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      Justin unleashed a mighty belch, scattering a fine orange dust of Cheetos and a misty cloud of spit. He took a quick whiff of the cheesy exhaust before it could waft too far from his nostrils, then smacked his thin pink lips set below a wispy mustache.

      “Disgusting, Justin,” Trina said over Discord Voice Chat.

      Damn it. He thought he had muted himself.

      He tried to cover the slip with a nervous laugh. “Heh, sorry. One too many Monsters.”

      On the upper walls of the basement, the windows rattled with a peal of thunder. One of the said Monster empties on his desk vibrated and tumbled to the floor.

      Justin only had eyes for the raid. His mom had said something about storms earlier, but he didn’t care too much at the moment.

      He had bigger fish to fry.

      “Stay focused,” Jorbo said. “He’s almost enraged.”

      Eyes bloodshot and fingers locked on the WASD keys, Justin’s focus shifted entirely to the battle at hand. In the digital void of his Nightmare Realm server—a permadeath realm of Aether Quest, his game and drug of choice—his level 60 Barbarian, Kragthar the Unbroken, towered amid the swirling chaos.

      Three relentless months of grinding, sleepless nights bleeding into dawn, and a life lived with more intensity in pixels than in the real world had all led to this final stand.

      If they could finally take down the boss, Nyxion, Harbinger of Unmaking, bragging rights for life would be theirs. Even with the boss teetering at 1% health, one perfectly timed combo—one chain of devastating blows—could end this nightmare once and for all. Just the thought of the loot that would drop made him salivate.

      His character lagged a bit, followed by a notification:

      
        
        [Server connection is weak.]

        

      

      “The fuck, Justin,” Jorbo said. “Don’t tell me you’re about to drop.”

      “A bit rainy here in Oklahoma,” he said. “Nothing to worry about.”

      A boom of thunder cut through the noise-cancelling of his headphones. He knew it wasn’t safe to be anywhere near electronics.

      But he had come too far to back out now.

      “If your connection messes up the raid…”

      Jorbo’s warning trailed off as thunder once again rattled the windows in the upper part of the basement.

      Justin’s first real Nightmare Realm raid with the Celestial Vanguards, the server’s best guild, was not going according to plan.

      But at least here, he knew the rules. He knew how to play the game, how to measure success and failure in numbers and stats.

      Social interactions, though? He never knew what people wanted from him in real life. Online, he could just play his role and not have to see anyone face-to-face.

      “All right, we got him,” Jorbo said. “Burn him! Burn him now!” A pause. “Justin, pop Overpower!”

      “I’m on it!” Justin snapped, his in-game avatar already mid-animation for Overpower as he lined up a Titanic Cleave. Every muscle tensed, every finger danced over the keyboard with grace.

      Victory shimmered just a keystroke away.

      “Tank swap!” Rick screamed, his voice cracking under pressure.

      “No cooldowns left!” Trina’s voice blared over VC. “I told you—I’m OOM! I’M OUT OF MANA!”

      “JUST AUTO ATTACK!” another voice hollered from the chatter.

      A heavy, sinking feeling settled in Justin’s stomach as the voice chat became a chaos of panicked voices. It was amazing how fast things could go to shit. Thunder rattled the windows again.

      Then, from the inky void, the boss let out a guttural, distorted roar. The entire raid froze as the screen flashed a warning red—

      
        
        [Nyxion casts Final Requiem.]

        

      

      “Oh fuck!” Jorbo shouted.

      In an instant, the boss vanished, plunging the arena into darkness. Justin’s stomach dropped. A heartbeat later, a booming, mechanical voice resonated across the battlefield:

      
        
        [ALL WILL BE UNMADE…]

        

      

      “PHASE FIVE? WHAT THE ACTUAL—” someone screeched.

      “This wasn’t in the guide!” Jorbo howled.

      “It must be something new with the Nightmare Realms,” Trina said. “Did you grab the right guide?”

      Her question went unanswered when, out of the blackness, dozens of ghostly apparitions surged forth, chaining each raid member in place. With a cruel flourish, Nyxion reappeared—its health bar reset to 25%.

      
        
        [DoomBringer has fallen. His journey has ended.]

        

      

      “NOOOOOOOOOOOO!” Rick howled. “Fucking A!”

      
        
        [Dawnlight78 has fallen. Her light has been extinguished.]

        

      

      “Kill adds! Kill the damn adds!” someone pleaded.

      “I CAN’T MOVE! I’M ROOTED!” Blitzfang, the rogue, cried out in a panic.

      
        
        [Blitzfang has fallen. His soul has ascended.]

        

      

      “Justin, INTERRUPT, damn it!” Jorbo barked.

      
        
        [Elder_of_Darkness has fallen. His journey ends.]

        

      

      Desperation surged as Justin slammed his interruption move—but he was lagging again.

      One by one, his party crumbled. Soon, only Justin and a couple of stragglers remained standing.

      “Jorbo, this is my main,” Justin said weakly. “I can’t lose him.”

      “Retreat!” Jorbo shouted. “Just run! Just freaking run! Abort! The portal should still be open.”

      Kragthar the Unbroken sprinted toward the exit portal. Justin’s heart pounded like a drum. One ally tumbled down beside him, then another, their death notifications flashing across his screen. They kept coming until, in the chaos, he found himself alone.

      Could he really escape? Could he emerge as the sole survivor of this digital carnage?

      A sinister laugh echoed in his headphones.

      
        
        [HAHAHAHAHA. You cannot escape!]

        

      

      
        
        [Nyxion casts Unmaking Pulse.]

        

      

      A shockwave blasted through the arena, sending debris and despair flying. Justin wove desperately between the hazards. But there was no escaping the rock about to fall right on top of him.

      Then, thanks to the lag, he blipped past the obstacle unscathed.

      “HOLY CRAP, HE’S GONNA MAKE IT!” Trina screamed. “Go, Justin, go!”

      The exit portal loomed ahead. With only 1% of his health remaining, every second throbbed with the weight of destiny.

      If he could pull this off, he would be a legend in the guild, his standing secure.

      Then, from the edge of the screen, a tiny, nearly invisible Void Tick mob scuttled up to Kragthar’s ankle. Justin tried to swerve, but his avatar wouldn’t obey him. Damn lag.

      “No!” Justin screamed. “Please, God, no! NOOOOOO!”

      It nibbled at Kragthar’s ankle.

      There was a moment’s pause as his connection dropped, then resumed.

      
        
        [You have died. Your journey has ended…]

        

      

      Justin blinked at the notification, unbelieving, before rage welled up within him.

      And then, from deep within his soul, he screamed—a raw, guttural sound that transcended mere inconvenience, channeling every failure, frustration, and disappointment of his twenty-five years on Earth into a single, unholy:

      “REEEEEEEEEEEE!”

      He got up and kicked over his stained computer chair and was about to give his monitor the same treatment before he saw in its black reflection his acne-ridden, pale, and pudgy countenance. The image of his greasy auburn hair and acne-ridden face was so offensive and alarming that instead of making him want to rage, it only made him want to cry.

      The voices of his guildmates snapped him back to reality.

