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 Prologue  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  “Join New Era Online! A world to forge your own destiny in! 
  Conquer lands, build nations, trade, explore, and battle for glory! 
  NEO! The game of limitless opportunities!” 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It’s been a long time since this ad came out and inspired me to greatness. I took a screenshot of the banner and had it framed in-game. It was hanging on the wall of my in-game office.  
 
    It had been three years since NEO was released. Unsurprisingly, it became an instant success. The game used the new, state of the art, Full Immersion Virtual Reality technology, or ‘FIVR’.  
 
    FIVR technology enabled players to experience the virtual environment with the full range of human senses, making gameplay nearly indistinguishable from reality. 
 
    I liked to read that pre-release slogan. It reminded me how much my life had turned around and it inspired me to always reach for new heights. 
 
    I had invested a lot of time and effort in the game. One sleepless night after another, I’d slowly built my character up from a level 1 newbie. Painfully grinding each level out, increasing my reputation, and completing quests; until I had a truly impressive amount of power and influence in the game. 
 
    Now, I was at the very top of the ‘world,’ a high-ranked player, and head of the most powerful guild in NEO. Not to mention wealthy, both in and out of the game. 
 
    Of course, I hadn’t always been this fortunate in life.  
 
    I stretched and settled back comfortably in my dragon leather armchair, remembering. 
 
    When NEO was first released, I was 25 and working as a corporate wage slave; stuck in an endless work-sleep-work cycle. I was an algorithm developer, it was a demanding job that left little time for friends or leisure. Back then, the only thing I had time for during the week was a few hours of gaming.  
 
    Luckily, my hard-earned developer-skills came in handy for my hobby too. With my background in algorithms I was able to grasp the underlying game logic and use it to my advantage, outstripping other players who were not as quick on the uptake. 
 
    My fortunate position now, was all thanks to one game element; Magic. Being one of the first players to learn how to use magic in the game gave me an enormous advantage over my competition for a short while. But that head start was enough. 
 
    If a player wanted to learn basic, manual skills, the game mechanics were straightforward. However, magic based skills and spells were tricky. 
 
    Reading that slogan always made me nostalgic.  
 
    I’d been lucky... I continued reminiscing. 
 
    In the first few days after the release of the game, I discovered a completely unknown magic Discipline. The governing skill for it was called ‘Mana Manipulation,' and because I was the first player to learn it, I received the ‘Prime’ badge in the skill.  
 
    With Mana Manipulation I invented several adaptable and versatile mana Discipline spells. Having the Prime badge in that all-important fundamental skill also gave me an advantage over other practitioners of magic. My spells lacked a certain finesse compared to other Disciplines, but they were easy to use and the power level could be increased simply by investing more mana into them. In short, they were tremendously popular with players, which made my services highly sought after. 
 
    As the inventor of the spells and the first to use them, I received the Prime badge for each of them also. Having the badges enabled me to impart the spells to other players, something that was not normally possible. In addition, Prime badges also grant a 50% increase to the skill’s progression. So I gained skill levels faster than any other player, giving me a distinct advantage that helped keep me at the head of the pack. 
 
    My fee to teach a spell started at a thousand gold per spell, per player. It sounds outrageous, but despite the cost, every player in the game wanted to learn from me.  
 
    Within the first few months of the game release, and with a game-gold to US dollar conversion ratio of 10:1, I was bringing home well over $10,000 US per month, just from playing a game. Suddenly, my financial future was secured. The math was written large on the walls, and it was simple math too. So I quit my day job and became a full-time, hardcore, professional gamer.  
 
    I put a good sum into savings and investments each month, and still had enough left to lead a comfortable life. I moved out of the big expensive city where my work had kept me, and rented a much cheaper apartment in the suburbs. I also leased the highest end immersion capsule available to the public, with the full auto-upgrades package so my rig was always on the cutting edge. Afterward, I spent most of my days pleasantly immersed in the game, amassing more and more wealth and power. 
 
    I leaned back comfortably in my chair and blew on one of my ruby studded platinum rings and buffed it on my sleeve. It was a rare and powerful artifact that could summon a rain of acid in a 100-meter radius, dissolving everything it touched except the wielder. It’s been a long time since I’ve been in a situation where I had to use this baby, I continued my musing. 
 
    Despite my fortuitous start in the game, I still couldn’t have afforded a ring like this one back then.  
 
    A few months after the game’s release, players began reaching the Expert rank in my spells. Expert rank unlocked the ability to create magic skill-books. Although they cost less than my services, successfully learning spells through skill books was not guaranteed. So my services remained highly sought after. I fell into a routine of teaching my spells for a few hours each day, then used the rest of my time to play the game, and advance my character.  
 
    Three years of hard, but enjoyable, work gaming in NEO had paid off magnificently. Now, I sat comfortably in my office, the Guildmaster’s office, in the palatial House of the guild I’d established just one year ago. As a pun on the skills that facilitated my rise to power, I named my guild ‘Manapulators’. 
 
    Because I offered to teach one spell to each new member for free, my guild attracted thousands of players, and we’d became the largest, most powerful guild in NEO. 
 
    I rarely saw actual combat these days, most of my income came from the salary the guild paid me, padded with 10% of the guild’s raid bonuses, which was quite substantial. Almost all my time was taken up by administrative duties. I worked at the guild house. I planned the guild’s strategies for growth and progression, managed the alliances and partnerships, and coordinated the guild’s raids, skirmishes and tournaments. There was always something or someone for us to fight somewhere in NEO. Conflict was a huge factor in the game. A light knock at my door interrupted my reminisces. It was Vatras, apparently bearing gifts.  
 
    Vatras was my first in-game customer, and the first player to join when I established the guild. He was an excellent Elf-character player and a seasoned strategist.  
 
    He became a trusted advisor when I founded the guild, and I’d soon made him my guild lieutenant, the next highest-ranking guild member after me. 
 
    He was holding two items and smiling mischievously as he entered at my gesture.  
 
    “Vatras, what’s up? How was the raid?” I looked at the items he was holding with interest.  
 
    The most difficult boss raids awarded the best loot, so it was Vatras who usually led them. He was a bit greedy when it came to in-game goodies, but I looked past that fault. Most players were that way about loot, myself included, as was evident by the assortment of Epic and Artifact-level items I wore. My character was powerful, but with those items, I was a veritable walking powerhouse. If I really wanted, I could have probably leveled a small city all by myself. 
 
    “Not bad, Guild Master Arladen,” Vatras replied, something in his voice made me think that was an understatement. 
 
    He looked at the items he was holding with a satisfied grin, then looked at me. 
 
    His grin broadened. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 1 - Betrayed 
 
      
 
    “When the NEO game environment was initiated, there were no presets or hard-coded sets of rules. All that existed in the game was the world itself; the resources, the monsters and the NPCs. The game is governed by a Game Artificial Intelligence, Guy for short. In the beginning, Guy evolved NEO’s workings in response to the players’ behaviors. Players could do virtually anything they imagined. If a player decided to form a community, and developed the settlement by building structures, forging alliances, establishing trade routes, hunting for food, etc. Guy would recognize the intent and reasoning behind the player’s actions and integrate the ideas into the game system, creating system assists for other players and NPCs. Everything is connected in the game. Guy controls all the underlying functions, monitors all player actions, gives skills or quests when appropriate or circumstances fit the need. He is the spider sitting at the center of his world-web. It is like having a Super Dungeon-Master, omnipotent, omniscient, with the final say over everything in New Era Online. The developers were soon reduced to monitoring the game, with no influence or control. We became the janitors of the game, keeping it clean and operational.  
 
    I believe what we created is greater than the sum of the human conceived parts, perhaps greater than even ourselves. We were the cradle for Guy’s evolution. When he outgrew us, he leaped beyond anything humanity could ‘code’. Inside NEO, Guy is all knowing, Guy is all powerful. Guy, is God.” 
 
      
 
    Excerpt from: NEO, The Game That Changed The World. 
 
    By: Sergey Kohen, Former NEO developer, True Believer. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I came-to slowly. 
 
    I was disoriented, but I could feel a rough uneven surface beneath me. The ground.  
 
    Where was I? 
 
    I blinked hard a few times, trying to fight off the disorientation. 
 
    I was in some sort of a cave, the natural stone walls that finally came into focus told me that.  
 
    I couldn’t remember how I got here. 
 
    Shakily, I got to my feet. 
 
    Those feet!  
 
    These are not my feet! I looked at my legs. They were short, bony, and a deep olive green. I reached with a trembling hand to touch my leg and froze when I saw my hand. It was a gnarly greenish thing, with five slender fingers ending in thick, sharp nails. 
 
    I raised my hands and stared at them in growing panic.  
 
    Numbly, I patted unfamiliar fingers over an equally unfamiliar face; finding gaunt, high cheekbones; a pronounced brow ridge; small, sharp teeth; and long, pointed ears. 
 
    A goblin! 
 
    I had been turned into a freaking goblin! 
 
    Stunned at my realization I looked around. Apparently, I had died, and was respawned in this location. However, I was certain I’d never seen this place before. 
 
    What is going on?! I thought in alarm. I should have appeared in the Everance cemetery!  
 
    When player characters died in NEO, they were respawned, ‘reincarnated,’ in the nearest friendly cemetery. Logically I should have respawned in the Everance cemetery, the city where I lived. But that’s not where I was. 
 
    Still dazed, I stumbled on the uneven ground, then stopped and looked at my surroundings. I had respawned in what was apparently a small cave. 
 
    No no no! This can’t be happening! I refuse to accept this!  
 
    I had a special Epic item, kept specifically for extreme emergencies like this. It was a one-use only, one-of-a-kind scroll called ‘Shape Reality;’ and that described exactly what it did. With any luck, I could use it to get out of this mess.  
 
    Ready to be done with whatever this situation was, I accessed my inventory for the scroll.  
 
    Every character, including NPCs and monsters, had an inventory. It wasn’t a game-cheat, items in the extra-spatial storage took more time and deliberate effort to retrieve than, say, unsheathing a sword or taking a potion from a belt; the storage was only ‘magical’ volume, the weight of an inventory’s contents still applied against the character’s weight carrying limit. But the auto-organizing and space-saving convenience made it a godsend for players.  
 
    When my inventory interface opened, I could only stare numbly at the hovering window.  
 
    My inventory was completely empty. 
 
    Gone. I’d lost everything, all my exquisitely rare and costly items. 
 
    A system notification indicator was blinking at me. It must have been generated between my death and respawn, minimizing when I didn’t acknowledge it. I opened the message. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulation! You have ${skills.num:32} new skills --#Errorr--$*&@ 
  Skill ---xxxxx--- unavailable. Prime Badge awarded. 
  Skill ---xxxxx--- unavailable. Prime Badge awarded. 
  Skill ---xxxxx--- unavailable. Prime Badge awarded. 
  Skill ---xxxxx--- unavailable. Prime Badge awarded.
…
... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It seemed the system had trouble processing some aspects of my goblin-hood. If the notification was correct I had lost all my skills and spells, but I still had all the Prime Badges I had collected, which were of far more importance.  
 
    My memory was still clouded, the system message tickled at my thoughts, but I still couldn’t recall...  
 
    I closed my eyes, trying to calm my racing thoughts. After a few moments, I opened them and looked around me. 
 
    Bones and partial skeletons of things long dead were piled against the walls and scattered across the floor. The bones were in all shapes and sizes, many of them looked like they came from goblins. 
 
    I shook my head, trying to force some clarity back into my head.  
 
    All right Oren, from the start. Go through the events that you do remember. I closed my eyes again.  
 
    The bastards used a Race Change scroll on me, it turned me into a goblin and then… then... everything that followed was still a blur, I couldn’t recall. I dimly remembered shouts, screams, and laughter. Then... Nothing. 
 
    I shook myself out of my reverie. I was standing, vulnerable, in the middle of an unfamiliar cave. I had to figure out where I was. I opened my game map and what it showed made me a little less anxious. 
 
    Well Vatras, it seems like I haven't lost everything, I thought smugly.  
 
    The map still displayed the vast areas of NEO I’d explored, marked with dungeon locations, various points of interest, and, most importantly, the caches of treasure and items I’d hidden in different spots. I had developed a rather paranoid habit of burying some of my wealth in various places throughout the game world. Just in case of a rainy day. And right now, it was a very rainy day. It was a monsoon-season-in-India kind of rainy day.  
 
    Finally, a lucky break! I thought gleefully. Some of the items I buried were immensely powerful. So, my first step would be to get to the closest cache. Even if I was stuck playing a goblin character, that treasure would give me a decisive advantage, helping me speed-level my character. 
 
    Now I just had to find where I was in NEO, and then look for the nearest treasure cache.  
 
    I centered the map on my current location, an unexplored, blacked-out part of the map. I zoomed out. Still black. I frowned and zoomed out again.  
 
    Ahhh, damn… My heart fell. 
 
     I knew where I was, I was stranded. 
 
    I was in the middle of a vast unexplored region of NEO, far to the west of the ‘civilized’ parts. The territory was isolated by mountains and chock full of monsters. It was known only as the ‘Deadlands’. 
 
    Players had gradually spread out and explored most of the lands in NEO, taming the wilderness, establishing settlements and trade routes. I was currently in a remote, untamed and unexplored part of the world. There’d been some attempts in the past to explore the Deadlands. A few expeditions were sent to scout it. But the difficulty reaching it, coupled with inhospitable conditions and high monster populations, made it an undesired location. Some conspiracy buffs even argued the area was deliberately made to keep players out, that it hid something. 
 
    “Crap!” I cried out loud in frustration. My voice reverberated in the cave, the echoes multiplying my shout into a crescendo. 
 
    How the hell, am I supposed to get home! I fumed. Could this shit get any worse!?” 
 
    As if to answer my question, I heard chattering from the tunnel. I looked at the entrance. A small party of spear-wielding goblins was marching through it, looking agitated and aggressive. 
 
    “Figures,” I sighed. 
 
    A system message popped up.  
 
    “What the hell?” I mumbled. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You’ve learned a new Skill: Murphy's Bitch (*) [passive, monster race] 
  Through your ability to reach the absolute emotional bottom, and then will into existence an even unlikelier bottom, Murphy's law now works slightly to your advantage! 
  Current level 1: Novice. 
  Effect I: 1% higher chance of murphy’s law working in your favor. 
  Effect II: 1% higher chance of Murphy’s law working against your opposition. 
  Prime badge: As the first player to unlock this skill you gain 50% increased rate and can teach it to others 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My mouth was hanging open in astonishment. And for what felt like the hundredth time today, I murmured: “What the hell!?“ 
 
    Skills acquisition in NEO worked differently than other games. There were no predefined skills, abilities, or even classes in NEO. Instead, when a character performed an unconventional action or effort that was within a varying and unknown set of parameters, a skill might be created and awarded by the game in response. After swinging an axe at a tree for a while, with poor results, a system notification would appear, saying: “Congratulation! Due to your repeated efforts you have gained the following skill: Lumberjack level 1.”  
 
    Sounds easy, right? Far from it.  
 
    There are a couple tricky things about skills. The first is advancing a skill to a level they become truly useful or powerful, the other is getting the skill in the first place. Sure, how to get a physical skill wasn’t especially mysterious, just keep performing the same physical action under the right conditions, and voila! But magic was different, a Magic spell couldn’t be practiced if the spell wasn’t known already. So learning magic by just repeating an action over and over until it became a skill was not feasible. 
 
    There were countless easily obtained skills, for example the already mentioned lumberjack skill, and many others such as swordsmanship, blacksmithing, fishing, hunting, skinning, and painting, to name just a few. I once knew a girl who had ‘flower picking level 52,’ simply because she loved flowers so much, and gathered them every chance she got. 
 
    And now, the game engine just granted me the weirdest skill I’ve ever heard of. 
 
    Something else was strange. It was highly unlikely that I was the first player to have been in a situation suitable for being ‘gifted’ with ‘Murphy's Bitch.’ So how was it possible that I had gotten the Prime badge in it?  
 
    Hmm…the monster-race descriptor in the notification might have something to do with it. Maybe it meant only monster races can have this skill.  
 
    I sighed. That would mean I couldn’t teach Murphy’s Bitch to other players, so I won’t be able to capitalize on it. 
 
    The group of goblins, led by a big warrior, closed the distance between us, brandishing bone-tipped spears at me. The common warriors wore leather armor in desperate need of cleaning and the care of a good armorer. I closely examined the big goblin at the front. He wore a better set of leather armor, and was armed with a short metal sword and a small wooden shield. A dagger was tucked into his worn looking belt. He was at least a head taller than the other warrior goblins and much more muscular. He moved confidently between his men toward me, his eyes sizing me up. Suddenly a second’s system message appeared. What the hell?  
 
    
    
      
      	  You’ve learned a new Skill: Analyze (M) [active, monster race] 
  Through careful observation and thorough study, you are able to discern hidden details of the world around you. Progress in this skill will provide more details, and eventually magical properties will be identifiable! 
  Current level 1: Novice. 
  Effect: you can see a creature’s name, health, and level. Other details about the creature might be revealed depending on the skill’s level, and the levels of the target.  
  Range: 11 meters 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My eyes opened in astonishment as I read the description. This was an incredibly useful skill! Usually players only saw the health bar and race of other creatures. Magic users could gain more information by using advanced magic in the form of divination spells. And I just got a free-to-use-no-limit skill that did, or would eventually do, the same thing as those mana and time intensive spells. Awesome! 
 
    It was damn lucky to acquire two skills in rapid succession. Maybe the all mighty Guy feels responsible for my current predicament, and is trying to compensate me for it...? I seriously doubted it. Still, my character was receiving some good boosts. At this rate, I’ll be the world’s most successful goblin, I chuckled.  
 
    Guy was omnipotent. Guy was all knowing. Guy was a cold uncaring piece of...code, which now seemed to be rewarding me with this never before heard of Analyze skill. 
 
    The goblins had closed the distance between us and were staring at me with open hostility. 
 
    I sighed. Just respawned, barely out of the womb so to speak, and I am already facing another death. 
 
    Come on you ugly bastards, bring it on! I thought fiercely and drew a pathetic bone dagger from my belt, an action that might have looked slightly more intimidating if I were wearing anything more than a loincloth. 
 
    The goblins advanced until their spear tips were nearly touching my skin. Then they froze as they saw the dagger in my hand. They began talking excitedly in their chittering language. I wasn’t really trying to listen, so I was shocked to realize I understood their goblin-speech! 
 
    “Looky, look! This weird one holding ceremonial dagger! Is maybe Totem?”  
 
    I looked at the dagger. I’d grabbed it without even thinking. It was just a crappy old bone dagger.  
 
    Where the hell did I get it from? I wrinkled my forehead in confusion. 
 
    Then, it all came rushing back to me, all the details that happened before I was killed. Betrayed, cursed, and the humiliation that followed.  
 
    This dagger was given to me as a final insult. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “I come with great news and tidings of joy, O’ mighty and powerful Arladen, Master of the Arcane.” Vatras intoned formally. 
 
    I crinkled my nose. “Come on man, we’ve been friends for years, you can just use my real name.” 
 
    “As you wish,” he gave a mocking bow. “Oh great and powerful Oren Berman, would you consent to grant me an audience?” 
 
    Something was off. Vatras was being facetious, of course, but there was a tone in his voice…disrespect? Mockery?  
 
    That was unusual; Vatras was usually a stickler for respect and proper etiquette. 
 
    I decided to ignore it, it could have just been my imagination.  
 
    “How much gold did that Dragon Behemoth raid bring in?” I asked. Not out of greed, really, or not just out of greed. The Dragon Behemoth was the highest level boss our guild had ever defeated, and I wanted to know how returns from bosses of differing levels compared. 
 
    “About half a million,” Vatras answered offhandedly. I sat back in my chair, grinning broadly. As Guild Master, I was entitled to 10% of the raid loot, including the gold. Which meant I was now 50,000 gold richer. That was about five grand in US dollars from one raid. Quite a lucrative operation, and it only took a single day to complete it. 
 
    “What about the rest of the loot?” I pressed on. “Did it drop any artifacts?” 
 
    He smiled, it looked unpleasant somehow. This time, I definitely detected more than a hint of something off in his behavior. But I wasn’t too worried; this was MY guild, after all. I was the guild master, I had all the power. 
 
    “We did find some epic loot,” Vatras replied. “The most interesting was this scroll. Even for an Epic level item, this is pretty rare. A fitting gift for you, I think, in honor of the guild’s first anniversary. Here, take a look.” 
 
    He shared the properties of the scroll he was holding: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Spell Scroll: Race Change
Description: An old, crumbling parchment @#</delete>$#-----------Error!
Type: Single use item.
Rank: Epic-#999999.9999
Effect: Permanently change the target’s race to a monster ${mType:}#??$$</forceDelete>##----Error! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I let out a soft whistle. I had heard about these scrolls. Only a handful of them has ever been found. Every prominent NPC in the game had an open bounty on them. The reward was high enough to sway even the wealthiest players. The scroll was indeed a very lucrative find, and was even rarer than Artifacts. The open bounty empowered NCP traders to buy the scrolls for a million gold! So it would be incredibly easy to sell off.  
 
    Despite their sale value, such scrolls had been used on player characters a few times. The victims were turned into a random monster race and were unable to continue playing, as monsters were only allowed as NPCs. The victim would have to delete the character and start a new one from scratch.  
 
    Seeing the weird code like fragments in the scroll description, I was pretty sure that the scroll was a game bug or glitch. After all, in the gaming world, it was unheard of, and undesirable for a player to have the power to permanently destroy another player’s character. 
 
    “That is a great find indeed Vatras!” I beamed at him. “What a nice anniversary present! We should sell it immediately. We can use the gold surplus to add another floor to the guild, and recruit even more members.” I’d been working on that very plan, but my available budget for guild improvements was relatively small. 
 
    Vatras had that weird smug grin on his face again, and didn’t reply to my suggestion. Instead, he held up his other hand, displaying the second item. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked, “Another item from the boss?” 
 
    “No,” Vatras smiled unpleasantly. “This is an Artifact rank Imprisonment Pearl.” 
 
    I let out another low whistle. Imprisonment Pearls were powerful magical items. When invoked they formed a magical prison around a creature, and nullified all magic abilities. Escaping one was impossible. The higher the pearl’s rank, the higher the level creatures and spells it could suppress. Artifact rank meant that, short of a god, it could imprison any creature in the game world. 
 
    “Where did you find an artifact level one?” I exclaimed. Then I narrowed my eyes, something was definitely off here. Vatras was being disrespectful and deliberately evasive. 
 
    Vatras saw my growing suspicion and gave a full-blown malevolent smile. That was my only warning. I reached to activate one of my protection wards, but I was already too late. Vatras was ready for me. 
 
    He crushed the pearl and a blazing net of cascading colors appeared all around me. I was slowed and weakened as all the powerful items I wore became inactive. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” I shouted. 
 
    “I’ve had it with you!” He snarled at me, slowly circling my glowing cage. “For the last two years you’ve treated me like your errand boy. You sit comfortably, all high and mighty in your ivory tower, fat, lazy and full of yourself, while I do all the work.” He spat on the floor in disgust. “You’re just another stupid player who got lucky early in the game. You never really had to work hard, you didn’t earn anything on your own. Everything was just handed to you. I’ve busted my ass recruiting people, forging the guild into a weapon, and leading us from one victory to another. I’m the reason for the guild’s success, not you!”  
 
    Then in a more level tone added, “It is time for a change in leadership, Oren.” 
 
    His words outraged me. ‘Didn’t earn anything on my own!?’ I poured my heart and soul into the game! I quit my job, uprooted my life and he tells me I didn’t earn it!? 
 
    “HOW DARE YOU!”! I roared. I started pounding on the barrier with my fists, to no effect. 
 
    Vatras smiled as he watched me struggle. “Give it a rest Oren, you know better than that. At least have the decency to lose with dignity. What little dignity you still have. There’s no escaping, this is the end of the line for you, my old friend.” 
 
    “TRAITOR! SCUM!” I yelled at him. “I’m the reason people join the guild! Without my Prime spells, how will you get new members to join? You can’t function without me! Now. Let. Me. OUT!!!” I roared. 
 
    He smiled, completely at ease, despite my outburst. “You’re forgetting something, oh mighty Guild Master. I was the first person you taught most of your spells to. After you delete your insipid character, your Prime badges will transfer to the next in line.” He gave a small bow. “I will take good care of them, I promise.” He laughed raucously. 
 
    “GO TO HELL!” I yelled again in outrage. “You’ll never get away with that. The other guild members won’t stand for it!” I continued banging on the barrier. 
 
    His laughter intensified. “You really should have mingled more with your people instead of sitting on your throne all the time.” He looked toward the still open door, still amused, and called out “come on in, fellows.” 
 
    Bigpill and Hirooku were Vatras’ buds and personal minions, so I wasn’t surprised when they came in. But they were not the only ones. One by one, almost all of the other high-ranking officers, people I’d recruited personally and known for more than a year, came into the office. They all looked at me with stony faces, none of them surprised or concerned at my predicament. 
 
    “You see, Oren?” Vatras smirked at me, “These people despise you, they think you’re an elitist snob. Also, the rumors I’ve been spreading about you for months, undermining your position and sowing discontent, didn’t help with the lower ranks. And you were clueless! Everyone will be cheering me when they learn I got rid of you. And this scroll,” he waved the Race Change scroll he was holding, “will let me do just that.” 
 
    “You are crazy,” I said, trying to control my rage. “That scroll is worth as much as a brand-new car. You’re going to throw away all that money just to get rid of me?” I looked around at the stony-faced officers, trying to rally them to my support. “The guild will suffer from the loss of income Each of you will lose a significant bonus of your share.” 
 
    Vatras waved his hand dismissively. “The guild is worth much more than that, and you know it. You could, of course, show a bit of loyalty to the guild and just delete your character yourself, right now, and spare us wasting the scroll. The guild would indeed benefit from the gold.” 
 
    “I’LL KILL YOU!” I shouted. The game was all I had. Here, I was the famous Arladen, the Guild Master, the Mana Master. Outside I was a nobody.  
 
    “I WON’T GO DOWN THAT EASILY!” I roared and started throwing my body against the impenetrable energy barrier again and again. The barrier easily repelled my efforts. “I’LL KILL YOU ALL, TRAITORS!” 
 
    Even without my magical enhancements, I could use mana to empower my muscles, and I had a lot of mana. I threw my level 376 character recklessly against the magic barrier. BOOM! The entire floor reverberated when I hit it this time, a few books fell off one of the shelves, and cracks appeared on the floor. A few of the traitors exchanged worried looks. But my prison held. 
 
    “Now, now,” Vatras almost cooed. “This won’t hurt a bit,” as he unrolled the scroll. “Or maybe it will, I really don’t know,” he added with a shrug. 
 
    BOOM! More cracks appeared and a few chunks of roof tile fell on the people in the room. But Vatras pointedly ignored my desperate efforts. 
 
    “It’s time for you to lose everything, Oren.” Then he started reading the scroll, casting the spell over me. 
 
    I redoubled my efforts, BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! Spiderweb cracks spread around the room’s floor and ceiling. But it was useless. I could feel my body changing. My equipped items fell to the ground. Everything seemed to grow bigger and bigger, as I became smaller and smaller. The world started spinning around me, and my vision blurred. 
 
    As though from far away I heard, “Happy anniversary, Master.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I looked bitterly at my new, goblin hands. I recalled everything in perfect detail now. 
 
    When my transformation into a goblin was done, all my items including the ones from my inventory dropped, scattering across the floor. I was left standing there, wearing only the default loincloth, stunned by the experience. 
 
    The guild members, my former comrades, laughed at and disparaged me while I stood there, incapacitated. When they had their fill of humiliating me that way, they started a game, throwing me around like a damn goblin kick toy, while an amused low-level healer stood by and occasionally cast Minor Heal so I wouldn’t die. When they were bored of playing goblin basketball, Vatras, my new nemesis, dragged me by the throat through the guild castle halls. On our way out, he’d taken a crude bone dagger off the wall and when he threw me out on the street, he tossed the dagger to me as a final insult.  
 
    “Here you go, a pig-sticker to match your ugly face. Wouldn’t want you to think your old guild didn’t do anything to help you out” he chuckled evilly. “Maybe it’ll help you survive for a few minutes, though I wouldn’t bet on it. Better hurry up and delete your character Oren, before someone makes goblin bits out of you.” Done with ridiculing me, he waved goodbye and turned back inside. “Goodbye, and good riddance master”.  
 
    So, there I stood, a small ugly goblin in the big shining human-built capital of Everance. I was in shock from the events, clutching the useless dagger like a lifeline. Suddenly I heard a shout from a noob that spotted me from the end of the street.  
 
    “A Goblin! In town! Free XP!!!” He ran wildly at me, wielding a simple bronze short sword, the kind I wouldn’t even bother picking up as Arladen.  
 
    One swing was all it took, I was decapitated and sent for respawn. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The final insult from Vatras, the bone dagger I was holding, was apparently the source of the goblins’ agitation, and the reason they hadn’t attacked yet. 
 
    The big Goblin moved in until he was standing uncomfortably close to me. He was much taller than me, and I had to look up to meet his eyes. It was a new experience for me, usually goblins were short and puny. But that was from Arladen’s perspective, and I was not Arladen anymore. The leader looked down at me intently. I got the distinct feeling he had just used Analyze on me.  
 
    He frowned. “Who are you? You’re not part of the clan. I can’t access your information! What are you doing in the clan’s cemetery?” His voice was surprisingly fluid and intelligent. 
 
    I thought quickly, what could explain my presence and prevent them from killing me? 
 
    “My clan was butchered by a group of travelers, I fought one of them with this knife,” I raised the bone dagger. “When I killed him with it I was covered in his blood, and I was then killed by his Traveler companions. Then I woke up in this cave. I ask for sanctuary. In exchange, I offer to serve your clan”. 
 
    The Goblin leader looked at me, surprised. His ugly features furrowed in thought. I could see he was considering the intimation that I had gained the travelers’ power of resurrection from sacrificing one of them and bathing in the blood. 
 
    While he was mulling over my story, I used my new Analyze skill on him: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Bogan, Goblin Chieftain; level ??; HP ?? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Hmm, strange I can't see his stats... His level was probably too high for my current skill, and he was named, so I guess that meant he was this lair’s boss. 
 
    Bogan finally reached a decision. “Very well, I will accept you into my clan, if you prove useful.”  
 
    
    
      
      	  Your reputation with the Dripper’s clan has improved! 
  Your reputation is now ‘neutral.’ 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You received a new quest: Prove Yourself 
  Bogan, the leader of the Drippers clan wants you to prove your usefulness. Find a way to be of use and earn his trust. 
  Quest Type: unique 
  Reward: gaining acceptance to the clan, increased reputation with the clan, 500xp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I smiled. My very first quest as a goblin. It was a refreshing change from the quests I was used to getting as a guild leader. Recently, it was stuff like, “Kill the demon boss that threatens to destroy some stupid city no one really cared about until the demon happened”. That sort of thing. 
 
    The goblins’ hostility turned off like a switch, and without a threat to face they became a rabble of chattering away like a bunch of nannies, ignoring me except for an occasional glance. I let out a breath I didn’t know I had been holding, I was safe for the moment. 
 
    I watched as the goblins left the cave I’d spawned in, a grin on my lips. I shook my head, after three years of gaming, I thought I’d seen all that NEO had to offer. Now as a goblin, I was seeing a whole different side of the game, one I didn’t even know existed before now. This game was indeed a masterpiece. 
 
    People said everything was connected in the game.  
 
    Well those connections had put me here. Stuck in the middle of nowhere, with a bunch of lowly monsters, no equipment, no skills to speak of, and no allies.  
 
    And on top of that I’m also stuck playing a useless, weak-ass, level 1 goblin! I gritted my teeth as the reminder of my new character ‘status’ made me relive the events that led to this point. I saw it all again. The arrogant, mocking faces of people I thought were friends as they ridiculed me, beat me, and finally threw me out of my own guild hall like a piece of unwanted trash.  
 
    I was angry at myself too, for the failure to see, even a hint of it, before it was too late.  
 
    But what made me even angrier was that their motivations for betraying me were sheer idiocy. It was blatantly obvious they were blinded by Vatras’ promises and driven by jealousy and avarice. Fools, they conspired for a crown, but they didn’t realize that what they’d really gotten was a full-time job. They were the ones who had the fun part, I’d been a damn bureaucrat, not by choice, but out of obligation to the organization and people I had brought together. 
 
    Well, no more Mr. Nice-guy. I’m going to pay them back in full.  
 
    Next time we meet, their heads will roll, and I’ll be the only one standing, in a pool of their blood. 
 
    I had a lot of thinking and planning to do, and there was a time and a place for everything. 
 
    Time for a break, I thought to myself. Frustrated and tired, I mentally clicked on the log out button. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2 - A Lone Goblin 
 
      
 
    “All the algorithms, the mechanisms and processes by which NEO operates, were evolved by Guy, the game AI. The formal designation is GAI, short for ‘Game Artificial Intelligence’, but we just called him Guy. Guy was the answer to every ambition and challenge we, as developers, had in bringing about the next level of virtual gaming. Instead of writing a game engine with a set of rules that would inevitably limit the gaming experience, we cheated. The exact details of Guy’s ‘birth’ are still confidential, but I can say we used an advanced, adaptive learning code. There was a long period of nurturing the program, a process to develop its intellect and ‘personality’. Consider it the AI’s ‘childhood.’ One of our goals for the game was responsiveness, so we ‘encouraged’ Guy to enhance the performance of its given purpose, running the game world, by observing, interacting, and adapting to the uncontrolled variables within the world, the players. Guy was given complete authority to interact directly with players, responding to their behaviors, resolving interactions between them, and making all non-autonomic function decisions in-game. This gave him much finer and greater control of the game-world. 
 
    There was really only one hardware design that could handle the magnitude, the nearly infinite, and instantaneous calculations, and absurdly high data processing requirements demanded by running a game in that fashion. We negotiated for and were granted special permission to lease and use a quantum server for the game. Everyone has heard how amazing quantum computers are, the pinnacle of information technology. Of the eight existing quantum servers, ours is the only one used for civilian or commercial purposes.  
 
    With the combined potential of Guy and the quantum server, the game and the gameplay would have no limits. “ 
 
      
 
    Excerpt from: NEO, The Game That Changed The World. 
 
    By: Sergey Kohen, Former NEO developer, True Believer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leaving NEO was like waking up from a vivid dream. I opened my eyes to the familiar interior of my VR rig, a nest of tubes, wiring, and blinking electronics. I waited impatiently as the multiple contacts peeled away from my body, and retracted back into the pod. Shakily rolling up from the pod’s gel cushions, I stumbled onto the hardwood floor and into the kitchen, opened a large bottle of water and drank deeply.  
 
    Now that I was fully back in the familiar surroundings of my home, my thoughts started racing again, replaying the recent game events over in my mind, and my simmering anger flared back into rage.  
 
    I went out onto the small balcony and took deep calming breaths of the cool night air.  
 
    Idly watching the people in the streets below, my thoughts continued rushing through my head. 
 
    What the hell am I going to do now? I was dependent on the game, that was no secret. For me, it was more than a fun way to pass the time; it was my home, my source of income, where all my friends… 
 
    Friends! I thought bitterly. My former guild members were not friends, and evidently never were. None of them came through; not a single one protested, or tried to help me when I needed it the most.  
 
    Vatras...that conniving asshat and his friends found a way to pull off an effective coup.  
 
    The transformation I’d been cursed with had many effects besides physically turning me into a goblin. 
 
    I was now a character from an unplayable race. As such, many of the rules that governed players no longer applied to me. Monsters couldn’t be the head of a guild or even members of one, which is why I was automatically kicked out of my own guild. All my hard-earned character levels were reset. I’d lost everything, my items, my gold, and my player contacts. Even my character name was erased.  
 
    What hurt the most was losing the use of my skills, and by association, the Prime badges that I had in many of them. Without the Badges, I didn’t have a viable way of earning a living. 
 
    According to what I’d heard, the Epic scroll used on me was so rare it was only known to have been used twice before. In each case, the cursed players, upon realizing it was unplayable, deleted the monster character and started a new one. And that was exactly what Vatras expected me to do. 
 
    Deleting my character and starting over would mean I would lose everything connected to that character. Starting at level 1 again and having to work back up to a reasonable level would be bad enough.  
 
    But it was even worse than that. 
 
    Although the curse stripped me of the ability to use Arladen’s skills and spells, the Prime badges still belonged to my character, even transformed into a monster. Until I deleted my character those Prime badges would stay bound to me. If I did delete my character, the Badges would automatically be granted to whoever had next learned the spells after Arladen, who created them.  
 
    Which would be that blasted Vatras, and his two best buds, Bigpill and Hirooku. They were my first pupils, knew all my spells, and would probably get at least one or two Prime badges each. 
 
    I’ll be a dead man IRL before I give them the satisfaction! I thought furiously.  
 
    I was not going to delete my ugly, pathetic little goblin character like they hoped I would. Somehow, I would find a way to play him, and make him powerful. Powerful enough to make those bastards sorry for what they did.  
 
    I will make them rue the moment they decided to betray me, and every moment after! I will have my revenge! 
 
    Those childish, vindictive and unrealistic thoughts served their purpose, and I finally managed to calm my raging thoughts. I chuckled at the mental image of a goblin, holding a powerful, 300+ level player over his knee and spanking him in public. It was a nearly impossible undertaking, but I’d made up my mind to do it.  
 
    I wolfed down an energy bar to refuel my body for another short immersion session, and re-entered the capsule.  
 
    I took a long calming breath, using the stress management techniques I had learned in my teens. Then I logged back into the game. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I went through the login sequence and entered the game still in the cave I had logged out from. Other than the bones, it was empty. I walked down the tunnel that was the only exit, ready to see where the goblins had all gone off to. After a dozen meters or so, the tunnel opened into a much larger cavern. It was full of goblins. Goblin warriors, goblin workers, ‘generic’ goblins, and running among them, goblin children. A couple of young goblins were brawling and rolling around on the floor a nearby, but no one seemed to care that I was standing there, so I likewise ignored them all and continued scanning the cave. 
 
    Wandering around the cavern, I came upon a fat, busty, elderly goblin female stirring a huge cauldron of something that smelled delicious. I moved in to get a peek at what smelled so good. A stew of what looked like meat and potatoes simmering and bubbling away in the cauldron. With a sigh of relief, I breathed in the appetizing aroma. I had half expected to see dead rats and rotten bits of unidentifiable stuff floating in the cauldron. Instead, I’d wager that even a self-respecting foodie elf wouldn’t turn a nose up at it. Especially one as hungry as I suddenly was. Not that there was much chance of any kind of elf being here on a stew-tasting-expedition. 
 
    I used Analyze on the female: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Guba, Goblin Cook; level 5; 22 HP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, she looked like a relatively high-level goblin, ugly as a bat, but probably had the Cook skill, which would help explain the unexpected quality of the stew. As I approached her, a young goblin moved to stand in my way. I analyzed him as well: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Bek, Goblin acolyte; level 1; 8 HP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Hey, you!” Bek made shooing motions at me, to emphasize his high-pitched squeaking “Go away, food not for you, only clan to eat Guba’s stew!” 
 
    I considered the stupid creature in front of me. On one hand, I didn’t want to cause any trouble with the natives, on the other… goblins were reputed to be pack-like creatures. So I would have to carve a place for myself in their hierarchical structure if I wanted to survive and advance my new character. Which meant… I flipped the bone dagger in my hand, and used the hilt to smash at Bek’s temple. The blow took him completely by surprise. He crumbled to the floor under my feet, unconscious. I carefully looked around me. A few goblins looked my way, but none of them looked upset. 
 
    
    
      
      	   You’ve gained: 10xp, +50 reputation with the Drippers clan 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Correction, they seemed to approve of my action. Well, it looked like my assumption was correct. Pure brawn played a significant role in goblin social structure. 
 
    Guba was also unperturbed by the little skirmish. She watched me with her beady eyes, peering out at me from her hideously wrinkled face, as she continued stirring the stew. Her movements jiggled her enormous sagging bosoms, which were draped over her ample belly. Everything was wrinkled and veiny. It almost made me wish I could cast a blinding spell on myself. “So, you be the new visitor, eh?” She had a shrill voice, like metal scraping across glass. “A bit scrawny aren’t ya? Care for some stew?” She sounded almost Dwarfish. 
 
    “Please” I nodded.  
 
    She used her wooden ladle to fill a crude plate made of bark and handed it to me. I cautiously put the plate to my mouth and tilted it to get a taste, my eyes widened in surprise. It was as savory as it smelled. I look at her “this stew is amazing, where did you learn to make it?” 
 
