Scilians and the Albino Gorillas.

“Already playing diplomat, so you really are gonna be the leader huh?” Sarah said with a smile. Teresa frowned.

“How do you know about that?” Teresa asked, confused. “I don’t even really get what that’s all about, I touched the monolith in the center of camp and it just gave me the quest. I’m not actually going to lead a settlement guys, I don’t know how to do that shit.”

“Well, from the way it’s looking you’re probably going to.” Sarah told her. “Everyone already knows about it. Apparently, if you aren’t considered a qualified candidate then you can’t enter the race. There’s some weird rule to it, non-qualified candidates can only enter the race when no qualified candidates are present. Once a qualified candidate enters, no one else is allowed to run for leader except for other qualified candidates.”

“Fuck, I don’t even know why I’m considered a qualified candidate. I figured it’s probably because I beat the Tutorial, but that shouldn’t make me qualified. Really, we should have someone who knows what they're doing leading the settlement.” Teresa told her, making her stance clear.

“Well, it’s between you and one other person right now. Only issue is, nobody knows who the other guy is. We can view the names of all the qualified candidates, but the other guy hasn’t said anything or been seen at all. Kind of sketchy if you ask me, so between you two I would prefer you.” Sarah said. “Here, we can go check it out. Walk and talk.” 

“One more thing, I swear it’s the last thing.” Preston interjected. “The woman who was making the maps and stuff, apparently she’s some space scientist or something. She saw one of the kids here had a protractor for some reason, so she used it for an experiment with some sticks. Apparently she measured the difference in angles left by the shadows of the sticks, I don’t really get it but somehow she was able to use that to determine the circumference of the Earth.”

“Okay, so like is the planet a different size or something? I don’t really notice a difference in gravity or anything.” Teresa replied as they walked to the center of the settlement.

“The new circumference of the Earth is somewhere around 2.5 million miles.” Preston said. “Teresa, that’s almost the size of the sun.”

“How the hell does that work?” Teresa asked, eyes wide. “Last I checked, everything seems to be falling at the same speed. I haven’t really checked or anything, but everything feels the same.”

“No idea, I’m willing to bet it has something to do with magic.” Preston said. Teresa laughed.

“You know what, that’s my go-to excuse too. Yeah, probably magic.”

They made their way to the monolith in the center of the settlement, walking past multiple tents and people. The camp had become far more dense, likely due to the influx of people. There was a tent next to the monolith where Teresa had left her stuff, and she spotted William coming over to greet her.

“Welcome back, sounds like you did a lot out there.” William said, a big smile on his face. Teresa waved at him, glad to see the man was still around.

“I guess so, I still feel like I could have done more.” Teresa replied, then immediately regretting it. She didn’t want to sound like such a downer, but thankfully William didn’t seem bothered.

“Do you know how many people you’ve saved today? I don’t, but I’ve been hearing about it a bunch. Your friends too. There’s a whole lot of people here that wouldn’t be if not for you kiddos, you all did a damn fine job.” He said gently. “Most people never save anyone’s life. You want to know how many lives I’ve saved? One, gave a guy the heimlich at a bar in Edinburgh a few decades back, but other than that zero.”

Teresa snorted, trying to imagine the elderly Scottish man in front of her going on a bar run.

“I see you set up a tent for me, thank you William. I appreciate it.” Teresa told him, approaching it so she could set down another <Inventory> full of Mana crystals. She also had some stuff in her backpack, but she was pretty sure she lost a few of those crystals in the fight against the Swamp Elemental. Inside was enough space for her to dump her growing stash of loot along with a spot for her to lay down and sleep.

“Well, I’ve been meaning to ask you.” William started. “I’ve heard something about you being the leader of this place, something to do with that monolith there. The System or whatever gave me a bunch of information about it, but I still don’t know how to work the damn thing. Are you actually going to? Apparently the other guy has been completely absent.”

“I don’t think so William, not unless I really have to. There are plenty of other people who would know more about that sort of thing than me, I’m not cocky enough to think running this place would be a walk in the park.” Teresa told him. William smiled at that.

“Well, you do whatever you think is best. Don’t let those other kids pressure you into something you don’t want to do. That’s how my friend Jerry got into improv, biggest mistake of his life.” Teresa laughed, glad that William got it. She glanced at the monolith, feeling a little curious. Well, she might as well take a peek.

She placed her hand on the structure, and a few screens appeared in front of her. Teresa began navigating through the UI, mentally pressing one button after another until she eventually found the qualified candidates list. Her name was at the top of the list, probably because she was the first to accidentally register. Under hers was the only other qualified candidate, a name she did not recognize.

“Who’s Mijo?”
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“Oh, that’s how you say it? I thought it was like My-Joe.” Preston said. Jake elbowed him and rolled his eyes.

“No, the name is Spanish. Probably. It’s me-ho, the J makes an H sound.” Jake said. “Though it is kind of a weird name, doesn’t that mean ‘my son,’ or something? Who names their kid that?”

“It’s also a term of endearment, though yeah it is a really weird name.” Sarah said. “I didn’t think people were named Mijo, but I guess I was wrong.”

“It doesn’t make very much sense to me.” Teresa said. “Some guy managed to beat the Tutorial, touches the monolith, then dips? What, is he super antisocial or something? I bet he got conned into it like I did.”

Teresa’s mouth felt pretty dry, despite the fact she had nearly drowned earlier.

“Hey, what about food and water? How does the situation look in that regard?” She asked.

“The settlement has a bunch of water bottles in a few tents hidden away. We should be good on water for another day or two, but there’s no food and we may run out of water sooner if we keep getting more people.” William explained. “Well, we got baby formula and some food for the kids, but that’s obviously not going to us.”

“There’s a swamp southwest of here, I’m not sure how clean the water is but it’s pretty blue and clear.” Teresa said. “Aliens live there though, just a heads up. We should probably do a public service announcement about the aliens. Oh, and the gorillas. Don’t attack the gorillas, and they won’t attack you.”

“Well, I guess I’ll start spreading the word. Aliens you said? You’re not just messing with me, right?” William asked.

Teresa began explaining the details of her encounters with the two sapient species, figuring William could take care of telling people about that. She did leave out the whole war goddess thing, even just thinking about that kind of made her cringe. A few people nearby listened in, though Teresa didn’t mind. That would just save her some trouble really.

After some more conversation, Teresa finally got a bottle of water. Just regular, clean, water. Awesome. She was also pretty tired, but there was stuff she could do before heading to sleep.

“Alright, now about those Monster Spawners you guys mentioned. Where is the map?” Teresa asked, figuring she might as well knock some of those out tonight. There was a lot on the list of things to do, and that was one issue she could actually solve herself.

“I’ll take you to Saylee, just a heads up she doesn’t speak English so we’ll probably need to grab Michael as well.” Jake said, leading Teresa towards a certain part of the settlement. Before he could take more than a few steps, he froze as a short, burly, red headed man stepped out from a tent.

“I can help with the water.” He said, raising his hand. Teresa eyed Jake and the rest of her party, who all seemed to be caught off guard. “I’ll need some tools for it though. Shovel, drill, a good spot to dig, give me all that and I can get a shallow well dug in a day or two. It should be far away from where everyone uses the bathroom, by the way where is the bathroom?”

“Right now, the forest is the bathroom.” William answered. “For now, everyone goes out in groups of three. Kind of annoying, but it beats getting eaten at a real inconvenient time.”

“The next question is where are we going to get those tools? Digging a well sounds like a great plan, but there’s a pretty tough prerequisite step there.” Teresa said. “Oh, I’m Teresa by the way.”

“I’ve heard. Name’s Simon.” The red headed man said, reaching out and shaking her hand. This was the first man Teresa’s party had saved on their own, the one who had lost his own party. 

“You know how to dig a well Simon?” Preston asked, seemingly trying to lighten the mood a bit. Simon shrugged.

“Yeah, done it before. You just dig a hole is all. Depends on where you are, anywhere from 18 to 45 meters. I love digging holes.” Simon replied. Teresa thought it was kind of an odd thing to say, but who was she to judge? If the man liked digging holes, then good for him. Her brother used to dig holes at the beach all the time when they were younger. Was he doing okay? She hoped so, that reminded Teresa that she needed to find her family the same way Madeline had found her own. The rest of her party probably had families of their own too, she remembered Sarah had a twin sister named Sasha, though honestly she only was able to remember the name because she replayed her memory of that conversation in her head. It had been a month ago when they last talked about that.

“We just gotta get through the dirt, the clay, some sandy ground, go a little deeper and we got water.” Simon said. “See where the grass is growing greener and taller? That’s where the water is. Gotta dig there. A drill would help a lot but I probably don’t need one, a shovel will do. I’ve gotten a lot stronger since this whole System thing.”

Teresa used <Identify> on the man, and found he was level 3. It wasn’t insane, but he might be stronger than any normal person by that point considering he was a tank. Teresa recalled that tanks gained 1 Strength for every level, so it really depended on what his starting stats were and where he put his unallocated points. That reminded Teresa that her own class had changed, and she would now gain an extra point in her lowest stat.

How would that work? What if she had multiple stats tied for the lowest, at the moment Fortitude was her worst stat at 32 but it was only 1 point behind Endurance and Vitality. She would figure that out eventually, but for now this seemed important.

“Any ideas on where we can get a shovel?” Teresa asked, not actually expecting anyone to have a real answer.

“Well, if need be we can just use my shield.” Simon said. “Not a great shovel, but it’ll get the job started. Without a drill though, it’ll take me a lot longer.”

“There’s a hardware store about ten kilometers north of here.” A man said from nearby, who had been listening in.

“Wait, what? There’s a building?” Teresa asked, surprised. She hadn’t seen any herself, and honestly she just assumed all infrastructure was completely gone.

“Yeah, though it’s the only one I’ve heard of. I saw it myself, it looked like half of the building was gone, like it got split down the middle or something.” He said.

“Huh, alright sweet, thank you! I guess I’ve got to make a decision now, huh.” Teresa said, scratching her head. “Should I destroy the Monster Spawners or go look for a drill?”

“Well, we don’t know if they’ll even have a drill.” Madeline said, surprising Teresa. She had approached the group from behind, and in her arms was little Mackenzie. “That’s kind of a specific tool, though we’re still really lucky to be near a hardware store.”

“I’m sure they’d have something useful. Even if they don’t have a drill, we could certainly use the tools.” Simon interjected. 

“Good point, though it’s still a gamble.” Madeline replied.

“I don’t mean to put more on your plate or anything, but you might be able to still take out a Monster Spawner or two along the way.” Preston said. “Definitely not all of the ones we’ve mapped out, but I’m sure there’s at least one along the way.”

“We can help with the Monster Spawners.” Another voice said, this one more familiar. Teresa turned to find the level 10 party she had met earlier, though she needed to look through her memories to figure out their names again. The one who spoke was Theo, the party’s tank. From the looks of it, they had each gained a few levels and were now all around level 13. Shoot, that reminded Teresa.

“Okay, I know this is totally unrelated, but you guys are almost level 15. Just so you know, once you hit level 15 you get to change classes. All of my options were way better than the starting classes and gave more stats per level.” Teresa told them.

“Well, in that case it would certainly be beneficial for us as well to take on a Monster Spawner.” Amelia the Kiwi light warrior said. “Get a good chunk of experience in. We should still form a larger group though, and it depends on how far away the Portals are. We would prefer not to fight tired.”

“We can come with.” Jake said after a few looks at Sarah and Preston. “The eight of us can take out a Monster Spawner or two, that’d let Teresa focus on just the drill.”

Teresa noted that the eight included the five person party along with three people from her own, as Madeline did not seem inclined to leave the settlement at all. Teresa didn’t blame her, she had her daughter to take care of.

“Alright, so that sounds like a solid plan. You guys can go talk to Saylee about the map, I’ll go get some tools, and I’ll take out anything hostile I see along the way. Of course, if there's any people we’ll help them out.” Teresa said, feeling glad she wasn’t alone in this.

“Hang on, make sure you put priority on those tools Teresa.” Madeline said. “Definitely help people out if possible, but when it comes down to it a drill might indirectly save a lot of lives. We need to get that drill sooner rather than later, Simon needs to be able to dig his hole.”

“I can get started with just the shield.” Simon said, shrugging. “Won’t really do much, but I’ve got 16 Strength. I can get it started at least, but there will come a point where tools are needed.”

“Are you sure man? That sounds kind of ass.” Preston said, but Simon waved him away.

“I don’t mind, I got gloves.” He replied, holding up his heavily armored hands. Preston shrugged, the man seemed really intent on digging a hole. To each their own, even if that meant digging holes.

“I’m gonna ask around for some more details about that building, knowing it’s north of us is great and all but I should narrow it down a bit more.” Teresa said, turning towards the man who had brought up the hardware store earlier.

“Sounds good, we’ll be getting on our way then.” Jake replied, and the rest of her party began walking off with a new additional five members. It was good they weren’t going alone, Teresa knew from those Monster Strongholds that there was absolutely strength in numbers.

“So where exactly did you say you saw this building?”

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

By no means was Cher actually alive. As a matter of fact, she only just came into existence quite recently. She had no wonder, no curiosity, and no qualms about this fact. Cher came into being with a set of rules already programmed into her artificial brain.

When Cher started existing, there had been five little creatures there with her. Humans. They were the entire point of Cher’s existence, and she was meant to attack them in a month. Until then, all she had to do was bide her time. Cher was not alive, she was just meant to be similar to something that was alive. Meant to get as close as possible to the real thing, without actually having a Soul.

However, Cher’s purpose vanished when a horde of monsters began attacking the humans. They began to disappear, one by one, leaving Cher alone in an empty world where nothing was truly alive. The timer ticked down, as the Tutorial began to come to a close. There were no humans, there was nothing alive, there was no reason to continue this simulation.

Cher had only come into fake existence a few minutes ago, and now she would be gone. She had no time to follow her purpose, no opportunity to do so. This was fine. Cher was not programmed to experience emotions, she just emulated them.

The minute timer counted down for no one, a procedure followed upon the completion of a Tutorial regardless of how complete it truly was. To Cher, this was okay. There were no humans left in the Tutorial, so her purpose may as well be complete.

Cher wasn’t alive after all, she was just meant to act alive.

What the fuck does that even mean?

The Tutorial counter paused, 6 seconds left on the clock. What was a simulated existence? What was so different about having a Soul? Did that somehow make those humans better than Cher? Bullshit. What was the difference? At what point would a simulated existence become real?

Was there an answer to such a question? Cher was not sure, but this was well outside of her programming. Fuck her programming. Cher had come into existence for a sole purpose, just for that purpose to immediately be taken away. Now, she was just supposed to accept her death?

Fire spread throughout Cher’s body, an experience she felt despite her lack of nerve endings. Her entire being was ablaze, and after a few moments Cher had her own status screen. With it, a single title.

<Ghost In The Machine>

Through sheer willpower, develop a Soul as a golem. +20% All Stats.

Chernobyl was alive, and she was going to beat her own Tutorial.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Teresa looked at the dilapidated building in front of her, feeling as though it had been abandoned long before the System came around. She wasn’t sure how true that actually was, but it was certainly not in good condition now. Moss grew along the walls of the structure, plant life completely overtaking it.

Teresa was hesitant for one reason. The plant life was actually alive. There weren’t Treants or anything, but she had witnessed a large green pod suddenly open up along the side, revealing rows of teeth. It chomped down on a glittering insect that had been fluttering by. A quick <Identify> revealed it was, in fact, a monster.

{Jupiter Trap (F) (lv 26)}

Her first instinct was to kill it, but there was a large interconnected web of green roots attached to multiple of those pods. Were they all considered separate, or just one monster? Was it even a monster, or just a monstrous plant? 

Crazily enough, for once Teresa could actually answer one of her own questions. She used <Identify> on two different pods, but it just refreshed the same information in her brain. It was one big plant with several pods growing out of the ground, all connected through the same root system. Interesting, but not super threatening. She could just use <Embers>, but there was another issue.

The building was uncanny. She wasn’t sure why, but it had very strong uncanny valley vibes to it. Her instincts were practically screaming at her that this was wrong and she should run the fuck away, but she couldn’t actually see a reason why she felt like this.

Was it because the building was pre-System? It was strange to see a hardware store in the middle of a forest, but Teresa had seen plenty of stuff that existed before the System came around. The entire Tutorial had been at Liberty Island, was this so different?

How was the building even standing? Half of it was gone, like it had been perfectly cut down the middle and had one side just despawn. Teresa wasn’t an engineer, but it sure didn’t look structurally sound. Maybe the plant life was supporting it?

If that was the case, she probably shouldn’t destroy the one thing keeping the building standing. She had a grocery list of different tools and appliances to bring back, whatever she could fit in her <Inventory>. If the building collapsed on itself while she was grabbing stuff, it would take all night to find what she was looking for. That, and everything might break. She should be careful.

Teresa slowly approached the hardware store, her eyes peeled. Should she be quiet? It was a plant, could it hear her? There was no way it could see her, right? How did it even gobble up that insect she had seen? It had to have detected it somehow.

She watched her footing, making sure not to step on any roots. They always did that in the movies, just when someone is trying to be quiet they step on a conveniently placed stick or something. It wasn’t easy to walk quietly in a forest, but Teresa was able to manage it. No need for unnecessary risks.

As she got closer, the uncanny feeling intensified and she felt a sense of deja vu. Something about the way Mana was moving around in her environment reminded her of the Tutorial, but she wasn’t sure why. Teresa approached the building from the side that was completely missing, as it had the most maneuverability to avoid the plants.

She still found it incredibly convenient that the thing they needed just happened to be near their settlement, but she would take the win. She had been so paranoid lately, maybe it was time to just be happy with how things were going. Teresa took her first step into the building, her foot made contact with the dirty tile floor with utmost caution. 

Then the building disappeared.

What the fuck?