      “Bruh,” Rick said.

      Jorbo’s laughter crackled through VC. “Justin, did you just die to a trash mob?!”

      “Dude,” Blitz whispered. “You got ticked to death.”

      The channel erupted into a mix of wheezing laughter and teasing jabs, but Justin barely heard them. His ragged breaths filled the silence between their jokes. His hands hovered over the keyboard, fingers twitching.

      One month of grinding, every sleepless night, every job he should have been applying for—all funneled into Kragthar the Unbroken.

      And now…

      Gone. As were his chances of proving himself to his new guild. That he had gotten this far in one month, not dying even once, proved he could grind harder than anyone.

      Jorbo cleared his throat. “Well, uh…that sucked. But hey, that’s what alts are for, right? Heh. We’ll give it another go tomorrow. Justin, you've got a backup, right?”

      Justin swallowed. “This was my only maxed Nightmare character. My main. I have a Level 15 alt.”

      “Oh.”

      A pause.

      “So, uh…I guess that means you’re out for the next run. You’ll have to roll a new toon, but—uh—you know the guild rules. No mains under 60 in here. You’ll have to grind back up in the Celestial Aspirants before you can apply to join the Celestial Vanguard again.”

      Justin said nothing, coldness washing over his skin. “You let Trina stay when her main died last time.”

      “Uh…she told you that?”

      “Guess constantly flirting with the raid leader has its perks, huh?” When no one reacted, Justin laughed weakly. “Am I right, guys? Just spitting facts here.”

      The silence that followed curdled in his stomach. He’d crossed a line—again.

      “Come on, man,” Jorbo said. “If you’d just be…I don’t know, bearable for once, people might be willing to give you a shot. You've gotta learn to win friends and influence people, bro.”

      Justin felt a flash of anger. “By dating the guild higher-ups? Thanks for the advice, bro. I’m sure that one will come in really handy.”

      Jorbo cleared his throat awkwardly. “That’s not the same. Trina’s a healer, and the guild is short on healers. She gets special treatment.”

      “Yeah, but it proves the rules can be bent a bit. I’ll do better next time. I can have my new toon up to speed in a couple of weeks. Promise.”

      It was a tall order, but Justin was sure he could do it.

      The silence stretched awkwardly as Jorbo sighed. “Sorry, man. I guess this is me telling you you’re off the team. Maybe…maybe it’s best if you find another guild.” Another pause. “And take this as a learning opportunity. This isn’t the first time you’ve stuck your foot in it. And you should have told us about your connection issues. It cost a lot of people their characters tonight.”

      “For real,” Rick said.

      Justin wanted to protest. He had been the only one who had almost escaped. The only one who had even seen the portal. If not for the storm, they might have even beaten the boss.

      But even he knew it was pointless to say all that. He’d made Jorbo look stupid, and even Justin was socially aware enough to know that was unforgivable.

      
        
        [You have been removed from the Celestial Vanguard.]

        

      

      “Good luck out there, Justin.” Jorbo’s voice was insincere, already moving on. “Now, does anyone know another DPS? Shouldn’t be hard, right? They’re a dime a dozen—”

      His voice was cut off as Justin received a private message from the guild’s Discord server:

      
        
        [You have been banned from the server. Reason: Violation of community conduct.]

        

      

      His hands shook. The Discord icon winked out, leaving his screen barren.

      Just like his résumé. Just like his life.

      Justin scoffed. “I’m done with this shit.”

      He reached down to turn off the computer when it winked off of its own accord.

      Justin frowned. Huh. That was weird.

      Then the lights went completely out.

      Justin removed his headphones, only to hear thunder and pouring rain. Damn, that was way louder than he expected. Even in the basement, he could hear the wind howling outside the basement’s upper windows.

      He should probably check on his mom. Where was she, anyway? It was a rare thing for her to intrude on his underground sanctuary, except to deposit the odd meal, but this storm had him worried.

      “Mom? Mom!”

      The wood floor above him vibrated ominously. That definitely wasn’t normal.

      “Hell, just what I need.”

      Decision made, Justin headed for the stairs. Though it was nearly pitch black in the basement, he knew his way by heart. He ascended as fast as his heft would allow.

      He entered the dining room, where outside the window the sky was terribly dark. The scene was positively apocalyptic, with a sepia sky filled with boiling clouds and violently swaying trees.

      And a strange, high whine.

      Tornado siren.

      He rushed to the television, but of course, there was no power.

      “This is what I get for leaving the basement. Mom? Where are you?”

      Had she been out at the time the storm rolled through? There could be no other explanation.

      Before he could think to check his phone, the wind started pounding the wall something fierce. He realized that the best spot for him was right back where he had come from.

      Justin fled, or at least tried to flee, but he tripped over his own feet, taking a tumble on the floor. Before he could get up, at that very moment, the ceiling was pulled out from over him as lightning slashed above.

      But the ceiling did not fall, as expected; instead, it went up.

      Up, into the funnel of a tornado.

      “FUUUUU—”

      The din was so loud that he couldn’t even hear his own voice. Everything in the room moved, including him. He was being lifted, almost gently, toward the lattice of lightning slashing its way inside the tornado’s core.

      Faster and faster he flew, until all was chaos and noise. He no longer screamed. There was no point. In fact, it was at this point that a strange sense of calm acceptance overcame him.

      If he were going to die, well, the thought had crossed his mind before. It was just happening a little more quickly than he’d originally thought; that was all. He supposed it was the ultimate proof, given the course of his life, that the universe indeed hated him in particular.

      But before he could truly make his peace, the darkness deepened. To his surprise, he was still very much alive, with a field of endless black extending in all directions.

      That was when a blue light appeared, like a distant star. And that star seemed to pull him closer, an ovoid plane that flashed with potential.

      Justin tried to move, but he could do nothing to control his trajectory. He was heading straight for that light, whether he liked it or not.

      By fate, or perhaps luck, or even a mixture of both, he was thrown right through.
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        “And now we come to goblins. Nasty little buggers. They might be small, but they’ll stab you in the back, steal your boots, and eat your rations all before you’ve even drawn your blade. Best advice? Keep your eyes sharp, your coin purse hidden, and bring a friend—they love nothing better than a solitary mark.”

        

        Lord Captain Jorrik Stane

        —The Mercenary’s Field Guide

        

      

      Justin blinked awake to the faint trill of birdsong. Everything hurt, especially his head. Feeling it with his fingers, there didn’t seem to be any external injuries.

      It was just the mother of all headaches.

      “Mylanta,” he breathed. “What the hell happened?”

      As his vision returned, he found himself in what appeared to be a forest. A thrill of fear coursed down his spine. He scrambled up, looking every which way, wild-eyed and afraid. Trees...trees everywhere. Where could that tornado have possibly carried him? Oklahoma had its share of forests in the eastern part of the state, but not in Enid, where he lived. That would have meant the twister had carried him a hundred-plus miles.

      “Impossible.”

      The aroma of earth and wild things filled his nostrils, while the cool air touched his skin almost like a kiss. Despite the situation, he felt a strange sense of calm in the surrounding natural beauty.