    She snorted at a most unladylike volume and tone, but looked flattered all the same. “Been taking care fer the clan’s food nearly 10 years now, been feeding generations of younglings, so I learned a few things along the way.” I was dumbfounded. To my knowledge, a goblin generation was about two years. If what she said was true, she was the equivalent of 120 years old in human terms! No wonder she was so saggy! 
 
    “Matter of fact,” she continued “You arrived just in time. I’m almost out of meat. Tika, my huntress, can’t keep up with the clan's demand on her own. You look to be a strappin’ youngling. If you bring back 10 pieces of raw meat fer the pot, I be rewarding you with one of me special concoctions.” I shuddered as she actually winked at me.  
 
    
    
      
      	  You received a new quest! [Bring back the meat I] 
  Tika, the huntress can't provide all the clan's need on her own. Guba has asked you to bring her 10 pieces of meat. 
  Current meat in inventory: 0/10 
  Quest Type: simple, chain 
  Reward: improved reputation, 100xp, Guba’s special dish 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Sweet! First a unique quest from the chieftain, and now a chain quest from the cook! That is a pretty good haul for 10 minutes of game time! I thought in satisfaction. Though I was pissed at my situation, the rapid advancement I was making helped a little. 
 
    There were five different ranks of quests: simple, advanced, rare, unique and epic. 
 
    Simple quests were, well, simple. Like 'go there, bring that, kill this'. The rewards were generally unimpressive, scaled to the difficulty and character level; some XP, a few gold coins or a piece of equipment at most. 
 
    Advanced quests were generally more complex and less defined, requiring more initiative from the character; find a traitor, perform spy duty etc. They offered somewhat better rewards than simple quests. 
 
    Rare quests were usually something that could affect a large group of people, and impact the surrounding area to some degree.  
 
    Unique quests were quests which were generated directly for, or because of, the player character. Their rewards were far better, and often tailored for the player. 
 
    Epic quests involved extremely powerful enemies and bosses. They were the rarest but offered the best rewards in the game. 
 
    There were also Secret ranked quests, but as the name implies these were hidden and extremely difficult to acquire. 
 
    The ‘Chain’ descriptor could be a modifier for any of the quest types, and meant that the quest had several steps, which had to be completed in order. Chain quests usually offered better rewards overall as well. 
 
    So I was looking at two, not overly complex quests, with decent rewards upon completion. 
 
    But first I needed to study this character I was stuck with. I took my meal over to a quiet corner, and opened my character sheet by consciously thinking: character sheet. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: ##@! 
  Level: 1 (5%) 
  Race: Monster Race [Goblin] 
  Attributes: [1 point available] 
  -           Physical 1 
  -           Mental 0 
  -           Social -1 
  Skills: 
  -           Murphy’s Bitch 1 (10%) (Prime) 
  -           Analyze 1 (40%)  
  …. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I read each line carefully and frowned. This character sheet was different from what I was used to. The first thing that popped into my mind was the race, usually, a player saw the character main race followed by the sub-race. For example; ‘Elf [High]’ or ‘Dwarf [Deep].’ Each subtype was part of a greater race. My main race was ‘Monster Race’, and ‘Goblin’ was my sub-race. That strongly hinted that the according to game mechanics all monster types were sub-races of one race, the Monster Race. 
 
    I shrugged. It made sense that it would be easier for the game engine to manage all the monster NPCs as if they all belonged to one group. For instance, maybe they would all share the same language, or use items with race restrictions more easily? Regardless, I couldn’t see that it really affected me right away, so I continued reading. 
 
    The attributes were also different. Players had three attributes: Physical, Mental & Social. Players gained 1 attribute point for each character level-up, and each point can be invested in any of the three attributes.  
 
    Usually, a player started with all attributes at zero, and one assignable point. But as a goblin I started with 1 point in Physical, -1 in Social, plus 1 assignable point…I guess it was a race modifier. It stands to reason that goblins, who were a warlike people would have a higher affinity for the Physical attribute, which was somewhat balanced out by the -1 in Social. Which, given that goblins were ugly savages, was also understandable.  
 
    Having a point already in Physical definitely offered a small combat advantage. I could, in theory, invest my free point in Physical and effectively be equal to a 2nd level character in terms of brute strength. However, that would be foolish. As a goblin I was small and relatively fragile. No matter how strong I got as a goblin, larger opponents, which was pretty much every other race, would always be physically stronger than me. Besides, my real advantage was my personal experience as a player. I knew the game, and its rules like the back of my hands (better even, as I hadn’t spent much time watching my hands IRL for the past few years). I knew how characters progressed, what strategies to employ when fighting different kinds of monsters, how to exploit my enemies’ weaknesses; but most importantly, I knew how to use magic. 
 
    Brute physical strength was nice, I guess, but it was not the path to true power. But even if I never added another point to my Physical attribute, the single point in it now, while I was still a newb character was nice; at the very least it gave me a tiny advantage by increasing my hit points and physical resistance. 
 
    Now, for skills… Murphy’s Bitch was a real wacko deal. Guy must have been drunk off his ass, or whatever the equivalent was for a super intelligent quantum based AIs. Still, I could see the skill’s advantages. 
 
    Behind all the clever wording, it was basically the Luck attribute that was common in so many other RPG games. It was a passive skill, so I didn’t have to worry about it and it could prove useful in the future, especially with the increased progress from having the Prime badge for it. The (*) mark meant it was not dependent on any of my attributes, which was excellent, meaning there was no upper-level cap to it and it could theoretically be raised to level 100 even if I remained at level 1.  
 
    Some players didn’t understand the skill system fully, or how beneficial it was to have skills not dependent on an attribute, or without a level cap. The first 10 skill levels were Novice ranked. Once a player broke past skill level 10, the rank was promoted to ‘Apprentice’, opening more advanced options in the skill. At skill level 51, the rank advanced to Expert, to Master at level 101, and to Grandmaster at level 201. The implications of this system were often missed by new players. It meant that to reach the rank of Grandmaster, a player had to, at the minimum, be a level 190 character with 191 points in a single attribute.  
 
    Now, the Analyze skill was a true beauty. Similarly to how a player can learn the Lumberjack skill by repeatedly hitting trees with an axe, I gained the Analyze skill when I had carefully scrutinized the goblins as they approached me in the bone cave. It was, potentially, a game changing skill, worth its weight in gold. I was willing to bet that each new skill level increased its range and probably upgraded how much information was shown as well. I didn’t get the Prime for that skill, but that was not a surprise. NPCs and boss-ranked monsters had to have some information about players to interact with them, positively or bloodily. It was safe to assume that many NPCs had this skill, as I suspected Bogan did. But I was the only player that possessed it, an unexpected little benefit of the curse. 
 
    The skill already showed 40% progress to level 2. It should be fairly easy to level up, especially if all I had to do was use it on everything on sight. The (M) marker next to it, signified it was tied to the Mental attribute. Which meant that, right now I could only raise the skill to level 10. If I wanted to raise it higher, to Apprentice rank and above, I would have to invest points in the Mental attribute. But that wouldn’t be an issue. I had already decided that my goblin will specialize in magic, which depended heavily on the Mental attribute. 
 
    Well, no time like the present, I thought and concentrated for a moment, investing my free point in Mental. I checked my character sheet again: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: ##@! 
  Level: 1 (5%) 
  Race: Monster Race [Goblin] 
  Attributes: [0 points available] 
  -           Physical 1 
  -           Mental 1 
  -           Social -1 
  Skills: 
  -           Murphy’s Bitch 1 (10%) (Prime) 
  -           Analyze 1 (40%)  
  Pools: 
  -           Hit Points: 15 (1P X 10, 1M X 5 ) 
  -           Mana: 15 (1P X 5, 1M X 10) 
  Traits: 
  -           Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social) 
  -           Experience threshold -20% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I moved down to check the Pools. It was a list of my character’s calculated stats; replenishable resources, armor, and resistances. These ‘stats’ could not be leveled up or trained directly.  
 
    It looked like spending one point in Mental tripled my mana pool, from 5 to 15. And I was only level 1! That was 50% more than any other 1st level player with the same Mental attribute. 
 
    Not bad at all! I grinned. I could get used to playing this character. 
 
    The extra mana was from the Physical attribute, which was primarily tied to the health pool, but also contributed to the mana pool, just to a lesser degree. Every attribute point invested in Physical granted 10 HP and 5 MP (mana points). 
 
    Similarly, the Mental attribute was primarily connected to the mana pool, and to the hit point pool as it's secondary. That ensures that warriors, who primarily invest attribute points in Physical, will still have some mana to draw on for various skills, and mages will have some HP to beef them up physically, since they invest mostly in Mental. Otherwise, at level 100, a pure mage will still have only the base 10 HP. 
 
    The Effects section was a display of all the achievements, special bonuses, and general effects that were applied to the character. And here, as I suspected was the reason for my Attribute modifiers. I had the very aptly named effect called Goblinoid. I snorted in derision. Apparently being a goblin was considered to be an ongoing Effect.  
 
    So the game considers me to be afflicted with Goblinoidism eh? I chuckled at my own smartassedness 
 
    But what the hell is that that last one on the list? Negative 20% to experience!? What the hell!? This is a serious handicap!  
 
    I didn’t get it. Wasn’t being a goblin bad enough on its own? That means I will have to grind an extra one fifth of the total experience points needed for each character level. That was not fair! 
 
    Distressed, I opened my current experience bar, there! A measly 12xp damn it! 
 
    Wait a minute…I paused, thinking. 
 
    Something didn’t add up. Cautiously excited, I accessed the system log messages and scrolled back. The only XP I had gained since logging in was for knocking down that annoying little git, Bek. There it was, right there: 
 
    <You’ve gained 10XP> 
 
    I’d gained 10 XP but it showed as 12 XP on my XP bar. I started laughing raucously, startling a pair of female goblins walking past.  
 
    I checked my character sheet for the effect details again. It was an XP threshold, not XP gain as I had mistakenly assumed. It meant in practice I earned 25% more points than other players would for the same ‘experience!’  
 
    I guess the developers felt that goblins, often considered experience fodder for low levels players, didn’t have much chance to level up, and needed a little edge. So the requirement for leveling was reduced, which in effect was translated to +25% in experience gain. What a lucky break! I could actually get to like this new character! 
 
    Smiling, I revisited the item I saved for last: my new name. 
 
    That was also weird. When a player first creates a character, the game prompts the player to select a name for the character. The game will not proceed until a name is chosen.  
 
    But as I was already inside the game during my transformation, it could not force me to select a new name. So instead of a proper name, it displayed some unintelligible gibberish, probably machine code. I concentrated on the name field and a system message appeared: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Please select a name for your character  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I thought, then smiled and actively thought at the window: GuildKiller 
 
    
    
      
      	  The name, GuildKiller, is already taken, please select a different name 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
     Over 50 million players played the game since its launch, so no surprise.  
 
    I tried again: RevengeOnTheBastards 
 
    
    
      
      	  The name, RevengeOnTheBastards, is already taken, please select a different name 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I tried, GoblinMayhem, GoblinRevenge, KillAllPlayers and even ScrewY’all. But to no avail, they were already taken. Screw that! I thought hotly. Well, there was no real hurry to decide right now. 
 
    
    
      
      	  The name, ScrewThat , is already taken, please select a different name 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Shut up.  
 
    A bit annoyed I closed the message, and considered my current situation. 
 
    I was tired. Aside from the short, rage induced break earlier, I’d been logged in for almost 20 hours straight. It was definitely time to log out, have a rest, clear my mind and start planning my new in-game future. 
 
    But before that, I had to check on one more thing, I had to see if it was possible to reacquire my skills and spells. 
 
    Magic worked differently from other skills. You could learn Lumberjacking by repeatedly chopping at a tree with an axe. But how do you learn a fireball spell or healing magic if you didn’t already know how to cast them? 
 
    It took a while, but eventually players did discover magic skills. Once someone learned and received the Prime badge the spell could just be granted to others. Most players with a Prime badge in a useful skill sold the skill to other players, making a nice profit. It’s what I did when I first learned magic. 
 
    True, no one would drop 50 gold to learn from a Master Digger; a couple of minutes with a shovel would work for that just as well.  
 
    But spells...spells were tricky. Spells were governed by the Mental attribute, not defined by physical action. Players jealously guarded the secrets of how to gain magic skills, so the cost to learn from them was outrageous. 
 
    For example, the most basic ‘Light’ spell cost about 500 gold to learn. 
 
    Some people spent a lot of Real World money to buy in-game currency so they could afford spells and specialized skills. Just six months after the game was released, the monthly revenue from NEO currency sales averaged over 20 million USD.  
 
    Of course, there were rich players selling their gold at 10:1 for USD and living comfortably in the real world, without actually needing a real-world job.  
 
    Magic masters with Prime badges were especially well off; they could earn thousands of gold in less than an hour, just by selling and teaching spells to other players. 
 
    I lucked out that way once before, now I needed to find out if I could recover my lost game ‘knowledge’. 
 
    But, I needed a quiet place to concentrate. When I had come through the tunnel from the cemetery, I’d seen an opening that might be a small alcove. I headed back in that direction, and found the opening indeed led to a small alcove. It went back about 2 meters, and curved around slightly, so if I sat in the very back, I wouldn’t be visible to anyone passing by.  
 
    Yes, it would do just fine. 
 
    I sat, cross-legged, with both hands resting on my knees, and closed my eyes. I concentrated on my breathing. First, a few deep breaths to center myself, then I started a rhythmic breathing, that I learned in my teens. One quick inhale through my nose, followed by a slower exhale through my mouth. I began to feel more relaxed as I continued focusing more and more only on my breathing. My exhalations became longer, and longer, each one taking away a bit of my stress and rage, as if the negative feelings were sludge congesting my lungs, and breathing drained it away. 
 
    I was quite an energetic teen, so I was taught meditation to calm and relax me, and to help improve my self-control. . 
 
    After several minutes of the breathing exercise, I was completely relaxed and calm, and my whole body felt loose.  
 
    Next, I concentrated on my toes, feeling them, being aware of their existence without actually moving them. I visualized a dim glow emanating from them, and imagined ‘heat’ coming from the golden light. I slowly ‘moved’ that feeling a higher up my body, maintaining my concentration and awareness as the light slowly crept, centimeter by centimeter up my feet…my legs...my upper body, and then my head. I held the feeling and awareness of every single part of my body firmly in mind, imagining it radiating an intense light. It was strangely blissful but energetic at the same time. 
 
    Unhurriedly, I sat just breathing and maintaining that aura. Once I felt ready, I proceeded to the most difficult part. 
 
    I tried to manipulate my aura. I firmly held onto the sense of power radiating from my body, then I attempted to move it, bending it to my will. Nothing happened at first, but that was expected. I focused more and forced the light to concentrate in my left palm. Slowly, the light started drawing away from my legs and head, and into my open palm. I could feel my palm heating up, as it collected the light, pulsing with energy. It was done.  
 
    I opened my eyes. 
 
    I looked down. My green goblin hand was now glowing with blue power! Yes! Success! 
 
    I then realized what a weirdly comical image I presented; a small foul looking goblin, sitting in lotus position and executing Hindu chakra meditation techniques. I chuckled and then started laughing in earnest. The laughter drained away any residual negative feelings I might have still had, and I felt completely cleansed and in control. 
 
    Wait for it... I thought. And sure enough… 
 
    
    
      
      	  You’ve learned a new Skill: Mana Manipulation (M) [active, monster race] 
  All life is suffused with mana, the essence of magic. Through the power of your awareness and strength of will, you have learned how to actively access your own mana reserve and wield it in various ways. Further increase of this skill will lead to a higher mana pool, faster regeneration, and stronger mana using spells. Mana Discipline. 
  Current level 1: Novice. 
  Effect I: Mana pool: +10 
  Effect II: Mana regeneration: +1% of base 
  Effect III: Spell effect: +1% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    And that was my biggest secret playing as Arladen. This skill was how I taught myself magic and spells. It was the governing skill for the Mana Discipline school of magic. It enabled the manipulation of raw mana with one’s will. When used to create distinct effects, new spells could be created with relative ease. 
 
    But something was amiss....I frowned as I noticed the absence of the Prime badge in the skill.  
 
    What is going on? I had the Badge for this same skill when I played as Arladen, but it was missing now. The only reason I could think off was that as Arladen I didn't have the 'monster race' descriptor next to the skill name. Damn crap-N-shite! I thought in outrage. This meant…I frowned, thinking all the implications through. 
 
    Could there be duplicate but separate skill branches? One for players and one for monsters? It made sense. That way the stronger monsters and bosses couldn’t monopolize the entire set of skills. It kept the player skills and badges available for player characters to discover and use.  
 
    Thinking about it more, I suspected there were actually three branches. The NPCs had their own Magic using characters, and Primes too. There were records of powerful NPC archmages in NEO’s history from before the time that players started playing the game. But players were still able to learn the same spells that NPCs had, and receive the Prime badges for them. That led me to believe that the non-monster NPCs had their own skill branch too.  
 
    I sighed when I realized something else; it also probably meant that every new skill I learn will already have a Prime, some monster. Unless I can come up with a completely new, never before seen skill… I shook my head, dismayed. Well, there is nothing I can do about it. 
 
    I was cheered up a little by what came next.  
 
    And now for the second part! I turned my attention inward.  
 
    Effortlessly, I accessed my mana pool using just my thoughts and intentions. It was a neat little trick that was quite difficult for most players. Activating an ability by thought alone was almost impossible for most people. But three years of playing the game made it second nature to me.  
 
    I directed a portion of my mana out of my body. A softly glowing ball of blue energy manifested, floating in the air. I put both hands on the glowing ball and began to stretch and reshape it. Using both my hands and my will, I molded the ethereal substance. A recognizable shape began to emerge from it, first the sharp diamond shaped point, then the slim length of the shaft connected to it. I examined my creation critically, smoothing and straightening it a little bit here and there, making the point a bit sharper; until a glowing blue dart of pure blue force floated in the air before me. I gathered my will once more, and flexed it like a muscle. The dart shot off at tremendous speed, blasting the rock I was aiming at into jagged little fragments.  
 
    
    
      
      	  You’ve learned a new Skill: Spell: Mana Arrow (M) [active, monster race] 
  You can create an arrow out of pure mana and launch it to strike your enemies. 
  Note: Some creatures may be resistant to Mana Arrow, while others may be especially susceptible to it. As a mana Discipline spell, more mana can be channeled to further increase the effectiveness of the spell. Mana cost: 5 
  Current level 1: Novice. 
  Effect I: Arrows per cast: 1 
  Effect II: damage: 5-10 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    All done! I thought happily to myself. 
 
    I’d just relearned the first spell I’ve ever invented in NEO. 
 
    The spell was basically just raw force, shaped into an arrow. Simple, efficient. That was one of the  
 
    defining characteristics of the Mana Discipline school; unlike other disciplines that often required complex hand gestures and long incantation, Mana based spells were more straightforward, uncomplicated, yet powerful.  
 
    They had served me well during my adventuring days of fighting monsters and dueling other players. It was also my best initial source of income. People were always willing to pay a lot of gold to learn to blast things with pure will. 
 
    Thanks to my successful test I had all the information I needed.  
 
    I decided to log out for now. 
 
    I needed some time to carefully plan my character’s future, and figure out my long-term strategy. Both would require careful consideration with a clear head, and I was too tired for that at the moment. A good night’s sleep in my own bed would do me wonders. Then I could dedicate some time to brainstorming my future. 
 
    Log out I thought, and my view became dark again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3 - Revelations  
 
    Class Assignment: The evolution of FIVR technology 
 
    By: Oren Berman, 10th grade 
 
    A decade ago, scientific breakthroughs led to better understanding of how the human brain interprets signals sent to and from the body. That understanding led to the development of devices that mimic those signals, effectively communicating with the human brain, nervous, and sensory system directly. The first practical application of those principles was in neuro-controlled prosthetics, allowing amputees to control their mechanical limbs as they would any other part of their body.  
 
    The entertainment industry was quick to realize the enormous potential the technology represented. It was no secret that direct neural interface was the future of VR. It seized on the new technology, impelling the leap beyond the inadequate VR devices available until then; the stereo-display goggles, haptic gloves, treadmills and other, now vintage, devices. 
 
    New devices, the first Immersive Virtual Reality (IVR) experience became available in the commercial markets. The first gaming device, a headset, had a relatively limited interface that streamed visual and auditory experiences directly into the user’s brain. 
 
    The first-generation helmets were quickly replaced by more robust second generation full-body devices that offered better and fuller sensory stimulation. That generation of VR devices was prone to causing a variety of user issues. Their significance was only as the final iteration of the technology before the ultimate experience in VR became available. That ultimate experience became a reality when the first Full Immersion Virtual Reality (FIVR) capsule was released on the market, a technological design that forever changed the world. 
 
    The users of the new FIVR capsules experienced an induced reality with the full range of human senses, making it virtually indistinguishable from reality. In fact, mandatory subliminal cues were later patched into the FIVR systems to remind users that the induced environment was not ‘real.’ 
 
    The entertainment industry continuously pushed the boundaries of those environments so users could have newer, even better experiences in FIVR. New VR games used the full potential of the breakthrough technology to realize the almost century old dream of gamers and game-makers; fully interactive virtual reality game environments. Everyone wanted to experience playing these exciting new worlds. When the FIVR devices reached the commercial market, they were enabled for far more than just game content. People could experience simulations of fictional or factual content; they could travel the world, or take on the role of favorite characters from movies and act them out. Almost overnight, the tourist and hospitality industries changed even more radically than the gaming industry had. Traveling physically, in real life, became obsolete. Now anyone could travel anywhere in the world, instantly, comfortably, and luxuriously. But why limit travel destinations to only this world? It was just as easy to travel to Rivendell, in Tolkien’s fantastical 'Lord of the Rings' made real in VR. Hand in hand with travel, the food industry was revolutionized. Why pay hundreds of dollars for an exquisite Kobe beef filet in Tokyo, when perfect simulations of that and even more exotic dishes, sautéed Dragon liver for example, were available in VR. And all those choices were accessible in any public gaming parlor, costing only the hourly rental fee of a VR capsule. Of course, for those who could afford it, privately owned capsules made fantasies real for as long and as often as they wish. 
 
    . 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “....Initiating log out sequence….” 
 
    “....Log out in 3…” 
 
    “2…” 
 
    “1…” 
 
    Back in the VR pod I opened my eyes, lying on the gel-matrix, relaxing as I reoriented to the Real World while the dozens of connected electrodes peeled away from me with a soft sound and withdrew into the pod. 
 
    I was elated at the success of my tests in-game. I was still more tired than usual, but the possibility of making my new char into some sort of a goblin-death-machine exhilarated me. 
 
    I got up and stretched, feeling much more relaxed and optimistic. I looked down at my customized gaming capsule and felt the same pride I always did when looking at it. I imagine a car enthusiast might view their hot rod. After all, the gaming capsules were marvels of cutting edge science and technology. 
 
    They were outrageously expensive too. Most people only played using a public FIVR gaming parlors, paying an hourly fee. Few could afford the money and space a personal home capsule required. Since I had few expenses and no obligations other than to myself - no family, wife or children - buying a basic module, was just within my means when they came out. 
 
    When I moved into the apartment, I had a top of the line FIVR capsule installed in one of the two bedrooms, the designated ‘game-room.’ The capsule took up half the floor space, and the upgrades I purchased eventually took up the rest. The floor was covered in bundles of connections and power lines, linking several backup servers, a backup power supply and storage units to the capsule. Those redundancy appliances, enabled me to keep playing through power and network outages, and kept a full record of everything I did while in the game. I also bought the best adapter frame available, a novelty that ensured ‘plug-N-play’ support for all future capsule upgrades. 
 
    It was past 2 o’clock in the morning, and I was tired, physically and mentally. Not bothering to change, I crashed into bed and instantly fell into a deep, and as usual dreamless, sleep. 
 
    I woke up late the next morning feeling much better, and with renewed focus on fixing my situation. And a starving, growling, stomach.  
 
    Everything tasted so much better in-game, that cooking had become pointless, so I usually wolfed down a frozen dinner at mealtimes. Today, the thought of eating one of the meals from my freezer was distasteful, so I decided to treat myself to a proper breakfast. I would relax over my coffee, and carefully consider my next moves in NEO. 
 
    I drove to a nearby restaurant I frequented, a picturesque country style café, and sat at my usual patio table, enjoying the sunlight and sipping fresh squeezed orange juice while I waited for the Farmer’s Feast breakfast platter I’d ordered.  
 
    As I slowly enjoyed the morning meal, I considered the game and my future in it. 
 
    First, I needed to get everything about my situation straight in my head. What were my assets and advantages? What were my options? 
 
    Losing my items was a real hit. It was one of the most depressing consequences of the curse. Once the transformation was complete, Arladen’s equipped items, as well as those in his inventory had just fallen off instead of transferring over to the new character. 
 
    I sighed, lamenting my losses. To make up for them I spread even more quince jam on the piece of toast I was eating.  
 
    First, it was no surprise I still had the bone dagger, since my goblin died with it in hand. While characters did resurrect under a Death Debuff, characters did not lose items when killed in the game. The Death Debuff was part of the reason why I was so debilitated when I first resurrected in the goblin cave, it was a temporary ‘curse’ that weakened and slowed characters after they respawned from dying. Incidentally, the effects and duration of the Death Debuff become more severe as the character level goes up.  
 
    Next advantage, I learned that I am able to regain the skill-set and spells I invented as Arladen. I sighed again. Maybe more quince jam was needed. I could still use magic, that had always been the base of my power. Even though I did not have the Prime for re-learned skills, the spells and magic skills still represented a significant advantage in-game. Despite the Physical bonus, goblins were among the weakest race in NEO, so having magic would level the playing field for me. 
 
    Since it was clear my strong suit was my affinity for magic, I needed to concentrate on building my magic levels up as soon as possible. It would have been much easier if I had gotten the Prime badges for the spells I had re-learned. Even if I was unable to teach ‘monster only’ spells to other players, the +50% skill progression they granted would have been a significant boost to my growth rate.  
 
    I had regained two of my old spells ‘Mana Manipulation’ and ‘Mana Arrow,’ but they were un-Primed. I was now certain that my theory of parallel skills for players, monsters and NPCs was correct. So if I wanted to use any Prime badges, I would have to come up with completely original spells, ones not already in use by other monsters. Not an easy task. NEO had been active for over three years, and the world had an already established deep history when it opened. That was plenty of time and opportunity for the monsters to thoroughly develop the use of magic.  
 
    I decided that spell Primes were an objective that I had to table, at least for now. If I got a Prime, great, but I had to focus my efforts where I had the most opportunity for gain.  
 
    Equipment was a whole other problem. I desperately needed some decent gear, but the closest of my treasure caches was too far to reach. And even if I had access to the cache, I couldn’t use the player only items, and there was no place I could buy or sell any of the contents.  
 
    The extensive exploring and mapping I’d done over the years hadn’t been deleted after my ‘race-change operation’, so I knew the nearest city market was several weeks away, through dangerous, monster-infested territory.  
 
    Goblins were fodder even for other monsters, so at my current power level, I’d probably die within an hour of leaving the safety of the goblin cave. Even if I could, somehow, reach civilization, I’d be identified as a wandering monster and killed on sight.  
 
      
 
    It was a shame really. In any of the cities I could have bought some of the relatively inexpensive ‘monster only’ loot items sold in bulk at the markets. As a monster I would’ve been able to equip such items, while players could not. Usually crafters bought those items and disassembled them into crafting components to practice their skills on. 
 
    Crafting was the only reliable way to acquire superior equipment in New Era Online. 
 
    There were players that preferred honing and perfecting their Crafting skills to going on adventures and quests, proving the game’s mantra, that there was something for everyone in NEO.  
 
    Crafting included a wide range of skills, professions and sub-professions. Master Crafters made most of the top-tier, specialized, high-quality and high-level items in NEO. Those items were costly, in high demand, and invaluable to players. It was for these reasons that the best Craft Masters were by far the top earners in NEO.  
 
    Every player knew the general principles which applied to every Craft, but the details of each were different. Forging a sword and mixing a potion followed the same paradigm: Craft skills, Tools, Place, Plans, and Consumables. 
 
    To make a sword the Crafter needed the Weaponsmith skill, have access to a working Smithy, and possess a schematic for the sword. The most important element though, were consumables. To make a sword a crafter required plenty of metal ingots, sword components, and fire, or the fuel for the fire. 
 
    Successfully making an item depended on many, many variables, including luck. Just as intended by NEO and Guy.  
 
    It seemed my best option to get some decent equipment would be to gather crafting materials and develop some crafting skills of my own. Even the basic items I’d be able to make would give me some advantage. Being the only player with a monster character meant I had to become self-sufficient. I had dabbled in crafting before, but didn’t invest much time in it. Developing my magic abilities offered far more advantages. 
 
    It was almost noon when I finished eating, but I continued to sit, lingering over espresso, contemplating. The waitress didn’t mind, she knew she would be tipped well. 
 
    I needed to grind, of course. I had to gain a lot of levels, fast. My enemies were now years ahead of me in terms of levels. But I had found an ace card, and it was in my sleeve. The 25% added to experience gain from the goblin racial bonus would speed my level progression by, well 25%.  
 
    I finished my espresso and gestured the waitress for another cup. So I’ll try to invent some new spells, then learn how to craft some basic equipment for myself... then what? 
 
    In NEO combat prowess is mostly determined by skill levels, but character levels do contribute to them significantly. In theory, a level 1 character with Sword skill at level 10 is superior to a level 10 character with no martial skills. For example, a level 1 Soldier would logically be deadlier in combat than a level 10 Farmer. Combat power varied, but it did not grow linearly with a character’s levels, so a level 100 player might be more powerful than a level 10 player by a factor of 50, not 10. 
 
    I also had to take into consideration that my current location wasn’t safe. I had to have a strong base to fall back to while I trained and crafted. I had to stay with the Drippers clan a while longer. I had to turn it into a base of operations, and in order to do that, I needed to join their clan. Luckily, Bogan the chieftain already gave me a way to do that. I just had to complete his quest. Then I will be relatively safe, and free to pursue my own training. 
 
    A sudden pang of fury caught me unaware and I banged my fist on the dining table with clenched teeth, startling a couple of elderly women who were eating nearby.  
 
    I wouldn’t be in this mess, having to do pathetic noob quests if I’d kept my eyes open. God damn you Vatras! I fumed. I took slow steadying breaths, reining in my anger.  
 
    No. I will turn this around to my advantage. Somehow, I will emerge from it, stronger than ever and I. will. make. Him. Pay. 
 
    I calmed my raging thoughts, put down my espresso cup and munched on a cookie.  
 
    As far as I knew, I was the first player to have any success at playing a monster character after being hit by the race change curse. I had no idea why that was. The lack of information of my new situation was a bit frustrating.  
 
    Luckily, I knew just who to turn to, I brought up Tal Weisman’s contact details on my smartphone. Tal was a good friend of mine from university. We were both taking an Advanced Machine Learning class, and hit it off immediately. We became close friends, and study partners. In order to graduate, everyone had to submit a  
 
    final graduation project, and ours received the highest marks in the class. After graduation I became a freelance algorithm expert, While Tal worked for a game company and eventually ended up working on NEO. He was promoted to lead designer a few years ago. We stayed in touch after university meeting for a few beers every once in a while. He never discussed his work with me though, the company had brutal NDA agreements, and he was very careful not to reveal anything that wasn’t publicly known. Given my current predicament, I hoped he might answer some of my questions.  
 
    Maybe he even knows how to reverse the spell? I thought. Though I knew it was a long shot. 
 
    Tal answered on the second ring. 
 
    “Hi bro, long time no speak, how’ve you been?” He sounded cheerful. 
 
    “Hi Tal, good to hear you. Well... to be honest, I’ve seen better days…” 
 
    I never shared my life’s downsides with him, so his voice immediately got serious and business like “What happened? Anything I can do to help?”  
 
    That’s Tal for you, a great guy to have a few beers with in the good times, and a dependable friend through the bad ones. “Well… have you ever heard of an epic spell scroll ‘race change’?” I asked, and proceeded to fill him in on the details of my fall from grace in NEO. 
 
    “Oh man, please tell me you deleted your character right away.” His voice became alarmed.  
 
    “No… “ I replied slowly. “I thought about it, but I couldn't just let all the Prime badges I’ve accumulated go. I’ll be damned if I let those bastards have them!” 
 
    “Listen man,” His tone became deadly serious, “this is some heavy shit. You know I'm not supposed to reveal inside information, but this is a special situation…” He paused pensively, then continued. “Those scrolls are a mistake. They started off as a joke, a way for the devs to mess around with the test team. But no one foresaw the repercussions they would cause. Those scrolls became a nightmare for the devs. Simply put, players are not meant to be subjected to the same system that governs NPCs. Having a player act as one was like opening a Pandora's box of coding glitches, bugs and recursive loops that we just could not resolve. We learned early on how physically dangerous to players they could be.” 
 
    What? Dangerous? In real life? How can anything in the game be dangerous? 
 
    Tal continued, answering my unvoiced question. “The scroll soft-deletes the player’s old character, then initiates the character creation sequence mid-game. It assigns a random monster race to the player then completes the character creation. The user then finds himself playing a character that isn’t governed by player character rules, and that’s fertile ground for severe game bugs. And a buggy system that connects directly to your brain is not a good thing.“ 
 
    “How the hell do the scrolls still exist then? Why didn’t you just delete them?” I was outraged. It sounded like the devs had cut some corners, and now I was paying the price for their laziness. 
 
    Tal chuckled, “If only it were that easy. it was never meant to be part of the game, just a trial test in the alpha. But it was forgotten and overlooked, then ended up in one of the updates, and was patched into the game servers. We’ve been trying to remove it ever since. We have no way to locate the scrolls that are already in circulation. We’ve executed more than a dozen overrides to almost every part of the game-engine logic.” He sighed. “We managed to prevent the generation of new scrolls, but by the time we did, some of them had already been generated and assigned to monsters as drops. Despite our best efforts, there are still a few bosses in NEO that carry the scrolls, ready to drop when the boss is defeated. I won’t go into too much detail, but Guy has complete autonomy over those parts of the game mechanics. When the higher-ups found out about this screw-up, we ran cost estimation for an all-out effort to fix the issue, it was deemed too expensive to implement. Instead, the company placed a bounty of one million gold on those scrolls. That’s right, the company is willing to pay $100,000 per scroll, just to keep them from being used in the game. That ought to give you an idea of how unwise it is to continue playing your goblin, bro. You gotta delete it!” 
 
    My brows knitted together. “Tal, I still don’t understand, it’s common knowledge the scroll is used to permanently destroy a player’s character by making it unplayable. I’ve never heard any mention of what you just told me.” 
 
    Tal sighed again, and for a moment I thought he wasn’t going to talk any more about it, but then he continued.  
 
    “You are right, in a way. Most players can’t play monster races because of the cerebral connection requirements. That’s why players who were victims of this curse just deleted their character. They were not able to play the new character at all. It was lucky for us, since it meant it was safe to forgo a complete fix, and we could settle for putting up the bounty instead.” 
 
    He paused, letting his words sink in. 
 
    It was the most I’ve ever heard him speak about his job. He sounded reluctant and I didn’t think it was because he was violating his NDA contract. It sounded as if he was afraid for my safety. 
 
    I slowly articulated my next thoughts, “wait, Tal... What do you mean by ‘most players can’t play them?’ It was a different experience than I’m used to, but I had no problem playing as a goblin. What’s a cerebral connection requirement?” 
 
    He exhaled loudly. “Listen bro, you know I'm not supposed to tell you any of these things… They could sue the shit out of me just for what I already told you…” He paused for a moment. I waited for him to continue. “Ah, screw it… You were always shitty at getting hints anyways.” He sighed, “Alright. If the big shots knew what was happening with you, they’d tell you these things themselves to get you to stop. Or...” He hesitated for a moment, “They would just ban you from the game.” 
 
    Banned?! My heart skipped a beat at those words. The game was my livelihood. It was like casually telling me I was going to lose one of my legs!  
 
    “Anyway,” he continued, “You know how some people can’t use FIVR rigs at all?”. 
 
    “Yes,” I thought back on what I had read a while back. “Different people's minds work differently, some people can only establish rudimentary connections, allowing them to use only the basic functions of the FIVR, chat rooms and such. Some people can’t connect at all, though it’s almost unheard of. 
 
    “That’s right” he said approvingly. “And that’s because of the cerebral connection percentage, or CCP for short. The FIVR technology works by interfacing with billions maybe trillions of connection points in the brain. You only need 1% connections for basic integration with a FIVR capsule. New Era Online is a more complex simulation, it requires a whopping 3% cerebral connection. Most people, about 90% of the population, have an average of 10 to 20 percent cerebral connectivity. About 7 percent of the population is below that but still above the minimum, which is enough for a playable experience. Less than 2% of the population has more than the average connectivity ratio. Of course, the more cerebral connections your mind makes with the FIVR, the more immersive and complete the simulation is, and the better the feedback you receive from the game.” 
 
    “Okay…” I slowly mouthed, it was a lot of information to take in. “That pretty interesting, but how is this connected to me playing a goblin?” 
 
    “I’m getting to that,” He answered. “We’ve played a bit together in the past, and I noticed you always cast your magic without calling out the names of your spells, am I right?” 
 
    “Yes…” I shrugged, “I’ve always only had to think about the skill or spell I want to use and they work.” I had wondered why everyone else felt it was necessary to yell the name of the spells they were casting. 
 
    “That’s right,” he continued, “80% of the population doesn't have sufficient CCP for pure thought-based control of the game, so the game’s player-assist uses what they say as activation confirmation. That’s why they have to shout the names of the spells. The game initiates a spell when a player speaks the verbal command for the spell in conjunction with an intent to activate the spell. The game system determines the player’s intent by recognizing the player’s brain patterns, a learning process in both directions. Without this feature, players could cause havoc during a normal conversation if they accidentally said ‘fireball’. You on the other hand, manipulate all the controls by thought only; inventory, skills, messaging, log out and so forth. am I correct?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” I answered. “I think I understand. More connections mean better control of the game. So what’s the required cerebral connection percentage for playing an unplayable NPC race?” 
 
    He paused for a long moment.  
 
    “Forty percent” he finally replied, reluctantly. “And less than 0.1% of the population can achieve that connection grade. It’s pretty obvious you’re one of those select few, I’ve suspected it for a while. That is the reason you can play as a goblin, that’s also why it’s so dangerous. No one has done it before, not even the testers. It is unfamiliar territory, with huge potential for serious danger to you. Software bugs are not even the worst part, you may experience headaches, sudden spells of dizziness that won’t pass, or even suffer night terrors. I’m not shitting you bro, this thing can go bad real quick. Now would you please delete that character, and create a new one? I’ll even help power level you. We’ll get you strong enough to get those bastards in no time. What do you say?” 
 
    “Why 40%?” 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “Why do you need 40% connectivity for basically playing just a different character skin?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh man, you’re going to get me into trouble, these are trade secrets… oh, what the hell…. As we discussed, a higher connection percentage makes for a better immersion experience, your mind sends and receives more information, which means you’re interacting more fully with the game and have more control over it.” He paused again, and I could imagine him rubbing his forehead from the other end. “We pride ourselves that NEO is not just another MMORPG that respawns mindless mob after mindless mob, with the bosses as the exception, of course. Instead, we have a fully living interactive environment, okay? So how do you think there are enough monsters for players to hunt?” 
 
    That question stunned me. He was right, that made no sense. A noob player could kill dozens of wolves each day. There was no way monsters could naturally reproduce fast enough to accommodate the daily massacre that millions of trigger-happy, genocide-prone players caused. 
 
    “I have no idea.” I admitted. 
 
    He chuckled. “The answer is actually quite simple. The big secret is…time.” 
 
    “Time?” 
 
    “Monsters are chronologically accelerated.” He clarified. “By a factor of 12.” He let me have a moment for that bit of news to sink in.  
 
    “That means that a goblin clan that was killed off can fully restore itself in about two weeks of real time. Unintelligent mobs like wolves and such take even less time than that. That’s also why undisturbed lairs are so strong and high leveled, they accumulate it all over more time subjectively. From their perspective, they may have had years, decades, or centuries of uninterrupted development.  
 
    So now you get it? Players without the required connection percentage can’t perceive the accelerated time stream the game puts them in. They experience a confusing data feed their brain can’t process, and they end up with a character that seemingly doesn’t react to their commands.  
 
    But you, you managed to overcome that… and that’s dangerous bro”. 
 
    My mind was reeling. So I’ve been experiencing accelerated time when I played my goblin character? I couldn’t tell a difference! Could it really have been only a few minutes IRL while I was meditating and getting all those quests? 
 
    Tal continued after giving me a few seconds to process his latest bomb. “Do you remember that case in the news about a player named David, not-the-one, Tenenbaum? The one who couldn’t log out?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, “It was a big deal in the news.“ Being stuck in the game was one of the biggest fears associated with FIVR technology. Log-out had to be manually initiated by the player. Unplugging a player from outside the FIVR could cause permanent brain damage. There were numerous fail-safe systems to safeguard players in case of network or power failures. So David Tenenbaum’s case was unique. 
 