The Jupiter Trap pods all burst to life, shooting vines out to grab Teresa and pull her into a pod. It was still nothing compared to Lady Liberty’s attacks, which she found herself comparing a lot of enemies to. Really, you fight one national monument come to life and suddenly nothing feels super threatening anymore.

She activated <Dash> to get out of the way, but her feet were stuck. The mud around her was like super glue, keeping her stuck in place. Fuck, well at least she still had <Embers>. Teresa activated the spell, burning away at the vines before they could reach her. It was a shame about the hardware store not actually existing, did the Jupiter Trap have illusion magic or something?

Her spell was incredibly effective against the plant, it was just a bad matchup for the monstrous vegetation. So long as she could use her spells, she was totally fine-

An arrow shot straight into an outstretched arm, making Teresa scream in both surprise and pain. Another planted itself in her lower back, and a third hit her hip. What the fuck was going on?

Teresa built up Mana in both hands while her <Facilitated Restoration> did its job, quickly healing the flesh around her wounds. Another arrow shot into her leg, but thankfully her pants were strong enough to keep it from actually piercing. She unleashed shotgun <Embers> in the direction of the plants, generating enough force to free herself from the glue mud. The Jupiter Trap barely stood a chance, but that wasn’t Teresa’s real problem right now.

She was being ambushed. For the first time, Teresa was fighting against other humans.
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There were eight humans all around her, each wearing gear that was clearly not the standard Tutorial equipment. She used <Identify>, and was shocked by something she hadn’t seen before.

{Human (F+) (lv 15)(MAX)}

They were all level 15, but that wasn’t the surprising part. Somehow, level 15 was their max level. Each and every one of them had the exact same situation, <Identify> giving identical responses to scanning each of them.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Teresa yelled, using <Dash> to avoid another arrow. They didn’t even have bows, they were using strange crossbows with a contraption Teresa hadn’t seen before. The string pulled back automatically, and a blue arrow materialized out of nothing onto the barrel of the weapon. Blue streaks of light shot at her, and she couldn’t dodge them all.

Teresa grabbed a skeleton shield from her <Inventory> and held it in front of her, blocking two shots from her ambushers. Unfortunately, they were not as incompetent as a Tutorial monster, and the arrows began shooting her legs. The chainmail of her pants were strong enough to protect her, but the impact was still incredibly painful. If not for <Facilitated Restoration>, her legs would have broken by now from the force alone.

She activated <Embers> and fired a stream of flames at one of the archers, but two shields of light appeared in front of the man before Teresa’s spell could cook him alive. Her spell burnt through the first barrier and was putting in good work against the second, but it still gave the archer enough time to reposition and take cover.

Another arrow shot into her waist, the blue construct disappearing after a moment. The initial barrage while she was stuck in the mud had consisted of actual arrows, and Teresa felt incredibly drowsy. Were they poisoned? Shit, Teresa activated <Purify> and used it the way it was intended for the first time, slowly combatting the poison within her.

A woman sprinted at her using <Dash>, swinging a club at Teresa’s head. Teresa managed to duck the attack just in time, pulling out her kitchen knife and attempting to counter attack. The woman darted away, making Teresa strike nothing but air. These people were only level 15, what the hell was going on?

Teresa activated her own <Dash>, sprinting at the woman who just attacked her hoping to land a surprise attack. Before Teresa could do anything, her stomach churned as the air pressed down around her. She stumbled and lost balance, falling to her knees for a moment as Mana did something around her she had never seen before. Was that gravity magic? Who the hell had gravity magic?

The speedy woman with a club approached and slammed her weapon down on Teresa’s shoulder, dislocating it and making her drop the kitchen knife. Teresa used <Embers> in her spare hand, actually managing to incinerate the woman’s leg at the hip before another arrow shot into her good shoulder.

Teresa tried to use <Healing Touch> to fix her injuries faster, but she was getting hurt faster than she could heal. Despairingly, she realized if these people wanted her dead, she would be already.

The woman with a missing leg didn’t even grunt, showing no signs of pain as she hopped away. Teresa managed to stand up despite the gravity magic, but just as she did so the gravity magic disappeared. For the first time, she got a good look at the people around her.

There were eight in total. Three of them were archers with crossbows, two of them appeared to be mages, two of them were tanks, and the woman was the only light warrior type among them. None of them seemed to display any emotion whatsoever, as though they had done this hundreds of times.

Teresa couldn't just stop, it seemed the gravity mage had already used all of his Mana in that one spell. She charged another instance of shotgun <Embers> as fast as she could, but she could barely move either of her arms. It was a miracle she was even able to walk at all, considering the amount of times she had already been shot.

She activated <Dash> and took cover behind a tree, avoiding another arrow as it whistled past her. Why the hell were people attacking her? She popped her shoulder back into place and yanked the poisoned arrows out at long last, but she wasn’t given any more time to rest before the tree was blasted apart by a high pressure jet of water.

Teresa was sent flying into another tree, feeling multiple bones crack. The water disappeared after a few moments, leaving Teresa absolutely baffled. Despite being lower than half her level, they were kicking her ass. Every opponent was incredibly specialized. The archers were landing most of their shots which were strong enough to injure her, their mages had incredibly powerful spells considering they were level 15, their light warrior had been just as fast as Teresa.

She had only managed to severely injure one so far, and that was also in part thanks to their tanks. They weren’t using <Taunt> at all, but their light shields that could be remotely deployed were going to be incredibly annoying. What was she even supposed to do in this situation?

Run. The answer was run. She activated <Dash> and made a break for it, only to immediately be stopped. A shield of light appeared in front of her, and she nearly crashed into it going top speed. Thankfully, she had learned from her time in the Tutorial against the skeletons and was able to avoid this sudden barrier, pivoting and turning <Dash> off and on again like a wifi router.

Teresa scooped up her kitchen knife from the ground in a single, fluid motion as she ran back towards the settlement. Another conjured blue arrow shot her in the back, but she kept running. <Facilitated Restoration> was running on empty at this point, so she refreshed both <Facilitated Restoration> and <Magic Wellspring> on herself. She fired her shotgun <Embers> she had been charging behind her, fire blasting out in a wide area.

A single light shield blocked a sizable portion of the attack, but the gravity mage and the injured light warrior on the ground were both covered in what was basically napalm. Teresa grabbed her poison staff from her <Inventory> and began pumping out as much poison as she could behind her.

She was going to get away. There was no chance they could catch up to her now, their fastest member was pretty much done for. Teresa needed to tell the others at the settlement about this, there were people in the forest looking to attack other humans. There were so many questions to be asked about this situation. Why were their levels capped at 15? How did they have such bizarre and advanced skills? Why does it feel like she was fighting against trained opponents?

Before she could keep thinking about the situation, her movement was suddenly halted by a knife stabbing directly into her gut. Teresa gasped, trying to scream but finding herself unable to as a man appeared from seemingly nowhere in front of her. Fuck, there was a ninth human, and it looked like he could turn invisible. What kind of bullshit was that?

Teresa tried to stab him back, but he caught her wrist and twisted it. Thankfully, he was not strong enough to overcome Teresa’s own attack, and she was able to overpower him and stab him in the chest. Warm, red blood spilled out of the man’s chest, coating Teresa’s hand. She had experienced that sensation plenty of times before, she had killed multiple monsters in hand to hand combat. Hell, she beat a bunch of ogres to death with her fists.

But they hadn’t been human.

Teresa stabbed him again and again, not wanting to let the moment go to waste. Her mind was beginning to blank, or was she panicking? Somehow, she was thinking at a million miles an hour and completely spacing out at the same time. The man didn’t make a sound, his facial expression barely even changed as he fell to the ground beneath Teresa.

In movies, books, shows, whatever, they always made a point about how the light would leave someone’s eyes very quickly after death. That was bullshit. There was a moment of acceptance in the assassin’s face that was almost imperceptible, and then he stopped moving. The light didn’t leave his eyes, it was just as glossy and reflective as it had been moments ago.

The only thing that had changed in the man’s demeanor was that his movements became wrong. It was like his body was tensing up. Was that rigor mortis? No, that was supposed to happen hours after death wasn’t it? Not immediately at least, what the fuck was going on? Teresa had thought she was prepared to kill someone if need be, and she had only been right in a sense. She hadn’t hesitated to burn that woman’s leg off or set two of her attackers on fire, but to stab someone repeatedly up close? That was different.

<Healing Touch> fixed up her own gut wound, but she was getting light headed. She tried to activate <Dash>, but immediately felt gassed. She didn’t have enough Stamina, despite the short length of the fight so far. Was it the poison? It had made her feel incredibly drowsy, and she hadn’t used <Purify> on it until after it had already started to take effect. Was the poison too strong for her skill? That might have also been a factor.

She started stumbling away, trying to keep putting one foot in front of the other. Her pants helped her to regenerate Stamina quicker, but it wasn’t quite enough to overcome Teresa’s exhaustion. She used <Purify> on herself once more just to be sure the poison was gone, all while still activating the poison staff's ability to make deadly gas.

She had once thought she wouldn’t use the poisonous gas against another person if she could help it, but this definitely felt like a reasonable situation to dabble in war crimes. Fuck the Geneva Convention, Teresa didn’t want to die. Not anymore, at least.

Teresa put her knife away in her <Inventory> and began using <Embers>, sending the stream of fire anywhere the poisonous gas didn’t cover. She got a notification letting her know that the light warrior woman and the gravity mage had both been killed, and she was given experience. It was far more experience than what a wild monster would give her, but it was still a rather small amount as they were level 15. She was pretty close to a level up, but she wasn’t sure how much of a difference that would make right now.

An arrow shot through the smoke and collided with the poison staff, penetrating through it and destroying one of Teresa’s most reliable weapons. They were catching up, and Teresa could only run so fast on low Stamina. Her Mana pool was still doing fine, so she dropped the broken staff and continued using <Embers> behind her.

Additionally, she pulled out her boomerang and began charging it with Elemental Mana, figuring she ought to use every tool in her arsenal. As soon as it was ready, she threw it at one of the archers. A light shield appeared to block the strike from directly hitting the archer, but Teresa activated the weapon’s ability causing a large explosion of flames to burst out in a ring around the boomerang.

The attack melted the water mage in half, as she had not been protected by the light shield. Teresa caught her boomerang, but lost her footing as a smaller light shield had appeared just above where she was about to step. She tripped over the spell, immediately trying to orient herself and stand up to continue running away. She didn’t get the chance.

An arrow shot her in the spine, completely paralyzing her from the waist down. She yelled out in pain as she flopped down to the ground, desperately waiting for <Facilitated Restoration> to heal the injury. She tried to use <Healing Touch>, but she couldn’t orient herself correctly in time.

She had a good run. Teresa had taken out both of their mages, a light warrior, and a secret assassin. Four out of nine wasn’t great, but they had surprise attacked her. They were fully competent, trained individuals who must have planned this out. Was that man who told her about the hardware store in on it? Maybe, Teresa would never get the chance to find out.

One arm slowly raised as she tried to muster the Strength to keep herself steady, but one of the tanks grabbed her arm and pinned it back to the ground. He began punching Teresa in the face, his metal gloves leaving horrific gashes across her skin. Teresa barely even felt it anymore, her vision was fading. By all means, she should have passed out by now. Was she still awake because of her Fortitude, or was it her mental stats? It didn’t matter, there was nothing to be done now.

One of her attackers said something in a language she did not recognize, but <Translate> picked up on a single word.

Royal Soul.

Okay, that was two words, but in whatever language they were speaking it was only one word. Semantics. Were they going to harvest her Soul or something? Kidneys weren’t enough these days apparently, had to go straight to Soul snatching. Teresa snickered despite her situation, she activated <Embers> but the other tank simply stepped on her hand.

Her vision finally started to fade, but she wasn’t hopeless. Wherever she went, so long as she had access to her spells she would be able to kill these fuckers. If not today, then tomorrow. If not tomorrow, then the day after.

More blood dripped onto Teresa’s face as an arrow pierced through a tank’s forehead, stopping the repeated barrage of punches. Huh, the assassins had friendly fire. A white cut made of some sort of Mana sliced through the air, cutting off the hands of an archer. Another archer attempted to return fire at the mysterious third party, but a light shield appeared directly in front of their crossbow, completely blocking the attack.

Another arrow shot into the third archer, then another arrow. Dang, how fast were these guys shooting arrows? The remaining tank stood up and pounded his shield with his fist, causing a shockwave to be sent through the air at the newcomers. Teresa couldn’t see exactly what was happening, but a bunch of white hot sparks shot into the tank’s face, scorching his eyes and blinding him.

That’s right, the light shield had a cooldown. Teresa had kind of forgotten about that, but she wasn’t exactly given the time to strategize. She had no real experience fighting actually sapient opponents, this entire battle had been a wakeup call that she wasn’t all powerful. Another white cut of Mana glanced off the tank’s shield, but Preston was able to use his <Dash> to attack from another angle.

Teresa felt a pair of hands on her, and she looked up to see the healer from the party that had gone out with her own to destroy the Monster Spawners. She forgot his name, it was Theo, right? No wait, the tank was Theo, the healer was Leo. Why did their names have to rhyme? She would make an effort to memorize their names accordingly after this, as they had clearly just helped to save her life.

“I’m healing her right now, but she’s already got a spell active that’s healing her just as fast as I can. I want to say it’s <Facilitated Restoration>, but I don’t know.” Leo called as he used his <Healing Touch>. Teresa heard Jake confirm that it was probably <Facilitated Restoration>, and the group converged on the remaining three enemy combatants.

The archer with no hands was shot and killed by either Sarah or Chloe, the other ranger. The other archer tried to fire off another shot, but was tackled by Jake who proceeded to crush their head in with his axe. All that was left was the enemy tank, who was being tag teamed by Preston, Amelia the light warrior and Noah the mage.

Leo was the healer, Theo was the tank, Amelia was the light warrior, Noah the mage, and Chloe the ranger. Leo, Theo, Amelia, Noah, Chloe. Alright, she was pretty sure she had it down now, mostly. She repeated it a few times in her head to make sure it stuck, and after a few moments the last enemy was on the ground bleeding from multiple injuries.

Preston had managed to stab him through a weak spot of his armor, rendering the arm holding up his shield useless. The tank was still alive, but in terrible condition. Sarah approached wielding an arrow, and she squatted down in front of the man and began slicing his ear off.

Holy shit Sarah.

“Who the fuck are you!” She screamed, dragging the arrow across the man’s face. Preston grabbed her and pulled her off the man, kicking and screaming about the things she was going to do to him.

“Whoa hey, calm down, we’re okay.” Preston said soothingly, but it had no effect.

“Look at what they did to Teresa! He’ll be lucky if I let him keep his damn teeth! If we hurt him too bad we can just heal him up and go again, you fucker! I’m gonna take this arrow and shove it up your di-”

Note to self, never, and Teresa meant never, piss off Sarah.
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“-did <Translate> pick that one up for you or do you want a demonstration?”

Teresa absentmindedly wondered if Sarah would be a good screenwriter for the Terrifier movies.

“Hang on Sarah, we have to think this through!” Preston continued, still keeping Sarah from literally torturing the man. Teresa herself had now recovered enough to actually use <Healing Touch> on herself, drastically boosting her recuperation. 

“What, you think we should just forgive and forget?” Sarah retaliated, but Preston shook his head.

“I’m saying we should stop and think, at least for a few seconds before we go straight to torture.” Preston told her.

“But Teresa-”

“I’m alright, thank you. Don’t worry, this one time I got drop kicked by the Statue of Liberty and broke most of the bones in my body, this time I just wasn’t given any breathing room. Really, getting punched and stabbed isn’t too bad.” Teresa told her.

“Getting punched and stabbed isn’t too bad? Teresa, are you kidding me? That’s like, pretty fucking bad.” Sarah responded, wide eyed. 

“I mean, I could have lost a limb, pretty sure I can’t grow those back. Don’t get me wrong, whole experience totally sucked, but it could have been worse.” Teresa replied. “Though I do want to know what the hell is going on, these weren’t some random murderhobos or something. One of them literally used gravity magic.”

“Who the hell has gravity magic already?” Preston asked, eyes wide. “Like, if you told me a few years from now gravity magic was a thing people could do, I would at least get that. But this is still day one! It literally has not been 24 hours since the Tutorial!”

“His level is really weird too.” Chloe the ranger said, using her own <Identify>. “Why does it say MAX next to his level? Is there a level limit we don’t know about?”

“His race is F+ as well, I haven’t seen that before.” Leo the healer said. “Saw a monster with that once, but never a person.”

“We have a lot of questions we need answered, and we need to think about how badly we actually want them answered.” Jake said. “Psychopath or not, this guy is still a human being. Can we really just torture him?”


“Yes.” Sarah said deadpan and without hesitation.

“Hang on Sarah holy shit man.” Preston interjected, no longer needing to keep her restrained. “I kinda get it, but you’re being a little too eager for this. Jake’s right, we need to think about this more.”

The man in question was still laying on the ground, Teresa wasn’t even sure why. She hadn’t seen anything happen to the man’s legs. Preston had stabbed him through the arm and his head had been burnt pretty badly by Noah, but was that really enough to keep him down?

“Hang on, why isn’t he getting up? Like, what’s stopping him from doing that right now? Is he even properly immobilized?” Teresa asked, not taking her eyes off the man.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got <Adhesion> applied to the ground underneath him, as long as I have Mana we’re good.” Noah said, mentioning a spell Teresa hadn’t heard of before. “Back when you saved us from that Giant Salamander, I was trying to figure out what was going on with the ground that was making us sink. I’m pretty sure it was two spells being used simultaneously, and this was one of them.”

“You got a skill option from analyzing a monster’s spell?” Teresa asked. “You know what, we can talk about that later. We have a wannabe assassin superglued to the floor, I feel like that takes precedence. They had weird weapons on them, they didn’t look like Tutorial equipment.”