      “Okay. What is going on?”

      That was when his eyes focused on something before him in the meadow, something he had completely missed in the confusion. It was a bright, glowing orb that swirled with every color of the rainbow, about the size of a crystal ball.

      An ethereal, melodic hum emanated from it, and it rotated slightly on its axis, as if it were a miniature world unto itself.

      It was just sitting there, waiting to be picked up.

      So, he did exactly that.

      He grabbed the orb, gasping as it reacted to his touch. A prismatic rainbow of light entered his body. Justin felt an infusion of power and potential that was equivalent to a rapturous experience on a mind-altering substance.

      
        
        [Congratulations! You have found a Prismatic Core. Please select any class.]

        

      

      The Voice echoed through his mind, smooth and resonant, its warmth both comforting and commanding. It didn’t come from any direction but seemed to fill the air around him, like a story unfolding in the quiet.

      In fact, it reminded him of Burt Reynolds, with an easy, confident drawl that made him want to lean closer, as if every word was a secret just for him.

      Justin blinked as a holographic screen projected in front of him.

      Six words floated in the air before him: Power, Coordination, Endurance, Intellect, Spirit, and Charisma. Underneath each of these headings were six smaller words. Scanning them, he saw things like Warrior, Thief, Ranger, Wizard, Summoner, Merchant...and the list went on. There seemed to be about thirty or forty choices in all.

      Suddenly, realization dawned. Justin had played enough video games to know exactly where he was and what was happening. There had been the tornado, of course, and that tornado had obviously knocked him out, sending him into a medically induced coma.

      His brain, therefore, was recreating a video game, which shouldn’t have been a surprise. After all, he had spent almost every waking hour playing one.

      This, he supposed, was inevitable. All he had to do was play the game and wait for the docs to resuscitate him.

      But then again, there had been that strange portal. A common trope to be sure, and arguably a cliché, but how else was an adventure like this supposed to get started? A tornado had worked for Dorothy and Toto, so why not him, Justin Talemaker?

      He rubbed his pudgy hands in glee. This could actually be fun!

      He noticed his hands were pale and freckled, the same hands he had in the outside world.

      He frowned in consternation. Couldn’t he be an elf or something? Why was he still the same overweight individual he was in real life? Wasn’t the entire point of video games to escape, to be the hero for once instead of the failure staring back at him from the mirror?

      Whatever the case, he could worry about it later. Aside from semantic differences, it seemed these “Core Attributes” were quite similar to many other games he had played. Power for smashing, Coordination for sniping, Endurance for tanking, Intellect for outsmarting, Spirit for...magicky stuff?

      And Charisma? Well, there was something oddly satisfying about getting people to do what you wanted. But was it good enough for what appeared to be a survival situation?

      After thinking about it for a while, there was only one real choice he could think of. He would be a barbarian of sorts wielding a claymore or warhammer. He didn’t know why, but he always gravitated to such builds in the RPGs he played. There was something strangely calming about smashing heads in like overripe pumpkins. Although doing so in a game as realistic as this one might prove to be a bit of a different experience.

      “Hmm...” he said, stroking his chin. “Decisions, decisions...”

      He went back up in the list, his eyes locking on the Barbarian option. Then he scanned back down, finding himself at an impasse.

      Did he really want to be a Barbarian? Maybe he could be an Alchemist or an Enchanter. Craft things, make money. That could be a fun direction. It wasn’t all about raw power, was it?

      Then again, selling things required people skills. Trying to talk to people, in his view, was about as useful as yelling into the wind. People had a knack for disappointing you, or worse, stabbing you in the back after you’d let your guard down.

      Then there was magic. A Wizard, a Summoner, or a Druid.

      He shook his head. Was a squishy “glass cannon” the way to go?

      He needed to pick a class that was good for operating solo. Now, which class had the most solo survivability? Not just combat ability, but the skills to survive, make money, and so on.

      As he deliberated, the memory of his disastrous raid surfaced. The panicked voices over Discord. The mocking laughter. Jorbo’s dismissive tone as he kicked Justin from the guild. His inability to fight back with words.

      “You’ve gotta learn to win friends and influence people, bro.”

      That was what it always came down to, wasn’t it? People skills. The one thing he’d never mastered. Every job interview that went nowhere. Every conversation that died awkwardly. Every guild that eventually kicked him for “being unbearable.”

      His eyes drifted to the Charisma column. Bard. Merchant. Cleric. Diplomat. Thespian. All classes that required dealing with people.

      A Bard would need to perform for crowds. A Merchant needed to haggle. A Cleric had to tend to a congregation. A Diplomat needed to, well, be diplomatic. And a Thespian? He’d rather die than get on any stage.

      But then his gaze settled on “Socialite.”

      The description read: “Masters of social manipulation and charm, the Socialite excels at making connections, extracting information, and bending others to their will.”

      Justin snorted. Him? A Socialite? It was the exact opposite of who he was.

      But then, wasn’t that the point? To become someone different, someone better?

      He thought of the countless times he’d fumbled social interactions. The way people’s eyes would glaze over when he spoke. The cringe-inducing silence after one of his “jokes.” All things that had caused him to retreat into his self-imposed isolation.

      What if he could change all that?

      He was tired of being the awkward loner. Tired of being kicked from guilds and friend groups. Tired of watching others succeed through connections while he remained isolated.

      “In a world where everyone else seems to know the rules of social interaction except me,” Justin muttered, “maybe it’s time I learned those rules.”

      He reached out and decisively touched the Socialite option.

      
        
        [Congratulations! You have chosen: Socialite. Your class excels in social situations, making connections, and gaining favors.]

        

        [You now have a class and can access the Aethereal Interface!]

        

        [Ten points have been added to your Power, Coordination, Endurance, Intellect, Spirit, and Charisma attributes. Level-up to unlock more attribute points!]

        

        [Language stack added: Aranthian.]

        

      

      Justin did a double take at that last message. The language had...changed to some strange form of runes, and yet he could read it perfectly.

      
        
        [As a Socialite, you have unlocked your class skill: Poison Barb.]

        

      

      Poison Barb. That sounded promising. Was it some sort of ranged attack?

      He read the description that appeared before him.

      
        
        Poison Barb: You know precisely what to say to inflict emotional damage on someone, staggering them or forcing them to hesitate, with a chance to stun based on your Charisma attribute. If your barb stuns them for at least three seconds, the cooldown immediately refreshes. The stun chance decreases with repeated use on the same target. (Cooldown: 2 minutes.)

        

      

      “Wait, what?” Justin’s excitement deflated. “So my special ability is...being mean to people?”

      This wasn’t what he had in mind when selecting a social class. He’d been hoping for charm, persuasion, and razzle-dazzle. Not insults.

      “Okay, not the end of the world,” he said. “Just the first skill of many, right?”

      The mysterious Voice returned to him.

      
        
        [You are now Level 0. Always remember that a well-placed insult can cut deeper than a blade. Good luck, Brave Adventurer.]

        

      

      The Voice retreated, leaving him once again alone in the woods.

      He was wondering what came next when a hideous screech resounded from behind. He let out a yelp, whirling around to face the sound.