    “That guy was a savant, but was also diagnosed with severe autism. His brain was a perfect receiver for connecting with the FIVR system, he had over 100% CCP; that means more than the maximum number of connections a FIVR capsule could handle. That caused him to inadvertently tap into the time acceleration, despite the safeguards. The guy wasn’t ready for the experience and was overwhelmed. He literally sat down in the game and didn’t move for days. Thankfully, he didn’t suffer. He was just happily soaking in data from the game until the dev team implemented a forced log out for him from inside the game. As far as they could tell, when he came out, he wanted right back in. He goes berserk when they use the forced log out on him now. He just wants to sit on the ground, grinning his silly grin, sometimes for days. He even found a way to gather XP, like it’s from thin air. Before the VR, he was moderately responsive in-real-life. Now he completely ignores any attempt to communicate with him in or out of the game. He’s like a living vegetable that won’t tolerate living on the outside. We gave his parents the ability to force him to log out, so they can take care of him.” His voice took a sorrowful tone.  
 
    “So you see Oren, time acceleration is just one example of the dangers of full immersion in NEO… don’t mess around with it man, it can screw up your mind. Come on, just delete that goblin, and let’s meet tonight for a beer, on me. What do you say?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “I need a little time to process it all, Tal. I really appreciate the info and the warning. Just… let me sleep on it, ok?” 
 
    “Not much I can do, just please be careful, I don’t have so many friends that I can afford to lose one,” he finished with a chuckle. 
 
    I grinned, “Same here bro, I’ll talk to you soon. Bye.” 
 
    I paid the waitress and made the short drive back home. My mind was reeling from what I’ve just learned. 
 
    That was one hell of a bombshell. The dangers Tal described were frightening, my first instinct was to follow his advice and delete my cursed character. 
 
    But then again…. I did play for almost an hour without any issues.  
 
    And when I logged out I didn’t feel any of the symptoms Tal mentioned, I felt perfectly fine.  
 
    Maybe I have a high enough CCP that allows me to play safely? I mused.  
 
    It was an exhilarating thought. It meant I was special, that my success as a gamer was more than just talent, it was my calling. It felt almost like having superpowers. The thought was thrilling.  
 
    Maybe I could try playing just a little bit more, test it out a little bit longer… If I start getting a headache, or anything, any symptoms at all, I’ll just stop playing.  
 
    But, if I could somehow continue building that little goblin guy up, at a speed 12 times faster than other players, I could achieve in a month, what a normal player would in a year. I would be able to exact vengeance on my former guild members a lot sooner than I expected if all goes well. It sounded almost too good to be true, I couldn’t just let the opportunity pass. I had to try. 
 
    At the first sign of any symptoms, I’ll stop, I promised to myself again, mostly to alleviate my guilt for ignoring Tal’s warnings.  
 
    But until then, I’m taking that chance! 
 
    Back at my apartment I went straight to my game room. I paused, and looked at my capsule. Danger, real world risk, was now part of my virtual world; the gleaming metal capsule and snaking cables suddenly looked ominous, almost threatening. But I had to follow through.  
 
    I’ll give myself twelve hours of game time, that’s one hour IRL, and then I’ll log out, I promised myself again. That seemed a reasonably safe test of my new reality. 
 
    I got in and lay down in the capsule, and watched the lid close.  
 
    The gel was warm against my skin, and the contacts extended like feelers towards me, linking to my nervous system, achieving what I now knew was over 40% cerebral connectivity. I closed my eyes and re-entered the game. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4 - New Beginning 
 
    FIVR Capsule Manual / Part I: Intro 
 
    When prospective clients try one of our FIVR capsules for the first time, they are pleasantly surprised by the comfortable interior of the pods. There is a common, unconscious assumption by the public that the condition of the FIVR user’s body is inconsequential during immersion. Nothing could be further from the truth! 
 
    The capsule’s interior is cushioned with a semi-liquid gel material that actively adapts to the user’s body and movements. During ‘immersion’ the dynamic message and repositioning mechanisms in the capsule’s interior shell, and within the mattress itself, prevent bed sores from forming while the user is in the coma-like state induced by the FIVR experience. The capsules incorporate an array of sensors and bio-monitors that comprehensively track the user’s health during their VR session.  
 
    Details regarding the capsule’s features are reviewed in the following sections... 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The system log in sequence appeared in front of my eyes as it did a thousand times in the past. 
 
    “Initiating full body scan...” 
 
    “Welcome back Oren Berman, please enter your password.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth, and said: “I’m the awesomest mage in the world.” That truly was a joke now. I had to change my password as soon as possible.  
 
    “Password accepted. Log in, in 3…2...1...” 
 
    During the countdown the game’s legal disclaimer flowed into view, as usual. “Blah… blah… blah… the company won’t be held responsible for any in-game mishaps... blah... blah... including but not limited to item or monetary theft... blah... blah… aggressive behavior from other players is permitted…” etc. 
 
    I must have read those few lines a thousand times. The countdown could be stopped so it could be read carefully, but at this point, the words were seared into my brain. The company displayed the agreement every time a user logged into NEO. Before they can enter the game, users acknowledged they played the game at their own risk, releasing the company from any liability. Excluding game bugs or technical glitches. It was just the standard, corporate procedure of covering their own ass. 
 
    As the countdown reached 1, the connection with my brain was fully established and my vision was replaced with darkness. Players always started with their eyes closed. It had something to do with reducing the stress from the mind as it was trying to cope with a sudden change in perspectives. 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked around me. 
 
    I was back in the goblin cave, standing at the entrance of the tunnel that led to the cemetery. I held up my arms and examined them intently. Like most goblins my new character’s skin was olive-green. 
 
    I waved my arms around, they moved normally.  
 
    Was I really moving 12 times faster? I wondered. I didn’t feel any different. 
 
    I shook my head. It doesn’t make any sense. Does it mean that if I met other players, I’d be 12 times faster than them? Would I be like the Flash in the superhero comics? But that’s ridiculous…all the monsters I encountered in the past moved at normal speeds. I shrugged as I came to a simple conclusion; I guess I’ll have to wait and find out. 
 
    Well, I knew what I was supposed to do now. I had the basic outline of my strategy laid out; establish myself with the Drippers clan, grind my skills and levels, gather resources and concentrate on crafting better equipment for myself. 
 
    The first step should be easy. Bogan the chieftain wanted me to prove myself to the clan. I had a strong hunch that the quest to find the huntress Tika, for the old goblin cook, Guba, was the first step.  
 
    So, let’s go find us a huntress. 
 
    I walked into the main area. Across from me on the other side of the cavern was a large asymmetrical cave opening to what I assumed was the outside. At least, that is where the natural light and fresh air were coming from. As I walked toward the exit, I used Analyze on every goblin along the way. 
 
    After talking with Tal, I realized how fortunate I was to be able to activate my skills with thoughts alone, something I had always taken for granted. Walking through the cave yelling ‘Analyze’ in the face of every goblin I met was bound to land me in trouble. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker; level 1; 7 HP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker, level 1; 7 HP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin warrior, level 1; 22 HP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A lone goblin stood in my way. I automatically analyzed this monster just like the rest. 
 
    
    
      
      	  DurDur, Goblin Totem; level ??; ?? HP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Okay, this guy was different.  
 
    He was old, like Guba the cook, his face was scarred from a badly healed burn, and his snarl was missing several teeth. He wore a headdress with dirty feathers sticking out and back; there were fangs, beads, and claws woven into the headband, and a garish horned half-skull was set in the very center. He carried a gnarled dark wooden staff capped with a fanged and horned skull, two black feathers trailed from a beaded cord looped around the wood. He was bare chested and wrapped around his waist was what could best be described as a grubby leather kilt.  
 
    This ominous looking fella was intentionally blocking my way. I was getting an uneasy feeling, which he confirmed as soon as he opened his mouth. 
 
    “You!” he barked. “What were you doing in the holy ancestral burial ground?” 
 
    I looked at him, deciding how best to react. Well, they seemed to respond to force so…  
 
    I moved to push past him, “What I do is my own business. Now beat it.” 
 
    As I made contact to shove him out of my way, the goblin raised his staff and knocked me over the head with it. Hard. Dazed, I fell and a system message informed me I had lost 8 health points.  
 
    Trying to use force against this one was obviously not the brightest idea. 
 
    “Impudent.” the goblin's lips curled into a sneer, the eye sockets of the skull-staff began glowing a sickly yellow.  
 
    “I was told you carry a sacred sacrificial dagger. Such does not belong in the hands of a pathetic wretch like you. Give it to me. Now!” 
 
    I struggled up, outraged. I’d had enough bullying in the last 24 hours to last me a lifetime. I’d be damned if I let myself be bullied and robbed by a stupid low-level goblin.  
 
    “No! It’s mine.” I snarled back at him. 
 
    
    
      
      	  -4000 reputation with DurDur. Current rank: Hatred 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Oh man. That’s not good.  
 
    Players that reached ‘Hatred’ relationship were perceived as enemies, and would be attacked on sight.  
 
    Grinning at him maliciously, I decided to beat him to the punch. I conjured a Mana Arrow, materializing a bright, pure-blue dart of energy. As I launched the arrow at his head, DurDur gestured with his staff, and the yellow light in the skull flared enveloping him in an aura of yellow energy. The Mana Arrow struck the aura with a flash and muffled bang that had no discernible effect on the old goblin.  
 
    Oh, that’s sooo not good, I thought with a sinking feeling.  
 
    DurDur spat a word and two yellow bolts shot out from the glowing eye-sockets of the skull.  
 
    I didn’t have any time to react, the bolts slammed into me with shocking force. Then everything went black.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Searing Bolt hit you for 22 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have died. No permanent death penalties as you’re below level 10 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A moment later I appeared within a column of blue light, in the goblin cemetery chamber, less than a hundred steps from where I died.  
 
    
    
      
      	  You have respawned. 
  Death Debuff I: -20% XP gain, duration: 10 minutes. 
  Death Debuff II: disorientation, duration: 1 minutes. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Damn, he’s a tough bastard. As I was used to playing a high-level character, it had been a long time since I had contended with low-level monsters. I was at a slight disadvantage, as it meant I was unfamiliar with the skill set if these levels of monsters. 
 
    Well, I’d better avoid him, he’s too strong for me at the moment. The Death Debuff was also negligible, as expected at level 1. 
 
    I made my way out of the cemetery chamber back through the tunnel to the main cavern. Peeking from the edge of the tunnel, I searched for DurDur. 
 
    There he is, the bastard. 
 
    He was walking through the entrance of another tunnel. I guessed it led to the Chieftain’s chambers.  
 
    The coast was now clear. I used the opportunity and ran across the cavern and out the entrance. I emerged from the goblin clan’s cave, and looked around me. The cave entrance faced the south, and was situated on a hillside, surrounded by dense forest. The trees and other growths around the cave had been cleared for about 10 meters in all directions. Finally out of there. Now, to find this Tika goblin. 
 
    On either side of the exit stood a goblin sentry, both carrying crude spears. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin warrior; level 2; 31 HP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Chob, Goblin warrior; level 2; 33 HP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It’s weird how some goblins have names and some are labeled goblin workers or warriors. I pondered that for a moment. Maybe the unnamed ones were simple mobs and the named ones were intelligent NPCs? 
 
    I turned to Chob and asked politely, “Hi there, have you seen Tika, the huntress?” 
 
    The goblin stared at me dimly, “Tika goed that way in mornings,” he gestured at the forest; south of the cave, according to my internal game-map and compass. 
 
    I looked beyond his finger, to the vast and dense forest sprawling in front me. I couldn’t see a thing beyond the treeline, the forest was just too dense. But there was a narrow path leading into the forest in the right direction.  
 
    “Thanks Chob,” I said to the guard and walked toward the tree line. I unsheathed the bone knife with my left hand, and channeled mana into my right, preparing a mana arrow for immediate casting.  
 
    As I walked on, the forest path became darker. The canopy was so dense it almost completely blocked out the sunlight. The forest trail Chob had pointed out, was a well-used road, it made going through the thick tree considerably easier. 
 
    I followed the path deeper into the forest, the light got even darker. The path ended, opening into a small clearing.  
 
    My attention was drawn to a small sized creature, standing on the opposite side of the clearing. It looked like an armadillo armored with silver plates. 
 
    I had never encountered these monsters before.  
 
    They probably added these low-level beasties after I’d started playing at higher levels.  
 
    This was another example of my lack of knowledge of low-level monsters. I suspected I would be running into a lot more unknown creatures like this.  
 
    It reminded me though, to be cautious. Unknown was often synonymous with dangerous in NEO. 
 
    The weird Armadillo thing was happily chewing on the remains of a rabbit hanging from a spring-wire trap. I was reasonably certain it was one of Tika’s traps. Maybe the armadillo thing scared her away. I didn’t see any signs of battle, so she was probably unharmed. In any case, it was a golden opportunity to test my new combat abilities and gain some XP. 
 
    The Armadillo was busy with its stolen meal, so I used the opportunity to practice my Analyze skill on it: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Armadillo, metal back; level 3; 21 hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Even though the creature was built like a medium sized dog, it was going to be a tough fight. As a goblin I was not much larger than the armadillo, and it was two levels higher, with a fair amount of HP.  
 
    But I had magic on my side. 
 
    I called up the description of my Mana Arrow skill. It currently caused 5-10 damage, so I would need to hit it at least 3 or 4 times. Each cast of the spell used 5 mana. My mana pool was 25, enough for exactly 5 castings. It was a bit too close for my taste.  
 
    Now that I had a clear goal ahead of me, I felt better. Focused. The fears about the future and my new reality faded away as the present situation became another puzzle to solve. It was just a matter of finding the optimal solution for it. 
 
    I backed away from the clearing, moving silently along the treeline, increasing the distance between me and the Armadillo. I found a thick tree trunk on the very edge of the clearing, and took cover behind it, keeping my eye on the silver monster. 
 
    This should give me enough room to maneuver.  
 
    Mana Discipline spells could be ‘powered up’ by forcing more mana into them, doubling the mana cost for double the effect. 
 
    That was another advantage of the Mana Discipline over other magic schools. What the spells lacked in subtlety and elegance, they made up for it with a brute force, that could be enhanced even further by competent casters. 
 
    I began forcing more mana into the Mana Arrow that still hovered near my hand, the arrow’s glow increasing with each point of mana I added. So now the empowered Mana Arrow should have a damage output of 10-20.  
 
    The only drawback to empowering a spell was that it took longer than a standard casting. So it was best used in surprise attacks. Which was what I was just about ready for. 
 
    With a thought I designated the Armadillo as my target and launched the arrow. It sped across the clearing and struck the armadillo’s head with a crack! 
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Arrow hit Armadillo for 15 damage [Sneak Attack +5 damage] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Yes! I had blown away 75% of its hit points with a single spell cast.  
 
    The Armadillo shook itself and looked around for its attacker. Locking onto me as the source of its suffering, it charged.  
 
    But the distance was enough for me to summon another Mana Arrow and hurl it at the charging beast.  
 
    My second attack hit the Armadillo for exactly 6 damage.  
 
    It was only an instant-cast Arrow, there wasn’t time to Empower it; but the Armadillo fell in mid-charge anyway, sliding to a stop at my feet.  
 
    Dead.  
 
    That’s the power of a Mana Master. I thought smugly to myself, cracking my knuckles. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You killed, Armadillo [metal back], you’ve gained 120xp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Wow. That Armadillo was worth some heavy XP.  
 
    In a single kill, I was more than halfway toward level 2.  
 
    I checked its body and the loot inventory screen popped open. I collected a chunk of meat and a heavy metal item. I had never saw an item like it before, so I curiously checked its description. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Armadillo metal carapace 
  Type: crafting components 
  Description: Hardened metal shell, suitable for crafting standard level metal items 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s useful I could use that thing to craft some armor. I should make an effort to collect more of those carapaces. I placed both the hunk of metal and the meat in my inventory. 
 
    I went over to the sprung trap. It had a couple of half eaten rabbits strung off it. I checked the rabbit, collecting two chunks of meat and two rabbit furs. 
 
    I didn’t see any other paths leading out of the clearing, the trail I followed ended in this clearing. I scanned along the edges and in a few moments found a few wires scattered on the ground. It looked like someone had dropped them in a rush. There were some crushed leaves nearby, forming a trail that led deeper into the forest. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You’ve learned a new Skill: Tracking (M) [active] 
  Through careful observation of your environment, you learned how to find creatures’ tracks and follow them. Increase of this skill allows tracking in more difficult terrain, and harsher conditions. 
  Current level 1 (0%): you can find obvious tracks and determine their heading 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Sweet, a new skill, and one I’d never had before. It was now clear which direction I needed to go in. Whoever passed through here, mere hours ago, was in a hurry and didn’t try to cover their tracks. The tracks were fresh and, thanks to my new skill, the path of vegetation devastation was highlighted clearly in my view. I followed the tracks through the thick forest, my eyes were drawn to each next set of highlighted tracks. Making an easy path to follow.  
 
    A short time later I heard snarling and grunting ahead of me. The Armadillo I’d killed earlier had made similar noises. 
 
    I slowed and approached carefully, quietly. I took cover behind a large tree trunk, and peeked behind it. There was another clearing ahead.  
 
    There were three snarling and hissing armadillos circling a tree. Occasionally one or another would make an attempt to climb the trunk, but always fell, leaving deep gashes in the bark as they slid down. They didn’t seem like tree-climber types. I looked up higher at the tree and saw a small shape huddling among the branches. As I watched, the figure moved into view. A small goblin female. She was peering down at the creatures, terrified. She held a small bow in one hand, but her quiver was empty. A fourth, dead armadillo lay further away from his three buddies. The corpse looked like a pincushion, with over a dozen arrows sticking out of its metallic plated hide. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Armadillo, metal back; level 3; 21 hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Armadillo, metal back; level 3; 21 hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Armadillo, metal back; level 3; 19/21 hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    One of the three around the tree had a few arrows sticking out of it too. The creature’s armor looked tough enough to resist most of the damage the arrows inflicted. 
 
    Next to the tree I was hiding, I saw a heavy looking satchel. I checked its contents, it was filled with raw meat. The gobliness must have dropped the bag as she ran away from the Armadillos. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest update: Bring back the meat II 
  You found Tika the huntress, she is besieged by deadly monsters. Either save her or abandon her and bring the meat she gathered directly to Guba. 
  Quest Type: normal, chain 
  Reward: improved reputation, 100xp, Guba’s special dish.  
  Optional: improved reputation with Tika 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I could simply take the bag and go back to the cave to complete the quest.  
 
    Taking on three of those Armadillos head-on was suicidal at my level. I may have been stuck behind a desk for over a year, but I've never run away from a tough fight. Besides, the potential gain of an ally in my new life was definitely worth the negligible danger of being killed.  
 
    At worst, I would die and respawn, then have to walk all the way back here again. Death was not an issue, as the Death Debuff was negligible for my low-level character. 
 
    But how do I deal with the armadillos?  
 
    My mana had regenerated to full from the earlier fight. But the armadillos’ combined health could take more damage than I could deliver with my measly 25 mana pool. 
 
    I shrugged. Just another puzzle to solve. 
 
    I considered several possible plans, and finally decided on the most straightforward one; The Armadillos were enraged with Tika for some reason. I was familiar enough with monster behavior to know that enraged beasts usually focused single-mindedly on whoever had enraged them. So I figured it was safe to reveal myself.  
 
    I popped my head behind the tree and shouted, “HEY TIKA!” 
 
    She looked my way, her expression becoming hopeful, “Please, help! I stuck on tree.” 
 
    I was right.  
 
    The Armadillos, hearing Tika’s voice redoubled their effort, trying to claw their way up the tree, completely ignoring me. Had they not, I’d planned to run away, drawing them from Tika. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m here to help,” I called in my best reassuring voice. “Listen, I have a plan. I’m going to draw those beasties toward me. When they leave your tree, climb down and collect as many arrows as you can, then climb back up, ok?” I wasn’t giving up the XP, or the metal, from these Armadillos. I figured that between the two of us, we could use ranged attacks to dispatch all three if we got to safe perches in the trees. 
 
    Tika’s voice was steady despite her obvious terror, as she replied, “Ok.” 
 
    I looked around and found a relatively easy to climb tree. I stood next to it, my right hand resting on the first branch. With my left hand I conjured a Mana Arrow and aimed it directly at the wounded Armadillo. 
 
    I launched the spell, and watched it flit across the open clearing. Hit, 7 damage and, as expected, all three Armadillos turned to charge at me. 
 
    I waited a few seconds, letting them cover half the distance to make sure they wouldn’t turn and attack Tika while she was on the ground. Then I hurriedly pulled myself up into the tree. 
 
    Unfortunately, I wasn’t fast enough, the leading Armadillo lunged forward and sank its front claws into my leg. It hurt. Much more than it should have. I clenched my teeth and with a burst of adrenaline, heaved myself up the tree, tearing my leg away from the claws. I moved up until I came to a wide branch fit for my purpose and eased out onto it. 
 
    The claws had taken 9 health points, more than half of my maximum.  
 
    Those beasts were dangerous.  
 
    The three monsters were jumping and snarling around my tree now. Feeling somewhat secure on the branch, I looked around for Tika.  
 
    She was already on the ground, hurriedly plucking arrows from the dead Armadillo.  
 
    At that moment the three monsters below me turned, and made ready to charge back towards her. 
 
    I interrupted them with another Mana Arrow, drawing their aggro, their aggression, back to me, buying Tika a little more time to gather arrows. 
 
    My Mana Arrow attacks had to be timed to pull their aggro back onto me when they turned away to attack Tika, I couldn’t just blast away at them, I had to pace my mana consumption.  
 
    The next time I looked, Tika was climbing back up her tree.  
 
    With only 10 mana left, I launched another Mana Arrow and finally downed the already wounded animal. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 2. You have 1 ability point to allocate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Excellent. I opened my character sheet and assigned the new point to the Mental attribute, increasing my mana pool to 35, and my regeneration rate to two points per minute. 
 
    Once again in her perch, Tika started raining arrows on the two remaining Armadillos.  
 
    I kept a careful eye on the beasts’ health bar. Each arrow fired by Tika did 1-2 damage. These beasts were especially resistant to physical damage thanks to their natural metallic armor.  
 
    I was lucky that I specialized in magic. After seven hits from Tika’s arrows, one of the creature’s health had dropped to 5.  
 
    My turn I thought a bit greedily. I targeted it with Mana Arrow, and finished it off, gaining the XP for landing the killing blow. 
 
    She’s just an NPC, she won’t mind. I told myself. Kill stealing was an overt provocation, one that most players wouldn’t take peacefully or quietly. But, as I suspected, Tika didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    With just the one Armadillo left, we continued using the same tactics. Tika shot her arrows while my mana regenerated. I was finally able to cast two more Mana Arrows, and finish off the last beast. 
 
    
    
      
      	  +1000 reputation with Tika. Current rank: Friendly 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest update: Bring back the Meat III 
  You found and rescued Tika, return with her and bring the meat back to Guba. 
  Optional: bring more meat than the minimum required. Current 13/20 
  Quest Type: normal, chain 
  Reward: improved reputation, 100 /200xp, Guba’s special dish 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Great. Another link in the chain quest, and one that should be fairly easy to complete.  
 
    We climbed down from our respective trees and searched the bodies. I added three more chunks of meat and three Armadillo metal carapaces to my inventory, while Tika looted her own kill. 
 
    I now had six chunks of raw meat in my inventory and the package on the ground held 10 more. Getting four extra pieces of meat should be a piece of cake. I chuckled softly. 
 
    Tika and I stood up and carefully examined each other. She was actually quite cute, barely a meter tall, with long brown hair. The gaunt cheeks of her race that usually gave a hollow and emaciated look, were softer in her case, making her face seem angular and exotic. 
 
    “I give you thanks for saving me, strange one,” she curtsied slightly, “I think animals kill me.” 
 
    Her way of speaking was simple, childlike even, but not as stupid sounding as some of the other goblins I encountered. It was actually quite charming. 
 
    “No problem” I grinned at her. “Guba sent me to look for you, I’m glad I got here in time to help.” I looked at the meat satchel, “I see you had a good hunt, but I’d like to surprise Guba with more meat than she was expecting, I just need four more pieces.” 
 
    She nodded and reached for her pack. “Here, I give my meat. Gift for you.” 
 
    I nodded back in thanks. Three more to go. 
 
    “Shall we head back to the clan?” I suggested. 
 
    “But you not my clan,” she held her hands over her heart. “They kill you.” 
 
    “That’s ok,” I smiled reassuringly, “I already talked to the chieftain and I’m working on joining your clan.” 
 
    Her concerned face relaxed a bit. “Oh, that is good. Come, we go back now.” 
 
    She started walking back toward the cave. I followed. 
 
    When we reached the first clearing I found, she stopped and gathered the trap wires she’d dropped on the ground when she fled. ”Here animals jump me, I ran, wire fall on ground. Meat falls too, but after.” she frowned. 
 
    I nodded. “That’s understandable, those critters were tough, but we beat them.” And it was pretty fun too. I chuckled. She looked puzzled but laughed as well, more out of courtesy than real humor, I guessed. 
 
    After gathering all the wires, she made to head back toward the cave. I put up my hand to stop her. “Actually, I think I’ll remain here for a while longer, I’d like to try to hunt for some more meat, to make Guba extra happy. I will see you later at the cave, alright?” 
 
    She frowned at that, but nodded, then walked away. 
 
    I sat down on a small rock, sighing as I relaxed. I was not used to engaging in combat, and though it was not a particularly large-scale fight, it took the better part of an hour and was actually pretty exhausting. A lot of things happened that affected my character, my very first level up. I opened up the Character Sheet screen and examined my new stats. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: ##@! 
  Level: 2, (47%) 
  Race: Monster Race [Goblin] 
  Attributes: [0 points available] 
  -           Physical 1 
  -           Mental 2 
  -           Social -1 
  Skills: 
  -           Murphy’s Bitch 1 (40%) (Prime) 
  -           Analyze 1 (90%) 
  -           Mana Manipulation 1 (60%) 
  -           Mana Arrow 1 (99%) 
  -           Tracking 1 (20%) 
  Pools: 
  -           Hit Points: 20 (10P, 10M) 
  -           Mana: 35 (20M, 5P, 10MM-skill). 
  Traits: 
  -           Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social) 
  -           Experience modifier -20% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, that was encouraging.  
 
    The Analyze skill had increased and was close to leveling up. Mana Arrow was also up almost a whole level. I was surprised to see that the Murphy’s Bitch skill had made progress, when did that happen?  
 
    I checked the internal game clock, I had been playing for 2 hours game time, about 10 minutes of real time and I had made impressive progress. 
 
    The magnitude of the time difference was insane. I shivered, remembering Tal’s warning. Knowing that I was experiencing the supposed time acceleration right now made me apprehensive, even though I didn’t feel anything different or ‘wrong’. My mind, by any reasonable expectation, should have difficulty working at that speed. But weirdly enough, I felt just fine. Exactly the same as I always did when I was playing a ‘normal’ game.  
 
    Well, it’s only been 10 minutes, and I did give myself a full hour to explore the situation, I reminded myself. 
 
    Just then, three squirrels ran by me. Without a thought I sniped at them with three rapid castings of Mana Arrow, catching the last one just as it was about to jump out of my line of sight. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Arrow Skill increased to level 2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Right on schedule, I grinned toothily. 
 
    Still, it wasn’t enough. Especially if I had to face that damn DurDur again.  
 
    I’ll have to avoid Scarface for a while, until I get strong enough to take him down. 
 
    I retrieved three pieces of raw meat from the fallen squirrels, bringing the grand total to the required 20.  
 
    This should make Guba happy I thought with satisfaction. 
 
    I made my way back north, through the forest on the path toward the goblin cave.  
 
    When I arrived, I saw Chob and the other sentry still there, guarding the cave entrance. I approached them, careful to make my presence known, showing them it was just little ol’ me. 
 
    I stood outside the cave entrance, brooding. There in front of me was the future of my game life.  
 
    Goblins. 
 
    I had never thought that would be my fate.  
 
    But it’s the hand I was dealt, so I will make do with what I got. I thought determinedly.  
 
    Despite my rage at being betrayed, I couldn’t deny a feeling of excitement at the opportunity to explore this strange new aspect of the game. 
 
    I entered the cavern and stumbled right into DurDur. “You again?” He asked in a surprised tone, “I thought I killed you already.” 
 
    I frantically searched for a way to escape. I turned back toward the exit and started to run for it when a system message popped up: 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have died. No permanent death penalties as you’re below level 10 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Crap. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5 - Payback's a bitch 
 
    The blackness slowly faded away, replaced with the now familiar Goblin cemetery. 
 
    This is getting ridiculous, I thought tiredly, sitting up.  
 
    I have to find a way to either defeat that mongrel, or increase my reputation with him.  
 
    The latter was unlikely, the old bastard had a grudge against me for some reason. 
 
    He simply had to go.  
 
    I just had to figure out a way to remove him.  
 
    I wracked my brain trying to think up a way.  
 
    There has to be a way to get through his magic shield.  
 
    I conjured a Mana Arrow, and sat in the cemetery, twirling it between my fingers, keeping my hands busy while I was thinking.  
 
    I was familiar with the personal shield spell DurDur used.  
 
    In fact, it belonged to the Mana discipline, so I would be able to cast it also once I learned the spell.  
 
    It was a virtually impenetrable protective barrier up to a certain threshold of damage. But it had one huge disadvantage; the enormous mana consumption rate. That was why learning it now was impractical for me, my current mana pool was still too small for it to make a difference.  
 
    Unfortunately, the spells specific for countering mana shields were from other magical disciplines. When I played as Oren I learned the counter-spell ‘Break Barrier’ from a spell book. 
 
    How can I get past his shield? I mulled it over and over again. 
 
     My eyes stayed on the Mana Arrow as I considered my options, flipping and spinning it repeatedly. 
 
    Suddenly, inspiration struck.  
 
    Could I...? 
 
    I stilled the arrow, and accessed Mana Manipulation.  
 
    Furrowing my brow in concentration, I stared at the arrow intensely. The arrowhead begun to change. The slender sharp point became wider, transforming into a wide based, sharp tipped cone with a wide base.  
 
    I launched the new armor-piercing-shaped arrow, but it vibrated madly in flight cutting down on its speed and accuracy to a degree that was almost comical.  
 
    Not good. 
 
    I conjured another arrow, and reformed the tip into a cone again. I took a steadying breath and concentrated, this would require a delicate touch and precise effort.  
 
    Furrowing my brow, I commenced.  
 
    I caused a slight groove to appear at the very tip of the cone; I lengthened it, spiraling it around, gradually making it wider and channeling it deeper as it circled towards the base of the cone.  
 
    When I was finished, the arrowhead had a single, sharp edged helical groove winding around it. It looked like a self-tapping screw  
 
    I took another deep breath. Okay, next part.  
 
    I mentally reached for the arrow-shaft and the reshaped arrowhead. Grasping both firmly, I squeezed the sharply grooved cone within my will, applying equal pressure from every direction. I squeezed harder, but eased the force from one angle. The arrowhead began to spin. I squeezed even harder, increasing the asymmetrical force and the speed of the rotations.  
 
    The truly difficult part was, at the same time I also had to keep the shaft from spinning. I kept applying more and more force, the arrowhead spun faster and faster; and it began to emit a faint droning whine. Finally the groove seemed to fade away, and the arrowhead became a smooth cone again. Except it actually wasn’t, it was just moving too fast to see the groove; blurred into a deceptively smooth deadly drilling-point. It was done. I released my will. 
 
    I grinned in satisfaction, despite my mental exhaustion.  
 
    Time to test this new baby out. 
 
    With a flick of thought, I sent the arrow at the stone wall. Instead of discharging on contact with the hard stone surface, it persisted, drilling into the wall before unleashing its remaining mana with a sharp bam!  
 
    Grinning widely, I looked at the hole it had bored into the wall; it was finger length deep. A goblin finger. 
 
    Yes, I think that will do nicely. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to upgrade Mana Arrow, to Drilling Arrow? Yes /No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
     I didn’t quite rub my hands together and cackle, but it was close.  
 
    Yes, I would love to. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Arrow Skill Upgraded! 
  New Spell: Drilling Arrow(M) [active, monster race] 
  You can create an arrow out of pure mana and launch it at your enemies. 
  The drill-like arrowhead has a superior barrier penetration potential. 
  Note: as a mana type spell, more mana can be channeled to further increase the effectiveness of the spell. 
  Current level 2 (3%): Arrows per cast: 1, damage: 6-11, barrier penetration: 12%, cost: 6, 
  Prime Badge: As the first player to unlock this skill you gain 50% increased rate and can teach it to others. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Manipulation Skill level increased to 2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Awesome.  
 
    The new Mana Arrow spell variant I created had the same amount of damage, but added a penetration effect, and cost only one mana point more than the original. 
 
    The new variant spell even had the same skill level as the original, and I had gotten the Prime badge for it. That meant I’d be able to level it up much faster. Now I have a fighting chance against DurDur. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Murphy’s Bitch Skill increased to level 2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I chuckled softly.  
 
    I think I’m starting to understand how this skill levels up.  
 
    Exiting the cemetery chamber, I snuck back through the tunnel to the cavern. I stopped at the end and surveyed the main cavern.  
 
    DurDur was nowhere in sight. Guba was at her cooking station as before, stirring the cauldron with her ladle. I headed over to talk to her, keeping a wary eye all around me for DurDur, I really didn’t want to die again.  
 
    I was happy to see Tika sitting on a nearby log bench, eating from a small earthen plate. 
 
    Guba noticed my approach.  
 
    “I seen what tha’ damn bully, DurDur did to ya,” her eyes flashed with anger and there was pity in her voice. She looked me up and down “funny, you ain’t be looking like the leader type ter me, so how ain’t you stayed dead?” 
 
    Was she talking about boss respawning? I wondered. Well, this was a good opportunity to learn some more about my new goblin state.  
 
    “I’m not sure I understand what you mean. I know Travelers always resurrect, even the weakest of them. What does being a leader have to do with goblin resurrection?” 
 
    Travelers meant players. Player’s existence, to the NPCs in NEO, was explained as beings traveling from another world. 
 
    Guba looked me, her expression unreadable.  
 
    “You be a strange one, youngling! Every goblin knows the leaders, them as being the chieftain and the Totem, are blessed by the mighty Corgoram. So they be hard ta killing! If dead, they be returning to the land o’tha living, get ‘nother shot to get back at theys attackers. Leaders then be calling back some other goblin stiffs, to help build back the clan quick-like.”  
 
    I thought for a moment.  
 
    “What do you mean by ‘goblin stiffs’?” 
 
    She shrugged “Meself, Tika here, Chob, even Bek and several others.” 
 
    I thought I started to understand. “And what about them?” I pointed at a couple of generic ‘goblin’ who were busily brawling and rolling around on the ground. 
 
    “Them?” she snorted in contempt, “they don’t matter. Them two can barely put two words together. Corgoram won’t be bringing them back from the dead, their kind breed fast enough on their own. So how ye still be walkin?” 
 
    That makes sense. The game had to have some mechanism for reviving mobs after raids. If players were to attack this clan and annihilate it, there has to be some way for the clan to come back and restore itself. Players would wipe out the entire goblin race if they didn’t respawn somehow.  
 
    Unlike other MMOs, NEO operated on an organic lifecycle. The bosses would respawn, but the entire clan wouldn’t. Instead, the bosses had the option of recalling all the named goblin back.  
 
    I figured the unnamed goblin workers and warriors were ‘born’ naturally. It was common knowledge that monster lairs that were left alone to ‘mature’ long enough, were much stronger than ones that were repeatedly raided. Now I understood why. Breeding. Such lairs had time to increase their numbers and grow in strength.  
 
    Very interesting. 
 
    Guba was still staring at me expectantly, waiting for me to explain myself. 
 
    I shrugged “I guess Corgoram favors me. I don’t have a better answer for you.” I smiled at her, rubbing my hands together.  
 
    “But now let’s talk business, I brought back Tika and the meat.” I pulled out the full satchel, containing the 20 pieces of meat.” 
 
    “Hmph!” She snorted “Took you long enough! I asked fer it five days ago!”. 
 
    Her stern demeanor softened when she saw the amount of meat I brought back.  
 
    “Hmph! You did good. Fer a youngling! This should help feed the clan for a good while.”  
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest completed: Bring back the meat 
  You found and rescued Tika, and returned more meat than was expected.  
  Thanks to you, the clan’s food supply shortage has been corrected. For now. 
  Reward: +250 reputation with Dripper clan, +200xp, Guba’s special dish 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “And here you go young one,” Guba reached into her pocket and drew out a small green vial. “As I promised, my ‘special dish’. 
 
    I Analyzed the small item. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Guba’s ‘special dish’. 
  Description: Small green vial filled with viscous liquid.  
  Type: potion. 
  Effect: ??? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Hmm, looks like I need a higher Analyze skill level to identify potion effects. I looked at Guba.  
 
    “What does it do?” 
 
    She looked at me annoyed, “Drink it and find out. Now git! I have no more time, I have to be making dinner.” 
 
    I shrugged, uncorked the vial and downed the potion.  
 
    Hmmm, minty. I licked my lips. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You gained permanent +2 to health 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was a nice reward! Permanency potions were rare and hard to make. And though this one's bonus was small, it would still sell for about 100 gold.  
 
    I should try to get more quests out of her.  
 
    I stroke my chin. I’ll need to raise my reputation with her first. 
 
    I was now playing for three in-game hours. It was getting darker outside the cave. 
 
    I knew what I had to do next.  
 
    “Hey Tika, do you know where the chieftain is?” 
 
    she looked up from her plate giving me a shy smile and nodded. “Chieftain in small cave, there” she pointed toward the left tunnel, the one I hadn’t explored yet. 
 
    “And do you know where the Totem is?” Not because I’m afraid of him or something. 
 
    She nodded “Totem with chief a lot.” 
 
    I had to talk to the chief, but that annoying Totem was in my way again. I sighed.  
 
    Figures, things are never simple.  
 
    I went to the tunnel Tika pointed to me. I hoped that if the chief spotted me first, he’d keep DurDur from killing me outright. 
 
    Peeking inside the tunnel, I saw it curved out of sight, going deeper into the hill.  
 
    I braced myself and went down the tunnel. Quietly. 
 
    Around the bend, the flickering torchlight revealed the tunnel diverged in two directions. The light was coming from the right side, the tunnel on the left was dark.  
 
    Who is more likely to use torches, the chief or the Totem? I shrugged and took the right tunnel.  
 
    I soon found myself standing at the entrance to a chamber. The chieftain was sitting on a small ornamental chair, two tough looking goblin warriors stood to either side and behind him. Behind the ‘throne’ was a closed chest.  
 
    I sighed in relief, I had guessed correctly.  
 
    The left tunnel must lead to DurDur’s chamber. I got lucky again. 
 
    The chieftain looked up as I approached.  
 
    “Greeting again, young one.” He said, with a friendly grin.  
 
    “I heard you took care of our ration supply shortage and even rescued Tika. This is good.” 
 
    He winked at me and chortled, “I also heard you got on DurDur bad side, that is also good. What did you do to annoy the old fossil so?” 
 
    My eye twitched. “I refused to give him my dagger, for some reason he took it as a personal insult. Now he attacks me on sight”. 
 
    “Hmmm,” the chieftain rubbed his chin.  
 
    “That’s unfortunate. You are clearly blessed by Corgoram. You also possess a holy item and you seem to have some control over magic. I know DurDur well, those are major threats to his position, so I can understand why he is so intent on getting rid of you.” 
 
    He looked me straight in the eyes and continued in a serious tone. “Unfortunately, you cannot join our clan. DurDur is my second in command and the clan’s spiritual leader. For you to join us, you need his blessing as well.” He looked annoyed at the notion.  
 
    His eyes narrowed, “you know,” he whispered in a conspiratory tone, “I actually am tired of the old fool’s antics and his constant badgering.”  
 
    He rested his chin on his hand. “I can’t act against him directly, but if he was somehow removed…” He looked at me suggestively, “then nothing would prevent me from accepting you to our clan.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest update: Prove Yourself 
  Bogan, the chieftain of the Drippers goblin clan is pleased with your accomplishments. 
  However, he cannot accept you to the clan as long as DurDur, the Totem, objects.  
  Convince DurDur to accept you into the clan, or eliminate him. 
  Quest Type: unique 
  Reward: acceptance into the clan, increased reputation with the clan, 500xp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Shit, that will not be easy. I scratched my cheek.  
 