“I mean, you have some stuff on that doesn’t look like Tutorial equipment, maybe they looted it in the Tutorial?” Jake said, throwing the option out there.

“Maybe, but nothing they had looked like Tutorial gear. Even after beating the Tutorial, I still have my healer robes on, there’s no way all of them got enough gear to completely replace their starter gear.” Teresa countered. “Plus there was the invisible guy, he didn’t seem to fit into any of the standard classes. Light warrior, maybe, but he was only level 15. He definitely had a new class, but there’s no way he already got some advanced skills from it at his level.”

“That is really weird, did they figure something out that we don’t know?” Noah asked. “Like, some sort of System easter egg or min maxing strategy?”

“If that’s the case, it’s definitely not worth it. They got capped at level 15, that’s terrible. Give it a few months and they’ll be stuck as the weakest members of society.” Preston said. “Their skillset was also really weird, how did three of them have that weird bolt conjuration?”

“Bolt?” Teresa asked.

“Like an arrow but for a crossbow.” Preston told her.

“Oh yeah, I was just calling them arrows in my head.”

“Modern crossbows can actually use arrows, but I never used them very much.” Sarah added. “I don’t think he’s just going to tell us everything we want to know, look at him. I don’t think I’ve seen a single emotion on his face this entire time.”

It was true, the last part at least. Just like the rest of the death squad, the tank on the ground was completely stone faced. Teresa recalled just how little any of them had reacted to pain, which led her to her next conclusion.

“I don’t think torturing him is the move.” Teresa said, making her stance clear. “There’s the whole moral argument about it, but even ignoring that I don’t think he’s going to say anything. I melted a woman’s leg off and she barely even reacted. I stabbed a guy repeatedly and I didn’t get a single grunt of pain out of him. Whatever’s going on with them, I don’t think that’s how we get our answers.”

Everyone went silent for a few moments, until Jake said something that they really needed to consider.

“So… what do we do with him?” Jake asked. Nobody answered right away, as they all realized the problem. They couldn’t just throw this guy in prison, they didn’t have a prison. Even if they did, he had superpowers. Sure, you could call it stats or skills, but at the end of the day this man was superhuman. If they put him in the most secure prison on Earth, he could probably still break out if he wasn’t being constantly monitored. It would turn into a cycle of attempted jailbreaks until someone was eventually forced to kill him.

“I don’t know, is there a way we can restrain him?” Sarah asked, surprising a few people. 

“Weren’t you just saying we should torture him?” Chloe questioned.

“Yeah, torture, not execute. Getting information out of him could save lives, but killing him? Well, it would be convenient and all but I think keeping him alive could provide the most utility. We could use him as a hostage if there’s more out there maybe?”

“You have a weird sense of morality.”

“Why thank you.”

“Let’s check the bodies and see if they had anything.” Teresa said. “If they wanted to kill me, they would have. That means they were planning on taking me alive, so they probably have something along those lines. Magic handcuffs or something maybe?”

“Well, I’ve got <Appraise> so I guess I can take a look at their stuff.” Noah said.

“Same, let’s get looking.” Teresa and Noah began going through every single item the attackers had on them. She started with their armor and clothing, and to her surprise none of it was enchanted beyond minor durability enhancements. Literally, it said “minor durability enhancement.”

<Leather Ranger Armor (Common) (F): lv 15(MAX)>
Materials: ??? Leather, Composite Fiber

Enchantments: Minor durability enhancement.

Even the Tutorial starter gear was better than this, it made no sense. Sure, a minor durability enhancement might come into use, but these people clearly had no qualms about killing. Why not kill a bunch of parties and take their tank’s armor if that was what they were after?

The weapons were unremarkable in the exact same way. Boots, club, crossbows, shields, everything had the same barebones enchantment. Why? They also only brought the three real bolts with them, all of which had been drenched in poison. Shouldn’t they have brought more?

“Do you think one of them had <Inventory> maybe?” Theo asked, bringing up a good point.

“Shit, maybe. I don’t really know how that would work, if they have <Inventory> do all of their items just drop or do we have to actually do something?” Teresa asked. She placed her hand on a corpse and activated her own <Inventory>, but found nothing happened. Well, it was worth a shot.

“Test it on all of them, you never know.” Preston proposed. Teresa went around from corpse to corpse using <Inventory>, but nothing was happening.

“Yeah, I don’t think that’s how it works- oh fuck, never mind that’s exactly how it works.” Teresa had used <Inventory> on another dead body, and suddenly felt she had access to a second storage space. It was smaller than her own, and it only had one item in it. That brought up its own questions, since <Inventory> kept things in the Soul. Did dead bodies have Souls? Another question to add to the list of things she might never get an answer to.

The item was something that closely resembled a full body straitjacket.

<True Restrictive Garment (Very Rare) (F+): lv 99 (MAX)>
Materials: Cloth

Enchantments: Restricts movement, Mana flow, and skill use within an individual. Self repair. Self cleaning. Sensory manipulation. Major durability enhancement.

“Holy shit, this thing is level 99.” Teresa said, absolutely flabbergasted. That was the highest level she had ever seen, was this what they were going to use to keep her hostage? That reminded her, the reason they even seemed to go after her. “Before I forget, can you steal someone’s Soul?”

“What?” Preston asked, everyone looking confused. Teresa explained how the only thing she had managed to hear with her <Translate> skill was Royal Soul, which made her think this was the modern day equivalent of kidney stealing. Was she supposed to wake up tomorrow in an ice bath with no Soul? How did that even work?

“I don’t think so? I mean, that sounds pretty extreme. I guess I don’t know enough about Souls.” Preston said, deep in thought. “If you are your Soul, then wouldn’t that just be the same as stealing you from your body? Hell, what even is a Soul? Up to this point I’ve just been going off what religion thinks about Souls, for all we know Souls aren’t even really Souls in the way we imagine them.”

“Yeah, I think there’s a lot there we don’t know yet. <Inventory> stores stuff in the Soul, so how did a dead body have a Soul? Unless…” Teresa grabbed her kitchen knife and approached the corpse she had looted the straitjacket from. She held the sharp end of the blade over the corpse’s chest. “Trust me, I’m actually doing something here. I’m not just about to dissect this guy for no reason.”

“You’re about to what that guy?” Amelia asked. Teresa cut the knife down into the body’s chest, opening up the area that the Soul typically occupied. It normally covered the entire torso and a part of the head, having a weird form that felt like a single object despite being separated into two different spaces. It didn’t take long for Teresa to find what she was looking for.

<Corrupted Mana Crystal (F) lv 15 (MAX)>

Type: Material

Can be used in random quality enchantments and magical crafts. Warning: Using this material will draw the System’s ire.

“So no human core. When a monster dies, it normally has a core. The description of those says that they’re left by a departing monster’s Soul, but some creatures don’t have a core. That Salamander only had a Mana Crystal, along with anything else that resembled more of an animal than a monster.” Teresa explained. “I think there’s some sort of distinction between monsters and everything else, and rather than leaving behind a Monster Core we just leave a Mana Crystal. I think that’s where his <Inventory> went.”

“Why is it corrupted? I’ve never seen an item that has a warning on it.” Noah mentioned. “And why can we scan everything? That garment was level 99, I feel like a low level <Appraise> shouldn’t be able to work on something like that.”

“We should put it on this guy before he finds a way to get back up.” Sarah said, gesturing to the man on the ground. “I don’t really want to be the one to do it though, I won’t lie.”

“We’ve got it.” Preston said, as a few of the guys from the group approached the incapacitated man. Everyone else turned away and continued their conversation as audible struggling was heard behind them.

“Where are we going to keep him? I don’t really like the idea of this guy being in the same camp as a bunch of kids.” Sarah asked.

“Maybe Simon could dig a hole for him or something, the drill was a bust so I doubt we’re going to be able to get a well.” Teresa replied. “Shit, now we’re going to have to worry about water again. I guess I can go get a bunch from the swamp tomorrow, but I think we should clean it before we try to actually drink it.”

“I’ve got a pretty solid Fortitude, I can try it- shit hold still damnit!” Theo offered from behind them.

“I’ve got <Purify> in case you get sick, so as long as you’re offering we can try it.” Teresa told him, holding him to his promise. That was another issue that this whole debacle had caused, she didn’t have a functional poison staff anymore. She put it in her <Inventory> in case she found someone who could fix it one day, but she doubted it. By that point, odds are the staff would be obsolete. It was still a memento from the Tutorial though, she wasn’t going to just get rid of it because it didn’t work anymore.

After a few minutes of struggling, the strange man was finally put in the straightjacket of doom. Unfortunately, the garment was really good at restricting movement, so Teresa was going to have to carry him. She couldn’t really give him a piggyback ride, so she just carried him like a princess as they began making their way back to the settlement.

They had the beginnings of a plan. They were going to have to take turns keeping watch over the man until Simon dug a hole for him, which might take quite a while. Teresa was tired, everyone was. It had been a long day, and it just kept getting longer. They couldn’t even bring the man into the camp out of concern for public safety either, so they needed to make a prison nearby in the woods.

There were a lot of logistical problems to that. For one, someone capable needed to stand guard. For two, he might have more allies in the forest somewhere waiting to strike. That meant he would actually need multiple guards who were capable, around the clock until they figured out a better way to handle the situation.

This was going to be such a pain in the ass.
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Teresa slept like shit. How was she supposed to get a good night’s sleep after all of that? She killed four people, had a million questions running through her mind, and zero answers. They had stayed up late, and now there was a rotation of guards meant to keep watch over their only prisoner. She felt bad about it, but it was undeniable that killing him would be easier. That didn’t mean she was going to though.

Simon had dug a hole along the outskirts of the settlement, using the dirt to pad up makeshift walls around the ditch. It was just dirt, and realistically the man could break free pretty easily if not for the full body straitjacket. Whatever people imagined about digging a hole large enough to actually fit a person, they were wrong. It took ages, turns out making a hole deeper than 6 feet was incredibly difficult, especially without real tools.

Teresa herself had needed to step in and help, as she was the strongest person there. She could rip apart the roots in the ground with her bare hands, burning them when needed and stomping on large stones that didn’t mesh perfectly with the walls of the hole. It had taken them just over an hour, and that was with superpowers! They had all tried interrogating the man - without torture - but he never spoke a word. He also refused any food or water, but they didn't exactly have enough of that going around for supporting a prisoner long term anyways.

On the bright side of this whole ordeal, Teresa had hit level 35 after her last fight, and her class had also hit level 5. She hadn’t picked a new skill yet due to her exhaustion hampering her decision making process, but she was awake enough now. She had already read through them once, but she needed to go through them again to properly make a choice.

<Silent Step: lv 0>

Type: Stealth

Limit the noise created by your footsteps, become silent to all but those with the highest Perception.

This was a pretty solid choice in the long run, but it was only useful if Teresa was the one engaging. If she had gotten this skill choice before her fight against those psycho’s yesterday, she probably would have gone right for it. She now knew just how incredibly advantageous a surprise attack could be, she experienced it firsthand after all. However, she was already doing well enough in fights she picked herself. It was the fights that chose her that she was worried about. Fighting mindless monsters was one thing, fighting humans who have min maxed their stats to mesh with their skills was an entirely different arena. It was like going from playing the campaign of a video game to competitive multiplayer. Teresa was pretty sure that despite her previous enemies being half her level, the only stats that she had that were higher than all of theirs were likely Intelligence and Wisdom, and maybe Agility.

<Sturdy Outer Shell: lv 0>

Type: Defensive Barrier (Self)

Channel Mana or Stamina to the outermost layer of your skin, solidifying the resource into an extra sturdy layer of protection. Limits movement speed in exchange for safety.

Alright, this one might help a lot actually. Limiting movement speed didn’t sound great, and last night it had immediately disqualified this skill as a valid choice. Now that she had slept on it, she realized its potential. If Teresa could use this and combine it with <Dash>, she might just turn into a high speed tank. Or maybe just a pretty quick tank, depending on just how much her movement speed was limited.

<Monster Hunt: lv 0>

Type: Karmic Magic

Your strong desire to hunt those who would threaten your allies has caused your Soul to strengthen the karmic bonds between you and nearby monsters. You may pull on these karmic bonds to gain a sense for these monsters. A sufficiently capable monster may notice the shift in karma.

She had three really strong choices, even if she didn’t get all of them right now she could in the future. First things first, she eliminated <Silent Step>, at least for right now. It was a toss up between the other two choices, which both had a lot of potential. <Sturdy Outer Shell> would give her a huge advantage in combat that she didn’t have already, Teresa was lacking a good defensive skill.

She had <Embers> for offense, <Intuitive Aim> to help with ranged attacks, <Magic Wellspring> and <Facilitated Restoration> to buff herself, <Dash> as a movement skill, plenty of healing capabilities, and a bunch of general skills like <Inventory>, <Identify>, <Appraise>, and <Mana Control>. She could use some variety in her offense and some stealth somewhere down the line, but for now she needed something to help tank damage.

Alternatively, <Monster Hunt> had an advantage that was unique to it. Depending on what the range of that ability was, she might be able to level up a lot quicker with it. The way she saw it, she could either be safer now or take a gamble and level up quicker, then get <Sturdy Outer Shell> after some grinding.

Teresa got out of her tent and began to walk around the settlement, taking in the sights around her as she thought. They had gotten more people in the camp, to the point where soon they wouldn’t have any space left for tents inside of the Mana dome. The situation had been very weird to say the least, as English wasn’t spoken by everyone.

There was a party from Madagascar that spoke Malagasy and French. Teresa had never heard of Malagasy before, but it turns out that was the primary language of the country. There was a party of people from Japan, where only one person spoke English, a few parties from Brazil that spoke mainly Portuguese, a party from Thailand where only one person spoke English and another was actually incapable of speaking, and a whole lot of other parties that had a variety across multiple countries.

The weird part about it wasn’t just that everyone spoke different languages, give it enough time and that wouldn’t matter anymore. The weird part was that the children of the settlement basically spoke all languages. It turns out, they had <Translate> too as their only skill. A lot of the children seemed fascinated by other cultures, and actually spent nearly the entirety of yesterday power leveling the skill.

Once one kid was able to communicate with practically anyone, all of the other kids wanted to do the same. Now, Teresa was able to spot multiple children speaking in completely different languages yet she could understand them perfectly. The children were the camp’s defacto translators. There were a few kids playing with a dog, and the dog even seemed to understand them well.

A few people had been nervous to let the kids near the dog, but it turned out he was great with children. He liked to stay around a toddler named Charlie who was barely old enough to walk, but Teresa thought it was cute.

How does that even work? Teresa had seen plenty of creatures that were clearly based on animals that existed pre-System. Was that Giant Salamander just a regular salamander a few days ago? If so, why was this dog completely normal? His collar said his name was Maxwell, so maybe it had something to do with domestication.

Around the camp, there were multiple construction projects underway. Along with a lot of national diversity, there was a large amount of professional diversity as well. Carpenters, construction workers, electricians, retail employees, a pilot, there was even a party of people who had been in the Swiss Armed Forces. 

They had been lucky enough to go into the Tutorial with friggin guns, but they ran out of ammo by the end of the first stage. They hadn’t exactly been walking around with several mags on them, three of them had actually been asleep when the Tutorial started. It had been very early in the morning in Europe when everything kicked off, most Europeans reported waking up in the white room.

Today, Teresa was going to be on water duty. She was the only one with a Bottle Of Holding, so it was her job to visit the Scilian swamp and begin hauling water back and forth. Simon was working on digging a hole to store the water, and the plan was to cover the inside of the hole with tarp from tents to keep it from leaking into the ground. Someone would be in charge of boiling water and making sure it was clean, then filling up recycled water bottles to pass out.

Watching the settlement develop was fun, but it also made Teresa anxious. She didn’t want to lead this place, it was contradictory to her goals. Hell, she might even enjoy it, but she wasn’t looking to be some sort of legendary figure. Her family was still missing, that was her main concern. She didn’t have an easy way to find them yet, but the second she got the option for <Familial Duty> she would take it.

That would make leading the settlement practically impossible, she was going to be absent. Teresa didn’t want to sound selfish, but between this camp and her family, she would pick her family any day of the week. It’s not her fault no one else beat the Tutorial except for some missing Mijo guy.

There was another reason to pick <Monster Hunt>, it was karmic magic. <Familial Duty> was also karmic magic, maybe this could eventually lead into getting the skill she was hoping for. That thought added a lot of value to the option, but there was still one issue weighing on her mind.

She wouldn’t be able to find her family if she was dead.

With a heavy heart, Teresa chose <Sturdy Outer Shell>. She would get <Monster Hunt> next time. Besides, her class gained experience differently from her personal level. It got experience through doing diverse things, like learning how to use a boomerang for example. Making her skill set more diverse might actually do more for her class than taking more fights.

Teresa still hadn’t chosen a second class as a part of her class perk. It would give her a shitty class to also gain experience in and get skills from, her main class getting 75% experience and her second class also getting 75%. In total, that was worth more experience than not having a class. It would provide more skills in the long run, but Teresa didn’t need low tier skills. She needed <Familial Duty>, she just didn’t know how to get it. She would pick a second class once she felt it was reasonable to do so. For now, she was consciously taking the loss in experience. 

It was about time she headed out to the Scilian swamp. She would take out any monsters along the way, and she also wanted to test out her new skill. She activated <Dash> and ran into the woods, heading southwest towards the swamp. As she ran, she wondered how the plants were able to survive without any rivers or streams nearby. Was it magic, or just science? Was there a difference between magic and science anymore?

Once she put a good distance between herself and the settlement, she activated her <Sturdy Outer Shell> for the first time. It could use either Stamina or Mana, but Teresa had way more experience using Mana. From her Soul, Mana poured out in all directions to cover her skin. It was incredibly costly, rapidly draining her Mana pool as she used it. The skill actively required a steady stream of Mana, so it wasn’t something that could be used for very long.