      Three short and nasty goblins stood before him, all bearing crude clubs. They had sharp, bat-like ears, oily green skin, and slobbering mouths bristling with jagged yellow teeth that seemed eager to taste him.

      “Holy crap,” Justin said. “Goblins! Why do these things always start with goblins?”

      The reality of his situation hit him like a bucket of ice water. He had chosen a social class in a world where the first encounter was with monsters who probably couldn’t even understand him.

      “Yep. Should’ve gone with Barbarian.”

      He had to make do with his class skill. Justin activated Poison Barb.

      It seemed to happen naturally, without having to press any sort of mental button. He directed Poison Barb at the lead goblin advancing toward him.

      He felt himself filled with adrenaline, a sort of primal instinct rising within him. Words began flying out of his lips unbidden.

      “You guys must have been born on a highway because that’s where most accidents happen!”

      The goblins looked at each other in confusion. Justin wasn’t sure the goblins understood sarcasm, or even if they understood him at all. But it still caused them to pause.

      Justin seized the moment and dashed through the trees as fast as he could. The goblins snarled from behind, giving chase.

      He had a stride advantage over the goblins for sure, but he was very out of shape. The last time he’d been forced to run was in ninth grade P.E. class, and that was years ago. His breaths came out in pained wheezes. Did this fantasy world have asthma? He sure hoped not.

      He swiped at the underbrush, pushing it out of the way, occasionally stealing glances over his shoulder. The goblins let out high ululating cries, their bloodlust driving them as they tore through the underbrush like feral dogs on a hunt.

      Justin skidded to a halt, his heart dropping as he found himself teetering on the edge of a small cliff.

      With a shriek, he tumbled over the side and began sliding down the steep slope. He cried out in pain, wondering if this would be how he died: fall damage less than twenty minutes in.

      At last, he came to a stop on a dusty wagon track, still conscious and hurting from head to toe. The goblins stood on the cliff above, yelping in vexation, seemingly not wanting to follow him down.

      Justin didn’t understand why. They could easily end him in such an exposed state.

      It took a moment for Justin to realize he wasn’t alone. A shadow loomed over him, blocking out the sun.

      Groaning, he turned his head—and froze. Whatever it was, it didn’t look friendly.
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            Not in Oklahoma Anymore

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Paladins: the class best known for making heroic last stands instead of choosing to live and fight another day. They’ll moralize you into exhaustion and preach endlessly about their god of choice. But if you can stomach the sermons, you’ll never find a more steadfast companion in an uncertain world.”

        

        —Vault Runner Tharic Wren,

        An Adventurer’s Guide to Vaults

        

      

      Justin felt something poke him, which he recognized as the shaft of a heavy weapon.

      He squeaked and stood up, and when he got a good look at the one doing the poking, he wondered if he should run again.

      The man stood tall and proud, his broad shoulders stretching the straps of his armor. His muscular frame was wrapped in a suit of gleaming steel. He wore white robes, with the crest of a fiery phoenix on the breast. His chiseled jaw was set in a determined expression, and his blue eyes regarded Justin with a sharp intensity. Every inch of him exuded a quiet confidence and readiness for battle, as if he were born to be a warrior. He was perhaps in his late thirties or early forties.

      He was a man, Justin thought, who had clearly invested in his Power attribute.

      At that moment, Justin realized the pain was all over his body. Nothing was broken, but the bruises on his arms and legs were deep, while his skin was covered in scrapes and dirt. His head throbbed, and a sharp pain stabbed his left shoulder.

      The man stepped forward. “Here, lad. Try to stay still.”

      Before Justin could do anything, the man raised a gloved hand, which became wrapped in an aura of golden light. Justin felt the energy spread to him, cold and refreshing, like diving into a cool spring. His wounds, internal and external, were instantly healed. He looked down at his arms, amazed to see they were knitted anew.

      For a moment, he was at a loss for words. “What in the...?”

      “Bind Wounds. A basic healing spell all Paladins get.”

      “I see,” Justin said. “My stars, that was...magic, was it not?”

      The man frowned in confusion. “Yes. You’ve never seen a healing spell before? Well, I guess that’s possible, but not likely.”

      Justin changed the subject. “Where am I? What is this place?”

      The man frowned in confusion. “What do you mean? You don’t know where you are?”

      Justin realized, without having to be told, that this man didn’t think this was a game. An NPC, maybe. Although if he were an NPC, he seemed to be a very aware one.

      “What year is it?”

      “I don’t know what you’re on about, lad, but you’ve clearly got your brains all mixed up from that fall.”

      “It was goblins.”

      The man scrutinized him for a moment, then chuckled. “Goblins, eh? Well, not everyone can be a Paladin, I suppose.”

      “I’m a Socialite.”

      The man laughed even harder, even wiping a tear of mirth. Justin merely frowned.

      “Now that’s the funniest thing I’ve heard in weeks.”

      “How is it funny?”

      “Well, for one, you rarely find those types here in the Wildwood Forest. They’re up there in the big cities, looking pretty and being useless.” The man looked him up and down. “You’ve got at least one of those things covered.”

      Justin looked down at himself. “What do you mean by ‘one of those things?’”

      The man gestured to Justin’s outfit. “That getup of yours. I’ve seen nothing like it. It’s certainly not armor.”

      Justin looked at his outfit, realizing for the first time how out of place it must seem to this man. He was dressed in an Iron Maiden t-shirt, cargo shorts, and Crocs. Not exactly ideal for adventuring. To his embarrassment, he realized he still had a Cheeto stain on his gut.

      “This isn’t my usual attire,” Justin said defensively, though it most certainly was.

      The man raised an eyebrow. “Well, it’s not doing you any favors out here. You might as well paint a target on your back.”

      Justin sighed. How was he going to get out of this mess? All he wanted was to log out of this “game” and get back to his real life.

      “How do I log out?”

      “Log out? What are you talking about?”

      “I mean, this is a game, is it not? Am I on an RP server or something?”

      “Listen, son,” the man said, taking him aside, “I can tell your head got jumbled in that fall. It has happened to me far too many times to count. Why don’t we join up and I can see you safely to Mistwatch? Maybe someone knows you there.”

      “Mistwatch?”

      The man shook his head. “Just five miles up the track here. Where are you from?”

      “Oklahoma.”

      “Ok-la-ho-ma?”

      “Yes,” Justin said earnestly. “Where the wind comes sweeping down the plain?”

      “I have never heard of it. Funny name, that.”

      This was getting worse and worse. “This...isn’t Earth, is it?”

      “You mean Eyrth?”

      “Yeah. I mean, no! Earth. Pronounced Urth, not Airth.”

      “You’re a strange one, lad. Come on. We’ve got to get moving.”

      
        
        [Alistair has invited you to join his party. Do you accept?]

        

      

      Seeing no other way out, Justin accepted the prompt with a mental push.

      
        
        [You have joined Alistair’s party. You are now refreshed by his Divine Aura, granting complete immunity to the Fear effect.]

        

      

      Justin could only assume this Divine Aura was some sort of passive ability that benefited him as a member of Alistair’s party. All he knew was it did little to ease the fearful knot that had formed in his stomach.