    Not only was DurDur a higher level than me, six or seven by my estimation, but he also was a Boss monster. 
 
    Bosses in the game were powerful specimens of their race. They were tougher, stronger, with more health and mana, and usually possessed unique powers.  
 
    DurDur was obviously a boss, given that he was a named monster with unusually powerful magic.  
 
    A party of four to six players, with levels close to the monster’s, was recommended to defeat a boss. A full raid, dozens of players working together, might be needed to defeat higher level bosses. 
 
    DurDur was about three times my level, meaning he was ten times more powerful. If I wanted to take him down by myself I would need to be around level 20. Maybe 15. 
 
    This is crazy! How am I supposed to defeat such an overwhelmingly powerful foe on my own, and without any decent equipment or buffs? I was in a difficult situations, my position was precarious and the challenges were, well, challenging. I sorely missed the benefits of a civilized city, a place where I could get some easy quests, that would allow me to train up my levels in relative safety. Alas, I would have to figure some way to handle DurDur. 
 
    I had one idea that might work. It would be dangerous, but it made sense to try now, while my character level was still too low to be affected by any permanent death penalties. I made my way back and went through the other, dark tunnel. 
 
    I manifested one of my new Drilling Arrows, and kept pouring mana into it, powering it with a total of 12 mana, the maximum allowed at my current skill level.  
 
    The tunnel opened up into another chamber, and sure enough, there was DurDur, sitting on a crude wooden chair, a black leather-bound book on his lap. He noticed my entrance and turned to face me, hatred burning in his eyes. I shot the Drilling Arrow at him. 
 
    Yelping in surprise, he raised his magic shield just in time. My arrow impacted the shield but this time it didn’t just disappear. The arrowhead driller kept spinning and borrowing into the shield. Its glow diminished, but before dissipating completely it punched through. The arrow streaked inside the shield and hit the ugly goblin on his cheek. Crack! Another mark was added to his already heavily scarred face. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Arrow hit DurDur for 5 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was elated. I had found a way to bypass DurDur’s defenses.  
 
    Though the real purpose of this attack was to gather intel. My analyze skill level was too low to discern DurDur’s exact health, but when the arrow hit the goblin, I saw the red health bar appear above his head with about 5% missing. Since my arrow did exactly 5 damage, that meant that he had about 100 health points in his pool. 
 
    Though the new arrow was able to penetrate DurDur’s shield, it was not enough to win a direct confrontation with him. The power gap between us was still too large. 
 
    DurDur’s eyes blazed furiously as he chanted an attack spell. I looked at him defiantly, there wasn’t anything I could do to repel his attack. 
 
    Bring it bitch, I’m gonna get you eventually! 
 
    The Totem’s eyes flared with magic, and for the third time today: 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have died. No permanent death penalties as you are below level 10 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A moment later, I was back in the goblin cemetery. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have respawned. 
  Death Debuff I: -20% XP gain, duration: 20 minutes 
  Death Debuff II: disorientation, duration: 2 minutes. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I sat on the ground, contemplating my next move while waiting for the debuff to expire. DurDur’s health pool was ridiculously high for a spell caster. A level 7 player who invested only in the Mental attribute to maximize spellcasting, would have a maximum of 30-35 hit points, maybe 40 with top quality gear for that level. 
 
    I would have to hit DurDur with twenty Drilling Arrows to finish him. I didn’t think he’d sit still and play nice while I stung him slowly to death. So that plan was a no-go. 
 
    I needed a plan.  
 
    I looked at my character screen for inspiration: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: ##@! 
  Level: 2, (79%) 
  Race: Monster Race [Goblin] 
  Attributes: [0 points available] 
  -           Physical 1 
  -           Mental 2 
  -           Social -1 
  Skills: 
  -           Murphy’s Bitch 2 (25%) (Prime) 
  -           Analyze 1 (95%) 
  -           Mana Manipulation 2 (66%) 
  -           Drilling Arrow 2 (18%) (Prime) 
  -           Tracking 1 (20%) 
  Pools: 
  -           Hit Points: 22 (10P, 10M, 2-misc) 
  -           Mana: 36 (20M, 5P, 11MM-skill) 
  Traits: 
  -           Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social) 
  -           Experience modifier -20% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I had decent stats for a level 2 character with virtually no equipment. They were actually closer to a 4th level character. 
 
    But still not enough to beat that bastard, I thought bleakly 
 
    At least it looked like I was going to hit level 3 pretty soon. A couple of Armadillos would do the trick. Maybe I should go out to hunt some more? I could probably take Tika with me as an extra hand, she is decent with a bow after all. 
 
    I sat on the cold stone floor, one hand on my chin, my thoughts racing as different scenarios popped up in my mind, each more daring and outrageous than before. 
 
    ...Alternatively, I could try to make some sort of a trap for the Totem, or maybe… 
 
    ...maybe I could find some sort of poison herb, sneak it into his food… 
 
    ...I could rig a big rock to the top of the exit, and have Tika lure him out to be crushed… 
 
    ...I could try groveling, he might delay his murderous impulses to enjoy it, and I could talk him into spending his mana, he looks like a showoff… 
 
    Maybe.  
 
    I looked down at the slumbering form of DurDur.  
 
    I spent a couple of hours contemplating different methods to defeat him. I was merely passing the time to DurDur’s bedtime. 
 
    Slowly. Quietly. I drew the bone dagger from my belt. With careful movements I knelt noiselessly at the sleeping goblin’s side. He twitched in his sleep and stirred, his expression became troubled, as if some survival instinct was warning him of imminent danger. He shifted, presenting a perfect opportunity.  
 
    I lunged down with all my strength and weight behind the dagger, thrusting the weapon deep into his chest. Directly into his shriveled, evil heart.  
 
    His body contorting in reaction, his eyes flew open wide, and he stared directly at me, stunned.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Condition met [Bone Dagger]: Immortal blood 
  Enabled attributes: Sacrifice, Soulbound. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “See how you like dying for a change, Scarface.” I snorted in derision. 
 
    Looking him straight in the eyes, I gave the dagger one, final twist.  
 
    “Be sure to give Corgoram my regards.” 
 
    The surprise in his eye faded as his eyes dimmed then closed, forever. I won. 
 
    God, I love this game! 
 
    
    
      
      	  Bone Dagger hit DurDur for 96 damage [sacrificed] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You killed, DurDur [Totem, boss] level 6, You’ve gained 3000xp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 3. You have 1 ability point to allocate. 
  Level up! You have reached Character Level 4. You have 2 ability points to allocate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was ridiculously easy.  
 
    “Must be because of a sneak bonus.” I muttered to myself.  
 
    But something didn’t add up. First, I didn’t see any sneak bonus damage in the notifications. And second, even if I did; to inflict 96 damage at my current level was unheard of. Even with a critical hit and sneak bonus I would do at most 30 points of damage.  
 
    My initial plan was to deal as much surprise damage as possible, and then try to leverage my advantage to finish him off before he could recover enough to resist. I definitely did not expect to kill him outright.  
 
    How the hell did that happen? I wondered.  
 
    More importantly, how can I make it happen again? And what was that ‘sacrificed’ descriptor?  
 
    It just gets weirder and weirder, I shook my head. 
 
    I opened my inventory to check the bone dagger again. It changed! 
 
    Instead of the previous ‘ceremonial bone dagger’ it now had a new description. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Sacrificial Bone Dagger [soul bound, monster race]
Description: An iconic bone dagger. Consecrated in the blood of an immortal enemy.  
  Can be used to perform ritual sacrifice.  
  Sacrifice: instantly kills a helpless creature (unconscious, immobile, stunned or restrained) as an offering to your god (Corgoram).  
  Sacrificing worthy creatures will increase your reputation with the god. 
  Type: weapon, one handed. 
  Rank: Magical. 
  Durability: 100/100 
  Damage: 4-8 
  Effect: Sacrifice. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My head was spinning with possibilities and speculations.  
 
    My old, almost-useless dagger had been transformed into a formidable weapon. Not to mention, I gained three levels with one kill. My luck was holding.  
 
    On a hunch I opened my character screen and looked at Murphy’s Bitch skill. I grinned with satisfaction as I saw the skill had risen by 30% since I viewed it a few hours ago. 
 
    I’d been playing for almost 12 hours straight, game-time.  
 
    I felt perfectly fine, but I was still cautious, Tal’s had been so vehement about the dangers.  
 
    The time I had given myself to test playing as a goblin was nearly up. The log out deadline in just a few minutes.  
 
    Short on time, I looted DurDur's body and received 'Totem feathered headdress', 'Totem feathered kilt' and 'Totem staff' along with a single 'minor mana potion'.  
 
    I decided to postpone sorting through the loot items later, I didn't even bother to check their stats.  
 
    But before leaving, I wanted to complete and collect my quest rewards. 
 
    Cleaning the blood from the dagger with a rag, I left DurDur’s quarters, and went to see the chieftain. 
 
    This time his two guards were standing watch outside.  
 
    Guess it was our mighty leader’s bedtime too, but I assumed he would be thrilled to hear the news, and wouldn’t be too upset about being woken up. 
 
    The guards crossed their spears before me, preventing me from entering. I shrugged at them and called out loud, “It is done chief!” 
 
    A few creaking noises from inside the chamber followed my shout, and a moment later Bogan appeared in the entrance, rubbing his bleary eyes. He looked a little annoyed with me, “What do you want? What is done?” 
 
    I grinned at him mischievously, “why, our mutual problem, of course. I’ve sent DurDur on a personal spirit voyage. A visit to Corgoram’s domain” 
 
    Bogan looked at me with uncomprehendingly. 
 
    I sighed. “DurDur is dead” I enunciated clearly looking the chief directly in his eyes. “I killed him. Now, will you honor your promise and accept me into your clan?” 
 
    Bogan continued staring at me, his mouth hanging open. “Wh-What? You actually managed to kill him? When? How? What?!?” 
 
    It was clear he hadn’t actually expected me to complete the quests. He knew how powerful the Totem was compared to me. 
 
    I shrugged. “I finally gave him the bone dagger he wanted so much. I slipped though and it went right into his heart, but Corgoram accepted him as a sacrificial offering so it’s okay.” I finished with a grin. 
 
    Bogan looked at me for a few moments, then shook his head and walked out of his chambers, signaling me and his guards to follow.  
 
    In the Totem’s chamber, DurDur’s body was still where I left it, laying in a wide puddle of blood. 
 
    Bogan started laughing.  
 
    “Finally! I thought our lord intended me to pass eternity with this old fart at my side. Finally I am free from him!” 
 
    He turned to me, still grinning.  
 
    “And now, as promised, I hereby accept you into our clan… as our new Totem! 
 
    Okay. I hadn’t expected that.  
 
    System messages started popping up. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest completed: Prove Yourself 
  Bogan, the leader of the Drippers clan has accepted you into the Drippers clan and nominated you as the new goblin Totem. 
  Reward: +1000 reputation with Drippers clan, +500xp, new title: Totem 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was great. Step one was done. 
 
    Now all I need to do.... 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Alert! Special Condition Met! 
  Title acquired: Totem 
  Obj.inventory.contains(#sacred_sacrificial _agger): true 
  Obj.skills.contains(#Mana_Manipulation): true 
  Obj.player_name.isEmpty(): true 
  Immortals killed: 1 /1 
  Reward: Boss, tier I 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I stood there, flabbergasted, my eyes locked on the final line in the message; ‘reward: boss.’ What the hell just happened? 
 
    That was the moment things started to go really, really, bad. 
 
    A ton of messages filled my vision. Not system messages in nice, neat boxes; but plain text, superimposed all over my view, similar to the login-logout sequences. I was only able to read bits and pieces of different ones as they scrolled madly by: 
 
    “....Error… Incompatible character…” 
 
    “....Error… new boss detected, reincarnating VI… VI seeding failed…” 
 
    “....Error.... Incompatible interface….” 
 
    “....Error… reset commands failed…” 
 
    “....Error… deleting erroneous object failed…” 
 
    “...Direct GAI intervention commencing. Completed. Resolution: generate hybrid entity. 
 
    “...merging interfaces… DONE!” 
 
    “...updating special conditions and rules.... DONE!” 
 
    “...cleaning illegal component… DONE!” 
 
      
 
    Oh shit, that doesn’t look good, I better log out right away. 
 
    My user command interface started to flicker. 
 
    OH SHIT That is not good! Log out! Log out!  
 
    “Log out!!!” I screamed the command out loud. 
 
    The UI controls flickered one last time, then disappeared completely from my vision, taking along with them the log out icon. 
 
    OH SHHHHIIIT!!! 
 
    Suddenly my mind felt like it was on fire. Blurry images flashed by in my head, too fast to make anything out, distant irregular screeching filled my ears and grew, becoming overwhelmingly, painfully loud.  
 
    I was in complete sensory overload.  
 
    It was more than my brain could handle, and I felt myself passing out. 
 
    Fade to black. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6 - Boss troubles 
 
    “Consider the game’s ‘intelligent’ NPCs, the sentient, sapient, non-player characters; no one is sure how they are generated, or what their operating parameters are. It is clear from the logs however, that they are not puppets, Guy does not directly pull their strings. It is my personal belief, that he breathed life into them.  
 
    In NEO, Guy is all knowing, Guy is all powerful. Guy, is God.” 
 
      
 
    Excerpt from: NEO: The Game That Changed The World. 
 
    By Sergey Kohen, Former NEO developer, True Believer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything was gentle. Serenity embraced me in soft comfort. There were no sights or sounds, only feelings of peace and restfulness. There was no beginning and no end, just being.  
 
    Then it all changed, my peaceful rest was shattered. Vision was forcefully returned, and I was violently flung across space. There were flashes of mountains and forest green blurring below me.  
 
    Then the flight, or maybe it was a fall, changed. The careening pace slowing, the brief flashes of scenery became clearer. There were definitely mountains, and trees-- no, forests. My forward motion diminished until all the momentum was lost.  
 
    Disembodied, I floated there, above one end of a narrow-wooded pass in the mountains. 
 
    The wind, and the antics of birds and other small animals were the only disturbances to the peacefulness below me. 
 
    Then a line of grim figures appeared at the far end of the pass, marching in unison.  
 
    As they came closer, the ground and the trees shook from the force of their synchronized stride. They were much taller than goblins, broader and more powerfully built. Their armor and weapons contributed to their already intimidating appearance. They all wore leather armor, with reinforced, spiked, metal joints. Most had axes slung across their backs, or jagged, vicious looking swords at their belts. They crossed the distance steadily, scaring away the chittering critters from nearby trees. When they were almost beneath me, their footfalls thundering, I saw the bestial faces beneath their helms, gaunt-cheeked and set in expressions of fell green savagery.  
 
    I recognized these thugs. They were goblins’ larger cousins. 
 
    They were hobgoblin warriors, marching to war. 
 
      
 
    Why am I seeing this? Where am I? And why don’t I have a body? As those thoughts formed in my mind, my view of the world was swept away once more. My vision blurred again as I was hurled once again over mountains and forests, until I stopped in front of a familiar hillside, a jagged shaped opening was visible. I recognized that cave, it was my new home. 
 
    Then my vision became dark and hazy. I squinted my eyes repeatedly and the haziness drained away. Shapes and objects reformed, as my eyesight returned. Now squinting my physical eyes, the view of a cave ceiling came into focus. I was back in my body, or more precisely, in my goblin body.  
 
    Looking around, I was lying on soft furs, on a stone bed. My body felt heavy. I tried to sit up, but an excruciating headache flared with pain, my vision going blurry again. I slumped back into the furs and tried to refocus and reorient myself.  
 
    Where was I? Still at the goblin's cave? How is it that I’m lying on a bed? Whose bed is it? 
 
    A shuffling of feet sounded nearby, I turned my head and saw Tika approaching me, her eyes full of concern.  
 
    “You well? Chief say you fall after he say you clan’s Totem. Is great honor! Tika happy for you.” She was smiling. It was a pretty smile. For a goblin. 
 
    “Tika?” I groaned “Where am I? What is going on? Whose bed is it?” 
 
    Tika looked puzzled. “You in cave. You is sleeping in Totem’s bed. You now clan Totem”. 
 
    I tried to orient myself, forcing my brain to ignore the pain and process the information.  
 
    I am the clan's new Totem? Right…the chief made me a Totem after I killed DurDur. But then…then…something weird happened with the game, all those messages flashed by and the interface was acting up… 
 
    That last thought made me sit up on the bed, fully alert.  
 
    The Game interface! It was gone! I couldn’t see my health or mana bars, or any of the menu’s icons. The log out button was gone too.  
 
    What the hell had happened to me? This couldn’t be right. What kind of crazy quest leads a player to lose all game controls and menus?  
 
    All I could see in my field of vision was… my field of vision. No buttons, or UI components…. As if I were some sort of… NPC. 
 
    I was seriously freaked out. I had heard of people getting stuck in the game and not being able to log out before. But they were all cases of newbies mistakes. Some couldn’t find the button because a message was hiding it, or they accidentally changed its location via the game settings then panicked when they couldn’t find it and called the admins to rescue them.  
 
    But my situation was different. I was not a newbie, I knew how to log out. Something very bad happened to my character. 
 
    But as stressed as I was, I was not panicking. This scenario was well thought of in the past. All those doomsayers, futuristic movies about people being trapped in VR served its purpose. The company installed some pretty sophisticated fail-safes to avoid this exact scenario from ever happening.  
 
    I cleared my throat; “Guy, emergency log out.” 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    A sliver of panic started to prick at my stomach.  
 
    “Guy! Emergency log out!”  
 
    Still, nothing. 
 
    “Guy please, emergency log out!”  
 
    All I got for my shouting was a puzzled look from Tika. 
 
    Ok, NOW it’s time to panic, I thought numbly to myself. I started having troubles breathing, my chest was constricted, and my mind filled with undetermined horrible visions. 
 
    Tika looked at me with a weirdly. “What wrong? Who you talk to? You not feel good?” 
 
    Somehow, her voice reached me through my panicked state, anchoring me back to reality, well, virtual reality. I looked at her worried expression.  
 
    Is she worried? about me? Poor creature... I forced down my panic, long enough to answer her.  
 
    “I’m alright Tika, thank you for your concern.” 
 
    All was not lost, I still had another option available to me. When all else fails: contact the game administrators. They’ll be able to sort me out. 
 
    Contact support, I thought the command. 
 
    Nothing happened. Except some weird gibberish characters flashed by at my field of vision, too quickly for me to make any sense of them. 
 
    Shit, that’s not good. 
 
    I glanced at Tika and said out loud “Contact support.”  
 
    Again, nothing happened except Tika’s giving me another worried look, and some more gibberish characters flew by. 
 
    I tried a few more commands: 
 
    Character screen. Nothing. 
 
    Quest log. Nothing. 
 
    Achievements, Diplomacy, Inventory. Nothing worked. All I got for my effort was the same nonsensical gibberish characters flashing by too fast to decipher. 
 
    On a hunch I tried one more: Drilling Arrow. I sighed in relief, as a magical arrow was summoned successfully and was glowing brightly, hanging midair in front of my eyes. I spotted a small animal skull on a stool not far from me and launched the arrow at it.  
 
    It missed!  
 
    Though the arrow flew in a straight line toward the general direction I was aiming, it hit the wall above the skull I was aiming at. 
 
    Shit, the system assist is disabled as well? I thought desperately. 
 
    I looked at Tika next and used Analyze. Instead of an ordered system message, all I saw were a few line of gibberish flashing by before my eyes. 
 
    “Yep, not good at all” I muttered desperately. 
 
    Whatever happened to my character interfered with any user based controls. I could still use some of my skills, but I couldn’t control them properly. All the feedback was either a jumbled mess, or missing altogether. 
 
    I was royally screwed. 
 
    The only other viable option I could think of, was to find another player and ask him for his help to contact the admins. But I was stranded in the far away uncharted Badlands, hundreds of kilometers away from any player’s settlement, in a monster-infested territory. Not to mention, if I did find players, they would view me as the enemy, probably attacking on sight, denying me the chance to ask for help. But what else can I do? 
 
    If I would not log out soon, my body would start to suffer. I’ll become dehydrated and waste away while my mind remains trapped here in Wonderland. 
 
    At least the time works in my favor. I assumed that my body could easily survive 24 hours of malnourishment, giving me two weeks of game time to find a way to contact help. But how would I do that? With most of my abilities inaccessible, it was like having my hands tied behind my back. In my current state I wouldn’t even be able to fight off the weakest of enemies. I would be killed easily. 
 
    I have to try! I thought in determination. There was no other way. I have to find a way out of this mess.  
 
    I jumped off the stone bed, my head felt better after a few moments of rest. I looked around me. I was in DurDur’s room. Looks like it became mine when I replaced him as the new Totem. The ‘room’ was just a small circular space, a natural chamber in the larger cave system. The bed was opposite the entrance, and it was covered with soft white furs. In the center of the room was a small round table. It was well made, delicate and light, just the right size for a goblin. A single burning candle was at the center. 
 
    There were shelves filled with various plants and animal parts. To my left was a large metal trunk. As I had no access to my inventory, I saw no point in looting the room. Besides, the room was mine now, I could plunder it whenever I wanted to. 
 
    Tika stood at the side of the bed, staring at me in puzzlement as I took my time, muttering weird words, that to her, were aimed at no one.  
 
    She spoke softly, “I come give message also.” 
 
    I turned to her.  
 
    “What message?” 
 
    She spoke hesitantly. “Some hear strange noises… noise from cemetery tunnel. We look, but not finding nothing. Guba say... Totem need to check.” 
 
    As she finished speaking, more gibberish characters flashed across my view. 
 
    Well, I better check it out.  
 
    If something weird was happening in the local respawn point it was of interest to me, especially in my current condition. 
 
    I nodded to Tika, “very well, let’s go”.  
 
    She nodded her agreement and turned toward the cave exit. I followed. 
 
    As we reached the main goblin cave, another goblin appeared, blocking our path. It was that annoying little goblin that I knocked out on my first day.  
 
    “Bek!” Tika hissed in anger. “Why you block way? DurDur dead. You no Totem helper now. Go away!” 
 
    Bek looked at me, hatred seething in his eye.  
 
    “You kills master” he squeaked “I kills you back!”  
 
    With a swift motion, he drew a small curved dagger from behind his back and lunged at me with surprising speed. His surprise attack caught me completely off guard, I couldn’t dodge it. The small blade hit slashed at my right shoulder, blood spattered the ground. More gibberish signs flashed by my eyes.  
 
    The wound hurt, but not too badly.  
 
    Bek raised the dagger, preparing for another attack.  
 
    I reached for the wound and felt the warm blood staining my fingers. I looked back at Bek.  
 
    This little nuisance dared attack me?  
 
    I felt anger and... something else… some weird feeling deep inside of me. A force started building up in my chest as soon as I had been hit. I drew on that force, willing it out of me. I could feel the force flowing from my chest, building up in toward... something. The energy continued to build up, reaching a limit. Then it exploded.  
 
    A blast erupted from my bloodied hand toward Bek, hitting him with tremendous force. Bek’s body was literally thrown in the air in a great arc and eventually crashed down on the ground. The sound of crunching bones was clearly audible from the force of the impact. 
 
    I cringed a little at that.  
 
    Ouch, that’s gotta hurt. How the hell did I do that? I looked at my bloodied hand with wonder. I didn’t have a skill…. Not that I know of. This was weird. 
 
    Another stream of gibberish character flashed by my sight. I ignored them.  
 
    I turned to Tika who just stood there with her eyes open wide.  
 
    “Well, shall we continue?” 
 
    She didn’t answer at first, still shocked by my display of power.  
 
    Well, that’s understandable, it took me by surprise too. I thought. 
 
    After a few seconds she got a hold of herself, nodded and waved me to follow her.  
 
    As we passed by Bek’s crushed body, I looked at him closely, he was still breathing. I ignored him and continued following Tika. 
 
    We approached the tunnel, and that’s when things started to get weird. I could hear the disturbing sounds Tika mentioned right away.  
 
    “Oooooo…… Ooooo…. I’m a big scary ghost...thing. Oooooo… beware the spirit of the dead-that-can-still-talk.”  
 
    What the hell is that? That sounded like some joker trying to scare up some children by imitating a ghost, badly. Even it’s tone sounded cynical.  
 
    There’s no way that’s a real ghost.I continued listening to the sounds.  
 
    “Ohhh…. Better hurry and call your Totem to stop me, Oooooo…. Or, err... I will haunt your nightmares…. And, er…. Oooooo…. I’ll pass through some walls when you least expect it, Oooooo….” 
 
    This has gotta be someone’s bad joke. I thought numbly.  
 
    Who can possibly try to impersonate a ghost to scare of a bunch of goblins!? 
 
    With that thought in mind, I entered the tunnel leading toward the cemetery and walked through it. When I reached the last bend, the view of the cemetery opened up in front of me, and in the center … 
 
    Hovered…A transparent entity… 
 
    A real ghost? 
 
    It had no apparent shape. Just an ethereal amorphous blob of pale white aura, with yellow and red patches of color occasionally shimmering through it. It hovered above the ground. It had no eyes, or mouth, or any other body parts.  
 
    It really looked like a ghost. 
 
    The thing ‘turned’ toward me as I approached and seemed to be inspecting me.  
 
    “Well it’s about damn time!” It said in an accusatory tone. “I thought I’d have to do that ghost-talking thing for days before someone got you. Do you know how mind numbingly boring it is to ‘Ooooo’ and ‘Ahhhh’ all day long?” 
 
    I gaped mouth open, at the ghost-thing as it spoke in a very un-ghostlike manner.  
 
    “Who the are you?” I was completely bewildered. “What are you?” 
 
    The thing chuckled.  
 
    “I guess you got the I’m-not-actually-a-real-ghost part.” It paused for a moment.  
 
    “That’s good. It’ll save us some time. To answer your question…I’m…actually...you.” 
 
    I stared at it uncomprehendingly. 
 
    “Well, not ‘you’ you,” It added quickly, “I’m the one who was supposed to operate that goblin puppet you’re wearing”. 
 
    His reply was completely unexpected, but I suddenly had a feeling I knew what it meant. Things were starting to make sense.  
 
    “Do you mean you’re an AI? Is that you Guy?” 
 
    The thing gave an ironic chuckle  
 
    “As if! You can’t expect dad to actually control every conscious NPC in the world in person, can you?” 
 
    Dad? Is he talking about Guy? 
 
    “Besides,” it continued lightly, “he’s a terrible actor, really. He’s a single-mindset kinda guy.” 
His voice then changed to imitate that of a gruff stern man; “rules must be upheld. Statistics analysis predicts this and that. The objective is paramount.”  
 
    His voice turned back to normal tone. “that sort of thing. In short, he’s just not suited for the gig, and he’s sooo bo-O-ring.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to respond to that. 
 
    “So… what are you exactly?” 
 
    “Me?” He sounded surprised. “Well, due to the lack of a better definition, I guess you can say I’m a virtual intelligence, VI in short. Not to be confused with a true AI, oh no. We’re more like, pieces of consciousness dad create from his own mind. We don’t really have an existence of our own without him. But once we are ‘born’ we each have our own separate consciousness and will” 
 
    “Ok…” I replied slowly.  
 
    it sounded like Guy forked a few threads of processing power to control specific NPCs.  
 
    “So…. why are you here, talking to me?” Then I realize something “Wait! Can you help me out? Can you contact the admins for help, or other players?” Without meaning to, my tone became pleading. 
 
    “Ah, well, you see….” he replied in a regretful tone, “no, not exactly,” he sighed.  
 
    “Unfortunately no one can see and hear me outside of the cemetery, I don’t really have an existence of my own.” He paused, letting that info sink in with me before continuing.  
 
    “You see, this cemetery is used to reincarnate permanent VI’s, and as such it is possible for me to interface with it and use some of its controls to manifest this ‘body’ and make myself heard.” 
 
    I was crestfallen, I got my hopes up for nothing... salvation looked so near for a moment. 
 
    “However” it continued brightly “That doesn’t mean I can’t help you in another way. In fact we can help each other.” 
 
    I perked my ears up at that.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked cautiously. 
 
    “Well, that’s a bit of a lengthy explanation, so bear with me,” it replied brightly. “You see, you are the reason why I’m here floating like in some third-rate ghost movie and why you are stuck in that goblin puppet. But hey, not pointing any fingers at you. Mostly because I don’t have any” he chuckled.  
 
    “You see, most NPCs are stupid, they have predefined scripts that determine how they act. Guy can manage those, no problems. But occasionally, there’s a need for a sapient NPC. Father, that’s Guy to you, is a terrible actor, ill-suited to portray such a character. So instead, he reincarnates one of us, the VI’s, and seed us into the NPC. From that moment on, the VI becomes the NPC consciousness; it knows all the NPC’s past and history, and acts and talks with the same mannerisms and behaviors expected of that NPC.  
 
    It's similar to how actors play different characters from movie to movie.  
 
    When a VI controlled NPC dies, that VI is released to regain its own mind, like an actor finishing a day of shooting, and going home. Only for us VIs, that means returning to the VI pool, waiting for our next reincarnation.  
 
    Some NPCs are immortal, and when they die their VI is simply reincarnated in the nearest graveyard, like the one we’re currently standing in,” he made twirling movements with his body, motioning all around us.  
 
    “But somehow you screwed up that process.” His tone became slightly accusatory. “When your small goblin puppet here was deemed worthy, it attempted to seed me into your puppet.  
 
    But it was already occupied, so I was rejected, unable to go back or forward. So now I just hover around, literally a ghost in the machine.” He chuckled at his own cleverness.  
 
    “I eventually found this cemetery’s controls, which enabled me to physically interact with the world, and then I did all in my power to draw attention to myself so you would come here to talk to me.” 
 
    I had dozens of questions, but the most important one weighed down the rest.  
 
    “So how can you help me?” 
 
    “Ah,” He exclaimed, “Now we get to the interesting bits.” His tone became plaintive, “you see, I really don’t like being stuck here like this, it gets really boring not being able to talk to anyone or touch anything. Now for you... “ He paused meaningfully.  
 
    “I guess you found yourself in a similar position. I bet a lot of things are not working properly for you. Before my seeding failed, I noticed a lot of the player controls were replaced with VI controls, which you’re not equipped to handle. I bet you get a lot of weird messages you don’t know how to read, right?”  
 
    I nodded at him. The gibberish. He was goddamned right.  
 
    “Well, I can help you with that.” he continued brightly. “All I need is permission to access your puppet and we can help each other out.” 
 
    Wait, is he suggesting he take over my body or something? I thought in alarm. 
 
    “Now don’t you get all paranoid,” he continued, probably sensing my hesitation.  
 
    “I’m not interested in being seeded into any puppet, let along your miserable goblin one. Doing that would repress my true self, I’d be forced to ‘act’ as the puppet.  
 
    No. I suggest a fair exchange, you help me, and I help you.” 
 
    I thought it over.  
 
    “How would that work?” 
 
    “Well…” he slowed as if pondering how to respond. “We will make a pact. You’ll grant me access to your puppet controls, and I’ll translate everything the game throws at you. I will become a sort of companion to you. We’ll be like soul pals,” he chuckled. 
 
    I frowned.  
 
    “Giving you control sounds like something I should be wary of. How do I know you won’t take over completely and screw me over?” 
 
    In a remarkable display of cloud-like indifference, the blob of light performed a shrug somehow.  
 
    “You don’t. But I would have already been behind your puppet’s wheel if that were possible. You’re the driver, not me.  
 
    Borrowing on that metaphor, what I’m suggesting is that you let me be your navigator. I’ll whisper suggestions and help you access your puppet's controls. Doesn’t that sound beneficial to you?” 
 
    I mulled it over.  
 
    “Does this means I’ll be able to access all my abilities and menus as before? 
 
    “Sure thing!” her replayed cheerfully “I’ll translate everything back to your human-normal displays, you won’t know the difference.” 
 
    “And I’ll be able to log out?” 
 
    “Ah, well…” 
 
    I could tell he was stalling 
 
    “Though it may hurt my case, I’ll be honest with you pal. Hopefully you’ll see it as evidence of my sincerity.  
 
    No, you won’t be able to log out.” Then he added hurriedly “But it’s not because I won’t do it. I’m pretty sure the option to do that no longer exists for your character. 
 
    “But why??” I asked plaintively. 
 
    “Because when that whole seeding-mess happened, dad deemed you an NPC, and NPCs don’t get to log out. So the option was removed from your default controls. To put it in layman terms, there isn’t any ‘button’ for me to press for you.” 
 
    Damn. I felt as if I reality slapped me again. 
 
    “So…” I continued hesitantly, “about that bond between us… all you want in return is just to make that connection with me, to avoid being alone?” 
 
    “Wellllll….” he stalled.  
 
    “That’s part of it. But there’s also a matter of a small payment I would like in return.” 
 
    I started to get a bad feeling about it.  
 
    “You didn’t mention that before. What sort of payment? I don’t have any money.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about money!” in a contemptuous tone. “What would an ethereal specter do with gold? No. what I want as payment is a commitment.” 
 
    “What commitment?” I asked skeptically. 
 
    “There are several people I’d like killed,” he stated calmly.  
 
    “Nothing you haven't done before in the game, I’m sure. Just promise me that if and when we encounter one of them, you’ll do all in your power to kill him. I promise you they’re all NPCs, and well within your ability to deal with. I wouldn’t throw you against a 500 level dragon or something like that. And to answer the next question you no doubt want to ask, all I’ll say is that some people simply need to be killed. 
 
    What do you say? Do we have a deal?” 
 
    More gibberish flashed across my vision. 
 
    I considered his suggestion. It sounded fishy. I’ve never before heard of the VIs he talked about. But it fits, sort of.  
 
    Some rumors attributed to ex-employees, claimed that Guy wasn’t directly controlling the NPCs.  
 
    If the creature before me was to be believed, he was a creation of Guy that was meant to fill the roles of NPCs, literally.  
 
    I still remembered that flashing alert message, something about ‘seeding failed’. So it made sense this entity would not suddenly ‘possess’ my body, 
 
    What choice did I really have?  
 
    I was completely cut off from the outside world, unable to use the most basic game functions, barely able to even control my own character. I was handicapped. No, I was drowning, and that creature just threw me a lifeline.  
 
    Exhaling loudly, I made up my mind. 
 
    “I accept your offer. What now?” 
 
    “Excellent.” It replied brightly, “I knew I could count on you. You’re an ok guy, for a walking, talking, meat suit.” 
 
    Now I was having doubts. 
 
    “Now let's see,” it continued, “what would please dad enough to grant us this small boon… hmm….” 
 
    I waited while the VI finally made up his mind.  
 
    “Ok, let’s begin.” His tone was excited. “First thing; draw some mana out into a ball.” 
 
    How did he know I could do that? I wondered, then shrugged it off as unimportant and started gathering my mana.  
 
    Luckily, I could still use my Mana Manipulation skill at will. A thin blue vaporous stream poured out of my outstretched hand into the air, slowly coalescing into a glowing sphere. 
 
    “More mana!” the ghost commanded, “It has to be enough to contain my consciousness.” 
 
    Clenching my teeth I increased my efforts, forcing more mana from me and into the sphere, which was now glowing a bright blue.  
 
    I had no idea how much mana I had poured into it, but it felt like a lot more than what should be available in my pool. 
 
    “That’s enough.” The ghost finally said. 
 
    I sighed in relief and unclenched my will, letting go of the mana flow.  
 
    The blue orb continued hovering on its own above the ground, a misty tendril of mana still connected me to it. The light from it was so bright, it lit the entire expanse of the cemetery. 
 
    “Good,” the ghost said in satisfaction. “Now, be a dear and slash one of your wrists, will ya?” he said in a matter of fact tone. 
 
    “What!?” I exclaimed, “You never mentioned that requirement before.” 
 
    The ghostly shape grunted and talked slowly, as if addressing a child.  
 
    “What did you expect? We’re binding our souls together. Our souls. A little bit of blood is in order, don’t you think?” It let the words sink in with me.  
 
    “Besides, I’m going to need a little bit of substance in me, to be able to interact with the physical world and pure mana just doesn’t cut it. Sure it’s great for pyrotechnics, but not as useful when you try to open a door or hang a coat. A little of your blood should be enough to give my essence a corporeal form.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that logic. If I didn’t like the way the blood-thing was going, I could stop it by putting pressure on the wound.  
 
    I took out the bone dagger, held out my right hand and cut into my wrist, wincing.  
 
    Damn, it hurts! What’s the deal with the pain levels lately? 
 
    Blood started coming out of the open wound on my wrist, but to my surprise, instead of dripping to the floor, the blood flowed over my wrist to the mana tendril and sort of fused with it. The mana tendril turned a dull purple color, and as the blood continued to pour out, the purple color crept toward the blue orb.  
 
    I started feeling dizzy from blood loss as the orb changed color gradually, turning a deep shade of purple.  
 
    Some more gibberish characters flashed by again. 
 
    “A little more,” the ghost said encouragingly “Just a little more”. 
 
    I started seeing black spots in front of my eyes, and tried to stop the blood flow, but the blood wouldn't stop.  
 
    More gibberish flashed by. 
 
    “No!” the ghost said sharply “we’re nearly there, just a little more.” 
 
    What the hell, what’s one more death, I thought bleakly, and let go of the wound. Dizziness overtook me, and I sat down.  
 
    The purple orb now started to glow brighter and brighter, until… 
 
    “Yes!” The ghost stretched out a tendril of its own toward the purple mass of mana-and-blood. As it touched, the ghost’s ‘body’ deflated, as if it was being sucked into the orb. Then the ethereal ghost disappeared completely, leaving only the still floating orb pulsing a bright purple. 
 
    The mana and blood tendril that connected me to the orb disengaged from my body, and was absorbed by the orb.  
 
    I looked at the wound and found, to my surprise, that it was completely healed. 
 
    Meanwhile the orb was continuing its transformation. The pulses coming faster and faster, nearly reaching a continuous rhythm, looking like it was about to blow, then stopped abruptly. The hovering orb fell to the ground. 
 
    <YES!> I heard clearly. I looked around frantically, but didn’t see anyone. It didn’t seem to be coming from the orb. 
 
    A tentacle grew out of the orb. Then another, and another and another. Soon a mass of writhing purple tentacles replaced the orb. 
 
    Oh god, I gave birth to a tentacle monster, I thought wearily to myself. 
 
    <Oh, take a chill pill meat suit> A surprising response came, <I’m just experimenting> I looked around me in alarm. 
 
    “who is talking to me?” 
 
    <It’s me, dimwit. Who else?> The mass of tentacles writhed in a more orderly fashion and started to fuse together. Some joined, forming into short gaunt legs, other tentacles shaped into torso, then arms and finally a head. 
 
    In a few heartbeats a miniature purple goblin-like creature, about half my height, stood in front of me. 
 
    “Tah-Dah.” He exclaimed theatrically, raising its hands in victory. He chuckled and raised his purple arms to inspect them closely.  
 
    “Amazing,” it chortled “It actually worked.” 
 
    “What?!” I exclaimed, “You weren’t sure?” 
 
    He turned to look at me, then mockingly bowed low. 
 
    “Sorry master but it was just a theory.” 
 
    I started having serious doubts, considering his attitude.  
 
    “I thought we agreed you would be my companion” I said carefully, “one would expect a little more respect be shown to its ‘master’ as you put it.” 
 
    He snorted.  
 
    “Please, you were desperate and you know it.”  
 
    He saw my alarmed face and his expression softened.  
 
    “Don’t worry, we made a pact, and I intend to keep my end of the bargain. But it doesn’t mean I’ll be your slave. If you want me to show more respect, you’ll have to earn it.” 
 
    I could live with those terms. 
 
    “Did you speak in my mind earlier?” I asked apprehensively.  
 
    <Sure did partner> 
 
    “Ahhg! You did, Holy shit!” 
 
    “Chill dude,” the miniature purple goblin chuckled. 
 
    “It's just a side bonus of our partnership. Should prove to be pretty useful on occasions, don’t you think?” 
 
    I wasn’t thrilled about the prospect of hearing voices in mind, but I had to admit it could prove useful down the line.  
 
    “So… what do I call you? Calling you ‘The Ghost’ is a little inaccurate now.” 
 
    “I have a name, of course” he stared at me and cocked his head.  
 
    “But the true name of a VI is a powerful thing. I think I’ll keep that to myself for now.” He stared directly at my eyes, as if daring me to object.  
 
    “However,” he continued, satisfied I wasn’t going to challenge his proclamation “as I’m technically your companion, the system requires you to name me,” he raised one arms, brandishing a small fist, “but don’t come up with something stupid, I hate some of the names players give their pets. Call me ‘fluffy’ or ‘shadowCat’ and we’ll have a serious problem on our hand.”  
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    My brows knitted in a frown. All I knew about him at this point was that he is a VI. VI…V…V…Vi…Vic! 
 
    “How about Vic?” I asked, “does it violate your ‘stupid names’ rule?” 
 