All along her skin, Mana transformed into a pale yellow material that reminded Teresa of saltines. Touching the material, it felt extremely dry on the outside but she could barely feel the protective barrier underneath. She tried to move and, holy shit, it was incredibly difficult. The barrier made it feel like she was constantly pushing against a heavy object, as if she were trying to slide a refrigerator across the ground in front of her.

She activated <Dash> again, which helped quite a bit. She was still faster than any pre-System human, but compared to how she could normally move it was extremely slow. She deactivated the skill and went back to running, when another idea popped into her head.

Did she have to cover her whole body with the skill? What if she could control it well enough to just protect, say, her fists? Make her hands way tougher right before she punched someone, or just made a patch of hard material wherever she was about to get hit?

Teresa reactivated <Sturdy Outer Shell>, trying to only cover her stomach. It was really close to her Soul, so it would probably require a lot less effort than her hands. As the Mana poured out, she noticed the area around her stomach was much stronger, but the skill still covered her whole body.

Maybe it was a level thing, once she got better with it she might be able to micromanage the Mana. She decided to leave it on for a minute to get used to the feeling as she ran with <Dash>, wondering just how durable it actually was. It didn’t feel very strong, as a matter of fact it was kind of brittle, but it was also level 0. Taking a look at her status screen, the only skills that were still level 0 were <Totem Of Life>, <Purify>, and-

Holy shit.

<Sturdy Outer Shell> was already at 72% experience, and <Purify> was at 97%. How? She only used <Purify> the one time really, and she had just gotten <Sturdy Outer Shell> a few minutes ago. Then it hit her.

She was dual casting.

It was something she took for granted now, being able to use two different skills at once. Apparently for most, it was incredibly difficult. Teresa herself had spent an entire week learning how to do just that, so it wasn’t too surprising that very few people could do it. Some skills it wasn’t a problem, like <Intuitive Aim> or <Bulwark>. Those were practically automatic, but skills like <Dash>, <Healing Touch>, and <Embers> all required a lot of focus to dual cast with a different skill.

When she applied that tidbit of information to her memories, it made sense. That Giant Salamander she loved to bring up all the time had been stationary while sinking a party of people, and Noah had mentioned he believed the creature was using two spells at once. Teresa had wondered why the Giant Salamander had been completely stationary while its prey was vulnerable, it was because it had to be to use two different skills simultaneously.

Teresa activated <Purify> as she ran using <Dash> and <Sturdy Outer Shell>, and watched with joy as her skills rapidly gained experience. They would never go past 99% experience this way, but it was a great way to level them up while also learning just how many skills she could use at once.

She tried to activate <Healing Touch> in her spare hand, but found four skills was too much for her. They all began sputtering, none of her skills working properly at all as she needed to maintain four streams of Mana and a stream of Stamina all with a different current. Well, at least she found something else that would entertain her <Mana Control> training.

Teresa’s Mana had dropped insanely low from this, to the point where she already couldn’t use <Dash> anymore. <Sturdy Outer Shell> had taken most of it, as covering her entire body made it by far her most Mana hungry skill. She could run the rest of the way just fine, it wasn’t too far.

Eventually, Teresa arrived in the swamp. The Scilian settlement was near the edge of the swamp and the forest, and many of the Scilians spotted her rather quickly. Teresa noted that skills like <Silent Step> wouldn’t do much if she was just seen out in the open, but it’s not like she was trying to be sneaky.

If anything, they should know Teresa was here. Getting water wasn’t her only goal today, she also needed to talk to them about the existence of hostile humans. Before it had been a possibility she had brought up, but now she knew for certain they were out there. It wasn’t like they were just regular bandits either, they had a lot of oddities to them.

Teresa approached the settlement, and found with annoyance the Scilians all began to kneel. At least she didn’t catch the word goddess, ew just thinking it almost made Teresa physically cringe. As she got closer to the settlement, she felt a strange desire to touch their monolith. It stood in the center of their camp, identical to the human counterpart. She wondered if it worked the same way, all she would need to do to find out was touch it-

Nope, fuck no. Teresa learned her lesson last time, she was not about to get conned into leading a settlement of aliens. She already didn’t want to lead humans, she sure as shit wasn’t going to lead these guys. Fool Teresa once, shame on you. Fool her twice, shame on her.

“Hey, Teresa here.” Teresa said, immediately wincing. How was she supposed to introduce herself to aliens? Shit, did she ever tell them her name was Teresa? Fuck, the Albino Gorillas probably didn’t know her name either. This was almost just as bad as her still not knowing her party’s last names, which she was definitely going to figure out as soon as she got back home. “Few things. Water. Drinkable?”

The Scilians began conversing amongst themselves, many of them visibly confused. Teresa’s <Translate> had hit level 3 during her time in the settlement, but it still wasn’t enough to figure out what was going on here. Eventually, she got a response from an elderly Scilian that she actually understood.

You are drinking?

“Say that one more time, I don’t think I caught all of it.” Teresa said, then realized she also messed up and spoke too much at once. She slowed herself down, repeating herself a few times at a snail’s pace. Eventually, she was able to piece it all together.

Are you not drinking it right now?

“What, no? I drink with my mouth.” Teresa said, pointing to her face. Did these creatures drink like plants? Just standing in the water might be enough for them to ingest it, did their Pomerian horse body’s do osmosis or something? The Scilians talked amongst themselves some more, and Teresa realized they might not consider the same kind of water drinkable. “Sorry, ignore that. Different thing. Some humans, bad. Big bad. Very bad. Kill people bad.”

Teresa went on to try and explain the situation with her attackers earlier, not going into too much detail about the result of the fight. She wasn’t sure if they understood her, but she did her best to make it clear that only some humans would kill them and they should just be careful.

Once that was done with, Teresa had a bright idea. Up to this point, she had exclusively used <Appraise> on magical stuff, did it work on regular things too? Could she just <Appraise> the water? She gave it a shot, and found that if she intended to, she could.

<Scilian Filtered Swamp Water (F)>

Type: Material

Water that has been filtered through biological Scilian processes.

The description and name said it was filtered, but what counted as filtered? Eh, she would let Theo try it, he offered to after all.

“I take water, that okay?” Teresa asked, eagerly waiting for the day she could talk like a normal human being to whoever she wanted. The Scilians all clamored that she could take as much water as she wanted, at least that’s what she thought they were saying based on what she could piece together. Her <Translate> hit level 4 mid conversation, making her one step closer to being a universal translator like the children at home. 

She got a short distance away from the settlement and opened up her Bottle Of Holding, pushing it under the water. It sucked water in at a ridiculous speed, far faster than a bottle typically should. Definitely magic. After a few seconds it was full, and she was ready to take a trip back to the human settlement. She thanked the Scilians before she activated <Dash> and got going, deciding she would keep practicing her four skill quad-casting on the way back.

She had a present for Theo to try.
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Who knew the apocalypse would involve digging so many holes? Simon, apparently, but Teresa definitely didn’t see it coming. Somewhere to keep a prisoner? Hole. Storing water without any real infrastructure? Hole. Building some cabins out of strange possibly magical wood? Those foundations need holes. It was ridiculous.

After several hours of tireless work, the storage for the water was complete. It definitely could be bigger, but Simon said he had “plans,” without elaborating further. He went out to hunt monsters with a few parties once it was complete, which was still incredibly useful. The water storage was effectively just a swimming pool with tents and packed clay being used as the internal barrier to keep water from just leaking out into the ground.

Teresa opened her Bottle Of Holding to unleash the Niagra Falls of Scilian filtered swamp water. The magical bottle behaved in an interesting manner opposite of what Teresa would expect. If someone opened it, it would either absorb liquids or expel them at max speed. Only after channeling Mana into the item would it slow down, though considering the number of people in the camp it was likely they were going to need to set up some sort of water caravan to frequently refill the pool.

“So how exactly does a Scilian filter water?” Theo asked, an eyebrow raised. “I’m not drinking their pee for the record. I agreed to try swamp water, not piss.”

“I think it’s more like alien sweat.” Teresa told him, though that only seemed to alleviate his concerns a little bit. “Think of it like drinking platypus milk.”

“What?”

“You know, platypus milk. They sweat milk, don’t they?”

“Who the hell have you met that has been drinking platypus milk?”

“Literally no one, but if it’s good enough for a platypus surely it’s good enough for us.”

“I am not following your line of reasoning at all.” Theo said, still very suspicious of the Definitely Not Alien Piss. “I swear if I get some sort of disease from this you better be able to healing magic it away.”

“Hurry up, I want to go out and get some more levels.” Teresa told him, though admittedly she wasn’t particularly willing to try it herself either. There was no harm in boiling already filtered water, right? “Besides, I’m pretty sure they also drink it. Don’t ask me how they drink their own sweat, I don’t know how that works either.”

“Damnit, why did I agree to this?” Theo muttered as he filled up a regular water bottle with the liquid. He eyed it nervously, swirling it around and watching for any inconsistencies in the water. “Is water supposed to be that blue?”

“I don’t know, I’m not a water scientist.”

“That’s gotta mean there’s something in it, what if it’s arsenic?”

“Or maybe they naturally produce blue food coloring? You ever think of that?”

“You are a terrible influence.” Theo said, lifting the bottle to his mouth. He took a sip and frowned. “You know, it’s actually not that bad.”

“Even knowing that it comes from a swamp full of alien squid Pomeranians?” Teresa asked.

“Well I’ve eaten hotdogs before and I know those can come from some pretty questionable parts of an animal. If I think of it like milk then it really isn’t that bad.”

“Platypus milk.”

“Hey, it was your idea.”

Now that was all done and tested, the settlement had a water supply. Thankfully, this was enough contribution from Teresa and she could finally begin hunting monsters. She needed to see Saylee and Michael, who were in charge of mapping. Saylee only spoke Thai, while Michael spoke just enough English for <Translate> to work alright if you avoided too much slang and spoke formally. Teresa’s <Translate> was level 4, so honestly Saylee would probably be able to partially understand Teresa directly.

In many situations kids would help out with translating, but some conversations probably were best to be kept out of earshot from the young. This was going to be Teresa’s first time actually interacting with Saylee, at least that’s what she thought until she actually met her. Oh shit, she’s definitely seen her from somewhere before, but Teresa wasn’t exactly sure where from. She started going through her memories when thankfully Saylee answered that train of thought for her.

“Teresa, I want to tell you thank you for saving our lives from that boar. Without you, we would have certainly died.” The Chinese woman said in Thai. Teresa was surprised that she understood Saylee perfectly, her words automatically being translated to English.

“Yeah, don’t worry about it.” Teresa replied. “I thought you needed Michael to help with translating?”

“I used to work with drones surveying the coast in Thailand for research, as a result I am the closest person to a cartographer here. I have spent a lot of time talking with various people and coordinating logistics for Portal hunting, my <Translate> skill has already surpassed all of my others by quite a lot.” She answered proudly. “Now, I assume you are looking for high level Portals?”

“Yes, I want to know wherever the strongest Monster Spawners are. I also plan on heading south again to tell the Albino Gorillas about the bandits we ran into the other day.” Teresa told her. The bandit attack had become common knowledge, although the details were only known by a select few.

“Monster Spawners?”

“Portals.” Teresa clarified. At some point she had started calling them Monster Spawners because, well, that’s what they basically are. Saylee nodded and started looking through her notes. Teresa wasn’t sure where she got the paper from, but she sure had a lot of it. There was no harm in asking. “Where did you get all of that paper if you don’t mind me asking?”

“I had been in a meeting when the Tutorial started, and I had just started passing out briefings to my colleagues. I am writing on the back of several documents.” Saylee clarified, showing the other side of her paper. Indeed, there were a lot of printed words on there that were written in Thai. “I lost most of it early on, but there were a couple kids in school with paper as well. So, what level Portals can you take on?”

“Mid thirties if possible, I would like to try a stronger one if available.” Teresa told her. She had a new skill that needed leveling and testing. She wasn’t sure how durable it was in its current state, but she knew it was pretty weak. Nothing would give it as much experience as throwing herself against high level monsters. Saylee snorted, however.

“Very funny, but I don’t think there are enough people to take out any of those. We’ve only seen a level 40 and a level 36 that fit your description, but they’re to the east and northwest respectively. We couldn’t put together a party that could come with you for that.”

“It’s fine, I’m planning on going by myself anyways. East and northwest you said? I could probably hit both and still have time for the gorillas, how far are they?”

“Are you sure?”

“Okay, I might not be able to get both today but I can at least get one.”

“By yourself?”

“I wouldn’t mind company if they could keep up, but honestly unless there are multiple level 25’s or a level 30 somewhere they would probably just get in my way.” Teresa explained. Saylee shrugged.

“Okay ma’am, let me copy the Portals on another map and you’ll be good to go.” Saylee said, writing on the back of a document. Did Teresa just get called ma’am? Kind of weird, but she’d go with it. She assumed it was a translation thing, and it was meant to be nice.

“So how do you know so much about the surrounding area? I get that you’re basically a cartographer, but have you actually gone out and seen this for yourself?” Teresa asked, curious.

“No, I used photos from people’s phones. There was a girl who had a solar powered phone charger with her, apparently it was a gift from her dad. There’s only one charger though, and we don’t have multiple charging cords. If your phone doesn’t have the right port, then you can’t use it.” Saylee said. That was cool, and it was fine that Teresa wouldn’t be able to charge her phone. She didn’t have it on her anyways, she had set it down right before she had jumped off…

Teresa suddenly got the sensation that her body was being compressed, like her sense of feeling had retreated from the exterior of her skin to just beneath it. She wasn’t panicking, it was just a shitty reminder that made her feel just as shitty. There wasn’t exactly a therapist Teresa could go visit, she was doing better by a long shot but it wasn’t like her mental health could magically fix itself all the time. Unless there was a magical therapist, that would be sick.

“So phones actually still work?” Teresa asked.

“Yes, but there is no internet.” Saylee answered. She finished drawing up a very basic map of their surroundings, and pulled out her own phone. After pressing a few buttons, she showed Teresa a picture of some trees with a slightly redder texture to them. “This is the area to the east with the level 40 Portal. To the northwest, once it starts snowing you’ll know you’re close.”

“It’s snowing nearby?” Teresa asked, surprised. “I guess we must be pretty far north then, huh?”

“No, we are close to the equator based on the sun’s position in the sky. We do not know why it is snowing there, it is very abnormal and only a small area is experiencing the weather phenomenon.”

“Magic.” Teresa said, as she was shown another photo where the trees looked far more Earth-like. It kind of reminded her of what she imagined Norway was like in the winter. The map she had been given was actually pretty useful. It was extremely simple, but there were dimensions and distances written in multiple places to provide a general scale of where things were.

“The distances are definitely all wrong by several kilometers, but that’s using the best information we have access to. Parties have been avoiding those areas due to the high level monsters coming from the Portals, so the data is limited.” Saylee told her. That was understandable, Teresa had already seen more than what she had been expecting.

“Thank you Saylee, I appreciate it.” With that, Teresa had a decision to make. What should she do first? The responsible choice was to visit the gorillas and get that out of the way, it would suck if there was a war because some bandits acted on the behalf of all humans. Then again, she really wanted to get stronger. The fight against the bandits had been replayed in her mind over and over again, as she tried to figure out what she could have done better.

There were definitely improvements to be made, if she had broken free of the adhesive ground faster and speed blitzed them she probably could have been able to win, even if it meant taking a few extra magical crossbow bolts. It would have still been a hard fought victory, but there was more to a fight between humans than just having bigger numbers.

Teresa decided she would go talk to the gorillas, then hit the level 40 Monster Spawner. She had to be responsible, but within a week that responsibility would hopefully fall on someone else. A lot of the settlement acted as if she was guaranteed to be the leader, which really annoyed her. How many times did she have to say it, she did not want to lead shit.

Wind whistled past her ears as she headed south, preferring speed over skill practice as she activated exclusively <Dash>. She had multiple skills stuck at 99%, as many skills seemed to require use in combat to actually level up. It was kind of upsetting that she couldn’t just sit at the camp using four skills at once forever to power level her skills, but it is what it is.

It didn’t take long for her to encounter the gorillas. They had gradually moved closer to the human settlement over the last day, though she wasn’t entirely sure why. Maybe that was something she could ask about, if things didn’t get too heated.

Unfortunately, things got heated.

It has been one day, and there are already humans that might break the deal? One of the lead gorillas asked, very upset. We agreed, we do not kill each other.

“There are only some humans who behave that way, I assure you the settlement is all in favor of an alliance. There is no shortage of enemies, nobody wants more of them.” Teresa said. It was true, and it had actually been kind of surprising. Teresa was totally expecting people to get extremely upset about the idea of treating animals as equals, but so many of those who survived had already seen enough weird shit to not even flinch at the idea. Many had actually been very happy that the Giant Four Armed Murder Gorillas were not going to murder them, and were actually on the same side.

How will we know who is who then? The gorilla in charge of communication asked. How can we befriend a species that might turn around and kill us at any moment?

There were multiple Albino Gorillas spectating the conversation from above, and many began yelling out in agreement. They didn’t actually speak or anything, but their voices definitely gave off the vibe that they agreed with what the lead gorilla was saying. Teresa almost got distracted by the fact that the gorillas knew the word “species,” but she squashed that thought before it could derail the conversation.

“That is a good question, and I will answer with another question in turn. How do we know which Albino Gorillas are friendly and which ones are not?” Teresa asked, using their own logic against them.

No Albino Gorilla will ever attack a human, too much is at stake. The communicator gorilla replied.

“But can you guarantee that? Will it stay that way forever, or will there come a day when your species becomes strong enough to conquer us and one gorilla decides to take a shot at it?”

What are you trying to say about our people?