      There was nothing to do but to get moving.

      They were walking down the path for a few seconds when Alistair gasped. “Arion above!”

      “What?”

      “You’re Level 0!”

      “Yes. And?”

      “You must’ve just gotten your class, then. What are you doing all the way out here?”

      Justin recalled the tornado. He considered telling Alistair about the portal, but he didn’t know the guy and it seemed crazy on the surface. “I’m not sure. I just woke up in the forest, got chased by those goblins, and here I am.” Before Alistair could ask anything more, he peppered him with his own question. “How can you tell what level I am, anyway?”

      “You can inspect anyone in your party. It will give you some basic information about them, such as their name, class, and level.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes. I suggest you open your interface. That’s the connection between you and the Aether, how you can look over your attributes and abilities. You do know how to do that, right?”

      Justin was about to ask how when a simple thought summoned a “screen” before him. It seemed he was the only one who could see it.

      To his surprise, he found that, indeed, he could see something akin to character screens he was used to in his games. It listed his name, class, and the six attributes the “Voice” had already introduced to him.

      He had ten points in each attribute already. Somehow, he knew this was the default amount, what everyone started with.

      On the projection, he saw an avatar of himself, along with his sweat, dirt, and Cheeto-encrusted clothing.

      
        
        Justin Talemaker

        Class: Socialite

        Level: 0

        Experience to Level 1: 0/1

        

        Attributes:

        Power: 10

        Coordination: 10

        Endurance: 10

        Intellect: 10

        Spirit: 10

        Charisma: 10

        

        Skills:

        Poison Barb

        

      

      That was all there was to see, at least for now. He closed the screen.

      Justin considered the information above. If he was reading things correctly, it took a mere one experience point to get from Level 0 to Level 1. From that fact alone, Alistair had correctly surmised that he had just gained his class.

      One thing Alistair didn’t realize was that this reality had all the trappings of a fully immersive VRMMO, such as the kind Justin was familiar with from his web novels. But the longer this “game” went on, the more real it was starting to become.

      Of course, Justin had always fantasized about this exact scenario as a way to escape his mundane life. But now, all he wanted to do was wake up from this nightmare.

      And to top it all off? He was this bloody Socialite instead of literally any other useful and cool class.

      They walked for a few minutes before Justin broke the silence, mostly to distract himself.

      “So, what do you do, Alistair?”

      “I’m a Paladin for the Church of Light,” he replied, puffing out his chest.

      “A Paladin? So, you fight evil and stuff?”

      Alistair nodded. “That’s right. I serve the Church of Light and smite any darkness that threatens the innocent.”

      Justin raised an eyebrow. “That’s cool, I guess.”

      Alistair chuckled. “It’s not all glamour and glory, kid. It’s a tough job, but someone’s got to do it.”

      “So why are you helping me out, then?”

      Alistair shrugged. “I’m a Paladin. I help people when I can. It’s who we are.” Then he gave a devious smile. “And...helping the weak and innocent also gives me experience.”

      “Seriously?”

      When Alistair nodded, Justin’s mind raced with thoughts. He could help people, too, and get level-ups, along with new attribute points and skills.

      Alistair laughed. “I see what you’re thinking, kid. It doesn’t quite work that way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, depending on your class, you get rewarded for doing things related to that class. Paladins, for example, get experience for helping people, hunting the undead, and healing. I’m not sure what it is for Socialites, but you guys probably get experience for...well, socializing. And not just any socializing, but making things go your way with your honeyed words.”

      “I see,” Justin said, considering this. “Well, I suck at social situations. So, I’m screwed.”

      For a moment, he thought back to the horror show that was high school, along with the sadness that was his brief college experience before he’d dropped out because he couldn’t get his Aether Quest addiction under control. He wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d spent more of his adult waking hours in it than outside it.

      He had always repelled people with his general attitude and appearance. It had made him quite bitter over the years.

      Justin had accepted his lot with time. Video games helped a lot, along with eating. No one bothered him, and he bothered nobody. Plus, online, he could be anyone he wished.

      But now, he was expected to socialize in a more real sense. And worse, there was no other way for him to advance in this world.

      And he only had himself to blame.

      “What if I had killed those goblins?” Justin asked. “Would that have given me experience?”

      “You only get experience if the action performed harmonizes with your Core Attribute.” It was like he was quoting from a textbook.

      That sounded familiar. Hadn’t the “System” voice talked about that? “What’s a Core Attribute, exactly?”

      Alistair shook his head. “That fall must have been worse than I thought. Your Core Attribute is what you’re born with, One of the Six. Like I said before, you only get experience for doing things related to your class. That’s just how it works and there’s no way around it.”

      Justin could only feel mounting horror. “So, I have to talk to people? Then why am I not getting any experience from this conversation?”

      “Well, probably because you haven’t charmed or manipulated me yet.”

      “So, if I told you a joke, that would level me up?”

      “Maybe. But you should be careful. The gods know when you’re trying to fiddle with things, so it might not have the effect you want. There need to be stakes, that’s for sure. The bigger the stakes, the more the experience. But why don’t you try it and see for yourself? Can’t harm anything, and I love a good joke.”

      Justin thought hard, though nothing truly funny came to mind. He could only think of a joke his chemistry teacher had used as an icebreaker on the first day of tenth grade.

      “Why don’t scientists trust atoms?”

      “Why?” Alistair asked.

      “Because they make up everything.”

      Alistair frowned, clearly not getting the joke.

      “Hmm. I’ve known a few Adams, and most have been upstanding people.”

      “No, atoms,” Justin said. “They’re these extremely small...forget it.”

      Apparently, they didn’t know about atoms here, which made sense considering Alistair was using a war hammer and wearing heavy armor.

      As the trees broke, opening into a valley surrounded by low hills, Justin spied a small town in the distance. The settlement was surrounded by a wooden palisade, smoke rising from chimneys dotting the rooftops. A Gothic cathedral rose from the town’s center, many times higher than any other building. The multihued sunset only added to the idyllic scene.

      “That’s Mistwatch,” Alistair said, pointing to the town. “You’ll be safe there.”

      Justin nodded numbly.

      They continued walking toward the town. Justin could see people going about their business: blacksmiths hammering away at metal, farmers tending to their crops, and children playing on the road. Justin watched, somewhat dazed. It was as if he had stepped back into medieval Europe.

      As they entered the town itself, the cobbled streets were mostly empty. Most buildings were one or two stories, and a light fog had settled on the streets. Justin realized that was where the town had likely gotten its name. Not that he cared too much at the moment. Acceptance and the accompanying depression were both settling in.

      Alistair led Justin toward an inn. A wooden placard swung in the wind, with a small, winged creature. The creature had a cherubic face and rosy cheeks. The placard read, “The Drunken Pixie.”

      “We’ll stay here for the night,” Alistair said.

      Justin followed Alistair inside, and they were greeted by the warm glow of a fireplace and the sound of merry chatter. A group of travelers was gathered around a table, playing a game of cards. Most of the patrons looked up for a moment to size them up, some of those eyes lingering on Justin. He felt entirely out of place in his ragged clothing and general heft, neither of which was the norm in this society.