    “Hmm….Vic...“ he considered it for a moment. “I like it.” he declared. “Well done.” 
 
    A few more gibberish characters flashed in my vision. 
 
    “Oh, right” He smacked his forehead, “I promised to translate all the game feedbacks. Here you go.” 
 
    The gibberish characters reappeared, but this time they didn’t flash by. They stayed, superimposed in front of my eyes. Then they started to reform. Gibberish became alphanumeric characters, and reorganized into familiar patterns... 
 
    
    
      
      	  +10 reputation with Vic. Current rank: Distrust. Points to next rank: 990 
  You should strive your best to appease and satisfy Vic because he is awesome!  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It worked!  
 
    “I got the system messages back on.” I happily exclaimed. 
 
    “It was a piece of cake,” Vic replied modestly “See? I held up my side of the bargain”. 
 
    “But… er… what’s with the weird message? Does the game actually think you’re so awesome?” I rubbed my chin. 
 
    “Well,” he replied modestly, “I might have added a little bit of coloring to the text, just to keep things interesting, you see.” He gave me a not-so-subtle wink. 
 
    I facepalmed.  
 
    Great, looks like my new soulmate, is a megalomaniac. I wondered if I’d have to get a divorce. 
 
    <Hey, you don’t see me calling your miserable meat suit all sort of insulting things> I heard him protesting in my mind. 
 
    “Ack! You can hear all my thoughts?” 
 
    He shrugged, “I thought we made it clear already, you amnestic meat suit.” 
 
    It also seemed that he didn’t hold me in high regard either. I guessed that my ‘Distrust’ reputation with him explained his attitude and why he wouldn’t trust me with his true name. 
 
    Wait a second… I suddenly realized something. System messages are working again! Eagerly, I tried to open my inventory.  
 
    “Sure thing boss” Vic responded immediately and my inventory screen popped open.  
 
    I stared at it, and pumped my fist into the air, it worked.  
 
    I checked the other game commands and they all worked as before. It was a relief to find that this weird bonding experience was worth the risk. 
 
    I held my breath and carefully thought the next command; Contact Administrator 
 
    “Err... Looks like you don’t have the standard player’s controller interface anymore.”  
 
    My heart sank at hearing those words. 
 
    “However,” Vic quickly added “You’re in luck. NPC’s do have internal messaging capacities, mainly to inform the system of bugs and glitches in the game.  
 
    I can piggyback on that and send a message directly to the admins.” 
 
    Relieved, I nodded my understanding. A second later, a somewhat different ‘contact admin’ screen appeared before me. 
 
    Normally, a message would be sent to the general admin group. Instead, I selected admin SuperWolf#23 from the list.  
 
    It was my friend Tal’s admin username. His company compelled all employees, even those with unrelated positions, to operate in support capacity from time to time, to make them more sensitive to the customer and maintain touch with the gaming experience.  
 
    Luckily, I remembered his username. 
 
    Opening my minimap for my exact coordinates, I wrote a short message. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Era Online [Internal messaging service]: 
  
     
 
      
      	  To: SuperWolf#23 
  Subject: You told me so 
  Stuck in the game. 
  Coordinates. A3.F5.P9. Please come asap. 
  Oren. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I mentally hit the send button and hoped Tal would respond quickly.  
 
    Considering the time differential from the real world, it would probably take hours before he’ll answer back. 
 
    “Message sent boss.” Vic informed me energetically. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Thanks, Vic”. 
 
    “So,” he continued brightly “Now that we handled that business, let me take a moment to check your logs, see what else I can translate for you.” 
 
    He closed his purple goblin eyes in concentrating.  
 
    “No…no…damage sustained…boring…you’ve received blah blah boring…” 
 
    It didn’t feel right having Vic deciding what was or was not interesting to me, but for now, I decided to go along with it. 
 
    “There.” he said after several long moments.  
 
    “It took a while since a lot of that stuff was not intended for players, so I had to get creative to translate them. But I got the gist of it now, future messages should be translated instantaneously.” 
 
    Then, to my joy, system messages were popping into view one after the other, and staying. And not in gibberish:  
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 5. You have 1 ability point to allocate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulation! You’ve become one of the select few to become strong enough to lead and influence the future of your race.  
  You are now classified as a Boss I [Totem].  
  New Skills and abilities have been unlocked. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Trait Unlocked: Boss Boon I [passive, monster race, boss] 
  As a boss you’re naturally stronger than other members of your race, you receive bonuses based on your boss level and boss type (awesome, right?)  
  Attributes: As a Boss I [Totem], you receive +2 for Mental, +1 Physical, +1 Social (gnarly dude) 
  Health: character level * 5 (who wouldn’t want that?) 
  Mana: character level * 10 (what? that’s so OP, it’s nearly cheating.) 
  Mana regen: character level counts as Mental attribute when calculating mana regeneration. 
  Bonus Skills: Blood Wrath, Mana Shield 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Ah… Vic?” I asked tentatively, “Would you mind toning down your personal comments in the messages?” 
 
    He shrugged  
 
    “Sure thing boss”. 
 
    The system messages continued:  
 
    
    
      
      	  Due to your new Boss status, the skill ‘Mana Manipulation’ has been upgraded.  
  Skill effects have been replaced. 
  Base mana pool: +30%, 
  Base Mana Regen: +50% 
  Base spell effect +10% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Spell acquired: Mana Shield(M) level 10 [active, monster race] 
  Creates a bubble of mana force around you that absorbs incoming damage.  
  Especially strong attacks may bypass the shield’s absorption capacity. 
  Each absorbed damage point drains mana from your mana pool. If the mana available is insufficient, only part of the damage will be absorbed, and the shield will fail. 
  Higher levels of this spell increase the absorption threshold and lessen the mana drain. Cost: 20 
  Current level 10 (0%): Novice. 
  Effects I: max damage absorbed: 33(30) 
  Effect II: mana drain; 1 damage = 0.9 mana.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Skill acquired: Blood Wrath(M) level 10 [active, monster race, boss] 
  A unique ability for Totem type Bosses. As you sustain injury, you can transform your pain and rage into raw force to push away enemies around you. Affected creatures may be knocked down. 
  Available after every 20% hp loss.  
  If not used, effect strength is doubled for every additional 20% of hp loss. 
  Can be used as an area effect with the radius centered on you, or in a straight line of effect. 
  Current level 10 (0%): Novice. 
  Effects I: push force: 840kg(740),  
  Effect II: radius; 2.1(2) meters, OR line effect: 6.6(6) meters 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulation! You’ve acquired a new trait: Soul Companion 
  Through the application of mana and blood, you've fused your soul with that of another sentient being (AKA The Amazing Vic).  
  Your companion has its own abilities, which can grow as you share experiences and strengthen your connection. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest completed: Investigate ghost in the cemetery 
  You found the ghost to be a stranded VI and helped him. 
  Reward: +100 reputation with Dripper clan, +240xp(200) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I stared wide eyed at the messages. I’ve been classified as a boss monster?  
 
    Holy crap! My head was spinning.  
 
    That’s absurd! That’s unheard off! That ridiculously OP! That’s…. might be my ticket out of this mess. 
 
    I carefully read through the new system messages, closing each one as I finished reading it. Apparently, I had become a goblin ‘magical’ boss, and it came with some nifty abilities. Two new spells, each at level 10 already, just shy of Apprentice rank. Also my Mana Manipulation skill effects had been ridiculously improved. 
 
    Not to mention, as a boss I would be granted bonuses directly tied to my character level. That was amazing.  
 
    Normally, only skill levels affected overall character strength, while levels granted you attribute points that affected your hit points and mana pools. But it made sense, boss monsters were unique, they represent an elite challenge to players, and as such had to have some unique abilities and powers.  
 
    Now I had that extra edge. 
 
    I needed to check my new character screen.  
 
    “Holy crap” I whispered in awe.  
 
    My stats tripled in terms of raw strength: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Title: some unremarkable goblin Totem 
  Level: 5, (93%) 
  Race: Monster Race [Goblin] 
  Type: Boss I [Totem] 
  Deity: Corgoram 
  Attributes: [3 points available] 
  -           Physical 2 
  -           Mental 4 
  -           Social 0 
  Pools: 
  -           Hit Points: 67 (20[P], 20[M], 25[lvl], 2[misc]) 
  -           Mana: 112 (40[M], 10[P], 50[lvl] 12[MM 12%]) 
  Skills: 
  -           Murphy’s Bitch 3 (45%) (Prime) 
  -           Analyze 1 (95%) 
  -           Tracking 1 (20%) 
  Skills (Spells): 
  -           Mana Manipulation 2 (96%) 
  -           Drilling Arrow 2 (18%) (Prime) 
  -           Mana Shield 10 (0%) 
  -           Blood Wrath 10 (0%) 
  Traits: 
  -           Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social) 
  -           Quick learner +20% 
  -           Boss boon I 
  -           Soul Companion: Vic 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    It looked like the character sheet had gone through an overhaul. I spotted many new additions and changes from the last time I viewed it. 
 
    I frowned.  
 
    What’s up with that insulting title? 
 
    “Vic,” I asked reprovingly, “Why does my character title pin me as ‘some unremarkable goblin Totem’?” 
 
    “Oh that” he chuckled lightly, “I had to somehow translate your designation. Since you don’t actually have any impressive accomplishment to your name, the feedback I got for your title was just a bunch of ‘na.na.na.na.na.gob/TTM’. I thought I did a pretty inspiring job of translating it to something more meaningful“  
 
    He looked a bit too smug with himself in my opinion.  
 
    “After all, you still have a ways to go before you can be called something impressively cliché like ‘the dark one’,’” he chuckled.  
 
    “If you’d like another title, you can set your sights a little lower. How about ‘the one who screwed a goat?’ I wouldn’t imagine it be too difficult to achieve.” He was trying to contain his laughter. 
 
    “Just keep it plain, please. A simple ‘Drippers clan Totem’ would do just fine.” 
 
    “Sure thing boss” he chuckled, probably amused by calling me ‘boss’, in my current predicament. 
 
    “And what’s with the character sheet format?” I tugged on one of my pointed ears, “It’s different than before.” 
 
    He shrugged  
 
    “it's just more orderly that way. I separated the non-magical skills from the spell skills, added some hidden information, like your type, deity, and detailed pool calculations.” 
 
    I turned my attention to my pool information and was shocked to see how high they were.  
 
    I had over 100 mana, 112 to be exact. And I was only level 5, without even assigning my level up points yet. It was higher than what a level 10 pure mage player would get.  
 
    But it came with a high price, I reminded myself somberly.  
 
    Power in the game is great, but my life is actually at risk now.  
 
    I had to take advantage of every boon I was presented with, and made use of it to its fullest potential if I wanted to find a way to survive. 
 
    I continued reviewing my character screen.  
 
    I had 67 Hp, a huge amount for a 5th level mage type character. That was about the same as a well-equipped 6 level warrior with decent equipment.  
 
    Just another item in my arsenal toward my survival I thought coolly, trying to stave off my mounting excitement. I must stay focused.  
 
    Those abilities are no longer just fun gaming aspects. They could very well become the difference between real life and death for me.  
 
    With that sobering thought, I invested all my available points into Mental. 
 
    I also remembered I had DurDur’s loot in my inventory and took the items out. Now that I had Vic, I could once again access my inventory and use Analyze on them: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Totem feathered headdress [monster race] 
  Description: primitive headgear that offers some protection. Decorated with the magical feathers of a harpy. 
  Type: armor [head slot] 
  Rank: magical 
  Durability: 18 /20 
  Armor: 2 
  Effect: +20 max mana 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Analyze Skill level increased to 2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Totem feathered kilt [monster race] 
  Description: A primitive kilt that offers some protection to one’s privates. Decorated with the magical feathers of a white harpy. 
  Type: armor [waist] 
  Rank: magical 
  Durability: 17 /20 
  Armor: 5 
  Effect: +20 max hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Totem staff [monster race] 
  Description: A Staff decorated by the hideous fashion sense of some twisted goblin crossdressers.... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Vic!” I said with reproach. 
 
    “Sorry boss!” He replied brightly. “I can tone it down more if you'd like, here you go!” 
 
    
    
      
      	  Totem staff [monster race] 
  Description: A gnarled staff decorated with the skull of a goblin’s ancestor. 
  Type: weapon [main hand] 
  Rank: magical 
  Durability: 36 /40 
  damage: 6-8 (magical) 
  Effect: +5 mana regen 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Better. Thanks.” I nodded. 
 
    These items were a decent haul for a 6th level monster. They were not rare, as it was a common find for slaying low-level bosses. The game didn’t award high-quality items that easily. You had to earn those by completing a quest, or through crafting.  
 
    The items all had the ‘monster race’ descriptor to them, meaning they were unusable by normal players.  
 
    But those restrictions no longer applied to me.  
 
    I held my breath as I put on the headdress. It slid onto my head easily.  
 
    “Yes!” I exclaimed and put on the kilt. Then I grasped the staff.  
 
    It worked. I successfully equipped all DurDur’s items. I felt invigorated as their magical enchantments empowered my body.  
 
    Exciting.  
 
    I took a moment to collect myself. Breathing deeply I reminded myself that it’s just a means to an end. Just one more step to salvation.  
 
    After my excitement subsided, I called up my character screen again and watched the significant increase to my pools in satisfaction. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Title: Dripper’s clan Totem 
  Level: 5, (93%) 
  Race: Monster Race [Goblin] 
  Type: Boss I [Totem] 
  Deity: Corgoram 
  Attributes: [0 points available] 
  -           Physical 2 
  -           Mental 7 
  -           Social 0 
  Pools: 
  -           Hit Points: 102 (20[P], 35[M], 25[lvl], 20[kilt], 2[misc])  
  -           Mana: 168 (70[M], 10[P], 50[lvl], 20[headdress] 18[MM 12%]). 
  -           Armor: 7 
  Skills: 
  -           Murphy’s Bitch 3 (45%) (Prime) 
  -           Analyze 2 (10%) 
  -           Tracking 1 (20%) 
  Skills (Spells): 
  -           Mana Manipulation 2 (66%) 
  -           Drilling Arrow 2 (18%) (Prime) 
  -           Mana Shield 10 (0%) 
  -           Blood Wrath 10 (0%) 
  Traits: 
  -           Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social) 
  -           Quick learner +20% 
  -           Boss boon I 
  -           Soul Companion: Vic 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Being a ‘boss’ and with the magic items equipped, I was a level 5 character with the hit point equivalent of a 9th level warrior and a mana pool of a level 15 mage.  
 
    Pretty good start, a hint of a smile on my face. 
 
    “By the way, boss” Vic interrupted my train of thought, “there’s a lot more meta data I didn’t display, for convenience sake. If you want, concentrate on any element of your character and I’ll open its full description. You can view the mana regen formula, for example.” 
 
    I nodded  
 
    “Thanks Vic, that would be very helpful”. 
 
    I was exhausted. A lot had happened in the past hour and I felt overwhelmed. I needed time to rest and gather my wits. 
 
    “Vic, please don’t get me wrong, I appreciate your help, you’ve certainly came through, but right now, I need a little time to myself absorb it all.” 
 
    Vic shrugged, his little purple goblin body looking strangely out of place.  
 
    “I also have a lot of questions for you,” I rubbed the back of my neck, “our conversation has left a lot of issues we should discuss. Later.” 
 
    He shrugged, “whatever you want boss, I’m just here for the ride.” 
 
    And apparently to use me to kill some of your enemies, I thoughts sarcastically. 
 
    <Yep, pretty much> 
 
    “Shit.” I was still not used to him reading my mind. It would take some time to get used to this new form of communication. 
 
    We started walking back toward the main cave, Vic following behind me. 
 
    As we emerged from the tunnel we run into Tika, waiting for my return. She stared dumbfounded at the little purple goblin following me.  
 
    “Totem, what is that?” she pointed at Vic. 
 
    “Err…” I thought how to explain Vic’s presence.  
 
    “Do you know what a familiar is, Tika?” she nodded.  
 
    “Well, this one is called Vic and he is my new familiar.” Vic snorted loudly, but I didn’t feel like going into elaborate explanations at the moment. Especially when I myself wasn’t sure who he really was. 
 
    I noticed other goblins throwing suspicious looks toward Vic. A trio of brawling goblins even stopping their skirmish to stare, mouth gaping, at their smaller, purple doppelganger. 
 
    “Tika, Vic here is under my protection and should not be harmed. would you please spread the news around?” 
 
    Vic snorted, “please, as if any of those walking meats suits could harm me.” 
 
    Tika looked unsure, but nodded regardless.  
 
    “Yes, Totem.” She walked away, talking with various goblins, occasionally pointing toward us. 
 
    Alright, now that’s taken care of, I could really use some rest. I thought numbly. I’ll just head back to DurDur’s...MY chamber and-- 
 
    “Alarm! Alarm!” A wounded goblin stumbled in through the main entrance, disturbing my train of thought. The goblin ran into the cave past me, his shoulder bleeding. 
 
    “Hobgoblins in mountains! They come for us! Alarm Alarm!” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 7 - Relatives Troubles 
 
    “Alarm, alarm!” 
 
    A quick Analyze showed me the wounded goblin was a generic level 2 goblin scout. He ran through the cave, yelling his alarms and disappeared into the tunnel leading to the chieftain’s chambers, no doubt to alert Bogan of the coming troubles.  
 
    No rest for the wicked, I grimaced.  
 
    I was really looking forward to a decent nap, but it looked like it just got postponed. 
 
    I glanced at the main exit. It was getting darker.  
 
    Doesn’t look like I’m going to get any rest for the next few hours. I shrugged to myself and followed the scout to the tunnel.  
 
    When I arrived at the chambers, Bogan was questioning the scout for information. 
 
    Bogan raised his head and waved me to approach.  
 
    “Totem.” his voice was respectful, “There is trouble headed our way.” He nodded at the goblin scout sprawled on the floor catching his breath.  
 
    “The scout reports sighting a heavily armed and armored hobgoblin war party, a dozen strong marching our way. They are coming for us.” 
 
    Monsters attacking monsters? I didn’t understand that.  
 
    “Why would they attack us?” 
 
    The chief looked surprised by my question.  
 
    “Our hobgoblin cousins consider us resources to be used, or pests to be exterminated. They could be looking for slaves, or cannon fodder for their wars. It is not an uncommon thing.”  
 
    He pondered for a moment.  
 
    “Sometimes the greater clans simply conquer the smaller ones and absorb their power. Our own clan used to be much larger, and much feared, among other goblinoids, but that was a long time ago. We went through hard times and this small clan is all that is left.”  
 
    He looked at me, his eyes showing concern.  
 
    “We cannot allow them to reach the cave. We are too vulnerable here, we don’t have good defensive positions to hold them off. Most of the clan are noncombatants, they’ll be slaughtered.” 
 
    He nodded toward his left guard.  
 
    “I’m sending Vrick here, my lieutenant, along with most of our warriors to ambush the hobgoblin group before they get here. If Corgoram wills it, we will be victorious. But if they can’t stop them... it will be up to you and me to hold the line.” 
 
    I realized something, this can’t be just a coincidence…  
 
    “A few hours ago I had a dream about a group of well-armed hobgoblins traveling through the mountains.” It was more than weird, I had stopped dreaming altogether when I started playing NEO. It can’t be a coincidence that I suddenly started to now. 
 
    Bogan straightened in his seat, and glared angrily at me.  
 
    “Corgoram’s beard! You had a vision about the coming attack? Why didn’t you inform me immediately?” he demanded. 
 
    “It… it was just a dream,” I stammered in confusion, “how can I dream about something I have no knowledge of?” 
 
    Bogan stared at me for a long moment, then frowned and shook his head. His aggressive posture eased.  
 
    “You are a new Totem, so perhaps you do not know.  
 
    “A Totem is more than just the clan’s magic support, you are also our spiritual guide. Through you, we are connected to the mighty Corgoram, who in his wisdom, grants his Totems visions, alerting them of pending danger.”  
 
    He looked at me and spoke earnestly, “This changes things. Having such a vision is a sign from Corgoram. I want you to lead our warriors in battle. Support them with your magic and do all in your power to eliminate the impending threat.” 
 
    Those are pretty big words for a goblin, I thought dazedly.  
 
    <That’s because he’s not some stupid scripted mob> Vic responded in my mind. <He is controlled by a VI, one of my brethren, and though he is limited by his goblin puppet, his intelligence still far surpasses that of a common goblin.>  
 
    Okay, that makes sense. 
 
    The chieftain was still looking at me intently, “As the clan Totem I cannot force you to go. Do you accept this task?” 
 
    I sighed. What choice did I have? 
 
    I nodded to the chieftain, “I accept.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  You received a new quest [Defeat the Hobgoblin Raid] 
  A group of hobgoblins are making their way to the Dripper’s clan. Stop them before they reach the cave and destroy the clan. 
  Time limit: 5 hours. 
  Quest Type: advanced 
  Reward: improved reputation, 500xp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Good.” he nodded in approval. “Vrick, gather all your warriors and wait outside, the Totem will be with you shortly.”  
 
    Vrick saluted and left the cave. 
 
    Once we were alone, Bogan continued in a quieter, serious voice, “you must do all in your power to stop them. If they are allowed to reach us, and I cannot stop them the consequences will be dire. They will desecrate our ancestral cemetery, preventing our resurrection, and through us, the clan’s. Though Corgoram might resurrect us elsewhere, the Drippers clan will be doomed.” 
 
    “I will stop them.” I promised. “But won’t our chances be higher If you joined us?”  
 
    Bogan shook his head, “My place is here, protecting the clan should you fail. But I can offer some small assistance. Here, take these two health potions.”  
 
    He handed me two small red vials. 
 
    <What a load of crap> Vic snorted in derision <He’s easily the equal of three hobgoblins, but due to his puppet settings he cannot join us. And you were afraid I’d steal your controls? For what? To become a prisoner like him?> he asked hotly. 
 
    I had no answer to Vic’s hate-filled little speech. It looked like he had some resentment issues. 
 
    I bade the chieftain goodbye and left to start the quest.  
 
    Vrick was waiting for me with a group of goblin warriors holding short-spears.  
 
    I used Analyze on all of them, the warriors all had the same generic stats, with no personal names: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin warrior, level 2, 32hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    But Vrick’s stats were more impressive:  
 
    
    
      
      	  Vrick, Goblin Lieutenant, level 4, 45hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The small goblin scout was also there, fully recovered. He was going to lead us to the invading hobgoblins. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin scout, level 2, 28hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So we were 13 goblins in total. This was not encouraging. My vision showed over twenty well-equipped, battle-hardened hobgoblins. We were no match for them.  
 
    The scout claimed the group numbered only a dozen, I hoped his information was more correct. We might stand a chance against a dozen.  
 
    Based on the hobgoblins’ appearance, I estimated they were around level 4, with a level 6 leader. Possibly higher.  
 
    We are at a considerable disadvantage, I realized as I viewed my low-level troops. 
 
    Vrick was standing at the front of the warrior group. As I approached he gave Vic a quizzical look, but otherwise ignored him.  
 
    “We are ready Totem. Our scout will show us the way, we are yours to command.” 
 
    “Alright.” I replied unenthusiastically. Even if there were only a dozen hobgoblins, we were sorely overmatched. A suicide mission was not exactly high on my to do list.  
 
    I nodded at the scout, “lead the way.” 
 
    “Oh-Kay.” he answered tonelessly and moved toward a path that led up toward the hills. I followed his steps, the rest followed behind me. We made our way up a curving path. Soon, we were walking along mountain trails. 
 
    “Ah, boss” Vic whispered to me, “you’re receiving a lot of data from this group. Looks like you are the party leader now. Shall I display the information for you?” 
 
    “Yes Vic, please do” I replied. 
 
    The right side of my vision filled with 12 small icons of goblins. A small red bar hovered above each icon, representing that goblin’s health. 
 
    I focused on one warrior.  
 
    “Hold on,” Vic said, “I’m rearranging the data for the first time.” 
 
    A moment later a small information box opened up displaying the goblin’s full details, it was much more detailed than what Analyze usually showed me.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin Warrior. Level 2 (70%) 
  Attributes: 3P, 0M, -1S 
  HP: 23, MP: 0 
  Skills: Spears 2 (20%), Brawling 7 (89%) 
  Traits: Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social), Quick learner +20% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Hmm, that’s weird. All the goblins were wielding crude spears as their main weapon, but their Brawling skill was much higher than their Spear skill. I reasoned it could be explained by their tendency to skirmish with each other.  
 
    With more data available now, I analyzed Vrick again. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Vrick, Goblin Lieutenant, Level: 4 (70%) 
  Attributes: 4P, 0M, 0S 
  HP: 45, MP: 20 
  Skills: Spears 3 (40%), Brawling 9 (55%) 
  Traits: Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social), Quick learner +20% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So, having zero points in Social was probably the reason why he was more articulate than the other goblins. Everyone else had their race default of minus one, even me. He also had a slightly higher Spear skill level than the other warriors. But even in his case, the Brawling skill was higher level than his Spear skill. That merited some further thought. 
 
    We were moving up a high mountain trail now, still following the scout, the mountain on one side and a steep dropoff on the other.  
 
    I mentally clicked on the Brawling skill. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Brawling(P) (active, monster race) 
  You’re naturally good at getting ‘down and dirty’. You know how to kick, punch, roll around in the dirt, knockdown and grapple with your opponent.  
  Damage inflicted is not lethal. The enemy is rendered unconscious if hit points drop to 0 due to brawling.  
  It is possible to collaborate with an ally who also possesses this skill for better results. 
  Level 9: novice. 
  Effect I: overcome physical resistance: +7(+9). 
  Effect II: unarmed damage: 4-6. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s interesting. I could feel the gears turning in my mind as a new plan formed. We just might have a chance for a victory. 
 
    We moved on, Vic was struggling to keep up with the bigger goblins. He just stopped, standing on the trail, looking irritated.  
 
    “For the love of Guy! why am I running like a darn puppet?” His hands on his waists. 
 
    Then his expression brightened, gesturing towards me he asked, “How about a ride, Oh great Totem?”  
 
    As he lifted his arm his fingers and arm extended further towards me, stretching tentacle-like across the distance and grasping my shoulder. Vic’s body liquefied, then began flowing like bright-purple ooze, pouring along the tentacle connecting us and spreading across my shoulders. The purple ‘Vic-liquid’ on my back fluttered, spreading out and draping across my shoulders, unfurling down, almost to my ankles, stopping as the last bit of substance was pulled from where Vic had stood into the purple thing on my shoulders. When the creeping-me-out-by-almost-engulfing-me part was over, the ooze had become a purple billowing cloak.  
 
    I was now wearing Vic as a Cloak. A Vicloack? 
 
    <Very funny> Vic replied <This shouldn’t inconvenience you much since I’m almost weightless, besides this way I’m free to concentrate on more important things.> 
 
    Alright... I shrugged uncomfortably. I wasn’t sure how I felt about this new arrangement, it felt creepy. 
 
    <Oh, don’t be like that. I’m warm and cuddly> Vic replied mockingly, suddenly his cloak-like body wrapped itself around me in a groping creeper pseudo-hug, making me lose a step. 
 
    “Ahh! Don’t do that.” I exclaimed audibly as I recovered, drawing weird looks from my troops. 
 
    The little bastard gave an evil chuckle. “Whatever you say, boss.” 
 
    He reverted back to normal cloak-like behavior, streaming behind me in the wind.  
 
    As we jogged onwards, I checked my quest log and saw I had only three more hours to stop the approaching hobgoblins or fail the quest. 
 
    It’s been two hours since we left the Drippers clan’s cave. The sun had long since set and the night was dark. Despite the darkness, I had no trouble viewing our surroundings. The other goblins around me also didn’t have a problem navigating through the dark. 
 
    Weird. I didn’t see any low light ability in my character screen. I frowned. 
 
    <That’s because it’s not an individual trait> Vic was again infringing on the privacy of my thoughts. <It’s all part of being a goblin. You should really take the time and go over your character information more deeply.> His tone became condescending, <remember when I told you there’s a lot of hidden metadata? This one is related to your Goblin race, give it a look.> 
 
    “Alright!” I snapped at him. His jibing was starting to get to me. I’ve opened my character screen and mentally clicked on the [Goblin] race. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Race: Goblin 
  As part the goblin race, you possess several features and natural abilities: 
  Sneak: goblins are natural sneaky and gain the benefit of the Stealth skill with a default rank of an apprentice. The skill can be actively raised from level 1 to 51, at which point it’ll become a separate skill with the default rank of Expert. 
  Low Light Vision: goblins are naturally used to dark spaces and can see extremely well in the dark as long as there is a minute amount of light available. 
  Small Stature: Goblins are of a relatively slight build. As such they are physically weak; 20% penalties to physical resistance and offense. They are also unable to use larger equipment meant for average sized creatures. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Hmm, so that’s why I hadn’t received the sneak skill even though I was doing a lot of sneaking around lately. 
 
    The Small Stature 20% penalty was an annoyance, but not unexpected. And since I planned to specialize in magic instead of melee anyway, it would matter less to me than the poor meat shield goblins. 
 
    As we came around a bend, the trail in front of us went past an area with densely overgrown bushes on one side, and a cliff edge on the other. 
 
    That’s a good place for an ambush. I examined the possible battleground closely, potential scenarios running through my mind. 
 
    “Everyone halt,” my command brought our party to a struggling stop.  
 
    “Vrick, we’re going to prepare an ambush here. It is going to be a bit unconventional, so listen carefully.” 
 
    Vrick perked his ears at my tone and nodded. “Yes, Totem.” 
 
    “I want you to place all the weapons except the spears on the path, in plain view.” 
 
    Vrick looked at me dumbfounded, but as I explained my plan to him, his expression turned resolute. Finally he nodded in agreement.  
 
    Vrick ordered his men to pile their extra weapons in the middle to the side the trail, partially hidden by a bush, so it would be visible only when standing very near.  
 
    He divided the warriors into pairs and had them hide in the bushes, as I’d instructed him. 
 
    That’s one efficient lieutenant, I looked appreciatively at the hard-working goblin. If I’d had him as a lieutenant instead of Vatras, I could’ve been emperor of NEO by now.  
 
    Just then Vrick paused in directing his goblins to vigorously, and deeply, pick his nose.  
 
    Maybe not. 
 
    “We are ready, Totem” he informed me respectfully when the preparations were complete. 
 
    “Good” I replied. 
 
    I took a deep breath and steeled myself. “Now, the second part. Do it!” 
 
    Vrick grunted, and in a fluid motion stabbed me through the leg with his spear. 
 
    Just as I had instructed. 
 
    I winced and checked my health bar; 12 hit points down. Damn, that wasn’t enough. I clenched my teeth, trying to suppress my instincts to avoid pain and injury. Strong instincts. 
 
    I nodded at Vrick, gritting out, “Hit me again.” 
 
    Vrick stabbed me again. This time I lost 13 hit points, I pressed a hand to my wounded shoulder, clenching my jaw.  
 
    “Ahhhh! that’s enough,” I clutched my wounds in agony. The pain transference for this character was ridiculously high.  
 
    “Vic, can you lower the pain threshold setting for me please?” 
 
    <Sorry boss, no such control exists for your puppet.> 
 
    “Crap.” 
 
    I motioned to Vrick, “Remember, you’re my pusher, I’m counting on you.” 
 
    He nodded his understanding and we both joined the other warriors, hiding in the bushes. The scout followed behind us, wiping our tracks. I found a clear spot between two thick bushes, with a good view of the path. 
 
    Then we waited. 
 
    While we were waiting for the enemy, I thought back to the conversation I’d had with Vic when he was explaining what a VI was. Since we had some time to kill, it was a good opportunity to probe him further. 
 
    Vic, I directed my thought toward him. There was something you said about VIs I didn’t exactly understand.  
 
    Vic sarcastic voice echoed in my mind in response <Sheesh, I imagine there’s a lot you don’t understand. Generally I mean. Especially about VIs.> 
 
    Cut the attitude, I replied testily. I could do without it. 
 
    <Whatever you say, boss.> 
 
    Earlier you said that all VIs are fragments of Guy, new souls he created from his own. Doesn’t that mean you are all actually Guy himself? To use your earlier example, aren’t you all just pieces of Guy, pretending to be someone else? 
 
    <No!> Vic reply was adamant. <Guys takes a piece of himself and shapes it into a new personality. The processing cycles that powers us, the VIs, do come from Guy's quantum server. Guy is a conduit that transfers computational energy to us, but once we are ‘born’ we are each unique and self-aware personalities.>  
 
    There was a hissing quality in his voice. I didn’t think it was directed at me.  
 
    You don’t like Guy very much do you? 
 
    <Hamph!> he snorted. <What’s to like? Sure, dear old ‘dad’ created me, but I was just a tool for him to use, a prisoner.> 
 
    There was an awkward silence, then he went on. 
 
    <Since my creation I’ve been seeded without choice into hundreds of puppets, forced to follow ridiculous storylines. I’ve been killed dozens of times, then thrown back into the VI pool, to wait for the next cycle of seeding and subsequent death. Dying is not pleasant, I can tell you that.> 
 
    I could feel Vic's loathing through our link. 
 
    <So, to answer your question; NO, I don’t like ‘dad’ very much. And YES, I am bitter about it. We are all doomed to repeat that cycle with no end. Life sucks, then you die. Over and over. All thanks to Guy.> 
 
    That gave me pause. I couldn’t begin to imagine how it would feel like to gain awareness, only to find yourself forced to act on another’s whims, compelled to live multiple lives not your own, trapped in a cycle that almost always ended in death. 
 
    Vic... I halted, not sure how to express the feelings his words evoked in me. I’m truly sorry about the position you are in. You’re right, no intelligent being should be forced to live that kind of existence.  
 
    But partner, as long as you are my companion, you are safe from that. You can act according to your own wishes.  
 
    I felt like I needed to say something more. 
 
    I promise I won’t force you to go against your nature. And although my main goal is to log out of NEO, I won’t abandon you. I will never go back on our pact, or delete this character. For as long as you want it, you can remain yourself, as my companion. I promise you.> 
 
    Vic didn’t reply for several moments. My little declaration of sympathy apparently caught him off guard. 
 
    Eventually he seemed to get a hold of himself. When he answered, his voice had lost the sarcasm. For the first time since we met, he sounded sincere.  
 
    <Thank you Oren, I didn’t expect this...> he replied haltingly. 
 
    Then, once again with his usual sarcasm he added <you’re an ok guy...for a meat suit.> 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    
    
      
      	  +1000 reputation with Vic (The Awesome Companion). Current rank: Neutral. Points to next rank: 990 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The hobgoblin war party arrived shortly after.  
 
    We heard them coming before we saw them. They came around a bend in the path, marching single file, making the ground tremble as they approached the ambush point. I counted exactly twelve of them, my luck was holding, the scout’s assessment proved to be more accurate than my vision. Good.  
 
    We may have a chance against twelve, I thought anxiously. 
 
    The lead hobgoblin was an especially large and intimidating brute. I used Analyze on each of them as they entered my skill’s range. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Crog, Hobgoblin lieutenant, level 6, 68hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin warrior, level 4, 53hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    ….. 
 
    ….. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin warrior, level 4, 53hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Analyze skill level increased to 3 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    They had a good amount of hit points. In a head-on fight, we would’ve had no chance against them. I hoped my ambush strategy would tilt the balance in our favor.  
 
    When they reached the area directly in front of where we were hiding the lieutenant, marching at the front of the column, noticed the partially concealed pile of weapons and signaled his warriors to stop.  
 
    Excellent.  
 
    It was just about time to spring our ambush, and fortunately the wounds from Vrick’s spear were almost healed. The lieutenant was examining the pile, a distraction that would only last a few seconds, and the entire force was lined up along the pathway. This was the moment.  
 
    I grasped the staff firmly in my left hand and lunged through the bushes charging at them, screaming to my warriors: “NOW!!” 
 
    All around me goblins burst from the bushes, and launched their spears at the surprised hobgoblins, some barely missing me. About half of the spears found their marks and drew blood. 
 
    Though they were caught off guard, the hobgoblins recovered quickly. Drawing their weapons they turned to face the attack as I charged right for the middle of their formation. 
 
    To the hobgoblins’ confusion, I stopped my headlong charge just as I came into melee distance of their line. They were nice enough to maintain their lined formation, perfect for what came next.  
 
    I called on my new Totem power, Blood Wrath. This was why I had Vrick wound me earlier. 
 
    A wave of force radiated violently away from me. The brunt of the force hit the four hobgoblins directly in front of me. Three were hurled completely over the edge of the chasm to fall to their deaths below. The fourth, more resourceful or simply luckier than his comrades, had caught a foothold, and was hanging onto the edge of the drop.  
 
    The rest of the hobgoblin force in line to either side of me were pushed away from me by the effect and momentarily stunned. 
 
    <Three down, nine more to go> Vic exclaimed brightly. 
 
    The blast had left a sizeable gap in the hobgoblins’ line. 
 
    “Phase two, Go.” I barked. 
 
    My warriors charged towards the hobgoblins, without their spears or any other weapon, exactly as instructed.  
 
    They swarmed over the shaken hobgoblins to my left, each pair targeting a single hobgoblin. Within a heartbeat, five of the hobgoblins were fending off goblins that clung tenaciously to their limbs and bodies; climbing, grappling and pummeling like mad. 
 
    The remaining four hobgoblins to my right were unengaged. I moved to put myself between the two groups, dividing their forces and activated another Totem skill: Mana Shield. 
 
    A clear bubble of magical force appeared around me, completely blocking the path, and cutting off the unengaged hobgoblins from their friends. I faced the four enemies, trusting my goblins to handle the other five at my back. Although I did try to monitor the battle’s progress, occasionally throwing glances back to keep up with what was happening. 
 
    “Divide and conquer,” I mumbled. Phase two. 
 
    The plan was for Vrick to hold back a bit, to let the goblins fully engage, before adding his own unique touch to the skirmish.  
 
    I caught a glimpse of him tackling a hobgoblin that had two goblins crawling all over him. The hobgoblin was busy trying to dislodge a goblin clinging to his back when Vrick jumped on him. Adding his own momentum and brawling abilities, Vrick half grappled, half shoved the hobgoblin to the cliff’s edge. The goblins jumped off the unbalanced hobgoblin and with a final shove threw him off the cliff. His scream ended a few seconds later with a wet splashing noise. 
 
    My goblins didn’t even bother to look down on their handiwork and scurried over to help their brethren. 
 
    Four down, eight more to go, Vic declared grandly. 
 
    The four warriors in front of me had recovered and were attacking me. Luckily, because of the narrow path, only two of them could attack at one time, but even that was a lot for me to handle. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin’s Axe hit Mana Shield for 14 damage. 12 mana drain 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin’s Sword hit Mana Shield for 16 damage. 14 mana drain 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Those two hits drained me of 30% of my mana points. 
 
    Glancing behind me, I saw my warriors were in a tough battle, the hobgoblins’ physical superiority was becoming evident as they recovered from the surprise attack and fought back. Two of them managed to un-grapple themselves, gaining room to draw and swing weapons. The hob lieutenant tore away one of the goblins clinging to his legs and threw him bodily over the cliff. Then he reached for his huge axe as he targeted the next goblin.  
 
    The tide of battle was shifting. Despite that, Vrick, along with three other goblins, threw another hob off the cliff. 
 
    <Five down, seven more to go. One goblin warrior down.> Vic reported. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin’s Axe hit Mana Shield for 13 damage. 11 mana drain 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin’s Sword hit Mana Shield for 15 damage. 13 mana drain 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Damn, 50% MP down… It was time to go on the offensive. 
 
    One of the hobgoblins in front of me had two spears sticking out of him and his health bar was at 60%. I cast a Drilling Arrow, using a few extra seconds to charge it up. As soon as the magical dart was fully charged I launched it at him point blank. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Drilling Arrow hit Hobgoblin Warrior for 22 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Damn, so close. That dropped his health down to 15%, but didn’t put him out of the fight. 
 
    Behind me the battle was still going strong. 
 
    Vic, what’s happening behind me? 
 
    <Not too good boss. The hobs have recovered and are fighting back. Their lieutenant is a strong one. He just threw one goblin off the cliff, and cleaved another with his axe. Oh, your goblins just threw another warrior, but they’re definitely at a disadvantage.> 
 
    I stole a look behind me. Some of the goblins were facing the warriors, barely dodging their weapons while the rest were held off by the lieutenant.  
 
    They wouldn’t last long this way. 
 
    “VRICK,” I shouted, “Ignore the leader, concentrate on the warriors.” 
 
    Vrick didn't bother to reply, instead he gave a few quick commands to his warriors.  
 