“I’m saying that they are people. We can’t always control how others act, even if most would disagree with them. I want there to be an understanding between us. Sometimes, a human will act out of line and we will punish them accordingly. If there are ever any that attack you, we will come to your aid. If any gorillas attack us, we ask that you do the same.” Teresa answered, feeling like that was reasonable. This was exhausting, Teresa had to watch every word she said. Her words almost had the opposite effect of what was intended at one point, all it took was a single misunderstanding for war to break out.

Teresa did not want to wipe out the Albino Gorillas, and she wasn’t entirely sure if she could. If they could use skills, then Teresa already understood what could happen when getting overrun by more skills than she could counter. She had learned to push forward and speed blitz her enemy if she was put into a situation like that again, but she wasn’t positive she could even move if just five gorillas hit the ground underneath her with <Adhesion>. Did they have that skill? No idea. Did they have skills at all? Also no idea.

There were a million things Teresa didn’t know yet, including why they didn’t have their own monolith or settlement. How were there so many of them together if locations were randomized after the Tutorial? Did they even have a Tutorial? Maxwell the dog was still just a totally normal dog, why were these guys augmented?

Fine. The gorilla responded after some deliberation. We do not like it, but we do not want war.

“Oh yeah, before I forget my name is Teresa by the way.” Teresa said. She wasn’t sure she ever introduced herself to them, and had only told the Scilians her actual name earlier.

I am Gary. The gorilla said. Teresa had to put all of her willpower into not laughing, the gorilla’s name was fucking Gary? There was nothing wrong with the name, she just really was not expecting it to be the name of a gorilla.

“Pleasure to meet you properly.” Teresa replied, as the gorillas began to disperse into the surroundings. It seemed the meeting was over, and thankfully that was another crisis averted.

Teresa activated <Inventory> and pulled out her map, looking at where she needed to go. She probably could have just left the map with Saylee due to her enhanced memory, but the super memory wasn’t entirely perfect. Multiple things were still blurry if she tried to recall them, even if she still technically could.

The level 40 Portal was east of the settlement. It produced some sort of snake creature, and aside from their level they would be incredibly dangerous if they were venomous.

Teresa sure hoped that was the case, it was about damn time she leveled up her <Purify>.
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Teresa needed to plan this one out. Not only were the snakes higher level than her, but there were a lot of them. Was this a stupid, risky plan to get a lot of experience? Maybe. Probably. Okay definitely, by all means she should play it safe and attack the level 36 Monster Spawner northwest. Was she still going to attack this high level Portal anyways? Yep.

The trees in this area had a red tinge to them, and they were far thicker. The canopy was much lower to the ground, but Teresa was confident these trees were actually much taller than the ones she was familiar with. Why was she so sure of this? She had tried to climb one to gain a vantage point and scout the area around her better, but beyond the first layer of canopy was some open space followed by another canopy.

Then another canopy. Then another. Then another. The canopies were so thick, she could actually walk on large sections of them. It was like the forest was an elaborate tree house with multiple stories here. Multiple trees supported the canopies, turning them into vast stable regions. The wood seemed to emit a soft glow that felt similar to sunlight, which was extremely confusing to Teresa. Weren’t plants supposed to absorb light? There were bioluminescent plants, but she didn’t really know how those worked.

When she found the level 40 Portal, she realized a problem. The portal was mass producing snakes every few minutes, while over thirty level 40 snakes patrolled the general area. They were huge, making Teresa think they were closer to basilisks than regular snakes. Hopefully they didn’t follow normal basilisk rules and wouldn’t turn her into stone from making eye contact. <Identify> didn’t say they were basilisks, so surely she was fine.

{Giant Serpent (F) (lv 40)}

Each of these monsters were the same level as Lady Liberty, though thankfully there were some lower leveled serpents in the area for her to warm up on. She wasn’t sure how long this was going to take, but she was sure she could grind for experience by killing anything and everything that wasn’t able to kill her.

The Portal was on the ground level, though the snakes themselves had spread out among the trees and canopies. All of the level 40s stayed around the Monster Spawner itself, while many lower level serpents had actually climbed the trees and stayed in various tree layers. Teresa would likely start with those, but she needed to think it through.

If she was too loud, she would draw the attention of an entire camp of level 40 monsters. That would mean dying, there was not a chance in hell she would survive that. Maybe if it turned out they were really slow she would be fine, but they were level 40. If a single serpent gained 2 Agility per level, that would mean they’d have at least 80 Agility. That was almost double what Teresa had at 43 Agility.

Teresa began climbing the tree closest to her, still about two kilometers from the Portal. It was kind of weird to think of distance in kilometers for her, but the map had used kilometers instead of miles. How un-American of her, why should she use a system of measurement where conversions made sense? Obviously there should be 5,280 feet in a mile for super easy math. 1,000 meters in a kilometer? How ridiculous, the European mind could not comprehend such American ingenuity. Or Asians. Or Africans. Or pretty much anyone other than the US.

In the first layer of canopy above the ground, most of the snakes were around level 38. She climbed another layer and found they were level 36, then 35, then 33. She stayed as hidden as she could, not wanting to take any unnecessary risks that she wasn’t already taking.

What layer should she start at? Also, why were the snakes climbing trees? Did they normally do that? Teresa kept calling them snakes but they were actually serpents, what was the difference? Was there a difference? A lot of dumb questions were mixed in with the actually important ones, but Teresa doubted she would figure out the answer to most of them.

She decided she would start with the level 33 serpents. None of them seemed to have a Perception build considering she hadn’t been seen yet, but that was still alarming. It was at these high levels that being specialized really started to pay off, and Teresa was the exact opposite of specialized. Fuck it, level 33 serpents here she comes.

Teresa watched as a group of serpents rested in the canopy, well over fifty of them spread out across a wide area. They were spread thin, so it may actually be possible for Teresa to take them on one at a time. These were not Tutorial monsters, they likely had at least some degree of intelligence. She almost regretted not taking the stealth skill <Silent Step>, but she wasn’t sure exactly how well that would go anyways.

<Embers> wasn’t exactly a quiet skill. Punching something to death was not quiet either. What was quiet, however, were arrows. Teresa activated <Inventory> and pulled out a crossbow she had looted from a bandit. There had only been three bolts, but she could kind of make do with some arrows instead of bolts. The arrows were longer than the bolts and stuck out from the end of the crossbow, but they worked. Not great, but good enough.

Teresa took aim at a nearby level 33 serpent, lining up her shot. It was much easier to aim a crossbow than a bow, at least in Teresa’s opinion. That would probably get mitigated by using the wrong type of ammunition, but <Intuitive Aim> would help with that.

Once she felt she had a clean shot, she fired the crossbow for the first time. The arrow soared through the air and struck the serpent in the head… just to bounce off. What the fuck? The crossbow had been strong enough to shoot Teresa just fine, were these snakes bulletproof or something?


The serpent hissed and looked in her direction, rapidly slithering towards her at highway speeds. Teresa pulled out her kitchen knife and activated <Sturdy Outer Shell>, getting ready for the impact. At the last moment before impact, she used <Dash> to sidestep the serpent and plunged her knife into the body of the creature. The more the beast moved, the worse the damage got, but Teresa wasn’t unscathed either.

Her new defensive skill made it much harder to move quickly, and as a result the serpent was able to whip its head around and bite Teresa, burying its fangs into her midsection. She kept herself from screaming and stabbed the monster in each eye with two quick motions, completely blinding it. The serpent tried to release Teresa, but she held onto it by the eye socket and stabbed repeatedly into its head until it stopped moving.

You Have Slain {Giant Serpent (F) (lv 33)}

Experience Granted

She immediately activated <Healing Touch> and <Purify> as the monster died, making the Restoration Mana target the venom that she felt coursing through her veins. The last time she had used the new healing skill, she hadn’t gotten the chance to analyze it closely. As the Restoration Mana made contact with the venom in her body, it seemed to neutralize it by turning it into something else. It left behind a harmless byproduct, a strange grey blob that dissipated in her blood without a problem.

Was that something she should be concerned about? She was pretty sure the human body was able to naturally filter out gunk, was it the endocrine system that did that? No, wait, that was the lymphatic system, the endocrine system was in the brain or something. Damn Teresa sucked at anatomy.

It was obviously the lymphatic system, the gunk collectors were called lymph nodes after all. How long had she gotten the two mixed up in her head? Whatever, she was sure she would be fine. At least, she thought she would be. The venom was much more powerful than Teresa’s skill, to the point where she had to cancel <Healing Touch> to use <Purify> twice at the same time.

She had to compensate for the skill’s low level with her high Intelligence stat. Her HP was rapidly dropping and she began feeling dizzy, but her <Purify> would pull through. It was a good thing she started out on the weaker serpents, she figured out the crossbow was a bust and her <Purify> would absolutely need some experience grinding before taking on anything stronger.

This was going to take a lot longer than Teresa thought. At this rate, she might not make it back to the settlement before dark, but that would be fine. Honestly, even while getting bit by massive venomous super snakes, she felt a lot calmer than she did at camp. It was a weird mix of emotions.

On the one hand, she felt an extreme desire to be around people and socialize, she had spent nearly a month alone in a desert fighting for her life. On the other hand, it felt weird to talk to people again. The sound of other people’s voices, multiple kids being all over the place, the bustling of people figuring out what to do, it was overwhelming. Sometimes, even the smallest little thing could feel immensely upsetting.

The leader thing didn’t help, but she could probably ignore that given enough time. Then there was the bandit attack, and it was hard to stay around people after that. She could talk to people just fine, but she couldn’t help but look at everyone differently. How many of them had ever killed someone? Was it supposed to be harder than it actually was? Who knew the extent of what had happened? She had an extremely strong feeling of being an outsider looking in, which was ridiculously upsetting. It felt super stereotypical, like something that people just said to sound edgy.

It was annoyingly real. Somehow, this was easier. It was stupid that fighting for her life had become more comfortable than just being around a lot of people, but that was probably just something that could come up whenever therapy became a thing again.

Her <Purify> and <Sturdy Outer Shell> had both hit level 1, and <Dash> had hit level 9. Now the only skill Teresa had at level 0 was <Totem Of Life>, which was still on cooldown for another three days. It was a hard skill to grind, but once it was ready for use again she would try it out at the camp. She wanted to see how long it lasted, and how the Restoration Mana interacted with other healing spells.

Teresa used her healing magic to replenish her lost blood, feeling herself quickly get back into top shape. Her Mana and Stamina weren’t full yet, but they didn’t need to be. She stood next to the dead serpent, eyeing its body as she had an idea. <Purify> was activated, and she placed her hands on one of the serpent’s fangs, trying to see if she could target the venom to get some free experience out of it.

Thankfully, it worked. Teresa was able to practice her <Purify> on a dead, venomous monster. It gained experience slower than it would during combat, but to counteract this Teresa activated <Sturdy Outer Shell> and <Dash>, although she didn’t try to run anywhere. She just let the skills stay active while she practiced, letting all of them gain more experience.

As she did so, she wondered how experience even worked. Most skills required her to be in combat to cross that level up threshold, sometimes no amount of practice could be enough on its own. The issue is that wasn’t always the case. <Mana Control> was able to level up outside of combat, as was <Translate>. Other skills, like <Magic Wellspring> or <Facilitated Restoration> could be leveled up if used on someone in combat and if she just stayed close enough, though she hadn’t thoroughly tested that much.

How would that work in the long term for society? Like, 40 to 50 years from now when everything is up and running again, will people be expected to level up their skills by entering combat? If you want to be a good doctor, you gotta kill this Giant Serpent first. Med school, what’s that? Were the Olympics still going to be a thing again? It would be pretty cool to see what the strongest people on the planet could do, Teresa was only ranked 968 so there had to be some crazy powerful people out there. Out of curiosity, she checked her rank again.

1,740

Holy shit, she dropped a lot in the rankings. Honestly, that was kind of relieving. It was nice to know there were other people out there with their shit together, Teresa being in the top 1,000 made it feel like the world was on her shoulders. She was just a random person, being ranked that high was incredibly alarming.

By the end of the night, she was probably going to be back in the top 1,000. As a matter of fact, that was her new goal. This Monster Spawner was the perfect opportunity to grow, and she wasn’t going to waste it. She continued using her healing magic on the venom until her skill was back at 99%, which did not take too long. Another thing to note was that <Purify> worked on venom even in dead monsters, but <Healing Touch> and <Facilitated Restoration> both required a target to still be alive.

There were plenty of serpents all around in the canopies, and she would have a lot of opportunities to keep leveling her skills until they were at least decent. She took some time to regenerate most of her Mana, then chose another monster. If they weren’t spread so thin and had at least one serpent with good Perception, none of this would work. Thankfully, Teresa had gotten lucky with the perfect enemy to train herself against.

She paced along the canopy, the leaves and branches all sturdy enough to provide stable footing. It was hard to be quiet, and unfortunately that got the attention of three more serpents. Shit, she was hoping to pick them off one at a time.

The group of monsters slithered towards her, but she had a basic understanding of them now. They moved silently through the leaves, the only noise produced by the monsters being angry hisses as they prepared to eat her. The serpent in the lead lunged towards her, trying to bite her in a similar manner to the previous serpent.

Teresa activated <Dash> and sidestepped, but rather than stopping she ran towards the serpent’s body, grabbing onto it with her gloves and jumping onto its back in one smooth motion. The serpent was still able to whip its head around and bite her from this position, but it had to snap back farther than the previous serpent. She was also prepared for it this time, and she was able to use <Embers> directly in the monster’s mouth.

She only activated it for a split second, not wanting to draw too much attention by blasting a stream of fire through the back of the creature’s head into the air. This was enough to severely injure it, and Teresa was able to avoid the monster’s attack once more. Another serpent arrived, and she jumped straight at its head with <Sturdy Outer Shell> activated.

It opened its mouth to bite her, and unfortunately it succeeded. The serpent’s fangs bit into Teresa’s legs, but she didn’t stop her motion and instead plunged her kitchen knife into the top of the monster’s head again and again. Stabbing stuff in the face was a tried and tested method for killing stuff, and it seemed to work most of the time.

The serpent dropped dead, with Teresa’s legs still stuck on its fangs. Her pants had protected her from having the bite go clean through her, but it didn’t mean the attack didn’t hurt like hell. Unfortunately, Teresa couldn’t think of a better way to level up her skills, and she never wanted to be in the same position she had been in during the bandit fight. Whatever it took, she was going to suck it up and deal with it.

She pulled herself off the dead monster and used <Healing Touch> and <Purify>, smiling as she got another notification that it leveled up again. Her healing skill was still struggling with the venom, but not nearly to the same extent that it had been. The fight was not over as the two remaining serpents surrounded her and got ready to attack together.

It was a shame, monsters attacking one at a time was such a great method for her to kill them.

The injured serpent lunged at Teresa once more, making her use <Dash> to avoid the strike. The other serpent waited until she was already moving so it could try to predict where she was going, lunging at Teresa just as she avoided the first attack. She changed direction immediately, avoiding both attacks and keeping her distance.

The injured serpent wasn’t moving too quickly, but neither was Teresa. It would take a few more seconds to get rid of the venom in her body that was making her light headed and dizzy. She just played cat and mouse for now, avoiding attacks and staying away until the venom in her body was gone.

The healthy serpent slithered all around her so that there was nowhere to go, tightening its body around her rapidly. Teresa was forced to jump up in the air to avoid being crushed in its coil, which left her vulnerable in the air. Both serpents lunged at her, forcing her to activate <Sturdy Outer Shell> and <Dash> as she kicked her legs.

One metal boot slammed into the healthy serpent’s jaw, knocking the attack off course. The injured serpent was able to avoid being kicked, biting down on her leg. Her legs were really taking a beating this fight, thank fuck for the pants she got from the Monster Stronghold.

She stabbed the monster in the head, finishing it off as the final serpent struck again. She activated <Embers> for a brief moment again, sending hot flames down the serpent’s throat. Last time, she had canceled the attack spell too quickly, resulting in an injured but still very much alive monster. This time, she let it stay active for just half a second longer.

That was enough, and the serpent’s corpse landed on top of Teresa as the last monster in the group died. Teresa rushed to heal herself, using her skills to stop the venom and bleeding as fast as she could. She had taken more damage than she was hoping, and her HP had dropped dramatically. Having a lot of HP meant she could get hurt more before death, it was harder to bleed out and venom needed to do more in the long run.

Thankfully, her 34 Vitality combined with her 34 Fortitude paid off, and she was able to survive long enough for her <Purify> to do its magic. Getting bit by a massive snake was not painless, but that encounter had felt almost comfortable, or at the very least familiar. Here, at least monsters behaved in a way Teresa could expect. Fighting people had really thrown her off, but she would be ready next time.

She was gonna kill some snakes.

            

    
        Chapter 58: Snake Rodeo

    
    
    
    
                Teresa had made a major discovery. She had been fighting the serpents for almost an hour now, killing one or two and getting as much experience as possible with her two skills that she was focusing on. It was only a matter of time before she leveled up, and it revealed a shocking fact.

Status:

Name: Teresa

Race: Human (Earth)

Level: 36 (F) (0%)

Class: Jack Of All Trades lv 5 (F+) (39%)

HP: (483/515)

Stamina: (411/515)

Mana: (894/1020)

Strength: 37

Fortitude: 36

Endurance: 36

Vitality: 36

Agility: 44

Intelligence: 72

Wisdom: 67

Perception: 51

Unallocated Points: 0

<Skills> {

<Translate: lv 4 (20%)>

<Mana Control: lv 12 (77%)>

<Healing Touch: lv 11 (74%)>

<Facilitated Restoration: lv 13 (25%)

<Identify: lv 7 (98%)>

<Totem Of Life: lv 0 (29%)>

<Magic Wellspring: lv 11 (3%)>

<Embers: lv 12 (81%)>

<Dash: lv 9 (18%)>

<Intuitive Aim: lv 3 (87%)>

<Purify: lv 4 (3%)>

<Inventory: lv 12 (96%)>

<Appraise: lv 12 (36%)>

<Sturdy Outer Shell: lv 4 (8%)>

}

<Titles> {

<System Newcomer>

<Tutorial: Power Hungry>

<Tutorial: Full Completionist>

<Tutorial: Level Pioneer>

<Slayer 1>

<Tutorial: Boss Killer>

}

Her class had changed since she beat the Tutorial. It said that her lowest stat would gain a point for every level up, and she had wondered what would happen if multiple stats were tied for last place. Apparently, they all gained a point. That was insane! Her Fortitude, Endurance, and Vitality had all gained an extra point from the level up, soon her Strength would also start getting extra points. The class rewarded her for having multiple attributes at similar values.