      Justin kept his eyes forward as he and Alistair approached the innkeeper. She was a beautiful woman who looked to be in her late thirties with fiery red hair that left Justin a little flummoxed. She had a welcoming smile that put him at ease. Her hair was pulled back in a loose bun, with a few loose strands framing her face.

      “Two rooms, please,” Alistair said, walking up confidently.

      “Right away,” the innkeeper said. “That’ll be ninety coppers. A full silver if you want dinner and breakfast on the morrow.”

      Alistair reached for his coin purse, handing over a gleaming silver coin.

      “Thank you kindly,” the innkeeper said, handing over two small keys. “The rooms are upstairs. Three and four.”

      She looked Justin up and down and smirked a bit. It was easy to understand why, from the dirt and tears in his sweat-crusted shirt. While his cheeks burned with embarrassment, he found he had nothing to say. Being embarrassed by pretty women was nothing new, so he would bear the shame in this world as much as in the last one.

      As they made their way up the stairs, the events of the day hit him in full force. He felt a despair such as he had never known. Why was he here? Was any of this even real?

      And if it was, how in the world did he survive?

      Survival. Was that really the game here? Maybe if he died, he would wake up back home in Oklahoma.

      Then again, maybe he was already dead from that tornado, and this was some sort of afterlife or weird quantum purgatory. It could be the universe’s way of punishing him for playing games constantly instead of taking accountability for his life.

      Even if that was the case, this new reality might be his only chance to live. Did he really want to throw that away?

      Or maybe, just maybe, if there was a portal to this world, didn’t it stand to reason that there might be a portal back?

      “Are you all right, lad?”

      Somehow, they had ended up in the hallway on the second floor. Alistair was looking at him with concern.

      “Just tired, I guess.”

      “Get some rest. That’s all you really need.” He sniffed. “And order a bath.” He reached into his coin purse and pulled out ten pieces of copper. “That should cover it.”

      “Do I just order it at the front?” Justin asked, not wanting to face the red-haired beauty again.

      Alistair smiled, seeming to guess his hesitation. “While you’re down there, maybe you can try to negotiate a lower price. Or make her smile. It looks like she’s having a rough day. That might get you to Level 1. Wouldn’t that be a positive spin on a bad situation?”

      Before Justin could answer, Alistair left him with that as he went to his own room.

      Justin looked at the coppers in his hand doubtfully and went down to the common room. Before he could second-guess himself, he headed toward the beautiful innkeeper, who was looking into what appeared to be a ledger.

      Justin stood there a moment before clearing his throat awkwardly. “Excuse me.”

      She didn’t seem to hear him.

      “Ahem. Excuse me!”

      His tone came out harsher than he had intended, and there was a moment of affront on her face before she replaced it with a professional mask.

      Yes, this was going swimmingly.

      “How might I help you, sir?”

      “I was wondering if I could order a bath.”

      “You may,” she said, not maintaining eye contact. “Twenty coppers for a man of your...size.”

      A few men sitting at a nearby table had a laugh at that.

      Justin’s cheeks colored, and he almost wanted to shout his protest, but he remembered what Alistair had said.

      Negotiate.

      He put on his best smile, which felt extremely fake. “Did I ever tell you how beautiful you are?”

      “Thirty coppers.”

      “And irksome?”

      From her stony expression, she wasn’t going to budge.

      “Never mind. I’ll go find a river or something.”

      He turned to leave.

      “Eighteen coppers,” she said. “Best offer.”

      “I know it’s not worth more than ten. So, why would I pay eighteen?”

      She looked him up and down. “We’ll need to use more water.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “You’re bigger.”

      Justin couldn’t believe this. “So, you’re basing the higher price solely on my size? That’s discriminatory!”

      She shrugged. “It’s business. Bigger bodies need more water.”

      “Well, if it’s truly based on water usage, then I should pay less, not more.”

      She arched an eyebrow, as if daring him to go on.

      Justin cleared his throat awkwardly. “What I mean is, because I’m larger, I take up more volume. So, you’d actually be using less water.” He gave a sheepish smile. “That’s basic arithmetic.”

      “Are you being smart with me?”

      Justin could see the innkeeper was not amused by his comment, but he pushed his luck anyway. “Not at all. I’m simply stating a fact. You’ve already said the price is based on water usage.” He forced a smile. “Plus, if I can get a bath for a price I can afford, well, I’ll be less offensive on all fronts.”

      Justin didn’t know where all this was coming from. The words just seemed to flow from him like water. In normal circumstances, he wouldn’t let out more than a squeak around a woman of her beauty.

      And to his surprise, his words were having an effect.

      The innkeeper sighed and gave him a small smile. “You’re persistent, I’ll give you that. This is a fine establishment, and you are rather filthy. And you’ll be using our towels. In normal circumstances, yes, ten is a fair price. But I can’t let you bathe here for less than fifteen coppers.”

      “I don’t have fifteen,” Justin admitted. “But I have ten. I’ll skip my breakfast tomorrow and we’ll call it even.” He patted his belly. “I’ve got plenty in the tank here, anyway. Deal?”

      She considered for a moment. “Deal.”

      Justin handed her the coins and watched as she wrote something down in the ledger.

      “Your bath will be ready in thirty minutes. We’ll bring the water up.”

      “To the room? Isn’t that heavy?”

      “Don’t worry about it, sir. Is there anything else?”

      “Nothing,” Justin said. “Thank you.”

      The innkeeper went back to her ledger. Justin couldn’t help but feel a little proud of himself for negotiating a better price. It was something, however small.

      
        
        [You have gained 1 experience point. Your experience stands at 1/1. Level-up available!]

        

      

      He waited another moment, but nothing else happened. Why wasn’t he leveling up?

      He opened his interface, only to find the experience was 100% full. 1/1. Obviously, there was some other action he needed to undertake to level up. He would have to ask Alistair in the morning.

      He headed up the wooden stairs and into his room.
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        “Never underestimate an innkeeper. They may seem like humble hosts, but most know more than any king’s spy.”

        

        —Dornal Flint,

        Lessons Learned the Hard Way

        

      

      Thirty minutes later, a copper tub came, hauled by several strapping young lads. They set it in the center of his room, along with a couple of towels. The tub was rather small, more of a giant bucket really, but just large enough for Justin to enter. They spent the next few minutes running up and down the stairs, filling the tub halfway. The final boy dropped a glowing stone in the cold water, inscribed with a couple of red runes.

      Justin watched, amazed, as, over the next few minutes, the water warmed in response to the magical stone, creating bubbles in the process.

      He locked the door and sank into the deliciously warm water. The warmth soothed his aching muscles, and he lowered himself into the water with a sigh of relief. The bubbles tickled his skin as he closed his eyes and leaned back against the tub. The stress of the day slipped away with each passing moment. He stayed in the tub until the water cooled.

      He would have fallen asleep had it not been for the knock at the door. They were probably coming to take the tub back.

      “Just a moment.”