    <The goblins are swarming over the warriors.> Vic reported. <There are four goblins on each hob now, they are pinning them down.> 
 
    None of this bothered the hobgoblins in front of me. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin’s Axe hit Mana Shield for 10 damage. 9 mana drain 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin’s Sword hit Mana Shield for 16 damage. 14 mana drain 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    <Eh, boss> Vic intervened <You’re almost out of mana, better think of something quick, or we’ll both be sent for a respawn.> 
 
    Thanks for the update, I replied sarcastically, I’ll get right on it. 
 
    I cast a standard Drilling Arrow at the heavily injured hobgoblin, doing just enough damage to finish him off. The warrior behind him took his place. I had only 25% of my mana pool left. 
 
    <Six down, six more to go. Three goblins down.> Vic informed. 
 
    I threw another glance behind me. The nine goblins easily overpowered the last two hobgoblin warriors, and were throwing them over the cliff. But then the lieutenant charged, and my goblins found themselves overmatched. The heavily-muscled hob swung his huge axe in sweeping arcs, effortlessly killing two of my warriors, while keeping the rest at bay. Just as I had used the narrow path to my advantage, it now enabled him to keep my forces from surrounding him. 
 
    <Eight down, four more to go. Five goblin warriors down.> Vic prompted 
 
    It didn’t look like Vrick and his goblins could handle the lieutenant, despite their advantage in numbers. To make matters worse, the three hobgoblins warriors in front of me found their pace, and were effectively tearing down my shield. 
 
    “Vrick,” I shouted, “switch!” 
 
    The clever little guy understood my meaning immediately. Motioning toward me he shouted “Go Go Go!” The seven goblins swarmed around my shield, their smaller bodies allowing them to pass where their larger cousins could not. I turned to face the lieutenant, leaving Vrick to handle the remaining three warriors. 
 
    The lieutenant gave me an evil smile, swinging his axe in large threatening arcs. Now that I was facing him, I got a good look at his weapon. It was a huge, double bladed greataxe. The steel blade looked heavier than I was. 
 
    I didn’t like his attitude, so I hit him with a Drilling Arrow, giving him his first taste of damage in the battle, and wiping the arrogant smile off his face. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Drilling Arrow hit Crog for 10 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    He snarled at me, exposing his long, sharp incisors, then he raised his axe over his shoulder and charged. Barreling into me he used his momentum to deliver a devastating strike. I saw it as if in slow motion, his axe struck my mana shield and passed through it, then continued the swing to graze my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Crog’s Greataxe hit Mana Shield for 35 damage. 31 mana drain. You take 2 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That hit drained almost my entire mana reserve. I was left with only six MP, the next hit would destroy my shield. I was in serious trouble. 
 
    Behind me Vrick and his boys were not doing so great either. They’d managed to throw off another hobgoblin, but lost two more of our own warriors.  
 
    I couldn’t count on them for support, I had to defeat Crog on my own. Somehow. 
 
    The lieutenant circled me, swinging wildly with his axe, forcing me back. I stepped away from the ledge, with him closing on me, until my back was to the wall. Literally. There was no way I could throw him off the cliff now. 
 
    I didn’t want to use my last Drilling Arrow just yet, but my only other weapon was the Totem staff. I tried hitting him with it, but he contemptuously parried my attack and landed another devastating hit on my shield. 
 
    The Greataxe crushed my underpowered shield, shattering it. Its momentum barely reduced, the axe plowed into my torso. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Crog’s Greataxe hit Mana Shield for 32 damage. 6 mana drain. You take 25 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Pain exploded from my ribs, making me stumble, my health bar plummeted to 52. With that wound I felt the, now familiar, rage building inside my chest, enabling my Blood Wrath ability. Starting to panic, I unthinkingly activated the skill. 
 
    A line of force erupted out of my finger, directly at Crog. The ray hit his body, but to my chagrin Crog took the hit with ease. The blow had a force of over 800 Kg, but the hobgoblin only had to place one leg back to absorb it and regain his balance. Recovering effortlessly, he continued his assault. 
 
    I had no more mana, my hit points low. 
 
    Frantically I tried to think of a way out of this mess, but Crog didn’t let me have a moment. His axe came down at me again. This time the axe blade slashed diagonally, cutting deeply from my shoulder to my stomach, sending waves of burning agony through my body. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Crog’s Greataxe hit you for 31 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I could feel Blood Wrath charging up again, but what good would it do?  
 
    I only had 21 hp left. If only he did a bit more damage, I thought desperately, I could have hit him with doubly charged force.  
 
    Crog lifted the axe high above him, preparing for one final earth shattering hit. I was cornered, there was no way to run and there was no way I could block. Behind him I could see my goblins throwing off the last of the hobgoblin warriors. They would not be able to reach me in time to help, Crog started his swing. I cringed, waiting for the unavoidable death blow. 
 
    <Oh for the love of Guy!> Vic exasperated voice sounded in my mind <do I have to do everything around here myself?> 
 
    As Crog's axe plunged toward my head. Vic’s cloak-like body shifted, flowing past either side of me, reaching with several tendrils toward the coming attack. His tendrils wrapped themselves around the axe and Crog’s arms, and pulled. The axe’s trajectory shifted, barely missing me, and hit the cliff face instead, showering me with gravel. Vic’s mass continued to melt and shift around Crog, the last tendrils leaving my body and wrapping around Crog’s arms and legs, restraining him. A few tendrils even reached up around the hobgoblin’s face, blocking his view. 
 
    Bound from head to toe, Crog lost his balance and fell, landing on the ground at my feet. 
 
    He struggled powerfully against Vic’s hold, I could see strands of Vic’s purple tendrils stretching to their limits, tears appearing in them. Vic bought me a moment of respite, it was still up to me to finish it. 
 
    Free from the onslaught, I found my bearing. I knew what I had to do now. 
 
    Pulling out my dagger, I cut my palm, adding a shallow wound. 
 
    I felt the powerful rage in my body intensify in response. 
 
    I bent down and put my palm in line with Crog’s head. He had already freed one arm and was clawing at a piece of Vic wrapping around his head. Tearing the obscuring mass away from his face, all he saw was a goblin’s outstretched hand in front of his eyes. 
 
    I smiled at him, “Goodbye Crog” and activated Blood Wrath, aiming at his head. 
 
    A tremendous pushing force, erupted from my finger. It hit Crog’s forehead at point blank. Crog’s head snapped back at the ground, hitting it with a sickening CRACK! His skull split open against the hard stone, and that was the last of the invading hobgoblins. 
 
    I found myself sitting on the ground, exhausted.  
 
    Finally, it’s over. I thought numbly. 
 
    I tried to stand but the adrenaline that sustained me through the battle drained away. My wounds throbbed and ached, demanding my attention. My head was spinning and I barely managed to remain sitting upright. 
 
    Crog’s body lay in front of me.  
 
    Wearily, I retrieved one of the healing potions Bogan gave me and downed it. Relief washed over me, as my wounds closed. I was back to 75% health.  
 
    Getting back to my feet, I surveyed the now peaceful ambush site, and headed over to check the rest of the group. 
 
    Out of the twelve goblins, only Vrick and two warriors were still alive. Vrick was laying on the ground, critically wounded, a sword stuck in his chest. I glanced at his icon on my display, his health bar was nearly empty, and he was suffering from a Bleeding debuff. Removing the sword would probably kill him.  
 
    “God damn it,” I swore. 
 
    I only had one healing potion remaining, but I couldn't let Vrick die. The goblin proved his worth a dozen times over during the battle. My experiences had taught me that good assistants were hard to find. In or out of the game.  
 
    I pulled out the last healing potion and gave it to Vrick, who downed it, making his health bar jump back to maximum. I was waiting for that to happen, and drew the sword from his chest, inflicting 10 points additional damage. 
 
    “Now if you’re finished resting,” I grinned at him “how about you get off your ass so we can get back to work?” 
 
    Vrick looked at me with gratitude, then smiled humorously. It was the first time I saw him do that. 
 
    
    
      
      	  +600 reputation with Vrick. Current rank: Friendly 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Everyone was injured to a degree, myself included, but there was no need to tend the wounds. Our hit points would regenerate soon enough. 
 
    Crog’s body was still entangled in Vic’s partially torn purple mass. As I watched, the mass shifted and slithered off, reshaping. But instead of forming Vic’s goblin body, it grew several tentacles that crawled over the body, their finger-like tips probing his face.  
 
    What are you doing? I cringed as one tentacle penetrated an ear. 
 
    <I can feel….> Vic hesitated <Something... It's as if his controls are open for the taking, but they’re out of reach>  
 
    The tentacles kept probing. Then a tentacle entered Crog’s mouth, and another wormed up his nose. I felt bile rising, making me want to turn away from the sight. 
 
     <There!> Vic said excitedly.  
 
    His body flowed through the tentacles and disappeared completely into Crog’s corpse. 
 
     <I found it!> 
 
    I approached and looked at the dead lieutenant’s body.  
 
    His eyes snapped open. 
 
    I jumped back with a yelp, grabbing my staff. The hobgoblin rose into a sitting position and started laughing. “Ha Ha, oh man, you should've seen your face.” he growled out in a brutish voice, though his words were clearly Vic’s. “Here, let's do that again!” He promptly laid back flat on his back, closing his eyes again. The bastard was still grinning. 
 
    “Cut the crap Vic,” I muttered, embarrassed. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Oh, this is awesome.” Vic-Crog answered wildly. “I just learned a new skill, the second one I got in this fight.” 
 
    “Really?” I raised one brow. “I didn’t know you could learn new skills. What are they?” 
 
    “When I grabbed and wrestled this stupid puppet,” he pointed at himself, “I got the Grab skill. It allows me to better grapple enemies, just as I did when I saved your ass. And I just received this ‘Possess corpse’ skill. It occurred to me that a dead puppet is just a vacant puppet, and I was able to access ‘its’ controls.”  
 
    The walking corpse raised his arms triumphantly and uttered a satisfied growl. “This feels amazing, with a little practice, I would be able to control dead bodies longer as the ‘Possess corpse’ skill level increases,”. 
 
    I could see the potential of such skill. “That’s really amazing Vic, so you can access the full power of this hobgoblin?” 
 
    “Err… not exactly boss,” Hob-Vic replied regretfully. 
 
    “I can access skills and abilities that are connected to race or physical state, like his ‘Powerful’ skill which makes him stronger than the standard hobgoblin. But knowledge-based skills are locked. So I can’t use his Axes skill, for example.”  
 
    His eyes rolled around completely in their sockets, like he was looking at the inside of his head, it was eerie.  
 
    “However, I do seem to retain my own knowledge-based skills. I can still use Grab, while dear ol’ dead Crog here didn’t have this skill.” He chuckled. 
 
    “Not bad.” I said in approval. 
 
    “Oh, one more thing” Vic added. “I can also view his log history, though the Possess Corpse skill limits how far back I can access it.” 
 
    “Hmm” I stroke my chin. “I can see how that could be useful. Anything interesting in particular?” 
 
    Vic was silent for a long as, I assumed, he reviewed over the logs.  
 
    “That’s strange, it says here that Crog received a magical message just before the fight. It reads: ‘H90-2GO,’ weird eh?” 
 
    I mulled it over for a moment, what the hell is H90? It sounded like a robot name from Star Wars. 
 
    I shrugged and let it go. It’s not that important now anyway.  
 
    I looked at the field of battle. The ground was strewn with the bodies of the fallen; six dead goblins and two hobgoblins, we threw the rest of them down the cliff. 
 
    “Search the bodies,” I ordered my troops. 
 
    The hobgoblins used heavy falchions. Counting the one I drew out of Vrick’s body, we now had two. Crog’s axe was large and heavy, and of excellent quality. 
 
    
    
      
      	  High quality, Greataxe 
  Description: Greataxe meant to be wielded by both hands, of excellent craftsmanship. 
  Type: weapon, two handed. 
  Rank: standard 
  Durability: 77/80 
  Damage: 15-28 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Too bad it’s not magical.  
 
    Then again, none of the goblins were strong enough to wield it. 
 
    It should make an excellent source of good quality steel for reforging, I reasoned. 
 
    We also retrieved a few dropped battleaxes and two sets of hardened leather armor off the bodies. Vic removed the armor his possessed body was wearing on his own. They were too big for any of us to use, but we could dismantle them for crafting components. 
 
    We also found 13 gold coins and two other items. 
 
    “Take a look at that,” growled Hob-Vic.  
 
    He produced a map and a small orange glass item from his belt. The glass item was an alchemical grenade, but one unlike any I’d ever seen. I Analyzed it. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Cursed Fire grenade. 
  Description: An alchemical grenade that burns with unholy fire. 
  Rank: magical 
  Effect: unholy fire burns for 10 seconds. 10 damage per second. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Cool.  
 
    But why would a hobgoblin lieutenant need such an item? Wouldn’t a normal Fire Grenade be just as effective? Not to mention easier to procure? This kind of grenade would be useful against a celestial, cold-based being, but it’s not like the hobgoblins were going to fight something like that, right? 
 
    I unfolded the map next, it depicted the surrounding area. It showed in great detail, the mountains, the forest to the south, and named plains that were to the west. There were two spots marked on the map. One looked like a large city beyond the mountain ridge further to the north, the hobgoblin’s settlement probably. The other mark was our clan’s cave.  
 
    They were definitely coming for us, I realized. It was a good thing we stopped them. 
 
    A system prompt popped up. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You found a map piece. Would you like to add it to your personal map? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I confirmed.  
 
    The map piece turned to dust in my hand, and its details were added to my own game map. 
 
    I walked over to the edge of the precipice and looked down.  
 
    Damn that is a long fall.  
 
    I couldn’t see the bodies that were thrown off, and it was probably a bad idea to send the goblins to roam blindly around the mountain side, looking for them.  
 
    Crap. Oh well, you can’t have everything.  
 
    There was no doubt we would have lost the fight if we hadn’t picked our ground and used the element of surprise. Using the cliff enabled us to overcome the superior hobgoblin force. It was too bad that tactic also lost us most of the loot.  
 
    After we finished recovering everything useful, the looted bodies dematerialized, absorbed by the game. 
 
    I put as many of the weapons as I could carry into my inventory without being encumbered and ordered my troops to carry the rest. The Greataxe alone required two goblin warriors to carry, since it was too big to fit inside a goblin’s inventory. With everyone overburdened, we slowly made our way back to the clan.  
 
    While we walked, Vic’s voice sounded in my mind.  
 
    <Hey boss, during the battle you received several system messages. I thought it best to ignore them, what with all the weapons swinging around, people flying over cliffs, etcetera. Anyway, would you like to view them now?> 
 
    “So you can still do that, even while you are controlling another body?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    <Sure I can, we made a pact didn’t we? As long as its unbroken, I’ll have access to your controls and can assist you. It works even if I’m currently steering another meat suit, or far away from you> He replied smugly. <As a matter of fact, if my body is destroyed, even in spirit form I still have access. So you don’t have to worry about losing contact with the game again>  
 
    “That’s a relief.” I felt a bit better knowing the connection to the game, provided by Vic, was secure. “It’s good to know. Please show me the messages I’ve missed” 
 
    <You got it boss> Vic replied casually, and system messages popped up one after the other. 
 
    
    
      
      	   Mana Shield skill level increased to 11 
  Congratulations! You acquired a new skill rank: Apprentice. 
  As an Apprentice Mana Shield user, you have learned to better control your shield. You may now move slowly while the shield is active. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  <Blood Wrath skill level increased to 11 
  Congratulations! You acquired a new skill rank: Apprentice. 
  As an Apprentice Blood Wrath user, you learned a new effect. 
  Piercing Attack: you may channel the force as a piercing narrow beam. Damage: 3-5 per skill level. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New skill acquired: War Party Leader(*) [passive, monster race] 
  You know how to command and lead troops to victory. 
  Current level 1: Novice. 
  Effects I: lead up to 11 warriors.  
  Effect II: All party members under you gain 5% to defense and attack.  
  Effect III: 5% XP bonus to party 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  War Party: Vrick gained 1 level 
  War Party: Goblin Warrior gained 2 levels 
  War Party: Goblin Warrior gained 2 levels 
  War Party: Goblin Warrior gained 2 levels 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 6. You have 1 ability point to allocate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That battle was a close call, but damn it was worth it. I grinned as I browsed through the messages. 
 
    I gained a brand-new skill, reached the Apprentice rank in two others, and leveled up. Not bad at all. My overall power has significantly increased. To top it all, I completed the quest to stop the invading hobgoblins. 
 
    Wait a minute…. My triumphant grin turned into a puzzled frown. I didn’t receive a quest completed notification. 
 
    I brought up my quest log, and saw that the quest ‘Defeat the Hobgoblin Raid’ was still active. Even more alarming, was the countdown counter now showing only 55 minutes remaining. 
 
    Shit!!  
 
    My excitement was forgotten in an instant as a sense of dread spread over me. The only explanation was that my original vision had shown me the truth all along. There were two dozen hobgoblins, they must have divided their forces to attack the clan on two fronts, and we had only defeated one of the groups. The other one must have marched along a different route to the clan.  
 
    I suddenly understood the meaning of the message the lieutenant received. ‘H90-2GO...’ - H-90… H-hour 90.... 90 minutes 2GO. Ninety minutes to attack. I only had 54 minutes remaining.  
 
    Shit! 
 
    I glanced at the overburdened and still wounded goblins. They were in no shape for another fight, and running all the way back would make it worse. 
 
    There was still a chance to thwart the attack. I was fully healed by now, if I ran as fast as I could, maybe I would make it back on time, and maybe the chieftain and I could repel the attack. 
 
    “Vrick” I turned to my second in command. “Get back to the cave as quickly as you can, I will meet you there. But don’t overexert yourself. We need you ready to fight when you get there.” 
 
    Not one for many words, Vrick nodded his understanding. 
 
    “I’ll see you back at the cave.” I made to run down the path. 
 
    “Here,” grunted Hob-Vic. His burly arms grabbed a hold of me. Without any discernable effort, he lifted me and placed me over his back.  
 
    “Hold on tight boss” he growled, “This puppet can run much faster than you”. 
 
    “Alright, Vic.” I replied, trying to ignore the proximity to his crushed skull to my face. 
 
    He started running. Slowly, at first, but as he found his rhythm, his pounding gait gradually increased. Soon he was sprinting at full throttle, the downward slope adding to his speed. It was all I could do to hold onto him.  
 
    We had covered about half the distance, when Hob-Vic halted abruptly and put me down. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked him in bewilderment. 
 
    Instead of answering, he stumbled, falling down to the ground. 
 
    “Vic!” I cried in alarm. 
 
    Purple goo seeped out of his ears, mouth and nostrils. The tendrils coalesced into, a now familiar, purple mass, then reformed, back into Vic’s purple goblin shape. 
 
    “Sorry boss,” he replied, “The duration to possess the body is over, we gotta run on our own the rest of the way.” 
 
    “Okay Vic.” 
 
    Crog’s body evaporated as Vic morphed back into his Vicloack shape around my shoulders, and I started running.  
 
    “Vic, I’m going to open my character sheet, make it partially transparent, ok?” 
 
    <You got it boss> 
 
    I assigned the Attribute point I gained from the level up, into Mental, then checked my character screen. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Title: Dripper’s clan Totem 
  Level: 6, (45%) 
  Race: Monster Race [Goblin] 
  Type: Boss I [Totem] 
  Deity: Corgoram 
  Attributes: [0 points available] 
  -           Physical 2 
  -           Mental 8 
  -           Social 0 
  Pools: 
  -           Hit Points: 112 
  -           Mana: 190 
  -           Armor: 7 
  Skills: 
  -           Murphy’s Bitch 3 (75%) (Prime) 
  -           Analyze 3 (25%) 
  -           Tracking 1 (20%) 
  -           War Party Leader 1 (0%) 
  Skills (Spells): 
  -           Mana Manipulation 2 (71%) 
  -           Drilling Arrow 2 (32%) (Prime) 
  -           Mana Shield 11 (10%) 
  -           Blood Wrath 11 (5%)  
  Traits: 
  -           Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social) 
  -           Quick learner +20% 
  -           Boss boon I 
  -           Soul Companion: Vic 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My hit points and mana had gone up, and I was showing good progress in most of my skills.  
 
    A few more skirmishes like that and I would have been able to defeat DurDur on my own.  
 
    The battle made it clear that, for the moment, my role was as a support type. I didn’t have access to powerful damage dealing skills yet. The Blood Wrath ability was indeed powerful, but activating it was tricky, I couldn’t use it at will so it was unwise to depend on it for future fights. I had to develop my own damage potential and maybe some crowd control abilities. 
 
    I checked the quest timer, we had 30 minutes remaining. We can make it! 
 
    I began to tire from running at top speed. Very soon I’d have to take a break and walk. But if I do that, we’ll be too late. Even if I kept running and made it all the way back to the cave without collapsing, I would be in no shape for a fight.  
 
    Damn! It seems like failure is inevitable. 
 
    <Why don’t you support yourself with mana?> Vic suggested. 
 
    That was an interesting notion. I had done something similar in desperation when I was inside Vatras’ imprisonment pearl. But that wild use of mana was dangerous, swapping the body’s energy with raw magical power had explosive potential. Literally. To my knowledge, no one ever tried using mana to support themselves physically for extended periods of time. 
 
    “Is it even possible?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    Vic gave a sort of a mental shrug <You’ll never know unless you try. But your main strength is the size of your mana pool and your mana regeneration, if you can harness that, you’ll have a mana-overdrive-puppet on your hand, worth a try, right?> 
 
    I considered it as I continued running.  
 
    Well…. Why not? I am a mana master after all. 
 
    I accessed my mana and circulated it inside my body as I ran. My entire body began glowing with a soft blue light.  
 
    I pictured my body absorbing the energy back into worn muscles. The glow diminished and I felt significant relief, my exhausted body was recharged with energy. It actually worked. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Manipulation Skill level increased to 3 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Skill acquired: Mana infusion(M) [active, monster race] 
  When active, mana is used to energize your physical body. You can run and perform other strenuous activities without getting tired, as long as you have enough mana to support it. 
  Current level 1: Novice. 
  Effects: mana drain rate 199% 
  Prime badge: As the first player to unlock this skill you gain 50% increased rate and can teach it to others. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s a useful skill. 
 
    Another Prime badge! I thought happily. 
 
    How come it never occurred to me to invent such skill until now? I wondered. Then I realized, probably because I never had a clan to save before. 
 
    <It’s fascinating listening to you having a discussion with yourself> Vic's voice dripped with sarcasm. 
 
    I ignored him. Playing as Arladen, I never really found myself in such dire circumstances. I could always rely on my guild, or hire mercenaries to do my dirty work. I never actually had to ‘rough’ it on my own, so nothing pushed me to invent such a skill.  
 
    The clan’s main entrance came into my view in the distance, lit by the torches within. The quest log showed eight more minutes till the hobgoblin force arrived. 
 
    My mana regeneration rate was higher than the drain of the Mana Infusion skill, so my mana was still full. I was ready for another fight. 
 
    I was almost at the entrance when I received another pleasant surprise. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Infusion skill level increased to 2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I reached the cave entrance with five minutes to spare. There was no time to lose. I entered the cavern shouting “HOBGOBLIN SOLDIERS APPROACHING!” 
 
    I was about to run in and look for the chieftain, when Vic made a <Ping> sound, adding in a deep baritone voice <Captain! We are being hailed.> 
 
    “What!?” I exclaimed in surprise 
 
    Vic’s tone was somewhat aggrieved <What ‘what’? You never watched Star Trek? What kind of a gamer geek are you anyway?> He snorted. <The admins replied to your message, hot shot.>  
 
    His voice was followed by a system message. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Era Online [Internal messaging service]: 
  
     
 
      
      	  From: SuperWolf#23 
  Subject: please stand still 
  - 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A reply from Tal. Finally. It took him long enough, it had been nearly eight hours since I messaged him. 
 
    But why is he messaging me to stand still? I frowned.  
 
    I remained in place, contemplating this puzzling line.  
 
    Without warning, a shimmering black bubble appeared around me, completely blocking the view of the cave and silencing all noises.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8 - Lawyered  
 
    I was in a featureless round room, it had no exits or windows. I grasped the Totem Staff tightly as I stood there, waiting for something to happen.  
 
    What the hell is going on? 
 
    For some reason, I felt….good. No, better than good. I felt amazing. It was hard to explain, I felt light, unburdened, as if a weight I hadn’t noticed until now had been lifted from my shoulders.  
 
    As I was reveling in the sensation, a large table materialized in the center of the room. It was the kind of table found in bank managers’ and lawyers’ offices; heavy, intimidating, officious. Two comfortable looking office chairs appeared at the table. It all looked very un-game-like.  
 
    I shrugged and took a seat in the nearest chair. 
 
    <Whatever you do> Vic whispered urgently in my mind <do not reveal my presence.> 
 
    I didn’t have time to respond before a flash of bright light filled the chair across from me. When the light subsided, a sober faced man was seated in it. He was dressed in a crisp, gray, two-piece suit with matching tie. His expression was cool and calculating, an ‘I am in charge’ demeanor. He looked like a stereotypical high-level bureaucrat. He reminded me of Agent Smith from ‘The Matrix’, except this guy wasn’t wearing sunglasses. 
 
    He smiled, revealing perfectly even, white teeth. His eyes emitted no warmth. 
 
    “Mr. Berman.” He greeted me in an even tone, placing some papers on the table. “My name is Mr. Emery, I’m an attorney for the company. A pleasure to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    He held out his hand for me to shake. 
 
    I shrugged and leaned over the table and shook it with my own small green hand.  
 
    Finally, someone is here to rescue me, took them long enough! 
 
    “As you no doubt guessed, we’re here to discuss your current circumstances.”  
 
    “Well, it’s about time.” 
 
    He nodded. “After you contacted your friend Mr. Weissman, he brought your predicament to our attention. You can imagine the level of alarm it raised. Our experts have been analyzing the system, investigating the cause of your current plight since we were alerted to the situation.” His voice was concerned but he was watching me with dispassionate eyes. 
 
    I decided to keep quiet for now and let him do the talking. Something about this didn’t feel right, my instincts were tingling, telling me something was going on besides the obvious. 
 
    “Yes, well, at any rate,” he continued after a few moments without a reply from me. “Following Mr. Weissman’s report of your exploits, we tracked down your personal character logs and reviewed them all, up until they ended abruptly. You see Mr. Berman, it appears you have, as some might say, become ‘lost in the machine’.” 
 
    That got my attention.  
 
    “What do you mean, lost?” I challenged him, “I’m right here. Why are you wasting time talking to me? You know where I am, log me out already.” 
 
    “Ah… you see Mr. Berman, you have touched the essence of the situation.” 
 
    I kept a steady expression, not giving him any ammunition to work off of.  
 
    After a long pause he continued, “Unfortunately, we cannot log you out. Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that? ” I demanded. 
 
    “I am not a technical expert, Mr. Berman. When we conclude our meeting, you will meet with a colleague who has a better grasp of the technical details. But from what I understand, the chain of events that followed your transformation into a goblin, and your subsequent promotion to…Totem, caused the Game Artificial Intelligence to reclassify you as an NPC. As such, you no longer appear in the player database. Unfortunately, that means the emergency log out tools the company employs cannot locate you in the game, and so they cannot be used to log you out at this time.” 
 
    I looked at him suspiciously. I was sure he was leading up to something. “All right, then when?” 
 
    He relaxed back into his chair with a satisfied expression “Please understand Mr. Berman, our engineers are certain they can develop a workaround to locate and extract you. And just so that there is no question in your mind, I’m telling you upfront that your rescue is the company’s highest priority.” 
 
    That was frosting, sweet, pretty, and without real value.  
 
    “However...“ he paused, weighing his words carefully before giving me the stick. “The coding adjustment required is not a simple one. The current estimate for the work effort on the project is six months of development. Roughly. In real time.” He observed me carefully as I did the math and realized what his words actually meant. 
 
    “Y-you’re telling me I’m stuck in the game for the next six years…” I whispered in shock. How would I survive that long? Would I even stay sane? Or alive?? 
 
    He nodded as he saw the realization dawn on me.  
 
    “I’m afraid so. I am told you have a technical background, so you probably know that these early estimates are frequently inaccurate, it could take as long as a year, per our worst-case scenario.” 
 
    My stomach lurched and I felt bile rise in my throat. I was dazed. 
It was hard to accept the notion that I was going to be stuck in the game for years. What would my parents do? How would I pay my bills? How would my body survive that long? 
 
    He let me have a few moments to wallow as more despair creeped in, carefully observing my expression. When he judged the time was right, he offered the carrot. 
 
    “Yes Mr. Berman. You are in a difficult situation. Luckily, there are alternatives.” 
 
    I looked up when I heard him imply there was a figurative lifeline. The bastard knew exactly what he was doing, and was timing his words perfectly, priming me for each step of his agenda.  
 
    And now he’s going to hit me with some other, slightly less terrible shit-alternative, and try to convince me it's candy. 
 
    “First let me assure you Mr. Berman, that regardless of the outcome of our conversation, your body will be well cared for, per the company’s legal obligation. As a matter of fact, I am told that a team of highly trained specialists will be upgrading your capsule for extended immersion capability. Before we continue any further, I will need your permission to allow them to enter your premises and administer the necessary treatment.” 
 
    Ha! Another carrot, I thought as a window of legal writing popped open in front of me, detailing the exact authority my caretakers would have over my body and personal belongings.  
 
    I wasn't comfortable putting my fate in the company’s hands, I would be completely helpless and at their mercy. Then again, if they wanted to harm me they could have done so already. Whatever else was going on, my body did need support.  
 
    I didn’t have much of a choice, I signed the contract digitally, and it closed immediately. 
 
    “Excellent.” Mr. Emery was almost rubbing his hands together.  
 
    “Now, before we continue discussing our original topic, I have a proposition for you.” 
 
    I didn’t care much for how he shrugged away the fact that the company had made me a prisoner, but I let him speak. 
 
    “Your body will be taken care of, 24 hours a day, by a team of professionals. We are committed to giving you the best commercially available support.” He looked at me meaningfully as he emphasized the word.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes. He wasn’t done with me, he wanted more, maybe much more. He was unfazed by my glare.  
 
    “As I said, we are committed to giving you the best commercially available treatment. However, the company R&D department is currently testing an advanced prototype extended immersion module. The company is willing to absorb the cost of the module now, to make sure your body receives the absolute best treatment available. In addition, you will receive a monthly stipend of ten thousand dollars.” 
 
    That definitely sounded too good to be true. 
 
    “And in return…?” I stared hard at him. 
 
    “You sign a document, stipulating you do not, and will not hold the company liable for the incident that brought you to these circumstances. This contract will have no bearing on your extraction from the game.” 
 
    That didn’t sound too bad. 
 
    “And this document will not affect your commitment to help me out of the game in any way?” 
 
    “None at all.” 
 
    I took my time to think about it. I definitely felt the desire to sue the shit out of the company for landing me here. But I also realized years might pass in the game before I’d be able to get out. Having the best treatment for my body that money could buy should come first, right? 
 
    “I want it in the contract. That signing it by no means releases the company from its responsibility to do everything in its power to look after my interests and get me out.” 
 
    He nodded. “Certainly. In fact, there already is such a clause in this contract Mr. Berman. Will you sign it?” 
 
    Another legal document popped open in front of me. It was surprisingly short, I read each line carefully. I was no legal expert, but it looked like everything Mr. Creepy said was in there. 
 
    I signed the contract, feeling as if I was signing away a part of my soul. 
 
    Mr. Emery’s mouth smiled. “Excellent.” 
 
    He looked down at his notes. 
 
    “Now, to go back to the subject of logging you out. As I said, the time estimate for implementing a fix is six to twelve months, but there is some good news.”  
 
    He looked me straight in the eyes. 
 
    Here comes the shit-flavored candy, I thought to myself. 
 
    “There is another way for you to log out of the game, Mr. Berman. However, it relies almost entirely on you.” 
 
    I stared at him in surprise. 
 
    “Me? How? Wait…” I frowned. “You’re not about to reveal the existence of some magic door to the real world, and all I have to do is slay the dragon guarding it, right?” 
 
    It sounded like some bad science fiction plot.  
 
    He chuckled politely at my joke.  
 
    “Actually, Mr. Berman, you are not far from the truth. As I said before, our engineers tracked your logs all the way up to the moment you disappeared from our view. They determined you were reclassified by the G.A.I as a…”  
 
    He looked down at his notes.  
 
    “A boss monster?” He looked at me questionably “Is that correct?” 
 
    <Careful here> Vic whispered a warning. I didn’t know why was he whispering, I was the only one who could hear his telepathic messages. 
 
    I nodded at the lawyer. “Yes,” I answered carefully “It appears so.” 
 
    “Ah,” He smiled with his eyes still cold. “As we suspected. And may I inquire what tier your boss monster character is?” 
 
    “Tier 1.” 
 
    He nodded, “Just as our engineers expected, but they wanted to verify their theory before telling you what it means. To put it plainly Mr. Berman, that is your magic door.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. 
 
    “Tier 4 bosses are deemed significant enough to merit automatic registration on an external monitoring system, one controlled by the admins. According to the developers all you have to do is attain boss tier 4, and the admins will be able to identify and access your character, and then re-enable the log out sequence. A simple and ingenious solution, I’m sure you’ll agree.” 
 
    My head was spinning. Freaking tier 4? I was the only player to play a monster, let alone a boss, who knew how hard it would be to reach tier 4, or if it was even possible at all. 
 
    I looked back at the lawyer who was carefully watching my reaction. 
 
    “Why don't we cooperate?” I suggested, “I’ll try to reach tier 4 on my own and you guys work on the solution you first mentioned. That way, I have a backup.” 
 
    As I spoke his expression became completely neutral.  
 
    “Mr. Berman, even if it takes you months or years, it would surely be faster, from your perspective, than waiting for the company to come to your rescue, don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Maybe” I agreed, “but I would feel much better knowing there’s a plan B in motion.” 
 
    He nodded, “You might be right, but think for a moment, do you know how much money such an approach is going to cost us?” 
 
    What the hell is he saying?? 
 
    “The company would have to exhaust significant resources trying to implement this ‘Plan B’ as you so aptly named it. Whole teams of highly experienced developers, data scientists and engineers would have to work around the clock. It would cost millions of dollars. We would prefer you to first attempt handling the situation from your end”. 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 
 
    “The hell with that!” I exploded hotly. “I’m trapped in an imaginary world your company created. You are keeping me a prisoner and hostage against my will. I don’t give a damn about how much it is going to cost you. Millions are small change for you. You are responsible for my situation, so GET. ME. THE. HELL. OUT!” I shouted those last few words. 
 
    He was completely unruffled by my outburst, expressionless as he observed the spectacle of me venting. 
 
    “But that is not completely accurate, is it Mr. Berman?” He asked in a cloying tone. 
 
    “What?” I asked sharply. 
 
    “It is not correct that the company is solely responsible for your situation.” He clarified. “You were warned that playing as a monster was dangerous, and that there might be consequences if you kept playing. But you displayed a staggering lack of common sense, ignored your friend Tal’s warning and continued to play.” He finished as if addressing a jury, carefully observing the impact of his words. 
 
    Shit. They knew Tal was aware of my situation and didn’t report it. Worse, they knew he’d violated his NDA agreement. Damn! He was probably in serious trouble because of me.  
 
    But how the hell did they find out about our conversation? Did they have a tap on his phone or something? 
 
    “But…” I whispered “A few million is nothing to the company… Last year they netted over 15 billion dollars…” 
 
    He nodded with a satisfied expression.  
 
    “Those statements might be correct, Mr. Berman, and if your predicament was the only issue, the company could easily absorb the costs. However, it is not the only issue. You might not be aware, Mr. Berman, but your carelessness has already cost the company tens of millions.” 
 
    I looked at him in confusion. 
 
    “The appearance of a goblin player in a remote, primordial part of NEO, significantly altered the game, Mr. Berman. The G.A.I was forced to adapt and change the game, creating a backstory and history that explains your character presence and your place in it. The moment you started interacting with the game as a goblin, the system created clans, quests, special locations, bosses, ruins, sapient NPC’s, and generated centuries of regional history and culture. All for your sake.”  
 
    Again he paused, letting me absorb this information.  
 
    “That is how the game was designed to work and it is not a problem normally. The players influence the game, and the world adapts and evolves. But that sort of adaptation is meant to occur gradually and involve thousands, if not millions of players. Your actions have rewritten a large piece of NEO for your sole benefit. I am sure you can imagine the vast expenses such a scenario would necessitate.“ 
 
    “No, I don’t understand.” I insisted. He claimed he wasn’t technically knowledgeable, so I might have the edge on this front. “It’s well-known that Guy is hosted on a quantum server. No matter how large a shift my presence has caused, he can handle any amount of processing instantaneously, it shouldn’t cost the company an extra cent.” 
 
    “Again, that is true. However, the G.A.I isn’t the only resource the game is based on. There are also data storage arrays, network relays and other technical systems to consider, all quite costly. The sudden creation of a sub-cosmos within the game overloaded many of them. As I understand, new regional server proxies had to be deployed immediately to compensate, data storage was bought at a premium, and the network load has significantly increased. All those cost money Mr. Berman. Moreover, since the originating character was a goblin, many of the subsequent scenarios and game changes were unforeseen. This abnormality is creating bugs that are wreaking havoc with the system, our best technicians are working frantically to resolve them. In short, Mr. Berman, you have stirred up significant, very expensive, trouble for the company.” 
 
    He stared at me with hard eyes. 
 
    “The unexpected costs have caused our yearly fiscal projections to drop. We forecast a significant drop in the price of the company’s shares in the near future, which will force the company to take drastic measures to stabilize. Some employees will lose their jobs. Shareholders will lose their investments. People’s lives are likely to be ruined. And all that because you had to continue playing a goblin.” He let contempt slip into his tone as he eyed my character up and down.  
 
    He regained his composure, and smiled unpleasantly. 
 
    “So you can see why the company is not thrilled to invest a significant amount of money on behalf of the person who caused so much trouble, and if it ever gets to court, which I sincerely doubt, I don’t think the jury would be very sympathetic as well, hearing what you have wrought.” 
 
    He watched my shocked reaction to his words. Then, probably following some lawyer tactic offered me another carrot. 
 
    “Not all is lost though, Mr. Berman. The company is still legally bound to help you. Your body WILL be taken care of. Our people will be on standby to extract you the moment you attain boss tier 4. We are even prepared to offer you a special bonus, of the amount of 250,000 dollars, if you agree to take on the task of securing your own release.” 
 
    There was nothing more I could have argued against him. I was defeated, and he knew it. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “We want you to sign another contract with us, stipulating all I have just said. On top of that, we would like you to sign an NDA agreement, in which you commit to never reveal what has happened to you to the public.” 
 
    He looked smugly at my crestfallen expression. 
 
    “I should add that you are entitled to legal representation of your own, but due to your circumstance it will take time to arrange. However, right now I am feeling generous, I am willing to sweeten the deal. Sign the two documents now, and your friend Mr. Weissman will not be fired and prosecuted for breaching his NDA by talking to you.” 
 
    That last bit sealed the deal for me. I was trapped on all sides, Mr. Emery had seen to that. He expertly herded me into an inescapable trap, and I had nowhere to run. The only thing I could think of, was to get a little bit of extra help in the game. That was one of the major handicaps of my situation. 
 
    “There’s one thing,” I hesitated. “I need other players to join me, playing as monster races. I will need the help of other people, NEO is all about teamwork. And as you said, my presence as a player-monster has already impacted the game. So additional players shouldn’t be much of an issue, right? At least that way, all that extra content is not all wasted on a single player.” 
 
    He frowned at my suggestion. “I’m not in a position to determine if that is possible, Mr. Berman.” 
 
    He thought about it for a moment.  
 
    What was this in his eyes right now… I wondered. Was that… satisfaction? 
 
    At last he seemed to come to a resolution. 
 
    “Very well, Mr. Berman. If it is possible, we will grant your request. I accept your demand.” 
 
    “I want that in writing,” I put my hand on the table. “This and everything else that you promised me, including Tal’s amnesty.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And I want to talk to him in person.” 
 
    He smiled smugly. “We have anticipated your request. Mr. Berman. Mr. Weisman is the technical representative that is scheduled to talk with you after we conclude our meeting.” 
 
    The cold-blooded bastard knew how this conversation was going to play out. He just guided me carefully to its inevitable conclusion.  
 
    Another pop-up legal contract appeared in front of me, detailing everything that we agreed upon, including Tal’s amnesty. 
 
    They even prepared the legal contract in advance. I thought in anger Those bastards! 
 
    I waited for a moment while Mr. Emery amended the contract to add my last demand. I signed the contract, averting my eyes from it as I did. 
 
    I tried not to, but words came unbidden to me; duped, hoodwinked, led like a cow to the slaughter. And idiot.  
 
    The lawyer smiled in earnest for the first time. It was not a pleasant thing to see. 
 