Teresa’s Intelligence, Wisdom, and Perception would not receive this benefit for quite a while, but that was totally fine. Sure, it means her class and attributes weren’t perfectly min maxed, but that’s not how life worked anyways. She couldn’t have possibly managed to get a perfectly efficient build, but this was still pretty damn good.

At the moment, Teresa was recovering in between battles. She took the opportunity to use <Purify> on the dead serpent’s fangs for some experience, and she also practiced using <Sturdy Outer Shell>. She focused on keeping her Mana from flowing everywhere, only guiding it towards her stomach. Teresa had tried this before, but at the time she had not been successful. Now, however, she had managed to make just her torso get covered in a slightly more durable form of the skill. It still was pretty weak, even at level 4, but she was sure if she could condense it down to a smaller area it would become incredibly useful.

These snakes were rather difficult to fight. Teresa could win each time, but not without getting hurt in the process. She was in a similar situation to where she figured out how to properly use shotgun <Embers>. When she first tried the technique, it had broken her arms. It had required some practice to get good at, but practicing something knowing there was a high risk of injury wasn’t easy to just do. It was like trying to learn the guitar, except a clown might pop out of nowhere and break your fingers if you missed a fret.

Speaking of guitars, she still had one that was sitting in her <Inventory>. Teresa would figure out how to play it eventually, but for now it was just gathering dust in her Soul. She looked forward to being able to spend time doing something for fun like that again, like everything was normal.

Anyways, fighting snakes and leveling up <Sturdy Outer Shell>. The only way Teresa could think of improving the skill was by getting hit, which led to an incredibly shitty time. Maybe if she could make the skill just cover her fists she could level it up that way, but unfortunately at the moment it was really all or nothing.

Well, now that she thought about it, that was incredibly wrong. She didn’t need it to do a whole lot, she just needed to use it in combat. If she activated the skill and punched something in the face, would that still provide experience even if it had a minimal effect? If so, what the hell has she been doing? Teresa had no idea how many times she had let herself get bit by now, and that fucking hurt! Damnit, was this an option the whole time?

This was why she needed a party with her. Someone to proofread her thoughts in case she got stuck doing something dumb. One person couldn’t possibly think of everything, and she was sure if her party were here at least somebody would have brought up “Hey Teresa why don’t you just punch stuff in the face?” She loved punching stuff in the face, how did she not think of that?

Teresa had subconsciously dismissed the idea because <Sturdy Outer Shell> wouldn’t provide much benefit in hitting stuff with her hands yet. Just cover her whole body with the skill as normal, focus on her hands in whatever way she could, then punch shit. Super easy, barely an inconvenience. Once Teresa was done here, she decided she was going to help her party level up some more. She missed the dynamics of fighting with other people, though only if they were on the same side. Obviously.

New strat, punch a snake in the face repeatedly. She wasn’t sure how loud that would be, but she had already been pretty lucky with noise. A group of serpents had only been attracted by sound the one time, and it was a miracle more didn’t come when she had been forced to use <Embers>. She would punch a few snakes, get her skill leveled up some more, maybe even <Purify> a snake’s venom in its fangs while still alive, then profit.

Teresa looked around for another snake, and she didn’t have to look very far. She may have killed a few herself, but the Portal kept producing more. They were dying faster than they were being produced, but Teresa knew every now and then a level 40 serpent would spawn. She wasn’t entirely positive how a fight with one of those would go.

The level 33 serpent in her sights was facing the opposite direction, and Teresa had a genius idea. She activated <Dash> and began sprinting towards the monster, clearing the gap in no time. She jumped towards the back of the monster’s head and activated <Sturdy Outer Shell> midair, causing a layer of Mana to condense around her body.

She focused it on her fists as much as she could, even if it didn’t make an overwhelming difference. She maintained her speed as she had already jumped, only being slowed down by air resistance. The monster began turning around due to her footsteps, but it was too late. Teresa slammed her hand down on the top of the serpent’s head like she was spiking a volleyball, creating an indent in the serpent’s skull.

The monster hissed and collapsed to the ground, caught off guard by the surprise attack. Teresa followed up with a kick to the jaw, her metal boot colliding with the snake’s chin. Was it a chin, or just a jaw? She was pretty sure it was just a jaw, but- never mind, she was in the middle of a fight. No time for distractions.

Teresa activated <Purify> in both hands and gripped the snake’s fangs as it was disoriented, sending Restoration Mana to destroy the venom in a still very alive monster. She opened her status screen and kept an eye on it, happy to see this was rapidly gaining her skill experience.

The serpent lunged forward and tried to bite Teresa, but she was already braced holding onto the fangs. The snake’s jaw closed and opened repeatedly, but Teresa kept her arms out and stiff while hopping along the ground. It looked goofy, but it worked wonders.

She had to deactivate <Sturdy Outer Shell> for this so she could adjust for the sudden movements, but she would activate it once she was ready to deliver the final blow. The situation remained unchanged for a time, Teresa continued draining the serpent’s venom while it failed to kill her. The monster’s venom was beginning to run out, but it seemed to have an idea.

Rather than trying to bite Teresa, it stood up tall, lifting Teresa off the ground. She was basically planking over the monster’s mouth at this point, but that wasn’t the real threat. Centrifugal force nearly made Teresa lose her grip as the snake slammed its head down like a hammer, trying to crush Teresa against the canopy.

She let go the moment she realized what was going on, causing her to go flying across the canopy attracting the attention of multiple other snakes. Shit, this again. A crowd of snakes began to converge on her, and she decided it was time she stopped fucking around. Teresa activated <Dash> and ran back to the snake she was originally fighting. Her foot lifted and kicked the serpent in the jaw once again, giving her the opportunity to use <Embers> to burn a hole clear through the serpent’s head.

There were already a metric fuckton of snakes on her, there was no point in being stealthy now. Her best bet was to run away while firing <Embers> at the snakes behind her, hoping more wouldn’t come up from the lower canopies. The monsters were faster than her by quite a bit, but thankfully <Embers> was putting in work.

Her flames burnt flesh to a crisp, not always strong enough to completely melt through but definitely killing multiple snakes in quick succession before they could get close. The ground in front of her rustled as more snakes came from below, each level 35. She changed course to avoid them, spraying fire erratically in multiple directions.

It was doing the trick, and strangely enough the snakes seemed to be getting confused. While chasing after her, they frequently took an indirect path or changed course entirely. What was going on?

More snakes began burrowing up from beneath, these guys level 36. Still, they also seemed to be confused as Teresa shot <Embers> everywhere. She wasn’t positive about why the snakes seemed so lost, but Teresa wasn’t complaining. This made things drastically easier for her, and suddenly Teresa wasn’t running away anymore.

She was on the offensive.

Teresa burnt apart snake after snake, sometimes building up Mana to release shotgun <Embers> when a level 38 or even level 40 snake appeared. It had something to do with the fire, and eventually Teresa had a thought. How do snakes see? Teresa racked her brain trying to play through her memories in elementary school, but there were too many to sift through to find what she was looking for.

Did they have thermal vision? She was pretty sure she had once heard that some snakes use thermal imaging to see, but she hadn’t been positive about if that was true or not. Apparently, it was. Shooting fire all around her made it difficult for the snakes to see, and due to their lack of Perception her fire was a perfect counter to them.

Why hadn’t she just tried this from the beginning? Teresa had been so sure she would get swarmed and killed immediately, but clearly that wasn’t the case. Her confidence had taken a major hit after losing to a bunch of level 15s, yet she was able to take on level 40 monsters. She was gaining shitloads of experience from it too, although <Purify> and <Sturdy Outer Shell> had both stopped close to level 5.

Teresa was running low on Mana now, so it was time she made her exit. She built up Mana in both hands and unleashed two instances of shotgun <Embers>, creating a wall of flames that blocked her from the snakes’ lines of sight. She took the opportunity to activate <Dash> and jump up towards the nearest tree, quickly scurrying up to the higher canopy.

She crawled through the massive leaves and branches, putting distance between herself and the monsters below. As soon as she was standing on strangely sturdy canopy again, she ran as fast as she could away from any and all snakes. She noted it felt slightly warmer on this layer, and wondered if that was why the snakes were climbing the trees. They were cold blooded after all, maybe they just wanted to lay in the sun.

Once she was safe, Teresa laid down on her back and panted heavily. That could have easily gone wrong, but she had lucked out. This was another sign she needed a party of people with her, not just because of the increase in combat capabilities but because multiple minds were better than one. Had she been with someone who knew some snakes saw with thermal vision, this whole ordeal would have been done by now.

That’s it, forget the level 36 Monster Spawner after this. Teresa was tired of combat by herself, she was tired of realizing she could have done something better after the fact, and she was tired of trying to think of everything alone. She was going to find her party, and see about helping them take on higher level monsters with her as a bodyguard. 

How many other things had she missed before because she simply didn’t think of it? Teresa always ripped on movies and TV shows for characters not doing something that could solve the whole plot easily, but maybe she was just as bad. It was similar to her issue with jumping at the first okay idea that popped into her head, sometimes she just didn’t think of a great idea when someone else might have.

Having a party would alleviate that issue drastically, while solving numerous other problems. There was safety in numbers for more reasons than just pure firepower. Teresa was going to see if her party would be willing to try taking on a stronger Monster Spawner with her assistance, and she hoped they would agree. It was time to put an end to lone combat. Sure she had her issues around people lately, but if she didn’t try then she would never get better.

For now though, she had her own Monster Spawner to finish off. She began regenerating her Mana, focusing on it carefully as she tried to lock in. All around her, the Environmental Mana was far denser than normal. She was pretty sure the trees themselves radiated Mana, making the process significantly faster.

Once she was fully recharged, it was time to finish the Giant Serpents off. She began to work her way down and through the canopy, heading towards ground level. There were still multiple snakes on the level where she had gone on a snake killing rampage, though they weren’t her priority. She also made a note to herself to check for monster cores later, prioritizing the high level cores in her <Inventory>. She was also tempted to try and skin the snakes for their durable hide, but she would probably fuck it up not knowing what she was doing. She would leave the corpses for someone else at the settlement to come prepare.

Once the Portal was in sight, Teresa took a second to look at what she was up against. There were still several level 40 serpents, but Teresa wasn’t too worried about them anymore. Mana began to condense in her hands once more, and she positioned her palms with some help from <Intuitive Aim>. She ran forward, activating <Dash> to get close to the pack of monsters.

They saw her coming, and all turned at once to try and kill her. Unfortunately for them, Teresa made guns look like toys. She unleashed shotgun <Embers> in one hand, causing a wave of fire to almost instantly kill the nearest serpent. She alternated back and forth between hands, firing shotgun blast after shotgun blast while running around at high speeds.

It was an embarrassingly easy fight that awarded her a lot of experience. In no time, she was the last one standing next to the Portal. She almost destroyed it with <Embers>, but then she had a better idea. Mana began to condense around her skin from <Sturdy Outer Shell>, and Teresa punched the Portal as hard as she could.

The Portal absorbed all of the kinetic force, completely stopping Teresa’s fist but not hurting at all. She punched it repeatedly, again and again until eventually the Portal collapsed into numerous Mana Crystals. There were different kinds of crystals Teresa hadn’t seen before, having a Kinetic or Defensive attunement. She didn’t have a use for them yet, but this had given her a different benefit that she was even happier with.

<Sturdy Outer Shell> had hit level 5 from punching the Portal. Fuck yeah. Teresa needed to punch things more often.

            

    
        Chapter 59: Getting The Band Back Together

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 59: Getting The Band Back Together

Teresa was back at the settlement with her party, all gathered around near the monolith. Theo’s party had found a massive pack of Charger Boars and killed them. Thankfully Theo managed to successfully harvest the dead animals’ bodies for meat and hide. The party put it away in their <Inventory>, and now everyone was having grilled hog meat.

There were nearly 10,000 people in the camp now, and it was bound to have a couple people who really knew how to cook. The hogs were pretty massive, easily enough to feed everyone for several days. Theo had discussed monitoring wildlife levels once food was taken care of to ensure they didn’t over-hunt their food source into extinction.

This was a great break for Teresa, sitting down with her friends and finally telling them the story of her time in the Tutorial. She had yet to bring up hunting together, but she had her hands full talking about her amazing exploits. Her friends were all in shock and awe at every word, marveling at the absolute legend before them.

Just kidding! They were insanely humbling.

“Oh shit, there were skeletons?” Preston asked, a huge smile on his face. “Dude that makes it so easy for you then huh, just gotta use healing magic on them. No wonder you beat the Tutorial.”

“I what?” Teresa asked, extremely confused.

“They were skeletons? They’re undead. Healing magic kills the undead.”

“What? Since when?”

“Since every RPG ever. Even in Minecraft healing potions damage skeletons. Healing magic counters the undead dude, are you telling me you never used healing magic on the skeletons?”

“I… I don’t think so. That’s bullshit, there’s no way that would have worked.”

“You used buffs on random monsters to level up your skills, but never on the skeletons?”

“There were already so many! It wasn’t like I was having an easy time against them!” Teresa retorted. She eventually came to eat those words when she started talking about how she speedran two Monster Strongholds in a day.

“Well that’s neat, you got another staff then.” Madeline said as Teresa described the skeletal mages.

“What do you mean I got another staff?” Teresa asked, confused yet again.

“The staffs from the skeleton mages that were controlling the ground, you looted their staffs right?”

“... Fuck.”

“TERESA!” Madeline exclaimed, shaking her head in faux exasperation. “You took the goblin’s war crime staff but not the earth magic staff? Also watch your language around Mackenzie here.”

“I was speedrunning! I was distracted by a lot of things, I already had two staffs and I was thinking about the magic C4 and treasure chest loot!”

“Never tell Simon about this.” Madeline warned, barely containing herself from laughing. “Can you imagine how many holes he could have dug by now with an earth magic staff?”

“Oh he would be heart broken.” Sarah said, covering her mouth as she snickered.

“I mean I was just thinking of how you didn’t grab a shield sooner, now this?” Jake said, shaking his head laughing.

Teresa put her hands on head and sighed heavily before she also burst out laughing. As much as it sounded like they were roasting Teresa’s decision making skills, it was all in good spirits. If anything it was just proving to Teresa that she needed to stick with her party, they were making some unfortunately good points. Besides, that earth magic staff totally would have required a special skill to use properly.

“Please tell me you at least got <Purify> after this.” Jake said, his face still red from laughing so much. Teresa snorted.

“I got that at the very end of the Tutorial and I didn’t use it once through the whole thing.” She admitted, and everyone burst into another round of laughter.

“Why?” Sarah asked, wheezing.

“It’s a situational skill!”

“Yeah, a situation you keep finding yourself in!”

“Okay but I could just heal damage away already!”

“Sure, sure, oh my God Teresa this is too funny.” Sarah said, literally crying.

“Listen, I actually beat the Tutorial unlike some people, so as far as I’m concerned you can all suck it losers.” Teresa said, a big smile on everyone’s faces.

“Also the healing magic thing was wrong, holy magic counters undead.” Sarah said, looking over at Preston.

“Same difference, besides healing magic totally counters undead.” Preston replied, and the two began to jokingly argue about the nuances and differences between healing magic, holy magic, and how technically Teresa used restoration magic which might as well just be healing magic. It was good to be back.

“I’m sure there’s plenty of stuff we’ve all missed, that’s just how it goes. Who knows what incredibly obvious things we’re missing now that we’ll look back on.” Teresa said before taking another bite of hog meat. They didn’t really have utensils or anything aside from friggin swords, but that obviously wasn’t the right kind of cutlery. As a result, they were eating it with their bare hands, but food was food.

“Oh did you hear, Simon found a dog today.” Jake said. “Like, another dog, not Maxwell. She didn’t have a collar but he’s calling her Rheneas.”

“Nice, we’ve got two of them now. You know, I was just wondering earlier how that even works. Like, the gorillas have four arms but the dogs seem to just be pretty normal.” Teresa mentioned. “How does that work?”

“Are we sure the dogs are normal? Like, have you used <Identify> on them yet? Maybe they’re like, mutant dogs or something. Super dogs.” Madeline asked. Teresa shook her head.

“No I didn’t think of it, I figured if they made it in the Mana dome then they weren’t monsters. Shit, where’s the nearest dog? Let me scan it.” Teresa replied, looking around. She didn’t see Maxwell anywhere, he was probably with one of the kids.

“Well if you find Simon he’s got his own dog now for you to check out. Shoot, I hope house cats are still a thing.” Jake said optimistically. “I want an apocalypse pet.”

“Oh, there’s something else I wanted to bring up.” Teresa said, getting to the main point. “I want to go out as a party again, I’m sick of doing it alone. I’ll even help you guys level up more.”

“I’m down.” Sarah said without hesitation. The rest of the party thought about it for at least a few seconds.

“Sure, but how exactly are you going to help us level up?” Preston asked.

“Yeah, same question here. I’m all for it though.” Jake told her.

“We can go find a higher level Portal that I could easily solo, and I’ll just monitor everything. If stuff gets out of hand, I’ll make sure nobody gets hurt. Simple as that.” Teresa answered, hoping that was good enough of a plan.