      He got up and, to his surprise, found a pair of basic clothes waiting for him on his bed that he had missed before: tan breeches, a white shirt, socks, and boots. All seemed close enough to his size, which must have been rather difficult to procure. Justin assumed they were from Alistair. The man was truly too kind.

      He got dressed and unlocked the door, and as he suspected, it was the boys coming to take the tub. Justin was grateful they didn’t comment on the filthiness of the water. They managed to scoot it into the hallway without spilling a drop.

      They also brought him some food: nothing fancy, just a slab of cold roast beef, cheese, bread, and a light ale.

      As soon as they were gone, he scarfed down his food, never tasting anything so delicious, despite the simplicity of the fare.

      After setting his plate in the hallway outside, he returned to the room’s tiny bed and lay down. Such were the events of the day that he was instantly asleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Justin blinked awake only to find himself in a room that wasn’t his. He had a moment of panic before he remembered everything that had happened. A groan escaped his lips, and he hid himself under the sheets.

      And he would have stayed there had the Voice not entered his mind.

      
        
        [You have reached Level 1. The world is your stage, and you’ve taken the first step in your performance. Charisma and wit will be your tools—use them wisely, for every conversation can lead to opportunity.]

        

      

      Much to Justin’s surprise, he felt a sense of accomplishment and purpose. Something that seemed to come from outside himself. And he realized he hadn’t leveled up yesterday because it was waiting for him to sleep. It seemed to be how this System, or whatever entity controlled this reality, worked. He supposed for simplicity’s sake he should simply think of it as “the System,” or perhaps “the Voice,” at least until he learned more.

      
        
        [You have one attribute point to distribute.]

        

      

      Justin opened his character screen and saw that he could place the point into any of his six Core Attributes. It was tempting to put it in power or endurance, as that might help his survivability.

      But he knew he could not do so. He was a Socialite, and his strength was charisma. All of his skills would surely benefit from it, and in fact, he could not level up unless he used charisma-based skills, at least as far as what Alistair had told him.

      He sighed, then locked the point into Charisma and confirmed.

      Almost instantly, he felt his thoughts become clearer, and he sat up straighter. He wasn’t sure if it was an effect of the stat increase or something else.

      He looked into a mirror on the wall and was surprised to see his cheeks were a little less pudgy and his eyes less red. The fresh air and exercise had done wonders for his complexion. He wasn’t good-looking by any stretch. Not even average. But he looked better than he did on his best days, of which, admittedly, there weren’t many.

      Was it exercise, or something else entirely?

      Whatever it was, it was a step in the right direction.

      
        
        [As a Level 1 Socialite, you have unlocked your class boon, Magnetic Presence!]

        

        Magnetic Presence: People are more instinctively drawn to you, sensing an aura of trustworthiness or allure. As your Charisma grows, your presence can inspire loyalty in allies and unease in adversaries without a single word.

        

      

      Justin rubbed his chin thoughtfully. In a world where he didn’t know who to trust—or even how to survive—having people naturally gravitate toward him might not be such a bad thing. Trustworthiness was a currency he could spend, and if enemies were uneasy around him, maybe he could avoid some fights altogether.

      It wasn’t the smashing power of a barbarian or warrior, or the fireballs of a wizard, but it was a tool he could work with, something that would be useful in everyday situations. The more he invested in his charisma attribute, the more effective this “class boon” would become.

      And for that matter, what was the difference between a skill and a boon? A question for Alistair, perhaps.

      
        
        [Now go and make your mark in the world, Brave Adventurer. Your potential is boundless.]

        

      

      With that, Justin felt the warm presence of the Voice depart.

      “All right,” he said, rolling his shoulders. “Time to see if this magnetic thing works.”

      Justin stepped back out into the hallway, just in time to see Alistair leaving his room, all decked out in gleaming paladin gear.

      The paladin’s face brightened at seeing him. “Morning. All cleaned up, I see!”

      “I got to Level 1!”

      “Well done, lad! You will always remember your first level-up.”

      Justin frowned. “Heading out?”

      Alistair chuckled. “Yes, I’m afraid so. Zombies to slay and all that. But before I do, a parting gift...”

      He reached into his coin purse and gave Justin five silver coins.

      Justin’s eyes widened. “Alistair, you don’t have to.”

      “I know I don’t. But something is different about you; that much I can see. I’d stay longer, see you on your way, but the Church keeps me busy. Maybe as a first step, you can ask the innkeeper for leads on work around here. Or better yet, visit the local cleric at the cathedral and see if he can do a bit of healing to help you with your memory.”

      “Good idea,” Justin said. “Before you head out, how do levels work here, anyway? What’s the difference between a boon and a skill?”

      Alistair looked at him, marveling. “You really don’t know any of this stuff, do you?”

      Justin hung his head.

      “Hey, it’s all right,” Alistair said, his tone softening. “Well, from birth, the gods know your strength, your purpose. All of us are born with the sacred Spark of Life of the Creator within us, and that Spark feeds your Core Attribute. You have a charisma core, Justin. For all your words about not being good with people, the gods think otherwise. It’s up to you to build on your strength. You’ve handled yourself well so far. Who knows how far you can go if you try?”

      Justin blinked at him, surprised by the encouragement.

      Alistair gave a knowing smile and a shrug. “Trust your instincts. Words can inspire, cut, or heal, but only if you wield them with purpose. Arion guide your steps, Justin. And remember—charisma isn’t just about talking. It’s about making others believe.”

      With that, Alistair adjusted his shield and strode past Justin, his boots echoing down the stairs.

      
        
        [Alistair has left the party.]

        

      

      Justin felt a certain warmth leave him. At first, he thought it was a sense of sadness that he was on his own again, but he also remembered that it might have been Alistair’s Divine Aura dissipating.

      Whatever the case, he was on his own again. Level 1, in a new world, with no proper goals or motivations.

      One thing was obvious, though. He had to learn more.

      As he headed downstairs, he could only wonder what the day would bring.
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        “Attributes are multipliers—amplifying what is already there. A fool with a high Power attribute will indeed strike hard, but a trained swordsman with less Power will hit even harder. Master yourself first, and your attributes will magnify talent into true greatness.”

        

        —Scholar Rindle Faelstorm,

        Class Fundamentals

        

      

      “Checking out?” the innkeeper asked.

      Justin nodded. “I’m wondering where I might get some basic gear. A coin purse, a map, a pack...”

      “You’ll want to go down to the market square,” the innkeeper said. “There are plenty of shops that sell those sorts of things. You might also try the general store at the edge of town.”

      “Thanks,” Justin said.

      “One more thing,” the innkeeper said. “If you want your breakfast, I can get you a bit of bread and meat before you head out the door.” She gave him a warm smile. “Wait right here.”

      Justin nodded, wondering what could have inspired this change of heart. Maybe that one point of charisma had made all the difference, or even his new boon.

      She came back with a baguette laden with meat and cheese. It would be perfect to eat on the road.

      “Appreciate it,” he said.

      “In return, just point any new customers to the Drunken Pixie,” she said with a parting smile. “I have a feeling you might go far. Good day.”