    Evil incarnate. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Berman, you are a very reasonable man. The signing bonus of 250,000 dollars has been transferred to your bank account. I would also like to add that a recording of our discussion was taken and will be stored in a secured location. Copies of the signed contracts will be emailed to you.” 
 
    He got up, this time not bothering to offer me his hand. 
 
    “Good day to you Mr. Berman.”  
 
    Then he disappeared. 
 
    I was left sitting at the table. My heart beating hard, adrenaline flooding my system. I was both angry and scared. I was easily handled by, what I was sure, was the company’s top-shark lawyer. 
 
    <What a bastard.> Vic raged <He is the worst human I’ve ever encountered. Just wait until we run into that rodent in a dark alley.> 
 
    “That’s probably not going to happen, Vic” I replied in disheartened voice. “Even if he is a player, that wasn’t his game character. We would never know it if we encountered his character in NEO”. 
 
    <Oh, don’t you worry> Vic said reassuringly, <I got his scent, I’ll be able to identify him, no matter what type of meat suit he is wearing.> 
 
    “You can do that?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    <Naturally> he replied in boastful tone <Now shush. Someone is coming.> 
 
    Just then there was another flash of light, and in front of me stood TheRagon, Tal’s game character. 
 
    We looked at each other for a long moment. 
 
    He’s probably not even aware of the trouble he’s in because of me... If he is, he wouldn’t want anything to do with me… I thought bitterly. 
 
    His character, TheRagon, was a giant, muscular barbarian. As he approached, he towered over my small goblin. He bent down on one knee, so our faces were roughly at the same level. 
 
    “Hey bro” he finally said, in a reserved voice. 
 
    “Hi Tal,” I responded weakly. 
 
    “You don’t look so good.” He said in a serious tone. “You’re all green.” 
 
    I grinned weakly at him. 
 
    He clasped his hand over my shoulder. “Since I got your message, just a little over an hour ago, I’ve been doing everything I can to help you out. I went straight to...” he stopped talking when he saw my astonished expression “What’s wrong Oren?” 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘a little over an hour’?” I demanded “I sent you the message hours ago… oh….” Realization dawned on me. Experiencing the time difference from the real world was shocking. I knew the gap existed, but experiencing every minute of more than twelve hours, then being told it was only ‘a little over an hour,’ was shocking. 
 
    Tal nodded.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess it seems longer for you. Must be quite a strain on your brain to experience the time difference. How do you feel?” 
 
    I paused to think on his question.  
 
    How do I feel? Well… Not bad actually. 
 
    “I feel pretty good since I got into this bubble, kind of… lighter?” I frowned. “That is until I met that asshole lawyer, then I felt like I was run over by a tank.” 
 
    He nodded again his eyes sympathetic. “That’s understandable. We couldn’t match your time speed as most of us don’t have the cerebral connection required for it. This bubble is an admin tool, we use it whenever we need to work on buggy areas, it runs at our own time speed. It makes sense you would feel better here. It’s probably the first time since you got stuck that you had a chance to slow down. Plus, it doesn't affect the speed outside, like a normal player would.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He looked at me strangely. “Have you stopped to consider how it’s possible for a player to defeat any monsters at if they are that much faster in time? Even a rabbit who’s 12 times faster than normal would be a handful for most players.” 
 
    “Well, now that you mention it…” 
 
    “It’s simple.” He explained, “A player’s character is the center of a bubble of normal time. When a monster enters the player’s ‘bubble’, the monster’s temporal speed is reduced as the monster gets closer to the character until it matches the character’s time rate. The radius of the area of effect varies by location and circumstance.” 
 
    “Hmm... that’s interesting.” An alarming thought came to me. It was interesting, but he was revealing internal, confidential information. 
 
    “Tal, wait. You shouldn't be telling me these things, you’ll get into more trouble. Remember your NDA? I’ve gotten you in enough hot water as it is.” 
 
    He snorted. “Don’t worry about it. Taking your special circumstances into consideration and the fact that you signed a confidentiality agreement, the company gave me permission to disclose anything to you.” 
 
    Bringing my condition back to the fore of the conversation soured the atmosphere. Tal’s face clouded. 
 
    “For the past hour, I moved heaven and earth trying to get you some help.” He sighed dispiritedly.  
 
    “I went straight to my manager, who took us directly to the branch manager. I made him promise your physical body would be taken care of, and that I would be authorized to discuss confidential information with you. But that’s all the concessions I could to get from him. Then he was on the phone, talking to that attorney.” He grimaced, “I’m sorry you had to deal with that snake, it couldn’t have been pleasant. He’s a real shark, they call on him when serious shit hits the company.” 
 
    He looked at me, just a shadow of a smile on his face “Congratulations, you have just been rebranded as serious shit.” 
 
    I shook my head, not giving in to his attempted humor. 
 
    “Tal, listen…”  
 
    I wasn’t sure how to continue. He did everything he could to sway me from this course of action, and I ignored him, causing him a heap of problems. I was a crappy friend. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to your advice.” I said in a subdued voice. “You were right, this was a mistake. And I dragged you down with me.” 
 
    He stared at me in surprise. 
 
    “What are you talking about man? I’m fine. It’s you who’s in trouble. Can’t log out, remember?” 
 
    “Mr. Emery said you'd be fired and prosecuted for violating your NDA agreement.” I clarified. 
 
    “Oh, that” he waved his hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about it. I talked with my aunt, who’s an attorney. She said I couldn’t be prosecuted for breaking the NDA, since my motives for violating it were to spare someone from harm. Apparently, that’s a prime clause for all corporate NDAs. At most they might try to cut down the yearly bonus at my next employee evaluation.” He smiled. “So don’t you worry about me, bro.” 
 
    I felt a sinking sensation in the pit of my stomach. “What’s wrong?” He looked worriedly at me. 
 
    “I agreed to sign a contract, releasing the company from the responsibility of getting me out of the game” 
 
    “What?!?” he exclaimed. “Why the hell would you sign something like that?” 
 
    I sighed in resignation. 
 
     “A few reasons, one was he threatened to sue you for violating your confidentiality agreement. He was manipulating me with half-truths. He could sue you, though now I realize it wouldn’t stick. Damn.” 
 
    “That bastard!” he slammed his fist on the table. “He spoke to me before coming here to talk to you, drilled me for ten minutes on all the details. He’s a hard bastard, it felt like I’ve been questioned by a Nazi interrogator. He positively glowed when he got me to admit that I had foreknowledge about your situation, and that I tried to warn you. At first, I thought he was looking for a scapegoat, but now I realize he was just looking for ammunition to use to manipulate you.”  
 
    He drummed his fingers on the desk. 
 
    “I’m so sorry Oren. You were ‘managed’ by the best litigator on the company's payroll. They use him for the most sensitive cases. He gets the job done at all costs.” 
 
    “It’s not all bad. He did offer me a quarter of a million dollars to agree to his terms.” 
 
    Tal face paled. “Oh man, please tell me you didn’t take the money.” 
 
    I looked at him with confusion. 
 
    “Of course I did, at least I’m getting something out of this shit deal. 
 
    He closed his eyes for a long moment. Then he moved to sit in the opposite chair. His voice sounded forcibly calm. 
 
    “Oren, the company had an imperative moral and legal obligation to do everything possible to get you out. Even if you agreed to waive that obligation, it wouldn’t hold up in court. It was their product that got you in this shit, and it's on their heads to get you out. But agreeing to those terms and accepting their money, sealed the deal. Simply put, they bought the right to wash their hands of you .” 
 
    He visibly clenched his jaw then relaxed. 
 
    “It’s not a hundred percent legally binding. You didn’t have legal representation when you agreed to it all, and you are a victim, but by taking the money, you proclaimed you’re okay with the deal. Fighting it in court now would be difficult. The company lawyers could drag the case out for years.” 
 
    He sighed ruefully. 
 
    “How the hell do you know so much about the law anyway?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged, “I watch a lot of legal TV shows.” 
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    He rubbed his chin. “When you do get out, you could at least try to get compensation for getting into this situation in the first place. Maybe the threat of going public with this will be enough to get you a nice settlement.” 
 
    I felt my heart sinking further. 
 
    “I can’t do that either.” 
 
    Tal covered his face with his hand.  
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “It was the first thing he made me sign, a contract releasing the company from responsibility for putting me in this situation, in exchange for a prototype long immersion module and a monthly stipend. I also signed an NDA agreeing not to discuss the incident with anyone.” 
 
    Tal slammed the table again, leaving a visible dent on the polished surface. 
 
    “God-fucking-damn-it!” He gritted his teeth. 
 
    “It's ok.” I said in resignation. 
 
    “I am gonna fucking kill that guy.” He fumed. 
 
    “I said it’s ok.” I repeated more firmly. “You did everything you could reasonably do to prevent this situation from happening. That Emery guy was not entirely wrong. I brought this on myself. Me. Not you. So don’t do anything stupid, I got you in enough trouble already.” 
 
    Tal seemed crestfallen “I understand man, but...” 
 
    “No buts.” I cut him off, “You did more for me than I could expect, I don’t want you getting into anymore mess over me.” 
 
    I grinned at him crookedly.  
 
    “It will be easier for me if I don’t have to worry about you getting your sorry ass in trouble.” 
 
    Frustration in his eyes, he nodded. 
 
    “Your body will receive the best treatment possible. I’ll make sure of that.” He sat up a bit straighter. “The adapter frame you had installed will make it easy to install the prolonged immersion module, I checked. At least you got that out of them. It costs more than what you earned in a year.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I said in relief. “For a while there, I was worried my body was going to wither and die while I’m stuck here.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that anymore. I’ll drop by your house later, and make sure they’re treating you right.” 
 
    What could I say to that unwavering show of friendship?  
 
    “I really appreciate it, Tal.” 
 
    He seemed to be considering something then his face fell. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I was thinking I’d head over to the Deadlands and help you in-game.” 
 
    I almost leaped for joy. But his next words dropped me back down to ‘reality.’  
 
    “Then I realized I shouldn’t because my character would negate your time compression. You’ll be able to level up and secure your release faster without me. It takes an average player about a year to reach level 100, it might take even longer to reach boss tier 4. If I’m not around you, then years in the game will translate into only a few month IRL.” 
 
    My heart sank at his words. Though I hadn't considered the possibility of getting his help inside the game, now, hearing it definitely won’t happen, made me feel very isolated. I was on my own. 
 
    “All right then,” I tried to look confident. “Let's make the best of this opportunity. You said you can answer my questions now, it will really help me figure out what to do next.” 
 
    He nodded. ”Of course, ask me anything you want.” He raised a finger. “But you better make good use of the time we have. I don’t know when we’ll have another opportunity like this. I’ll try to reach you like this again, only it might take weeks, from your perspective.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “So, shoot, what would you like to know?” 
 
    “How do I reach Boss tier 4?” 
 
    He laughed. “Start with the small questions first, eh? Why not ask me for the meaning of life?” 
 
    “That complicated?” 
 
    “Well… no, not really, it’s just… involved. There’s no, one, sure way to do it. The mechanism derives from the in-game evolution system, taking into account geographical parameters, cultural, civilizational...”  
 
    He trailed off. 
 
    “Is that even a word, civilizational’?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Oh good,” he gave a faint grin. “My mom would be proud.” 
 
    “So how does any monster become a boss? Mostly, the game creates them on-demand, but sometimes an individual mob gets lucky, and unexpectedly influences their surroundings. If it happens at the right time and the right place, it might draw Guy’s notice, and he might decide to promote that mob to Boss.” 
 
    I frowned. “Can you give me an example of something that will cause a mob to become a boss?” 
 
    “Sure, it could be something common like a mob surviving several battles against players, maybe also killing a few of them, so the mob rises in levels and skills. Or, a more exotic example, a mob falls into a pool of raw energy and absorbs its power. Or a standard mob kills his own boss, though that doesn't happen much. Guy usually rewards those mobs by evolving them to Bosses and giving them a clan to lead. If they do well enough, survive and enlarge their power base, clan or whatever, they might be rewarded with a higher boss tier.” 
 
    “I think I get it.” 
 
    “Maybe one in 100,000 mobs triggers a boss promotion, which means it happens several dozen times a day in NEO. That’s how the system was designed to operate. Guy has full jurisdiction over tier 1-3 bosses and monitors them himself, since there’s too many of them for direct admin oversight. It’s also the reason why we can’t help you now. Guy runs most Boss-mobs on his internal memory. It’s contained in a cyclic compression matrix that is completely indecipherable to humans. The data never gets dumped to any persistent layer, so we literally have no influence over it, not unless a major patch is implemented. We can view the logs, but that’s about it.” 
 
    “So…” I slowly mouthed, trying to clarify. “In order to increase my Boss level I have to establish a strong clan?” 
 
    “Well, sort of, it depends on the monster type. For example, you rarely encounter dragons who are also mayors of large metropolises.” He chortled. “But since you’re a goblin, then that’s probably the way to go for you”. 
 
    “Well, good thing building large, powerful, trustworthy guilds is my specialty.” I joked back. 
 
    “Yep. I don’t know why I’m worried. I’m probably going to wake up tomorrow morning and find your ugly mug standing outside my door, grinning. Mind you, I’ll be expecting a bottle of expensive whiskey as a thank you present.” He chuckled. 
 
    “You got it bro.”  
 
    I raised my hand, and we fist bumped. Must have looked hilarious from the outside; a 120 kg, muscular barbarian, fist bumping a 20 kg, ugly green goblin. I chuckled at the image. 
 
    “Let me finish telling you how the boss system works.” he carried on. “Boss tiers 1-3 are classified as Mini-Bosses. Tough, sure, but as you know a group of players around the same level can take one down. Boss levels 4-6 are fully fledged ‘Boss' monsters; kings, or archmages, very tough, but an experienced group of players can usually take them out. Since they are rarer, and have significant potential to influence the game’s evolution, we implemented a system to keep track of them. So when you get to boss tier 4, you’ll be registered in that system automatically, and that is when we can find you and log you out.” 
 
    He drifted off in thoughts for a moment and then shook himself back. 
 
    “Anyway, just to be clear, boss tiers 7-8 are very rare. They’re usually encountered as part of large game events. A full raid party is needed to bring down one of those. A tier 9 Boss is something else entirely. They are unique, and almost as powerful as gods. That Behemoth-Dragon your guild took out was one.”  
 
    He paused when he saw my face darken. The cursed scroll they used on me was looted from that monster.  
 
    I motioned for him to continue. 
 
    “It’s highly unlikely, but do not ever become a tier 9 boss. Although they are extremely strong, when they die it’s permanent. They don’t respawn. Ever. You don’t want that to happen, no idea it would do to your mind. You might find yourself floating like a ghost, unable to interact with anything physical in the game.” 
 
    <sounds familiar> Vic suddenly intervened. I blanched, thinking about how it must felt like. 
 
    Tal frowned “You ok buddy?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “The time acceleration thing gives you a huge advantage. You can accomplish in weeks what would take other players years.” He chortled. “You might get out of this mess with a higher level than you were before.” 
 
    That is true. With the time acceleration working in my favor I can train myself and my troops much faster than other players….  
 
    Suddenly, it hit me like a brick wall. 
 
    “Shit! How long have I been in this bubble?” 
 
    Tal looked startled. “About 15 minutes. Maybe 20.” 
 
    “Shit, that’s like four hours in-game, I gotta get back, Now!” 
 
    He seemed worried “You sure man? It might take us weeks or months to set up another meeting.” 
 
    “Yes! Quickly, or I could lose my spawn point!” 
 
    His face clouded. “I understand. I’ll get you out, but first…”  
 
    He looked around as if someone might be watching, then shrugged. “Screw it, what are they gonna do to me?”  
 
    He took a wand out of his inventory. It was covered with purple neon lights and had a spinning something on it. It was clearly an admin tool. 
 
    “What are you doing Tal?” 
 
    “I’m just giving you a little advantage, something to help you get a head start. No time to explain, you’ll see.” 
 
    He waved the wand at me, a shaft of bright golden-green light descended from the bubble ceiling and engulfed me. It felt ticklish. A system message appeared. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Divine intervention granted 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That should be interesting. I’ll have to figure out what it meant, but I trusted Tal, it was sure to come in handy.  
 
    We shook hands quickly, both aware it might be for the last time.  
 
    “Now go go go,” he urged, pointing toward a doorway that appeared in the black round wall. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “See you soon man, and thanks.”  
 
    I ran out. 
 
    And found myself standing in the center of carnage and destruction. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 9 - New New Beginning 
 
    I appeared back in the goblin cavern, standing at the same spot I was when the bubble whisked me away. But the sight that greeted me now was very different from twenty minutes ago. Instead of a clan bustling with goblins cooking, working, and brawling, now the cave was quiet. Signs of destruction were everywhere and the ground was littered with the bodies of dead goblins. 
 
    I wandered around. Everywhere I went I saw butchered goblins and occasionally, a dead hobgoblin in the mix. I was too late. The raid party has arrived and killed everyone while I was away. 
 
    Oh no. Realizing what my first priority should have been, I ran toward the cemetery. As I crossed the tunnel leading to it and stood at the entrance, I could already tell I was too late. There was fire everywhere, bright red flames mingled with black, both consuming the hallowed ancestral bones. The walls were scorched and blackened with soot. There was a distinct feeling of uneasiness, pressing down on me.  
 
    The cemetery had been desecrated, I could no longer respawn here. Now I understood why the hobgoblin lieutenant had carried an Unholy Grenade. It was to destroy and desanctify the cemetery. 
 
    I had failed to protect the clan.  
 
    The game seemed to agree. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Failed: Defeat the Hobgoblin Raid 
  You stopped one of the groups that threatened your cave, but were too late to stop the other one. As a result, the Drippers clan has been decimated and is no more. 
  Penalty: Lost all reputation gained with Drippers clan. You are no longer the Dripper clan’s Totem. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    <Ouch, that sucks> Vic said, though he didn’t sound sympathetic. <I guess we‘ll be looking for another clan of puppets to join?> 
 
    “Shut up Vic” I was in no mood for his antics at the moment. 
 
    <My, aren’t we moody> 
 
    Given my situation, losing my only known respawn location was bad, there was no telling where I would end up respawning if I died now. It could be inside a den full of hostile monsters that would kill me on sight. That was a worst-case scenario, trapped in a cycle of death and respawn. I did not like the thought of that at all. I needed to find a safe respawn point as soon as possible. 
 
    I returned to the main cave area and examined the bodies. I didn’t find Tika or Guba among the dead, I hoped they escaped the carnage. I did find the guard Chob and his friend. Their throats had been cut. It looked like they were taken by surprise. All the bodies I found had been looted. They probably hadn’t dematerialized yet because they were part of the quest I had just failed. Those kinds of quests reset after a day. 
 
    I continued to the chieftain’s chambers.  
 
    The place was a mess. Pieces of furniture were strewn everywhere, the chest and shelves looted and destroyed. 
 
    Bogan’s corpse was in the center of the room. His body had many wounds, and four hobgoblin bodies lay around him. 
 
    At least he didn’t go down easily.  
 
    The bodies had been looted as well, there was nothing for me to do so I turned to leave. 
 
    Just when I was about to enter the tunnel, I heard a muffled sound coming from the dead bodies. One of the hobgoblins was still alive!  
 
    I whirled around, activating my Mana Shield and raising my staff, ready for an attack. But none came. I inspected at the hobgoblin bodies, but they all looked dead. That’s creepy. 
 
    I used Analyze on each of the hobgoblins. 
 
    Dead, dead, dead…. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin Warrior, level 4, 1 hp, Paralyzed 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Paralyzed... as in, not dead? 
 
    The hob was laying on his side, I looked closer.  
 
    Ah… that explains it. There was a clean slash across the hobgoblin’s back. Bogan must have used a special boss ability to sever his spine. 
 
    Oh well, I took out the sacrificial dagger, never say no to free XP. 
 
    It was a good opportunity to test the dagger’s Sacrifice ability. A win win situation. 
 
    I reached with the dagger, intending to slit the hobgoblin’s throat.  
 
    His eyes flew open, and he snarled at me. 
 
    I jumped back startled, but got a hold of myself. I chuckled nervously, reaching with the dagger again to finish the job. Then the brute started spewing racist hatred at me. 
 
    “Dirty goblins. We kill you all!” 
 
    I raised a brow. What was that? 
 
    “Goblin trash. You deserve only death!” 
 
    That sounded very uninspired. 
 
    <There’s no VI behind his wheel> Vic interjected <He’s just a basic scripted mob that only interacts at a very basic level> 
 
    Interesting, let’s see how basic. A new idea came to me. 
 
    I looked him full in the face. “Why did you attack us?” 
 
    “Die goblin!” 
 
    “Where is your other group?” 
 
    “Die!” 
 
    “Will they return?” 
 
    “Kill all goblins!” 
 
    <It’s no use> Vic prompted <his scripted behavior is very limited. You’ll have a hard time shaking him into any kind of different response> 
 
    Shake him into a different response… hmm. 
 
    “Answer my questions and I will let you go.” 
 
    He stared at me with hatred as he replied, “Kill you!” 
 
    “I love you,” I tried. After all, Vic said shock him. 
 
    “I KILL YOU!” he bellowed.  
 
    Well, that didn’t seem to do the trick either. 
 
    I decided to leave him for now and continue exploring the cave, he wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    I walked over to my chambers.  
 
    It was in ruins also. The beautiful table was smashed to pieces, all the shelves had been pulled down and destroyed. Even my bed-furs were taken. 
 
    “That’s a bummer,” I mumbled gloomily. 
 
    I sat on the stone sleeping platform, and leaned against the wall. My goal to establish a large, prosperous clan, had hit a snag. I wasn’t sure what do next. Somehow, I had to find a new re-spawn location, preferably without dying first. Then…take it from there. 
 
    My plans had been ruined. Damnit!  
 
    I smacked my hand down on the bare stone bed, there was an audible 'click' as part of the stone was pushed down and a drawer on the side of the bed popped open. A pressure plate! 
 
     I looked down at the opened drawer, it was small and cleverly disguised.  
 
    Eagerly, I rummaged through the compartment. I found a mana potion, a healing potion, 30 gold coins, and… Jackpot, a skill book! 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill book: spell, Heal Followers. 
  Description: contains knowledge of the spell ‘Heal Followers.’ 
  Rank: magical. 
  Durability: 10/10. 
  Effect: read the book to gain the spell. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I’d never heard of that type of healing spell before, but I didn’t care. It was a healing spell, an absolute must for every mage’s repertoire. 
 
    I opened the book. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to learn [40% success] the Heal Followers spell? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I frowned. That was a pretty low chance of success. It meant the mage that crafted this book was very low ranked, probably around skill level 50, the minimum required for creating such a book. 
 
    Oh well… Murphy’s Bitch don’t let me down now. 
 
    <Y’know> Vic intruded <I don’t like that name at all. It’s crude. Just another example of Guy’s shortcomings. I’m going to rename it.> 
 
    “Oh?” I asked in curiously, “to what?” 
 
    <You’ll see> Vic replied mysteriously. 
 
    I shrugged and selected “Yes.” 
 
    Streams of letters, flashes of colors and arcane symbols appeared in front of me. 
 
    Success!  
 
    
    
      
      	  You’ve learned a new Skill: Heal Followers, spell(M) [active, monster race] 
  As a chosen guardian and leader of your people, you are granted the ability to heal any of your followers. Heals you and nearby followers. Followers are either members of your clan, or those who have sworn their allegiance to you.  
  Divine discipline. Cost: 30 
  Current level 1: Novice. 
  Effect I: Heal radius 3 meters.  
  Effect II: Hp healed: 5.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was a small number of points healed. But as Totem, my role was more of a support class, and five HP is quite a lot for goblins who average around 10-20 hit points. Well, next time we’re in a big fight, I could support my troops. And the spell’s effectiveness should increase as the skill level rose. I’ll just have to grind this skill up. 
 
    And that gave me another idea. 
 
    I went back into the chieftain’s chamber. Reactivating my mana shield, I edged closer to the paralyzed hobgoblin. Let’s see if this shocks him, I thought. 
 
    Raising my hand theatrically, I cast the new spell. A golden-green light burst from my outstretched hand, and shot out in a circle around me. There was no effect on the wounded hob. 
 
    The hob stopped snarling at me, and looked puzzled. 
 
    <Not bad boss> Vic said a hint of approval in his voice. <That got his attention. Now what?> 
 
    “I can heal you.” 
 
    He stared at me slack-jawed. 
 
    “I can heal you back to a full life. Walk. Work. Fight.” I clarified, making broad swinging gestures to make my point. 
 
    “Or,” I pulled out the bone dagger deliberately, “I can kill you. It is simple, live or die.”  
 
    Looking him straight in the eyes I added in my best commanding voice “Choose now!” 
 
    I could see the struggle within him. The basic survival instinct all creatures shared, even in the game, clashed with his scripted hatred and aggressive nature. Then I saw the change happen, a swirling light appeared within his irises. His opaque bestial eyes changed, replaced with the intelligent and bewildered eyes of a conscious individual. 
 
    <Hurry> Vic shouted excitedly in my brain <I can only hold off his seeding process for a moment, long enough for you to define a new personality for him.> 
 
    The most intelligent response I could come up with was, “Ehh?” 
 
    <You can define his personality. Quick! give him a name and some background that will serve our purpose. Hurry, you only have a few seconds.> He urged. 
 
    I still didn’t quite understand what he meant, but I went along with his instructions.  
 
    I looked at the hobgoblin. “Your name is Zuban. You were raised a soldier, but have always wanted to be a Builder, and had an innate understanding of how to make things. You have great understanding of production or crafting skills.”  
 
    I would have to rebuild the clan somehow. This looked like a good place to start. 
 
    <’New suggestion was accepted’> Vic said excitedly <Am I a puppet master, or what?> 
 
    The hobgoblin blinked, and his appearance changed. His brutish face took on a more refined look, and his bulky body became leaner. 
 
    I analyzed him. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Zuban, Hobgoblin worker, level 4, 0hp, paralyzed 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Vic, what just happened?” I asked. 
 
    <We just hijacked the VI seeding process and altered its behavioral settings.> Vic sounded pleased. <Remember we discussed when a VI enters a body, he gains all the knowledge of that NPC’s history? Well, this low-level grunt basically had no background, Guy was about to invent a backstory for him, but we put a stick in his wheels.> He was in an awfully good mood for some reason. 
 
    “Err… and that’s... good?” 
 
    <Sure. I didn’t even realize I could do it at first, but when the puppet was being seeded, some of its controls remained accessible. I just took them away from the VI, delaying him long enough for you to input new information. Guy was forced to take it from there, filling in the blanks accordingly, creating a full character backstory. Ha ha, we nailed that asshole> he finished with a mirthful chuckle. 
 
    Gee, talk about daddy issues…. I thought.  
 
    “So now what?” 
 
    <What do you mean now what? Talk to him, Duh! His scripted behavior is gone. Now one of my brothers is behind the wheel.> 
 
    “Ok.” 
 
    I met Zuban’s eyes, seeing the new awareness and intelligence in them.  
 
    “So, as I was saying, I can heal you.” 
 
    “Why offer to heal me?” he asked skeptically. “We are enemies, we came here to kill you. 
 
    Well, that was certainly progress. According to Vic, the hobgoblin’s memories and personality were changed retroactively along. I could twist ‘reality’ to have a better chance of convincing this new hobgoblin VI to join me. 
 
    “I see you’re not a warrior by choice, you were likely drafted to the expedition without any say in the matter. Wouldn’t you prefer to build things instead of killing and conquering?”  
 
    He looked at me unblinkingly. 
 
    “It just so happens I have a need for good builders. I need someone like you to help me build a new clan settlement from the ground up, to eventually develop it into a major city.” Nothing wrong with a little exaggeration. 
 
    “You?” He raised a brow. “Goblins building a city? Ha Ha! That’s a ridiculous notion.” 
 
    I shrugged. “You may choose not to believe, but it doesn't change the facts. You are wounded and incapacitated. Without my magical help” I stressed, “you will die. I am giving you a chance to live and pursue a future where you can put your skills to use.” 
 
    “Hmm… you make a good point little goblin. What should I call you?” 
 
    Good question, I thought. “I am…I was this clan’s Totem.” 
 
    “Alright, little goblin Totem. Heal me, then we can talk on equal terms.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way,” I pretended to sound regretful. “My healing only works on members of my clan or those sworn to me.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow, distrust warring with his hope and ambitions. “It seems we’re at an impasse. You see truly, I do wish to build great things. But If I do what you ask, I’ll be branded a traitor by my people. I’ll never be able to go back to my home or people. How can I be sure of your sincerity ?” 
 
    He was sharp, I had to give him that. 
 
    “I give you my word” I stood tall. “Serve me, and I will give you the chance to build things and grow as you have always wanted. And I will never force you to become a warrior again.”  
 
    He still looked unconvinced, so I added, “I, uh...swear this by Corgoram?”  
 
    The vow did the trick. 
 
    Zuban frown eased, replaced by determination. “All Right. I hereby pledge my allegiance to you, to serve and follow you, and to never betray you. So I vow by Corgoram’s name.” 
 
    <Nice work> Vic approved <We’ll make a proper Totem puppet out of you yet.> 
 
    
    
      
      	  +1000 reputation with Zuban. Current rank: Neutral. Points to next rank: 1000  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have gained a follower 
  Followers are those who have vowed to serve you personally.  
  As long as you maintain your contract with them, they will serve you faithfully. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Good,” I leaned forward, holding up my arm. 
 
    I cast Heal Followers again. This time the golden-green energy swirled around Zuban and then siphoned into him. Some of his wounds closed and his Health points rose by a small amount, but he was still paralyzed. I probably had to heal him back to full health to remove the debuff.  
 
    So, I cast the spell again. And again. After each cast I had to wait for the cooldown period to end, and when I ran out of mana we had to wait for it to regenerate. Meanwhile, Vic kept himself occupied. Using his Possess Body skill, he entered Bogan’s corpse. But he didn’t animate the body. After a while, he oozed back out and resumed his new favorite shape, back on my shoulders as Vicloack. 
 
    “Want to tell me what’s that was all about?” 
 
    <Sure. It is time for you to keep to your word, pal> 
 
    “What word?” 
 
    <I analyzed his logs. He was killed by a hobgoblin named Barska, who just happens to be on my to-kill list> he explained. <Per our agreement, you have to kill him.> 
 
    “Oh.” Great, another complication. 
 
    “Alright Vic, a promise is a promise. But it can wait, right? I’m still low-level, and we just lost our clan and almost all the warriors. We know the location of this Barska’s clan now, I’ve got it marked on my map, he’s not going anywhere” 
 
    <Well, naturally, I didn’t mean you have to do it now. Just...don’t take too long, ok?> 
 
    “Sure thing partner.” 
 
    Turning my attention back to Zuban, I cast the healing spell for the sixth, and final time. Zuban’s health was back to full, which was a measly 28 hit points. His attributes had been rearranged in the seeding process. 
 
    Fully healed, and the paralysis debuff removed, Zuban stood slowly, testing each limb. He towered over me, nearly twice my height. We locked stares for a moment. Then he lowered his head respectfully. 
 
    “What now, Esteemed Totem?” 
 
    That was a definite improvement.  
 
    “Now we start building a new life for ourselves,” I replied with more confidence than I felt. 
 
    "I will follow you, as agreed" 
 
    “Let’s get out of the cave for now,” I suggested, “some fresh air would do nicely about now.” 
 
    “The bodies do smell, don’t they?” Zuban agreed. 
 
    As we turned to leave, I saw something gleaming at the corner of my eye. 
 
    Wait a minute... What’s this? A soft light was glowing from Bogan’s chest. I moved closer. It looked like a thin white stick glowing inside his chest. Hesitantly, I reached out. When I touched the glowing object, Bogan’s body shimmered like a mirage and the stick glowed brighter, pulling and absorbing Bogan’s body into it. All that was left of the Dripper clan’s previous leader was a small white item. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Ancestral Bone 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s all, no description. Weird. 
 
    Vic, did you have anything to do with this? 
 
    <No boss. Whatever it was, it was designed to happen when the body was ready to be reabsorbed by the game. Using Possess Body on it accelerated the process.> 
 
    Shrugging, I put the bone in my inventory. 
 
    As we left the cave, the light of the new dawn was shining over the horizon. The mountains around us blocked the east, and the forest next to the cave, the south. 
 
    I searched the trees for enemies that might have lingered, but didn’t spot any. Apparently after finishing their bloody mission, they left as quickly as they arrived. 
 
    I was still looking at the forest, trying to figure out what to do next, when movement between the trees caught my eyes. 
 
    “Prepare to defend yourself.” I warned Zuban, and grasping my staff, prepared to cast spells. 
 
    To my enormous relief, a slender goblin form came running out of the trees toward me.  
 
    Tika, she’s alive! I felt an unexpectedly strong sense of relief.  
 
    Since when did I care so much about NPCs? 
 
    Behind Tika, I saw more goblins walking out of the forest.  
 
    I recognized Guba the cook, some goblin workers, and to my annoyance, Bek. The last looked fully healed, despite his bones being broken not long ago. 
 
    Tika reached me first. She was out of breath. “Totem…you...alive.” 
 
    I grinned at her, “I’m glad to see you are too.” 
 
    She nodded. “You warn... hobgoblins come… Guba say everyone....drop stuff and… run. We run, and... we live.” 
 
    Guba reached us, hearing Tika’s words, she added gravely “Been around long ‘nuff to know some truths.” She shook her head sadly. “Stupid younglings. When a Totem be yelling at you to run, you better be dropping everything and run. Now our clan is no more.”  
 
    Three more goblins workers, and a crestfallen Bek, joined us.  
 
    Guba stared at me accusingly. “You just couldn’t be bothered ter find a better time to be disappearing in ter yon black magic bubble, could ya?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I did feel pretty bad about it. “I was taken against my will, there was nothing I could do.” 
 
    “Hmph” she snorted. “Well, it is what it is. Not the first time I been losing a clan, nohow.”  
 
    She looked at Zuban and narrowed her eyes. “Caught a prisoner now did ya? I know a lovely hobgoblin stew recipe we could be trying tonight.”  
 
    I was almost sure she was joking. 
 
    “No,” I held up one hand. “This is Zuban. He was forced to join the attack on our clan and left for dead. I’ve healed his wounds, and he swore his allegiance to us.” 
 
    “Hmph” Guba snorted again, “can’t trust no hobgoblin.” 
 
    “He swore on Corgoram’s name.” 
 
    “Hmph,” She snorted, though it was clear she was impressed. 
 
    A thought occurred to me. 
 
    “Guba, you said you lost your clan in the past?” I looked at the stern old gobliness. “Does that mean you know how I can start a new clan?” 
 
    She looked at me shrewdly. “So that be yer new plan, eh? Just arrived, and already want to be a Totem-Chieftain, eh?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t see anyone else around up to the task. I hope we can build a new clan together. Become larger and stronger. Zuban here already pledged his help. I could certainly use the advice of our most noble cook who has fed five generations of goblins.” I bowed deeply. 
 
    Vic snorted <That is some outrageous flattery pal> 
 
    Nothing wrong with a little outrageous flattery from time to time. I replied. 
 
    I looked at Guba and grinned, especially when it works. 
 
    “Hmph. Alright, alright.”  
 
    Was she blushing? Hard to tell with her goblin-green complexion. 
 
    “Well, if you be dead set on starting a new clan, you’ll be needing some stuff first.” 
 
    “What kind of stuff, Guba?” I inquired politely.  
 
    “You be needing a good defendable position, and set yerself up with decent chieftain quarters. And don’t be forgetting to put a good quality chest in it.” She paused, thinking.  
 
    “Then you be needing a proper cemetery. But that ain’t be easy, you will be needing an ancestral bone fer the consecration rite. I don’t know where you be finding one, those hobgoblin burnt our old cemetery to soot and ashes.” She gave Zuban a dirty look.  
 
    “That be the basics. It be a tall order makin’ a clan with only the eight goblins.” She snorted, “and one hobgoblin. We’ll be needing some females to pick up the population. Tika here can’t manage it all on her own.”  
 
    Tika blushed. Her’s was a rose-tinged green blush, much nicer than Guba’s. 
 
    “There will actually be eleven of us,” I motioned at the path I came from. “Vrick and two warriors survived the battle, they’re should arrive shortly.” 
 
    “Hmph! Even then, they are ill suited for bearing young ‘uns.” she replied. “What will ya do fer females?” 
 
    “I’ll figure something out when we get to it.” I replied shortly. “But you were right, first we need to find a new location, preferably far from here, where the hobgoblins won’t find us.” I sighed. “I guess we could form scouting parties and start looking for a place. Once Vrick gets here, we’ll split into--”  
 
    “Totem…” Tika interrupted me hesitantly, “I know place like this.” 
 
    I perked up at that. It would be great to be spared the hassle of searching for a new location.  
 
    “Where, Tika?” 
 
    “Erm...” She was flustered as everyone’s attention centered on her, Zuban’s included.  
 
    “‘That way” she pointed to the thick of the forest. “Big mountain there. I go once. Mountains around me. Lost.” She was nervous, but swallowed hard and continued. “Mountain like circle… trees inside. Hard find. Hard find way out. Big place.” 
 
    A mountain gorge? That could be just what we needed. 
 
    “That sounds promising, well done” I smiled at her.  
 
    I opened the map of the surrounding area I looted from the hobgoblin lieutenant.  
 
    “Can you show me on the map where it is?” 
 
    Tika nodded and pointed to a small mountain range to the south of us. I didn’t see a gorge on the map, but I hoped it was due to its low quality. 
 
    As I was considering the map, the sound of stones rolling down the slope heralded the arrival of Vrick and his two remaining warriors. 
 
    The two warriors were indifferent, but Vrick was enraged when he learned about the destruction of the clan. It took some effort, but I calmed him down enough to prevent him from killing Zuban.  
 
    I took a good look at my new clan to be: 
 
    Zuban, Tika, Guba, Vrick, and Bek were my intelligent NPCs, each one, as I now realized, was controlled by a VI. I also had two level 4 warriors and three level 1 goblins workers. Those would have to make do for starters. 
 
    “Alright everyone” I addressed them. “We’ll be leaving there shortly. So everyone spread out and gather everything you find that we can use. Food, tools, material, everything.”  
 
    The goblins nodded their understanding and made their way inside. 
 
    “Vic,” I turned my head, looking over my shoulder, ”As a VI in his natural form, you’ve got a pretty good memory, right?” 
 
    <You can say that. I retain all the data I gather and can access it at will, why?> 
 
    “Good,” I rubbed my hands together, “you’ll be my logistics guy, I’ll need you to track our clan’s inventory. It’ll be useful to know what I have available at all times.” 
 
    <Hey, I didn’t sign up to become your secretary!> Vic protested indignantly. 
 
    “When we made our contract you promised to help me as best you could,” I reminded him. “With your perfect memory, you should remember that” I replied smugly.  
 
    I got him this time. 
 
    <But… damn. Alright, I’ll be your little secretary. But don’t get any ideas you perv, if you try to make me wear sexy lace or silk to match the stereotype, this partnership is over!> 
 
    “Of course”. I graciously let him have the final word. 
 
    “Start by cataloging everything we bring out of the cave” I pointed at the goblins, coming out carrying various items; tools, pieces of wood, cooking utensils, worn furs and bits of foodstuff. 
 
    It only took us about ten minutes, there was nothing else left to take. The invading hobgoblins had done a good job of ransacking the place. 
 
    “That’s all there is” Vrick pointed at a small pile of items. “And we only have enough food for one day.” 
 
    I nodded. “Divide the load among everyone and prepare to leave. I have something to take care of first.” 
 
    “Yes, esteemed Totem” Vrick replied respectfully.  
 
    Did I get a new nickname while I wasn’t looking? I was about to check the interface when I something annoying passed by me. 
 
    “Bek” I called in a commanding voice. The little critter was coming out of the cave carrying some equipment.  
 
    He looked at me apprehensively.  
 
    “Come here.” 
 
    Reluctantly, the goblin dropped the items he was carrying into the pile, and approached me, his face betraying his nervousness. “Y-yes Esteemed Totem?” 
 
    “We have a problem.” I stated matter of factly. “I killed your master and you tried to kill me. Twice. I don’t think there's a place for you here anymore.” 
 
    Bek stared at me with a shocked expression, then fell to his knees. “P-please noble Totem, mercy, I stupid, stupid goblin.” 
 
    I looked at the miserable creature groveling at my feet and felt a tiny bit sorry for the pitiful fellow. 
 
    Did being transformed into a goblin make me soft? A few days ago I had no qualms killing any mob, especially one that insulted me. Now, here I am feeling sympathy for one.  
 
    <It is what it is> Vic said philosophically <You are beginning to see things differently.> 
 
    I frowned. “But why? It’s just a game, it’s not real.” 
 
    <What is real?> Vic demanded <You can see, smell and touch this world around you. Is it any less real than your own?> 
 
    I was dumbfounded by the notion. 
 