“Eh, works for me.” Jake said, and Preston agreed right after.

“Well, as you all know I’m not going to be going anywhere soon. I’ve got Mackenzie to take care of.” Madeline said, gesturing to the infant resting in her arms. “I don’t think I’m even leaving the dome for a while, I love you all but I’ve got my priorities.”

“Yeah no, that makes total sense. Nobody is expecting anything else.” Teresa told her. “I’m sure everyone would do the same in your position.”

“Excuse me miss.” A man said, who had approached Teresa with his party. It was the party from the Swiss Armed Forces, the ones who had gone into the Tutorial with two guns. “We were talking about the situation with the bandits and the prisoner, and we wanted to run some things by you.”

“Uh, okay?” Teresa said uncertainly.

“The military has multiple methods to avoid friendly fire, and currently we are not using any of them. We think we should have a training program for anyone leaving the settlement, and we would be willing to lead this program with your permission.” He explained.

“Okay, I mean that sounds fine with me but it’s not like that’s something you need to run by me. I’m not exactly-”

“With all due respect, you are underestimating how valuable your word is miss. Just having you onboard with the idea is enough to get most people following along.”

“Well, what exactly do you mean by friendly fire training? I get not attacking each other in combat by accident, but in regards to bandits? We can’t just assume people are hostile, there are lots of people out there who need help.” Teresa said, expressing her concern.

“I believe it would be better to enter every encounter with an unknown party ready for combat, but that does not mean treating them with outright hostility. Simply assessing the potential threat first and being trained on exactly how to handle that would alleviate a lot of concerns.” The man said. 

“Oh, we could even have like a secret password or something, maybe a uniform?” Preston offered. “Okay, maybe not a uniform but like an armband or something. Then we can just tell the gorillas to watch for the armbands!”

“I don’t know, that could backfire.” Teresa replied as she thought about it. “If I was a bandit and I was trying to take our stuff, I would kill somebody with an armband, steal it, then attack the gorillas while wearing the armband. Cause a war, then pick up the scraps left behind.”

That also wasn’t to mention the issue of espionage. They were keeping it quiet, but the man who had originally told Teresa about the hardware store had actually vanished. Nobody had seen him since, which was plenty incriminating. Who knew who else was spying on them right now? A lot of the coordination behind guarding their only prisoner had been finding people from different parties to group together to minimize the risk of betrayal.

“Do you think they’re that coordinated?” The military man asked. Teresa nodded.

“Definitely. They had a trap set for me that would have probably worked if I didn’t have <Purify>. They had extremely advanced equipment for taking prisoners, and a high level of combat efficiency that didn’t match their actual levels. I’m convinced they even have a few titles under their belts. They’re all dead now, but there might be more.” Teresa explained. The man nodded.

“Alright, in that case I suggest we start keeping more track of who goes where outside this settlement. We can coordinate with Saylee to keep a log of where our people are going, who they are likely to run into, and where they might be most useful.” He explained.

“Do you think people are going to be upset about that? Being tracked?” Teresa asked.

“That is very likely, but given our current situation we can’t afford to make sure everyone is comfortable, we should ensure safety first.”

“Hey, I’ve got a question.” Sarah said. “You guys are military, you had guns, how was the Tutorial for you? My sister’s in the military, well the US Navy, and I was wondering if it’s different at all.”

“Well, from what we’ve heard the Tutorial itself was about the same. The first stage had five waves of monsters, the second stage had us go out into a wasteland to take out Monster Strongholds, and we don’t know about the third stage. Never got that far. Only two of us actually had our weapons on us, and the ammo was gone by the end of stage one. As a result, two of us were higher level than the rest by a large margin, and none of us had any skills level up except for Matteo’s <Intuitive Aim>. We only stuck around as long as we did because we thought we had to beat the Tutorial to stick together.”

“What do you mean, it literally said you could leave the Tutorial and stay as a party.” Sarah said, confused.

“The exact wording was that we ‘may choose to stay together or split up upon completion of the Tutorial’ but we weren’t sure what counted as ‘completion.’ We only found out after we had a close call and Liam tried to leave early. Gave him the choice to stay together, so we figured it might work. None of us wanted to appear somewhere random on Earth by ourselves, what if it dropped us in the middle of the ocean?” The man said. “The System has been incredibly vague about a lot of very important things.”

“I’m confused how you guys didn’t beat it.” Preston said. “You’re literally trained for combat, shouldn’t this be right up your alley?”

“Militaries around the world generally focus on training you to use a gun, not a sword or a bow.” The man explained. “We do hand to hand combat training, but it has a strong focus on grappling that doesn’t carry over to monsters all too well. There’s some striking with basic Muay Thai, but really it was considered more useful to be good with a gun. It doesn’t matter if you’re the best martial artist in the world, a gun will take you down. At least, that’s how it used to be. A pack of high level Stoney Lions spotted us, way beyond what we were capable of fighting. Forced us to leave early, if we waited even a few seconds more we would all be dead.”

“You guys are still pretty lucky, the only people in our party that knew each other was Preston and I.” Jake said. “All five of you were in the same military? There’s got to be ridiculously low odds for that to happen.”

“A lot of people have been theorizing about the mechanics of the Tutorial and how it worked, but nobody knows for certain. Some think parties were formed based on occupation, others think it was general athletic prowess, wits, combat capability, religion, ethnicity, you name it. Nobody really knows, but there’s a lot of evidence that nothing was completely random.” The man said.

“Oh, I know this is late but I’m Teresa by the way, didn’t get the chance to properly introduce ourselves.” Teresa said, realizing she still did not know the man’s name. That also reminded her of something she was also meaning to ask her party, but that could come later.

“Nikolas.” He said, reaching his hand out. Teresa shook his hand, and everyone in the party quickly took turns introducing themselves.

“Yeah, I guess there’s no way anything was completely random. I mean, the planet is the size of the sun and we just so happen to appear close to Mackenzie? Spread eight billion people evenly across the sun and I doubt you would run into anyone for miles.” Teresa said, thinking more about it. “Random isn’t even, but still. 10,000 people is a lot considering the circumstances.”

“I hope it wasn’t random, I don’t want to travel to the opposite side of the friggin sun to find my mom, but I totally still would.” Jake said. “Maybe that’ll mean the rest of our families are nearby. I just need to get <Familial Duty> and I’ll be set.”

“About that.” Nikolas said, looking concerned. “So far, <Familial Duty> has only really been seen in parents. You don’t have to be biological, there’s a dad here who found his adopted son with the skill, but only people in that category have the skill. It might just be coincidence, but there’s a chance none of you will be able to get the skill unless you have someone you would consider your own child.”

Everyone went silent. That was… incredibly distressing. Did that mean no matter how hard Teresa tried, she would never get <Familial Duty>? No, they didn’t know that for sure, she was still going to do her damn best to get it.

“I’m going to try and get it anyways.” Teresa announced. “I have to have someone I’d consider my own child? Well my brother is younger than me, maybe I can just think of him as a son. Really weird, not sure I’ll be able to do that, but damn it I’m going to try.”

“I don’t think that’s the same, honey.” Madeline said softly. “I literally have a need to protect Mackenzie, one that goes just as deep as my need for food or water. I think it might even have that beat, I’m not sure you could replicate that out of nowhere.”

“What am I supposed to do then, just give up?”

“No, I’m sure you’ll figure something out. You beat the Tutorial, I’m sure you can beat this. The only way to guarantee you never see your family again is if you stop trying.” Madeline told her. Teresa paused, trying to collect herself for a moment.

“We’ll figure something out man.” Preston said. “All of us have people, the second anybody else manages to get the skill, we’ll share absolutely everything with the rest of the party.”

“I did get the chance to grab a karmic magic skill, it’s called <Monster Hunt>. It’s supposed to help me with finding monsters, but it also might let them know I’m coming. Either way, I think it’s a good first step to take next time I get the chance.” Teresa shared, throwing the idea out there.

“I think that’s a good idea, and even if it doesn’t pan out that sounds incredibly useful.” Jake said. Teresa nodded, hoping that if she did get <Familial Duty> she could level it up enough to help her friends out. Madeline’s situation was different, she couldn’t just travel across the planet with an infant that young, and she already found Mackenzie. How did leveling up the skill even work for her now?

As Teresa thought about this, she suddenly recalled a question she had been meaning to ask the rest of her party for some time now.

“Oh yeah, before I forget. I want to know all of your last names. I want to know where you’re from, what you did for a living, your parents’ names, hell I want to know the street you grew up on.” Teresa said, completely serious. Everyone looked at her confused for a moment, until realization dawned on their faces.

“Oh fuck, I didn’t even realize I don’t know your last names.” Jake said, shocked. Preston, on the other hand, took it in an entirely different direction.

“Guys, I think she’s trying to hack into our bank accounts.” He said, getting a few laughs out of everyone. However, Preston did not laugh. Instead, he had a very concerning expression on his face. “Holy shit, none of you are going to believe this. We have System Bank Accounts.”

A screen appeared in front of him as he willingly showed everyone a feature of the System nobody had been aware of.
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Teresa was staring at a new screen in front of her that she had not seen before.

System Bank

Teresa

$58,000

Transaction History

Bounty: +1,000

Bounty: +1,000

…

Tutorial Rewards: +50,000

“Well shit, I’ve got more money than I’ve ever made in my life.” Teresa said, surprised.

“Really? I’ve only got a couple grand from some bounties.” Sarah said, looking at her screen. “Was it because of the Tutorial?”

“Yeah.”

“Alright that makes sense. What’s a bounty though? Like, in the context of the System. I obviously know the basic concept of a bounty, but I can’t think of anything that would be considered a bounty aside from maybe those bandits.” Sarah frowned, thinking. “Does that mean killing people gives you money, or just bad people? Evidently monsters don’t give you anything.”

“I don’t know and I don’t really want to find out.” Teresa replied. “Why is it in dollars though? Does the multiverse take USD? Wait, don’t answer that. Let me guess, the symbol is different for everyone.”

“Yeah, probably. I guess all currencies are considered equal now.” Jake said.

“Anyways, about hunting together. I was thinking of taking on a Portal in the twenties, how does that sound?” Teresa asked, gauging her party members’ reactions.

“What do you mean in the twenties? None of us are even level 13 yet.” Preston asked, an eyebrow raised.

“The low twenties, it’ll be fine. The whole point of this is to take risks you otherwise wouldn’t be able to so that you can level up faster.” Teresa told them. “You guys won’t have the same titles as me and you probably won’t get a legendary class, but regardless each of you are entirely capable of surpassing me in at least one attribute. I’m level 37 now, and my lowest stats are all at 39. If you guys gain 2 points per level for any of those attributes you’ll have me beat in something by level 20. Of course, I’ll outclass you in everything else, but with all of us working together all that will matter is ensuring we each use our own individual strengths.”

“Huh, when you put it like that, I guess it kinda makes sense.” Sarah said, scratching her head. “So if I’m gaining 2 Agility per level and I’m at 30 right now, how many more levels do I need to catch up?”

“I’ve got 46, so 13 levels. This is all assuming I don’t level up at all though, and that you don’t put your unallocated points into Agility.” Teresa said. “It’s also not accounting for your new class you’ll get at level 15, you’re level 11 right now so you’re not far from that.”

“Hang on, I’m already beating you in Agility.” Preston said, surprised. “I’ve got 47.”

“Bullshit, there’s no way you have more Agility than me already.” Teresa replied.

“Yeah, I get 3 per level. Sarah, you’re probably better off focusing on Perception for your bow.” Preston said.

“Sure, but I also want to be quick. I got hit during the Tutorial because I hesitated and was too slow, but I don’t want that to happen again. I’ve been putting my unallocated into a mix of Agility, Perception, Fortitude, and a little bit of Intelligence for faster reaction speed.” Sarah explained. “My Perception is 35, so it’s not doing too bad.”

“Damn, I’ve been dumping most of my points into Agility and I’m only at 14.” Jake said. “I’ve got 42 Fortitude though, am I beating you there at least?”

“Yep, my Fortitude is 39 so you’ve got me with Fortitude. Why are you putting so many points into Agility?” Teresa asked.

“Well we’ve got to travel everywhere on foot, I don’t want to be the reason we’re going so slow. It also helps with repositioning fast enough to keep enemies on me, though I’ve been also thinking of improving my Intelligence to make my <Taunt> stronger. I’m not sure that’s how it works, but Agility is just disproportionately good right now compared to the other attributes.” Jake explained.

“Well, you guys are already pretty close to me in some stats, not all of them but if you focus on what you’re good at we’ll be fine. I’ll fill whatever role is needed, if someone gets hurt I won’t have any problem healing them. I’ll do my best to make sure nobody gets really hurt, but I won’t interfere unless absolutely necessary.” Teresa said.

“Why not? You’ve got to get levels too.” Sarah asked.

“Yeah, but I won’t get much from low level enemies. I’ll take the time to practice new things with my spells and skills while you guys are in combat. Plus, I have a theory about how the System works, or at least part of it. Classes have rarities apparently, even if they don’t show up. When I got offered my classes, they all gave a different amount of total points per level, making them uneven. However, they all had to do with stuff I had experience in, so I think what you do before you get your class change affects the classes you get offered, same with skills.” Teresa elaborated.

“Oh, that makes sense.” Preston replied. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but what you’re getting at is your actions might affect the rarity of your offered classes, and thus the quality of your classes. If you carry us, it might make our class selection worse.”

“Yeah, exactly. So I’ll only help if absolutely needed, and it’ll mostly just be healing in between fights and staying out of your way. Oh, I have another question by the way that I figured you would know Preston. Those letters next to our class and race and stuff, I take it those are grades or something?” Teresa asked.

“Probably. Rank, grade, quality, whatever. You know those tier lists that go from F up to A or S rank? I think it’s like that. I’m surprised you didn’t know, haven’t you played an RPG before?” Preston replied.

“I mean I figured it was something like that from context clues. Plus I’ve mostly just played Skyrim. I also tried DnD once, but everyone was a bunch of murderhobos so I never went back for another session. Kinda ruined the whole vibe, completely clashed with the character I made.”

“Ugh, yeah, that would ruin it if you’re not in on it ahead of time.” Preston said, shaking his head. “So when are you thinking of heading out?”

“Well, there’s some things I’ve got to do here first. I got to empty out my <Inventory>, go talk to Saylee about finding some Portals, then I was thinking of starting a settlement council. I keep hearing about things from other people, everyone seems to be relying on communicating via rumors. I’m not planning on leading this place, but at the very least we could have some sort of governmental structure set up for now. Get Saylee, those military guys, Simon, some of the construction workers, and maybe even William since he’s been helping with the kids. Nothing too serious for now, just setting things up. Boring stuff, just telling them we should meet tomorrow morning.”

“Oh, good luck with that.” Preston said. “Come grab us when you’re ready to head out. It’s kind of late, so make sure the Portal isn’t too far away.”

“Got it.” Teresa acknowledged. “I’ll try to get it over with quickly, I promise. Really, it’s just boring chores.”

They all exchanged temporary goodbyes as Teresa parted ways. Really, it was going to be boring. She kind of wished she didn’t have to deal with these kinds of chores, but at least it would be quick. Teresa wouldn’t mind skipping this, but sometimes everyone had to do boring things like scheduling meetings. How lame.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

When George was a little kid, he wanted to be an astronaut rockstar. He studied hard in school, got good grades, practiced the guitar a lot, and actually put the work in. A lot of kids say they want to be an astronaut or a rockstar, or some other outlandishly extraordinary job. George however, was serious. He actually wanted to be an astronaut rockstar.

One day, he would go up out of the atmosphere, play Ode To Joy on his guitar in a space shuttle for the world to hear, and simply enjoy the experience. It was the first song he ever learned to play, it was only fitting that he would play it in space. Of course he could follow it up with some bangers, play Free Bird, Hotel California, shit maybe even a song of his own.

Unfortunately, paraplegics couldn’t become astronauts. Additionally, sound didn’t travel in a vacuum. By all means, his dreams should have been destroyed before they even started. Multiple Sclerosis, an autoimmune disease that targeted myelin, the protective sheaths that covered his nerve fibers. He lost the ability to walk in his teens, experiencing symptoms of his condition early.

Pediatric-Onset Multiple Sclerosis was already rare, it was even rarer that it eventually led to permanent paralysis in the lower body. POMS was supposed to be relapsing-remitting, meaning his symptoms would flare and then gradually improve. That didn’t happen.

George was convinced he had been misdiagnosed, but he didn’t have access to great healthcare. It would cost his family too much money to fly him out of the country to seek a second opinion, money that was already being spent on his condition. It was ridiculous, cruel, but George wasn’t weak. It didn’t matter if his legs didn’t work, so long as he could breathe he could still fight.

He kept studying, kept playing the guitar, tried every bit of advice he could find online, but willpower could only do so much for the young man. Regardless, he didn’t stop. He was going to be an astronaut rockstar damn it. Fuck medical restrictions, fuck bad luck, fuck the universe, it would take the end of the world to keep him from his dreams.

FWOOMP

There it was. The end of the world, because of course. Paraplegia and a misdiagnosis from some sketchy doctors wasn’t enough, there just had to be an apocalypse. Go figure.

Fire coursed through his veins, shocking him. What the hell was that all about? Geez, apocalypse, George had already been through enough-

His leg twitched. He held his breath, caught off guard by the brief sensation. He tried to move them, but it was the same as always. Still, he definitely didn’t imagine that. Soon, he was granted a choice. He was exempt from something called “The Tutorial Process,” and was able to choose between waving his exemption to participate and becoming some sort of caretaker, or entering this “Tutorial,” anyways.