      Justin nodded and headed out the door. He was already out on the street before realizing he hadn’t even asked where the market square and general store were.

      He walked and ate, and the market was easy enough to find, just a street over from the inn. Dozens of shops and stalls lined the central square, along with the towering cathedral, quite lofty for a town of this size, with the same phoenix Justin had spied on Alistair’s armor. It must have been the Church of Light. Well over a hundred people were gathered here, buying, selling, and haggling. The air was misty and cool.

      As the innkeeper said, there were vendors selling many goods: food, clothing, and even weapons.

      He spotted a store that looked promising and headed inside. A friendly-looking woman with wavy brown hair greeted him. He wasn’t sure how far five silvers would carry him, but he already knew from fiddling with his interface this morning that one hundred coppers equaled a silver. And a hundred silvers equaled one gold.

      “Welcome, traveler,” she said. “What can I do for you today?”

      “I need some basic gear. A coin purse, a map, and a pack for starters.”

      “You’ve come to the right place. We have everything you need.”

      She led him to a section of the store that was filled with backpacks, pouches, and other travel gear. Justin selected a sturdy pack and a small pouch to hold his coins. Despite their size, the shopkeeper assured him that both were enchanted to hold more than they appeared to on the outside. The pack, she also mentioned, was enchanted to prolong the life of any food placed within it and was popular with local hunters. He didn’t think he would be doing any of that—he simply wasn’t equipped for it—but it was good to know.

      He also picked out a map that was enchanted to fill in details as he discovered new areas, and a few supplies, such as a pocketknife, flint and steel, a pot, a canteen, and some basic foodstuffs, on the storekeeper’s recommendation. After that, there was little left to spend.

      “Is there anything else you need?” the woman asked, handing Justin his change.

      “A bit of information, perhaps,” Justin said, stowing the coins in his new pouch. “If you have the time.”

      “Well, it’s been a slow morning, so ask away.”

      “What can you tell me about the Socialite class?”

      She frowned. “Well, I’ve heard of it, but I’ve met no one who has it. It’s one of the basic charisma classes, of course. Everyone knows that. I think you’ll find some in the big cities. Most of us with charisma cores learn something that’s a bit more useful, if we have the means.” She gave a sudden smile. “As for Socialites, we don’t have much need for that around here. Like any other basic class, the Socialite class can be adopted on one’s twentieth name day by anyone with a Charisma Core Attribute.”

      Twentieth name day. So, a person wasn’t allowed to pick a class until they turned twenty. And, as he had suspected, the Core Attribute for the class had to match.

      She looked at him a bit curiously. “Are you a Socialite, dear? If so, you’re far from the courts of Belmora.”

      “Belmora? Where’s that?”

      She watched him strangely. “That’s the capital of Aranthia. Quite far from here, but you can make it in a couple of weeks by walking the Silver Road heading southeast from Mistwatch. Before that, though, you’ll come to Silverton, about fifty miles away. Not the biggest city by any stretch of the imagination, but there’s a lot of work there in the mines. It’s definitely someplace all the young ones want to get off to. If you’re aiming for something bigger, well, as I said, Belmora on the Golden Gulf is what you want.” She gave a playful smile. “Are you running from something, lad? Or chasing a girl?”

      Justin smiled easily, the instinct seeming to come naturally. “Why? Are you interested?”

      She gave a good-natured laugh. “Well, I do like ‘em a bit on the heavy side, but you could do with a proper shave.” Her smile softened. “You aren’t entirely unhandsome, though.”

      “That’s a green light if I’ve ever heard one.”

      “Green light? A...strange expression. Where are you from, dear?”

      Justin played it off with a grin. “Oh, somewhere far and exotic. Where charm is a national export.”

      The woman chuckled, her eyes twinkling. He realized, with a start, that he was flirting. And more shocking—she was actually enjoying it. He couldn’t remember the last time this had happened, if ever.

      She touched his arm lightly. “You’re too funny, dear. But much too young for me, I’m afraid.”

      “What do you mean? You don’t look a day over thirty.”

      Her cheeks reddened. “Oh, stop! I am spoken for, after all. Is there anything else I can help you with, young master?”

      He smiled graciously. “No, ma’am. Have a pleasant day.”

      As he walked out of the store, he pondered the conversation. Such flirtations were not his normal character, so he had to wonder if it was his class that was causing him to act this way. It was almost like an instinct.

      
        
        [You have gained 2 experience points. Your experience stands at 2/200.]

        

      

      Well, that was unexpected. He opened his character screen, and to his shock, saw that the experience requirement for level 2 was a full two hundred points, far more than the single point required to get to Level 1.

      Well, he would get there. One day.

      Out in the market square again, he retrieved his enchanted map and gave it a good look. It seemed to be highly detailed up to twenty miles, but after that, things became more nebulous, listing only major landmarks and settlements. Silverton was fifty miles away and was barely contained on the edge of the map. There was no sign of Belmora, so clearly, this was a local map. As he examined the map, his eyes nearly popped out of his head.

      To his surprise, he could zoom in on the map and get a better sense of details, though it didn’t reveal everything. He found Mistwatch, which was in the center of a place called the Wildwood Forest, in a country called Aranthia. The road to Silverton went southeast, over a range of hills, or perhaps even small mountains, called the Umber Range, with Silverton set in a pass within it. As the shopkeeper had said, it was about fifty miles. Fifty-two, to be exact.

      He briefly examined other points of the map, but found there wasn’t much information—just some cities, forests, hills, and mountains. The map was entitled “The Central Hinterlands.”

      “Interesting,” he said.

      He looked around, not sure what to do with himself. A sudden sense of loneliness and homesickness overcame him. He thought about his old life, how he had taken everything for granted there.

      And now he was stuck here. Completely lost and overwhelmed.

      He needed a goal. But what? Here, he could make his own life and his own destiny.

      He took out a few coppers from his pocket, staring at them for a moment. He had a charisma-based class. Maybe he should try to make some money. Start a business.

      Then again, he didn’t have the Merchant class, and wouldn’t get bonuses for owning a store or anything like that. It seemed all he could do was schmooze with people.

      Could it get any worse?

      Justin decided to head to an inn—a different one from before—to get some information. It seemed to be the thing to do in the games he played, so he didn’t see why it would be different here. At the very least, it was something to do.

      But as Justin walked down a random street, he couldn’t help but notice how deserted it was. Skulking in the alley between two shabby buildings were two youths. They were both tall and thin, with greasy hair and scruffy clothes that looked as if they hadn’t been washed in weeks. Their eyes flickered over to him, and they exchanged a few quick words Justin couldn’t quite catch.

      Justin headed for the open door of a nearby inn, but the two youths stepped out in front of him, blocking his path. One of them, who was tall with a pockmarked face, snarled at him.

      “Hey there, Tiny. If you’re lost, the pig pens are back on the farms over yonder.”

      Justin tensed up. He was all too aware that he had nothing but the pocketknife he’d just bought to defend himself. He could see the glint of greed in their eyes, and he knew they were after his newly purchased possessions.

      Justin smiled as a line serendipitously came to him. “Lost? Just thought I’d take the scenic route and admire
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