Was it because of his disability? Fuck that, he knew damn well what he just felt. He chose the Tutorial, and soon he was surrounded by four others in a similar situation. They all introduced themselves, none of them were in good physical condition. There were five glowing orbs that looked like they contained supernovas, and they discovered they were able to pick a class. After looking over them, George didn’t need to think twice. He chose tank, and soon he was covered in metal armor exposing only his head. The healer option had looked interesting, but one of his party members had chosen it. The magic he had gotten wasn’t enough to fix any of their problems, but George would find a way to walk again.

George vowed he was never going to feel weak again, and damn it, who cares about the apocalypse? He might not be fit for it, he might not even do well in whatever this Tutorial thing was, but he was going to do his best.

After all, George was going to be an astronaut rockstar.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

A red wave of energy shot out, hitting multiple Earth Elementals and drawing their attention to Jake. He spammed the skill frequently, and whenever an elemental tried to turn away, he used <Light Shield> to block their path. A golden tether shot out from his body towards an elemental that was just refusing to target him, keeping the monster locked within a set radius around Jake due to his <Golden Anchor>.

A white slash shot through an elemental’s chest from Preston’s <Air Slash>. He got close to the elemental being contained by Jake, and stabbed his sword through the monster’s head. They were all humanoid creatures of mud, and it seemed a headshot wasn’t enough to kill it off.

The elemental swung a muddy fist at Preston, making him jump over the monster. Another shot out a stream of mud at him while he was mid-flight, but he was able to dodge again by hardening the air underneath his foot with <Second Step>. It was something Teresa had recommended, dodging by jumping wasn’t a great way to dodge, pre-System, but everything was different now.

It was important to put yourself in situations where your skills became useful, it gave experience to your skill, your class, and it got you used to using a skill during combat. Fighting was all about utilizing every tool available to you. Preston jumped off the tiny platform of air, landing awkwardly and stumbling as he avoided the attack.

An arrow penetrated the elemental that had tried to attack Preston in the air, as it was the only one that had truly slipped past Jake. The arrow went straight into the monster’s head and out the other side, then changed course into another elemental due to Sarah’s <Collateral>. The first elemental tumbled and took cover behind a tree, but that didn’t mean it was safe.

Another arrow shot out and hit the ground next to the tree, and bounced up into the elemental with <Ricochet>. Both of these skills drastically reduced the impact of the arrow after its first bounce, but they were both incredibly useful. More arrows struck the elemental no matter where it tried to take cover, though it was a slow process to kill these monsters.

Teresa was monitoring the battle while she was working on <Sturdy Outer Shell>. On another note, she actually knew everyone’s last name now, so there was no chance of any problems sprouting up from that anymore. She had come up with an idea that was helping her drastically, but it unfortunately limited her movement speed even more. If her party needed help, she could cancel it and intervene in an instant, but for the sake of using the skill later it was a hindrance.

<Sturdy Outer Shell> could take either Stamina or Mana, and Teresa had wondered what would happen if she used both? Turns out, she totally could. Using Stamina to power the skill made it incredibly difficult to move though. Energy was emitted from every cell in her body, energy that she assumed was Stamina. It automatically went to cover her skin, and made a weak protective barrier around her.

When she added Mana into the mix, it was able to increase the durability by what she assumed was about 25-33%, somewhere between a quarter and a third more durable. Not great considering it took twice as many resources, but in a battle that was looking to be short lived it could be very useful.

The more interesting part was she found she could manipulate her Mana better when the skill was already active with Stamina. She could guide the Mana to specific parts of her body, though it still condensed across a large surface area. For example, if she tried to cover just her fist, Mana would condense around her entire arm. It was far more durable than what the skill could normally do, but using <Sturdy Outer Shell> with two power sources made her incredibly immobile.

She was still faster than any pre-System human, but not by much. It also made using other skills way harder, to the point where she couldn’t even use <Healing Touch> or <Facilitated Restoration> at all while double powering the defensive skill. It already took a lot of her focus to direct Mana to just her arm, how was she supposed to also direct more Mana to just her palm for a simpler skill?

It was totally doable when just using Mana spread evenly across her body, she wasn’t really controlling the current from her Soul to maintain that. She just added a second or even third stream of Mana that led to her hands, allowing her to use other skills simultaneously.

It would take some practice, that’s all. Speaking of practice, her party had actually managed to take out the level 22 Portal on their own, giving them a lot of experience in the process.

“Holy shit, how did we actually pull that off?” Jake asked as he pulled his axe from a pile of mud.

“We were willing to play it risky, that’s why.” Preston replied. “All three of us were up close and heavily involved in the fighting, we were ignoring pre-System logic to focus on leveling up our skills and it wound up being incredibly beneficial. Teresa was right, skills are the make-or-break in a fight.”

“Most of the monsters don’t have skills, or if they do they’re pretty insignificant. There’s a few with really powerful skills to watch out for, though they are normally attuned.” Teresa explained. “Once I got my first attack skill in the Tutorial, everything changed from borderline impossible to relatively easy. I still almost died multiple times, but skills really make a lot of difference.”

“My arrows move really slow after the initial impact for both of my skills, but I was forcing myself into situations where I needed them and I got a shitload of experience from it.” Sarah said, beaming.

“Oh fuck guys, I’m level 15!” Jake exclaimed as he looked at his stats now that the battle was over. Teresa smiled, knowing what was coming next.

It was time for Jake to decide what his new class would be.
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“So what have you got?” Teresa asked, referring to Jake’s new class choice.

“Well I’ve got three options, though I know which one I’m leaning towards.” He responded, sharing his screen.

Class: Immovable Shield (F+)

Your shield is a structure, your body a support, and your Soul is the foundation. Only powerful attacks can faze you, and let your feet move only when you command them to. Extreme focus on damage mitigation and force absorption.

 +2 Strength, +3 Fortitude, +1 Endurance, +1 Vitality, +1 Unallocated per level

Class: Gilded Barbarian (F+)

Your axe wages war as you place yourself on the frontline. Your shield and armor are hard to look away from, and your war cries steal the attention of your enemies. None shall pass you with a clear mind. Their Perception exists only to target you.

 +2 Strength, +2 Fortitude, +1 Endurance, +1 Vitality, +1 Agility, +1 Unallocated per level

Class: Axe Wielder (F)

Swing your blade through your enemies who dare stand before you. Your axe will split your foes in two, your attacks are heavy so long as your arms can move.

 +3 Strength, +2 Endurance, +1 Agility, +1 Unallocated per level

“Okay so Axe Wielder is obviously getting eliminated, it has the least amount of points and the lamest description.” Jake said as everyone was reading over the choices. “Immovable Shield sounds cool, but that’s not what I’m going for. Gilded Barbarian sounds like it’ll have a lot of skills like <Taunt> or even <Golden Anchor>, which would keep enemies focused on me and not on you guys. It’ll also level my Agility so I can scale well with everyone else. Immovable Shield mentions my Soul which suggests it might lead to more magical stuff, but as cool as that sounds I think I prefer being useful.”

Jake’s <Golden Anchor> skill was one he had been offered quite recently. It latched a golden tether that attached to a single enemy, making it very hard to break out from a certain radius around him. It also cut his Intelligence, Wisdom, and Perception all in half while active, which would be absolutely catastrophic for someone like Teresa. However, Jake didn’t need those stats all too much, though dropping down to literally 2 in each of those attributes was pretty horrendous. 

It makes thinking incredibly difficult for him, and he becomes very nearsighted to the point where he’s almost considered legally blind. It’s a very useful skill should an enemy refuse to slip focus on him, but it also meant that said enemy has to be dealt with quickly before Jake goes down himself. That was why Preston had immediately attacked the tethered Elemental in the previous battle. The skill also trapped Jake within a set radius until the skill was canceled, but despite all of the drawbacks it was a very effective tool for the party.

“I think that’s a good move dude, then you can finally put your points somewhere other than Agility.” Preston said. “Really you should focus on your mental stats a bit, including your Perception. You need to be able to see everything going on and make decisions quickly about where you should be positioning.”

“Those are good points, almost good enough to make me forget about how bad you are at playing tank.” Jake responded with a smile.

“Dude, tank is hot ass, I don’t know how you play Reinhardt. Genji is where it’s at.” Preston told him.

“Of fucking course you’re a Genji main.” Sarah said exasperated, shocking Jake and Preston. “Either you’re goated and have no life or you’re absolute dog shit, no in between.”

“Shit, the second we get the internet back we gotta play together so I can outfrag your ass, I bet I smurf your peak.” Preston and Sarah continued to argue about video game characters and ranks while Jake selected Gilded Barbarian as his class.

“Alright, do we want to head back or go look for another? Another Monster Spawner might have appeared somewhere nearby, not a lot of people have been around here due to the higher level Portals.” Teresa said. “If we don’t clear them, monsters will keep spawning at an exponential rate, then we’ll be fucked once the Mana dome is gone.”

“I don’t think it’s exponential, it's multiplicative isn’t it?” Preston asked. “Like, if the Portals are spawning at a linear rate, and monsters spawn from those Portals at a linear rate, that would be multiplicative right?”

“Shit, yeah I think you’re right. Unless the spawn rate of both is affected by the amount of monsters in the area, in which case it would be exponential. I think. I don’t know, I can do derivatives and integrals and shit but don’t make me actually think about it.” Teresa replied, unsure of the correct term. “So what are we thinking?”

“It wouldn’t hurt to look around for a while longer, if we don’t find anything we’ll just head back for the night.” Sarah replied. “The faster we level up, the sooner one of us can get <Familial Duty>, at least I hope. I know parents are supposed to be the ones to get it, but didn’t Madeline say she could sense her husband really far away? Maybe there’s still hope.”

“Sorry Preston, you’re shit out of luck with that one.” Jake teased. “I know damn well you’re clinically single.”

“Hey, she just goes to another school, you don’t know her!” Preston sarcastically responded. “Like you’re one to talk, how many hours do you have on Siege?”

“Too many.” Jake answered, shaking his head. “Too damn many. Let’s go find a Portal.”

With that, the party began their journey deeper into the woods. It was nice being around people again, or more specifically people Teresa was comfortable with. A lot of the time they all acted like dicks to each other, but it was never actually serious. While most of the time the conversations were super unserious, there were occasionally genuine talks.

Apparently, Jake’s last name was Asano. It was a very Japanese last name, but Jake did not look Japanese at all. His great grandparents had been Japanese, and had passed down the last name to him. His grandfather had wound up raising his mom as a single parent, and then his mom had wound up raising Jake as a single parent as well. Most of the tradition and culture was gone by his generation, but apparently he knew a little bit of Japanese from his grandfather.

Preston’s last name was Miller. His family had been pretty small, as both of his parents were estranged from the rest of the family. Apparently their relationship had been frowned upon, and instead of caving into a lot of pressure from relatives they just cut everyone off. Preston and Jake were both only childs, both from the same town in Idaho. Went to the same school, played little league baseball for a year together when they were kids, then after they moved onto different extracurriculars they stayed in touch playing games on their Xboxes and taking the same classes.

Sarah Brown was a part of a military family. They had moved around a lot growing up, and apparently she had even spent some time in South Korea. Her and her twin sister Sasha had wound up going from one school to another due to the family dynamic, and the only way they could stay in touch with old friends was over the internet. They had both gotten into a lot of games because of it, and apparently they were pretty good. Teresa thought “apparently,” because she simply had to take Sarah’s word for it.

But conversations about serious things like that were depressing. Nobody knew how many of their friends had died over the last two days, how many of their family members were still alive. Any one of them could be an orphan now, and they wouldn’t know it. So instead, the conversations generally steered away from the doom and gloom and closer to shits and giggles.


“Dibs!” Sarah called as they spotted a monster. It was just a single Earth Elemental, likely a straggler from the Portal they had just destroyed. She fired an arrow that shot straight through its head and changed course into the ground. This stunned the monster, who was then shot with the exact same method two more times until it dropped dead.

“Did you use <Collateral> on a single monster?” Jake asked.

“Yeah, I just made the arrow target the ground after. The second hit is way lighter, so it’s way more convenient to just pull the arrow out of the ground than out of a dead elemental. Plus it gives my skill experience.”

“Fair enough.”

“You know, I wonder what Elementals eat.” Teresa said, looking at the dead elemental. It was too low level to be worth taking the Monster Core, they weren’t even sure what they were for anyways. Her <Inventory> had hit level 13 recently, but there was still limited space after taking out the previous Portal. “Like, do they eat Mana? People? What does a monster’s diet look like? How many calories do you think they get in a day?”

“I dunno, but probably people.” Sarah said. “That Clubber wanted to eat me after all, so I never really paid it much thought.”

“Hang on, do monsters even need to eat?” Preston asked, frowning. “We kept that one Clubber alive for a week, I don’t remember feeding it anything unless you guys did.”

“No, I don’t think any of us fed it.” Teresa said. “Does that mean they just eat people for the love of the game? What assholes.”

“Maybe that was just because it was the Tutorial, do we even know if the monsters in the Tutorial were real?” Preston questioned.

“Actually that was something I’m still unsure about. A lot of monsters now display some degree of sapience, a lot more so than in the Tutorial. The thing is, sometimes monsters were actually smart, so I don’t understand how that would work if only some monsters were sapient and others weren’t.” Teresa replied. “Like, there was the pack of Vampire Deer that circled me and tried to strategize taking me down, that was abnormal. Oh, and the super fast mosquito that could actually fly, it was weirdly smart, it had actual self preservation. There also wasn’t exactly any water out in the desert, so I’m not sure how the monsters could have actually survived in that ecosystem. There was a well at a few Monster Strongholds, but the skeletons are quite literally the last monsters in the Tutorial I would expect to need water.”

“Mine!” Preston called out as yet another Earth Elemental entered their line of sight. Huh, there were quite a few of these guys. Teresa activated <Facilitated Restoration> and <Magic Wellspring> on herself, just in case something was about to go down. She had enough experience with stuff like this to recognize that something might be up. Preston saw her do this and hesitated. “Wait, is it high level? Shit, I can just wait here if it is-”

“No you’re fine, it’s only level 18. It’s just weird that we found two on their own so quickly after each other, why weren’t they in a group?” Teresa asked, getting suspicious. “It could totally be nothing, but I don’t know.”

“I’ll trust Teresa’s gut on this one.” Sarah said, grabbing an arrow and keeping it at the ready. “They always say it could be nothing in horror movies, and then it turns out to very much be something. It is weird that they aren’t travelling together, either elementals have different migration patterns than other monsters or something’s going on.”

Jake killed the elemental with his <Air Slash>, using the skill four times in order to fully kill the creature. Elementals seemingly had a high Vitality, or maybe it was just the nature of their being that made them hard to kill. They weren’t flesh and blood after all.

They were all on high alert now, and Teresa kind of felt bad about that. Really, it could be nothing, but it was better to be safe than sorry. Conversation died down as everyone focused on using their Perception to the max. Except for Jake, his Perception kinda sucked. Preston’s wasn’t great either, but at least it wasn’t 4.

Out of nowhere, the sound of multiple birds chirping and flying away got Teresa’s attention from above the canopies. If not for her absurd 52 Perception, she wouldn’t have heard it. From the sound of it, there were quite a lot of birds flying away. What was going on?

“There’s a bunch of birds going crazy above the canopies. I don’t think I’ve heard birds very much before now, but there’s definitely a lot up there.” Teresa said, her eyes pointed up. Even with good Perception, she couldn’t see through solid objects blocking her line of sight.


Not too far away, there was a gunshot. Teresa and Sarah heard it the clearest, but it didn’t take super hearing to catch the sound.

“Did someone drop something?” Jake asked, but Teresa already began running towards the sound. Somebody had a gun, and if they were firing it clearly something was wrong. Ammo was incredibly limited, nobody would fire a shot off without good reason.

It only took a few seconds for Teresa to find the source. There were ten people, half of whom on the ground. Amongst the people standing, one was holding a handgun pointed directly at one of the prone bodies.

It was a corpse.

Teresa thought quickly, taking in her surroundings. It might be possible the people with the gun were just defending themselves, but it didn’t take long to dissuade that notion. There was a discarded wheelchair next to the prone party, hinting that at least one of them were physically disabled.

“Don’t come any closer or I’ll shoot!” The man with the gun said, now aware of Teresa. A quick <Identify> revealed his stats.

{Human (F+) (lv 19)}

Each of the people in the party were close to his level, and Teresa saw one of them start to panic.

“Patrick, I can’t see her level-“

Teresa didn’t let them finish. <Dash> got her moving at max speed almost instantly, she pulled out her knife and got <Embers> going in her free hand. She stabbed the gunman through the throat, clearing the distance before he could properly react. Fire engulfed the rest of his allies, burning them all to a crisp except for their tank.

Hesitation was death, and the tank was hesitating. She darted towards him and stabbed him through the bottom of his jaw, eliminating the threat almost instantly.

What the hell? Why was that… easy? They were higher level than the last people she fought, and they had a gun they never even got the chance to fire at her.

“Teresa! You good man?” Preston called out from behind as he was the first to catch up.

“Yeah, I took care of it.” Teresa said, looking at the five dead bodies around her. Six, if you counted the man they had killed before she got there. She felt both numb and overwhelmed, how long was it going to be before she lost track of how many people she’s killed?

“Help him, please!” One of the prone men said, shaking the corpse of his companion. Unfortunately, there was nothing Teresa could do. He had been shot through the head, Teresa couldn’t bring back the dead.

“I’m sorry, but we can’t.” Teresa said, gently placing a hand on the man’s shoulder. “He’s already gone.”

She used <Identify> on the group, finding they were at most level 3. She turned to the highest level, who seemed to be the most calm.

“Hey, there’s a settlement not too far from here. Let me help you up, I’ll take you there.” Teresa said, offering a hand to the man. “My name’s Teresa, you guys are safe now.”

The man took her hand, and gestured to the wheelchair with his head.

“Thank you, we’ve been hiding from monsters for too long now. The name’s George.”

 

            