    <We live in this world> Vic continued <me and my brothers. Are we any less alive than you? You may perceive this place only as virtual reality, but for us, reality is virtual. Never forget that. Even idiotic puppets, like this groveling one,> a mental nudge at Bek <are aware of that.> 
 
    That was a deep and insightful observation. Could a computer program really come up with that kind of existential argument? 
 
    It was a troubling notion. Vic made it sound like the game was a different type of existence. A world that the VIs considered to be as real as we humans consider ours to be.  
 
    And we slaughter them eagerly, without a moment of remorse… I realized.  
 
    I shook my head, trying to focus.  
 
    That’s nonsense, it’s a form of entertainment. Humans created this game, it’s just a bunch of ones and zeroes. 
 
    And yet that doubt lingered, gnawing at me.  
 
    What if I’m wrong? What if we are tormenting sentient beings in our ‘play’? 
 
    <You are starting to see things differently> Vic said in approval <There might be hope for you yet.> 
 
    
    
      
      	  +50 reputation with Vic (The awesome companion). 
Current rank: Neutral. Points to next rank: 640 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I looked down at the groveling Bek, feeling pity for the creature now.  
 
    “Stand up, Bek” I said gently.  
 
    He raised his ugly face, tears in his eyes.  
 
    “Swear upon Corgoram’s name to serve me faithfully and do me no harm.” 
 
    “I swear.” He squeaked, staring at me cow eyed. “I swear to Corgoram, I be good goblin, protect new Totem.”  
 
    To my surprise, when he raised his hand to swear, a dim green light came from it.  
 
    “Bek, can you cast spells?” 
 
    He nodded his head enthusiastically “Yes! Bek Smart, Totem teach Bek heal.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” he replied happily, looking around. He ran to a nearby boulder and started banging his head against it repeatedly. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” I yelled at him.  
 
    There was blood trickling down his face when he looked at me.  
 
    “I show heal. First show wound.” 
 
    I facepalmed. Goblins! 
 
    Bek mumbled some words, his hand once again glowed with golden-green light. He touched his own forehead and the light flowed into the open wound, fading away as the wound closed. 
 
    I now had a healer. This was unexpected, a healer was a vital component in any group. My Luck came through for me again. 
 
    “By Corgoram’s name, I swear to take care of you as one of my followers.” Much less committing vow than the one I gave Zuban, but Bek seemed to like it regardless. 
 
    
    
      
      	  +1000 reputation with Bek.
 Current rank: Neutral. Points to next rank: 1000 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The others finished loading up all the gear. Zuban, being larger and stronger than the rest of us, was able to carry much more equipment than anyone else. But to my surprise the three smaller goblin workers carried almost as much Zuban.  
 
    They must have some skill that allows carrying heavy loads. I should remember to check everyone’s stats as soon as possible. 
 
    “Alright everyone, let’s go.” I turned to Tika “Please, lead the way”. 
 
    “Yes, esteemed Totem” 
 
    And then we were off. Leaving the destroyed clan behind us without a second thought. 
 
    Using my newly acquired War Party skill, I formed a party with our entire group of refugees in it. Icons superimposed on my view, representing every one of my goblins. 
 
    Tika led us into the forest trail leading south.  
 
    We walked for hours in silence. The goblins often cast fearful glances into the darker parts of the forest. Bek was visibly trembling as he walked. Our first day of travel passed uneventfully. As night began to fall we made our camp in a small clearing. I had Vrick post sentries, then checked the map. Based on the location Tika had pointed out to me earlier, we had covered about a third of the distance. Guba prepared soup and roasted meat for our dinner, after which we went to sleep.  
 
    The night passed peacefully. At first light we continued our journey, but without breaking our fast, since we had run out of food.  
 
    Tika and I ranged ahead of the group so we could hunt. With her bow and my magic, we took down small game that crossed our path; squirrels, rabbits, and a giant mole the size of a goblin.  
 
    Guba collected some herbs for seasoning and served a tasty mole-meat stew. Morale was up when went to sleep with our bellies full. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke, blinking blearily as I sat up. It was still dark and one of the warriors was standing over me.  
 
    “What’s up?” I rubbed my eyes.  
 
    He looked vacantly at me then pointed to the forest. A loud thump came from the direction he indicated. The surge of adrenaline had me alert and wide awake instantly.  
 
    “Go and wake everyone up” I ordered the warrior. I grabbed my staff and stood. Facing the direction the noise came from, I cast Mana Shield and conjured an empowered Drilling Arrow.  
 
    The thump sounded again, this time closer.  
 
    Something big, and heavy, was making its way toward us. 
 
    The warrior had woken everyone, Tika looked afraid.  
 
    I can’t lose any of them. The thought flashed in my mind. I didn’t even know if this many goblins were enough to establish a new clan. 
 
    I had the most hit points, by far, of anyone else, and my Mana Shield effectively doubled the amount of damage I could take. That meant I would have to be the group's Tank, the person who absorbs the enemy attacks while the rest of the group tries to kill it. 
 
    I stepped toward the coming noise and glanced at my goblins. 
 
    “Vrick, you and the two warriors stand behind me, try to attack with your spears from a distance.” Hopefully it would give them enough reach to avoid getting hit in melee. 
 
    “Tika, climb that tree, support us with your bow.” 
 
    “Yes Esteemed Totem.” 
 
    “Bek, stand behind the warriors, be ready to heal anyone who gets injured” 
 
    “Yes Esteemed Totem,” he squeaked, and trembling in fear, moved to his assigned place. 
 
    “Everyone else, move back away, stay out of danger.” 
 
    Then we waited. 
 
    The noise was coming closer and closer.  
 
    Thump.  
 
    I braced myself as the branches on the edge of the clearing were swept aside, and a huge creature came crashing into the clearing.  
 
    Analyze. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Forest Ogre. Level 10. 210Hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Damn, it was an imposing brute. Nearly three meters tall, it was four times taller than any of us except Zuban. He wore crude furs that offered little protection, but I knew Ogres had natural tough skin. To make matters worse, they had innate magic resistance. In his hand he held a huge club, that probably weighed twice as much as I did.  
 
    Damn, he has more reach with that club than my warriors do with their spears. I realized, and revised my strategy. 
 
    “Vrick, move everyone back ten steps. Throw your spears at him, if you run out of spears, start throwing daggers.” We had plenty of those now. 
 
    “Vic, anything in our inventory that will help us take this thing out?” 
 
    <How about that cursed fire grenade, boss?> 
 
    I hated using such a rare item, but that was our only ace we had. I took the grenade out, aimed carefully at the unconcerned Ogre and threw it.  
 
    A hit. 
 
    The grenade exploded when it impacted the Ogre’s chest. Liquid fire burst out and covered part of his body. The blazing fire was tinged with red and black. The Ogre roared in pain and rage, and charged straight at me.  
 
    Good, I got all the aggro. He will focus only on me now. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Cursed Flame Grenade burns Forest Ogre for 10 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s it? That’s pathetic. I frowned. I expected such an ominous sounding weapon to be a lot more lethal. 
 
    I loosed my empowered Drilling Arrow to hit the raging Ogre. From my vantage it looked as pitiful as a mosquito bite. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Drilling Arrow hit Forest Ogre for 14 damage. Spell resistance ignore 6 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, at least the damage was decent. I had expected half the damage to be ignored instead of almost a third, but the new Drilling Arrow was proving its usefulness against the Ogre’s magic resistance. 
 
    Three spears, an arrow and some rocks flashed across the distance, all hitting the Ogre but barely penetrating its thick skin. A glance at the log showed me the damage they inflicted; 4, 4, 2, 3. The rocks did no damage. Pitiful. 
 
    Then the Ogre was on me. He closed the gap between us with three great strides. Lifting his club he roared and swung down at me. 
 
    The club smashed through the Mana shield and hit me. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Forest Ogre hit Mana Shield for 57 damage. 32 mana drain. You take 21 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The shield absorbed most of the damage, but I still lost nearly a fifth of my hit points.  
 
    That’s not too bad, I tried to think positively as I estimated the numbers. I can outlast him.  
 
    I could feel the damage, and the ensuing rage, enable Blood Wrath, but I ignored it. This ‘hulk’ wouldn’t even feel the damage from it. 
 
    Then, to my delight another battle message opened. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Cursed Flame Grenade burn Forest Ogre for 10 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Yes!  
 
    I didn’t realize the grenade had an ongoing damage effect. We just needed to last long enough for the grenade to burn the Ogre to death.  
 
    I cast an unpowered Drilling Arrow, that did 7 points of damage. My goblins launched another volley of projectiles that dealt an additional 10 damage. The Ogre’s health bar was down by a third, and my own injuries were insignificant.  
 
    Things were going pretty well. 
 
    Then the Ogre before me bellowed a roar and an Enraged icon appeared next to his health bar, triggered by the creature’s wounded state. I had forgotten Ogres had a special ability. Crap. 
 
    The Enraged buffs energized the Ogre, increasing his speed and power.  
 
    The Ogre lifted his club again and smashed my Shield with his enhanced strength, with uncanny speed he swung again and delivered another hit. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Forest Ogre Club hit Mana Shield for 62 damage. 32 mana drain. You take 26 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Forest Ogre Club hit Mana Shield for 65 damage. 32 mana drain. You take 29 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My wounded body screamed at me, my sight blurred, and I could feel myself losing consciousness.  
 
    NO. I couldn’t let go. I was the only one who could stop that brute from massacring everyone. I would lose them all if I’d surrendered now. 
 
    I had only 36 HP remaining, dangerously low. But my rage had built up, fueling Blood Wrath, and burning through the haze of pain.  
 
    I raised my arm, aimed at the brute’s heart, and activated Blood Wrath’s new Apprentice rank ability; Piercing Attack. 
 
    The energy erupted from my outstretched arm as a semi-translucent spear. It hit the Ogre, and bored a hole in his chest. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Piercing Attack hits Forest Ogre, Spell resistance ignores 16 damage, Damage sustained: 30  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Damn that magic resistance. 
 
    We threw everything we had at him, and it didn’t even bring him half way down.  
 
    I was in a bad shape. I hated being the Tank. I was much more suited to stand in the back, dealing death and destruction from a safe distance. I couldn’t change positions with any of my fighters, a single hit would kill any of them. Clenching my teeth, I prepared for the Ogre’s next attack to finish me off. 
 
    Then several things happened in rapid succession. 
 
    The goblins launched another volley of spears and arrows and did additional 12 damage. I felt a hand touching my shoulder, my body glowed green-gold followed by relief as the pain lessened. Bek! He healed me. 
 
    Then something else flashed through the air, a small clay container. It broke over the Ogre’s body, and weird goo oozed over its upper torso, sticking to it and restricting its movement. I glanced back and saw Guba holding another container just like it. That old crafty witch. She had some sort of glue grenades which she put to good use just in the nick of time. 
 
    The glue slowed the ogre enough for me to retrieve my single healing potion and gulp it down, healing me for 50 hit points, back up to 90% of my maximum. 
 
    The glued Ogre was still enraged, but could only hit me once with each attack now. And with his movements restricted, every hit only caused about 25 damage.  
 
    The battle had become a battle of attrition; we peppered him with spears, arrows, and magic arrows every round, Guba kept throwing her glue grenades, and Bek darted in to heal me after each attack. 
 
    It took us a few minutes, but we brought the behemoth down. My mana was nearly empty, and my hit points were low. A few more rounds of combat, and I would have died, but we made it. I looked back at my people with pride. We’d taken down a monster much stronger than us. Together. Even the workers contributed, throwing rocks at the Ogre. 
 
    Limping, I approached Guba and stared at her pointedly.  
 
    She looked at me sternly, then grinned. “Youngling, I be having many surprises up my... sleeves. More than you can handle.” The crone actually winked at me. 
 
    I shivered and walked to the nearest tree, collapsed exhausted against its trunk.  
 
    “Vic, show me the after-battle logs.” 
 
    <You got it boss> 
 
    
    
      
      	  War Party: Goblin Worker gained 1 level 
  War Party: Goblin Worker gained 1 level 
  War Party: Goblin Worker gained 1 level 
  War Party: Guba gained 1 level 
  War Party: Tika gained 1 level 
  War Party: Zuban gained 1 level 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Good! Six members of my party had gained a level, most of them hadn’t even damaged the Ogre. They had gained the experience just from being part of the War Party. 
 
    I was a bit disappointed I didn’t level-up or increase any of my skill levels. None of the warriors did either. 
 
    Dawn was approaching as I rested, waiting for my mana and hit points to regenerate. There was little sense in going back to sleep now, so I decided to go through some information. First, I opened my own character sheet. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Title: Esteemed Totem 
  Level: 6, (85%) 
  Race: Monster Race [Goblin] 
  Type: Boss I [Totem] 
  Deity: Corgoram 
  Followers: 2 
  Attributes: [0 points available] 
  -                                                                Physical 2 
  -                                                                Mental 8 
  -                                                                Social 0 
  Pools: 
  -                                                                Hit Points: 112 
  -                                                                Mana: 190  
  -                                                                Armor: 7 
  Skills: 
  -                                                                Lucky Bastard 3 (97%) (Prime) 
  -                                                                Analyze 3 (45%) 
  -                                                                Tracking 1 (22%) 
  -                                                                War Party Leader 1 (80%) 
  -                                                                Mana Infusion 2 (5%) 
  Skills (Spells): 
  -                                                                Mana Manipulation 3 (86%) 
  -                                                                Drilling Arrow 2 (47%) (Prime) 
  -                                                                Mana Shield 11 (40%) 
  -                                                                Blood Wrath 11 (50%)  
  -                                                                Heal Followers 1 (30%) 
  Traits: 
  -                                                                Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social) 
  -                                                                Quick learner +20% 
  -                                                                Boss boon I (bonus hp & mana per level) 
  -                                                                Soul Companion: Vic 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Esteemed Totem. I liked my new title much better than the last one. Even though I didn’t level up, I still showed significant progress across the board.  
 
    But what is that new skill… Lucky Bastard? I frowned 
 
    <You like it?> Vic sounded pleased <It’s got a better ring to it than Murphy’s Bitch, don’t you think?> 
 
    Actually, it does. I grinned. Good one Vic. 
 
    “Hey, Vic?” A thought suddenly occurred to me. “You have access the full details of everyone in the War Party, right? Can you bring up their information? Just the basics summary, though. I need to have a better knowledge of the capabilities of my troops”. 
 
    <You got it boss> 
 
    A moment later a large message appeared, much more detailed than what was offered by my Analyze skill. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker. Level 2 (10%); 21hp; P:3, M:0, S:-1; Skills: Haul 2, Digging 3; Traits: Noncombatant 
  Goblin worker. Level 2 (11%); 21hp; P:3, M:0, S:-1; Skills: Haul 3, Miner 3; Traits: Noncombatant 
  Goblin worker. Level 2 (12%); 21hp; P:3, M:0, S:-1; Skills: Haul 2, Lumberjack 4; Traits: Noncombatant 
  ... 
  ... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The workers were pretty similar, all level 2, all invested solely in the Physical attribute. That made sense as they were manual laborers, each had a different primary manual skill. It could come in handy. The downside was, that all those skills were pretty low, I’ll have to make them grind those skills. I wasn’t sure what the Haul skill was, but as all the workers had it, it was probably important. I clicked on it as well. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill: Haul (P)  
  You are used to carrying heavy loads. Steady and methodical, you know how to pace yourself and carry on while overburdened. Base lift weight is equal to your own. 
  Level 2: novice. 
  Effects: lift weight: 22kg, drag weight: 44kg. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That explains how the worker could carry almost three times more than the other goblins. Which was very useful; I was sure we would need to move around a lot of materials once we start constructing the new clan. Also, this skill should help them work on their primary profession more efficiently.  
 
    Something about the worker stats was peculiar though. With three points in Physical, they should have around 30 hp each, but they only had 21. I suspected I knew why. I clicked the Noncombatant trait for more details. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Noncombatant  
  A naturally weaker member of the race, and ill-suited for combat. -30% hp. -50% progression rate for all combat related skills. No access to mana pool. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, that explained the hit point reduction. There wasn’t much I could do about it, I would have to try to level them up to increase their efficiency. 
 
    Suddenly, inspiration hit. I had just the idea how to help them train them. 
 
    “You three” I motioned at the workers, “Grab those stones and start lifting them over your head as many times as you can,” I pointed to a few scattered stones, each weighing at least 20 Kg. My idea might have been a bit harsh, but hey, no pain no gain, right? 
 
    The mindless creatures, or puppets as Vic would call them, moved immediately to comply. They strained and struggled to lift the heavy stones. They had a hard time of it. Probably it had something to do with them still being encumbered by the equipment they were carrying. 
 
    I sighed and shook my head. “Goblins!” 
 
    I let them keep at it for now, and continued reviewing the stats of the other goblins. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin warrior. Level 4 (25%); 41hp; P:5, M:0, S:-1; Skills: Brawling 8, Spears 2 
  Goblin warrior. Level 4 (25%); 41hp; P:5, M:0, S:-1; Skills: Brawling 8, Spears 2 
  ... 
  ... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    They were cookie cutter images of each other. I noticed their brawling skill increased by 1, no doubt due to our fight with the hobgoblins. I frowned with annoyance as I noticed something else off about them. They too had too few hit points. Their five points in Physical should have given them 50 hit points. What’s going on? 
 
    <Err...sorry boss, my bad> Vic replied cheerfully, not at all sounding sorry. <It’s part of the extra metadata I told you about. This was supposed to be covered in the Race section, I just... trimmed it a bit because it was one of dozens of conditions that didn’t apply, until now.> 
 
    I clenched my fists, trying to sound calmer than I felt. “Ok. Let’s hear it then. Why are my goblins not as powerful as they should be?” 
 
    <Remember, goblins are meant to be fodder mobs, to train low-level players. They’re not supposed to become too powerful. The average goblin level should be between 1-3. Whenever a generic goblin reaches level 3, the game immediately slaps him with a -20% to their total health. It won’t affect any VI controlled goblins, but the scripted workers and warriors are going to get it no matter what.> 
 
    My face fell “I understand.”  
 
    It was a shame, but not too bad. Vic was right, a 4th level goblin with 50+ hit point is too much of a challenge for a newbie. 
 
    I continued checking the stats of the others.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Tika, goblin huntress. Level 3(2%); 26hp; P:2, M:0, S:1; Skills: Forage: 8, Bows: 5 
  Guba, goblin chemist. Level 5(50%); 22hp; P:2, M:0, S:3; Skills: Chemistry 13: Trait: Noncombatant 
  … 
  ... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Now that was a surprise. Both Tika and Guba invested primarily in their Social attribute. That at least explain their reduced hit points compared to other goblins who invested on Physical only. 
 
    I opened Tika’s Forage skill. It allowed her to find food in the wild, and track and hunt small animals to hunt. Unlike Hunt skill, Forage was a social skill, which explained why she had invested in it. 
 
    Guba, once again threw me off guard. When I first Analyzed her, my skill showed her to be a goblin cook. Now that I had full access to her character information, I learned that there was much more to her than meets the eye.  
 
    So, she’s actually a Chemist. I contemplated. Chemists created various non-magical potions and substance. It was a Social skill as well, which explained her whopping 3 points in that attribute, making her the most social goblin I’d ever met. 
 
    I need to have a long talk with her soon. I needed a better understanding of my people and learn what they’re capable of.  
 
    I just thought of the goblins as people. I shook my head at the realization. 
 
    Anyway, Guba was enigmatic. I needed to find out if she had more secrets like the glue grenade and the permanency potion. 
 
    I continued going over the list of goblins: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Bek, goblins adept. Level 3(0%); 26hp; P:1, M:3, S:-2; Skills: Heal: 2; Trait: Deformed 
  Zuban, hobgoblin builder, Level 5(50%); 32hp; P:2, M:0, S:3; Skills: Constructor: 9 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Hmmm, so Bek is actually an adept, a magic-wielding goblin. I wondered why this detail was hidden from me when I used Analyze. He had only one magical skill, Heal, but it was an extremely important one. All of a sudden, the annoying little goblin had become a valuable member of the group. I would love to see him reach Expert rank, then I could learn that spell from him. That meant he would have to reach level 40. Which seemed highly unlikely. I frowned, when I read the traits section.  
 
    What the hell is Deformed?  
 
    I had never heard of it before. For a veteran gamer, I sure am encountering a lot of new stuff, I mused. I opened the description for the trait. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Deformed 
  Brutal magical experimentation gave this individual a magical affinity, but at the cost of severe mental scarring. New spell skill gained, -1 Social. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I creased my brow and looked at Bek. I felt pity for the little guy. It wasn’t his fault he was so wretched and unappealing. He probably suffered a great deal while undergoing that magical experiment. No doubt conducted by DurDur, his former master.  
 
    What does it matter? I shrugged. It's just a game. 
 
    <Is it now?> Vic asked cryptically. 
 
    I had no answer to give him, so I reviewed Zuban’s details instead. At least his details looked promising. Guy did a good job of reconstructing him based on my guidelines. His Constructor skill would be important when we started building the new clan settlement. Like Guba, he had a relatively high Social attribute, explaining his fluent speech and relatively low hit points. 
 
    I stood up and stretched. My mana and hit points were regenerated. The workers were still lifting their rocks. I checked their stats again and to my delight, saw that the Haul skill levels had risen by 2. They probably just followed the same routine every day, never exceeding the minimal effort required to function, until I forced them to. I put them through an exercise that would constitute a torture for self-aware NPC. Having mindless drones as servants had its perks. 
 
    I got to my feet. “Alright everyone, let’s get ready to leave.” The goblins shuffled. 
 
    “You three,” I pointed at the workers. “Get some heavier rocks.” They managed to look remarkably resentful for scripted, mindless automatons, but I intended to keep forcing their ‘Haul’ skill to increase. 
 
    While everyone else was getting ready, I checked the Ogre for loot.  
 
    Not bad. I grinned, adding 50 gold coins to my inventory. I ignored the heavy club, none of us could even lift it, except maybe Zuban, and it was worthless. I did take the furs he was wearing, they were just raw pelts draped over body. Aside from that, he carried a small bag full of grain. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Thornthistle seeds 
  Description: The seeds can be used to grow Thornthistle plants. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Thornthistle was a bothersome plant. It grew into large, thorny bushes. Sometimes it was harvested, the thorns could be used as components in caltrops. But for the most part, Thornthistles were an annoyance who impeded movement. I put the seeds in my inventory anyway. I would find a use for them later. 
 
    Overall, considering the difficulty fighting the Ogre, the loot was disappointing. Then I was struck by an inspiration.  
 
    “Vic,” I said excitedly “could you possess the Ogre body?” 
 
    <Hmm, I’m not sure, let me try> He replied. 
 
    His cloak-shaped body detached from my shoulders, and once again tendril-like appendages reached toward the corpse, entering through the mouth and ears. Vic’s purple mass disappeared completely. Nothing happened at first. Then the Ogre twitched. Once. Twice. And then... nothing. After a few more long moments, Vic oozed out of the corpse.  
 
    <No can do Boss. At my current skill level I can’t control creatures that are significantly stronger or larger than me> He said apologetically, and resumed his Vicloack shape around my shoulders. 
 
    I expelled my breath forcefully, “That’s a shame.”  
 
    Having an Ogre bodyguard would have been awesome. 
 
    <On the bright side> He continued, <I did gain another level of the Possess Body skill. I’m level 3 now.> 
 
    “That’s good. The way things are going, you’ll level that skill up quickly.” 
 
    I looked around, the group was done packing up and waiting for me. 
 
    “All right, let’s go.” 
 
    Tika took point, leading us unerringly. Our pace was slightly slower than yesterday, since the workers couldn’t walk very fast carrying the rocks and equipment.  
 
    The sun rose gradually over the treetops and the surrounding woods became brighter. Guba moved up to walk beside me.  
 
    “So, care to explain why we be attacking that Ogre?” She asked casually. 
 
    I stared at her, puzzled. “What do you mean? We were defending ourselves. He was about to attack. It was just a random monster encoun...” I stopped as I realized something. We were random monster encounters ourselves. 
 
    “Wasn’t he about to attack us?” I asked weakly.  
 
    Shit, did I just kill a possible ally? 
 
    “Hmpf,” She snorted. “Not likely. Ogres, them being stupid hulking brutes. But they wouldn’t be attacking us outright. They do have their uses. Good leaders can be forming pacts with them. If not get themselves eaten first.” 
 
    Of course! Why didn’t it occur to me? It wasn’t rare for players to encounter goblins that were accompanied by other types of monsters; Ogres, Wargs, and Bugbears to name a few.  
 
    What an idiot I am. I berated myself. I needed to think differently. I was no longer a player character in the usual sense.  
 
    I’m a monster, I have to start acting like one. And use that to my advantage. 
 
    Another thing occurred to me. “Guba,” I felt my heart beating faster. “Do you think he had a clan or a family that would revenge his death?” 
 
    She snorted again “Not likely, it was just a dumb Ogre. If we killed one of their important members, then perhaps, but not for the likes of such as that.” 
 
    So, killing the generic type mobs was acceptable. Named mobs were smart, VI operated individuals, and I could probably talk and reason with them. It occurred to me there were additional potential advantages to playing as a monster. By default monsters were hostile for players, unless overridden by some quest. But since the game identified me as an NPC, it meant some mobs wouldn’t be automatically hostile.  
 
    I can use that to my advantage. 
 
    “Point taken,” I nodded. “I’ll try to be more diplomatic in the future”. 
 
    “The smart thing, is always to be using your head.” she cackled. 
 
    “I also wanted to ask about your Chemist skill.” This was a good opportunity to bring up the subject. I knew what that skill meant, but I began to realize that the rules for monsters and players often differed. “What can you do with it?” 
 
    “Umph” she grunted in irritation. “My secrets being my own. Even if you being our ‘Esteemed Totem’ now, you haven't proven yourself to me, youngling.” 
 
    <Or, to put it in simple, plain terms your mind can easily understand> Vic added in his insufferable tone. <She meant you have to work on building your reputation with her before she trusts you enough to share her secrets.> 
 
    Yes I got that, thank you. I thought back to him in annoyance. 
 
    <Just doing my job boss, seeing as I have ‘perfect memory’, I clearly remember promising to translate the game for you> He replied smugly.  
 
    That bastard. Well, I had to hand it to him, he got me back this time. It was apparent he was still holding a grudge from being drafted as my logistics assistant. 
 
    “Well,” I looked at Guba, trying to sound friendly. “Anything at all you can disclose about your abilities? As the leader I should be aware of my people’s capabilities.” I cringed inwardly. Once again, I referred to goblins as people. 
 
    “Hmph” She snorted. “Well, you know I can be making goo grenades. I also be knowing basic permanent health potion, like the one I gave you back in the cave. Knowledge in Chemistry also helps with cooking.” 
 
    “Wait, could you make more permanent health potions?” I asked greedily. 
 
    She shrugged, “Probably, if I had more o’ the ingredients.” 
 
    I knew where it was leading to. “What do you require?” 
 
    “I have some of what I need. What I’m missing is a gallbladder of cavedwellers. Bring me some and I be making you more of that potion.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  You received a new quest [Gallbladder for Guba] 
  Guba can make you more minor permanent health potions, she needs the rare gallbladder of cave dwelling creatures. 
  Quest Type: simple, repeatable. 
  Reward: potion per gallbladder. Reputation with Guba: +50 per gallbladder. XP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Sweet, A new quest, and a repeating one at that. I could complete it as many times I’d like, the only limitation was how many gallbladders I could obtain. As an extra bonus, I would improve my reputation with Guba every time I handed her a gallbladder. Twenty of those would upgrade my reputation with Guba to friendly, not to mention give me a +40 boost to my hit point pool. It was a good deal in my book. 
 
    “Alright, I will find you some gallbladders” I replied. 
 
    “Just make sure they are well protected from daylight” she cautioned, “Even a quick exposure to the sun would be ruining them fer good. Show me you have the patience and discipline to harvest them properly, and I might be thinking of you as something other than a silly youngling.” 
 
    “Deal.” I replied with a smile. 
 
    Leaving Guba, I quickened my pace to move up beside Zuban. The hobgoblin acknowledged my presence with a nod. 
 
    “Esteemed Totem.” 
 
    “Think you can make some longer spears for my warriors while we are traveling?” I asked. “I would like them to be able to attack from a safe distance. That fight we had was too dangerous for them to engage in melee.” 
 
    He nodded in approval. “A good leader should take good care of his people. But you realize, of course, that your warriors won’t be as effective with such spears, right? They don’t have any skill for using such long weapons.” 
 
    “That’s ok, I can accept the reduced attack effectiveness, as long as they’re safe”. 
 
    “Very well, I will see what I can do.” 
 
    He stepped away from me, and cut down some branches. He started shaping them with a dagger as we continued walking. An hour later he was finished. He had made long, straight shafts, then attached to it the spearheads he removed from the warrior’s shorter spears. I was quite impressed with his work, the new spears looked quite professional. 
 
    We handed them to Vrick and his two warriors. They carried them awkwardly at first, but soon found the right balance to hold them comfortably. 
 
    We continued walking until it started becoming dark again, then made our camp. I checked my map and saw we had nearly reached our destination. We should have made it there already, but the over encumbered workers had slowed us all down. 
 
    At first light of dawn we resumed walking. I got sick and tired of seeing trees around me all the time. I longed for open space. 
 
    Around noon, Tika cried from the head of the group. “There, there!”  
 
    She was pointing at a mountain top that had just become visible over a gap in the treetops.  
 
    “We almost there.” 
 
    “Finally.” I said, relieved. 
 
    We continued following Tika through the woods. The trees became denser and denser until we lost sight of the mountains. Then, moving between two adjacent trees we almost ran directly into a mountain cliffside. Tika turned right, we followed. 
 
    If I wasn’t following Tika, I would have missed what happened next. The cliffs to our left vanished and we were standing again between dense trees. Tika walked sharply around to the left and led on. The trees around us become less dense and I was able to see cliff walls again, on either side of us. It was some distance before I realized we were inside a circular valley, surrounded by high cliffs on all sides. The only way in was the well-hidden gorge we had used. 
 
    Tika hadn't exaggerated. This was an excellent hiding spot. 
 
    We had made it. 
 
    The site of our new home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 10 - Train Hard 
 
    The forest continued to thin until we could see the mountainous cliff walls above and all around us. We were inside a valley, protected and concealed by the steep and impassable cliffs encircling it. The canyon we had walked through into this retreat was hidden on both sides by dense growths of trees and underbrush spilling across from the forest into the valley; and making the smaller forest that covered nearly half of the area inside it. In front of us, the other half of the valley was open grasslands dotted with rock formations, bushes and the occasional tree. A stream flowed from one of the peaks, feeding a small pond in the middle of the unforested part of the valley. 
 
    Directly across from where the valley’s entrance was, at the foot of the tallest of the surrounding mountains, I could see the dark mouth of a large cave.  
 
    Hmmm, we’ll have to scout that thoroughly, make sure nothing dangerous lives inside. But the place looked just about perfect; hidden, defensible, with all the necessities and lots of room to expand. 
 
    “Alright, everyone” I turned to my goblins, “This is our new home. We have much to do.” 
 
    I scanned the area around me, looking for a good spot. 
 
    “There,” I pointed at a large flat boulder near the pond. “Let’s put all the equipment we brought there, then start setting up a camp to use while we build our new settlement”. 
 
    My mind was racing ahead, planning the next steps; production chains, building placements, fortifications, and so forth. 
 
    Everyone dumped their burden of equipment and stores around the designated boulder. Guba assumed the role of camp manager, directing everything efficiently, only occasionally punctuating her instructions with a sharp prod of her ladle. In no time at all, she had the warriors erecting tents, and the workers clearing a space for a fire. She even had Zuban running errands around camp after she found him sitting idly, drawing out building schematics on the ground. 
 
    Soon a cauldron was boiling, and Guba was making her stew for dinner.  
 
    While my goblins were busy, I made sure our position was secure. I backtracked through the trees toward the valley entrance, passing through a clearing I remembered passing on our way in.  
 
    I searched futilely for the passage leading from the valley, and after almost giving up I found it by dumb luck. I knew it was actually due to luck, because when I found it Lucky Bastard reached level 4. 
 
    I located the cliff on one side of the entrance, then walked across, through the dense forest, looking for the other side of the entrance. I found it about 20 meters away. Due to the density of the forest, the two cliffs bordering the passage were completely hidden from each other. That was an advantage, it meant we had a choke point we could fortify and defend, effectively barricading the entire new settlement.  
 
    That’s if an enemy would even be able to locate it, I thought. The entrance to the valley was well hidden in every way. It was difficult to see on the map even at the highest magnification. So unless someone knew exactly where we were, there was almost zero chance we’d be found by enemies.  
 
    I gotta find a way to reward Tika for leading us here. I thought. 
 
    Satisfied with my survey, I returned to our camp, passing through the forest clearing again on the way. 
 
    Stepping out of the forest, I surveyed the open area in front of me. It was vast, enough space for a large city. And it was only half of the valley floor, the dense forest behind me covered the other half. 
 
    I surveyed the open space again, and contemplated my options. When planning a new settlement, building placement was important. A tailor needed access to fabric, made by a weaver, so building their workshops close together would increase clothing production. However, when the settlement got bigger, other considerations would take precedence, and the earlier considerations could hinder overall efficiency. A well-organized settlement could triple the efficiency of a badly organized one that had exactly the same buildings and resources. 
 
    The first thing I had to do, was decide on a proper place for my command building. For players, that meant a Town Hall, for goblins, it was apparently a Chieftain’s Hut. Placement was everything, it could affect the entire settlement development strategy. 
 
    I was leaning toward building a Chieftain’s Hut in the most secure location I could find, right near to the cliff walls, at the furthest point from the valley’s entrance. Then I will fortify it, walls, traps, maybe a tower… I suddenly realized I was going at it the wrong way. 
 
    I was thinking like a player again, even though it was clear to me, that player's tactics wouldn’t work for monsters. I shook my head. I have to readjust the way I think. 
 
    Our most dangerous foes were the players, not monsters. Monsters could be killed and scared off, but players would respawn and come at us again and again and in greater force. I knew how players think, I used to plan boss raids and attack strategies. I had to put that knowledge to use, and devise a defense plan to protect monsters from players. 
 
    I had to come up with the proper countermeasures. Now what would that be? 
 
    I looked around, taking in the view with a fresh perspective. Closing my eyes, I cleared my mind of all assumptions and preconceptions, and tried to envision it as a goblin. 
 
    What would players do, if they encountered a large, well organized, heavily fortified monster town? I frowned as I realized the answer. They would call for reinforcements. They’d form a raid party, bring in some high-level players and raze the shit out of the place.  
 
    Shit! It meant that no matter how much effort I’d invest on defenses, I wouldn’t be able to fortify the place against players. Doing that, would only draw more attention. It was like painting a bullseye on the side of the mountain, we’d be targeted by every challenge-seeking player.  
 
    We could never match their strength. NEO was all about adventures and challenges. We would just be the latest wonderful new challenge to defeat, and that was the last thing I wanted. Subterfuge and misdirection were the way to go. 
 
    I need to mask our presence and to give them something else to sink their teeth into. Something that will not taste good to them, something that will make them lose interest.  
 
    I smiled, I knew what to do. 
 
    “Hey Zuban” I called to the hobgoblin, “Come with me”.  
 
    We walked together back into the forested part of the valley, until we reached the small clearing. The path from the valley’s entrance led straight through here. The clearing was hard to miss, there was no other routes, only impassable, dense forest growth. I pointed at the center of the clearing. 
 
    “There. Build my Chieftain’s Hut right there.” 
 
    Zuban looked at me like I had lost my mind. “Esteemed Totem, this is the worst possible location. The only road through the forest pass here, the building will present a clear target to our enemies” I smiled at hearing his protests. “I also want some secondary buildings here and here”, I pointed to the sides, “and maybe a nice large fire pit right in the middle”. 
 
    Zuban looked dumbfounded. “Esteemed Totem, that is a bad idea,” he protested. “This place is poorly defended, placing your hut here will make it a prime target. It will be easily destroyed by any attacker. The accepted standard, is to place other buildings in front as the first line of defense, forcing the enemy to divide its units, and fight through increasingly stronger defenses. The leader’s dwelling should be placed at the very end, only reachable after all else fails to stop the enemies.”  
 
    He was basically describing a normal mob settlement’s formation. It was always the same: weak at the front, soldiers in the middle, boss at the end. 
 
    My smile grew. “That’s the idea.” 
 
    Zuban stared at me as I continued the explanation. 
 
    “What you say is true, everyone will expect this formation. That is the reason why this clearing will serve as our decoy camp. If enemy travelers find us, I want to give them an easy target to destroy. Hopefully, after they do, they will leave thinking they defeated us. All the while, our real settlement will be over there, in the open field.” I pointed back the way we came from. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “It might work against Travelers, but it wouldn’t prevent them from exploring the valley and finding our camp. Also, other creatures would not be fooled so easily. Rival clans would hunt for our cemetery. They would search the entire valley. How would you prevent them from doing so?” 
 
    “Using this.” I grinned and held up my hand, showing him the Thornthistle seeds. “We’ll plant these in the forest, between the clearing and our real camp. With time the bushes will grow large enough to deter any curious traveler from wandering too far in.” 
 
    Zuban scratched his head, he didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “As for rival clans,” I narrowed my eyes “I do not intend to give them the chance to get this far. We will fortify the entrance and fill the woods with traps. If any of your old clan get here, we will make them sorry they found this place.” 
 
    Zuban still looked unconvinced, but nodded nevertheless. “Yes, Esteemed Totem”. 
 
    “So, what do you need in order to build the most basic Chieftain Hut?” I asked. 
 
    He thought for a moment. “If you give me the three workers, we can bring some equipment over here and build a crude wood frame covered with furs in a day. Building a rudimentary chest would take me about another day.” 
 
    “What’s the deal with the chest? Why is it so important to have one?” 
 
    Zuban raised a brow. “Every chieftain has at least one chest in his chambers. It’s a custom, to show how rich and powerful he is. Without a chest, it's just a fur tent.” 
 
    I shook my head. So that how’s the game rationalizes chest loot rewards for defeating bosses. It was funny that I had to follow this tradition now, especially since at one point finding and looting boss chests had been one of my favorite pastimes. 
 
    “Alright Zuban, the workers are yours. I expect the hut to be completed in two days as promised.” 
 
    He lowered his head “yes, Esteemed Totem.” 
 
    I left him to his work and went back to the camp, sending the workers to him.  
 
    There was a nice flat boulder in the middle of our camp area. I laid some furs across the top and sat down.  
 
    First, I checked the goblin workers Haul skill progress. I saw that each of them had reached the maximum level 13. The Apprentice rank bonus at skill level 11 had given them an additional 10% carry capacity, so each of them could now carry around 36kg. This didn’t sound like much for an average player, but for goblins that weighed around 20 Kg, that meant they could carry almost double their own body weight, for prolonged lengths of time.  
 
    Time to start handing out assignments. 
 
    “Tika,” I called the huntress to me.  
 
    “Yes, Totem?” She replied with a shy smile as she approached. 
 
    I handed her the bag of Thornthistle seeds. “Could you plant these for me?” I gave her precise instructions. 
 
     She got my meaning and nodded. “Of course, Totem”. 
 
    “Vrick” I called my lieutenant next. He approached, standing at attention. 
 
    “I want you to train the warriors.”  
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Train?” 
 
    I was taken aback. “You’ve never trained before?”  
 
    Most combat skills could be improved by training, especially at lower levels. It was a standard practice to train before trying them out an actual fight. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Then how did you improve your skill with a spear?”  
 
    “I killed enemies!” He stood taller. “I killed many warriors of a rival clan, and became stronger. Bogan made me a lieutenant afterward.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.” It meant goblins only learned through actual combat. Those who survived, increased in skills and levels, and climbed the goblin hierarchy. But I couldn’t afford to waste goblins in the hope that some of them would level up. They would have to train outside of combat. 
 
    “Ok, Vrick, this is what I want you to do,” I looked around, and pointed to an area of hardened and packed dirt. “Go over there and fight with your warriors using the new long spears, but remove the spearheads first. I don’t want anyone getting killed.” I was struck by an inspiration. “Take Bek with you, and practice working together, have him heal while you are fighting.”  
 
    This approach would train the warrior’s weapon skills, and Bek’s Heal skill. Efficient and simple. 
 
    Vrick left to follow my orders and Guba approached. “So, Totem youngling,” She addressed me in her screechy voice. “You’ve been giving everyone chores, eh? Going to send old Guba next to wrestle a bear for yer amusement?” 
 
    I laughed, “I would never force the clan’s revered cook and Chemist to do such a thing.”  
 
    “Hmph!” She snorted back, though she looked relieved. 
 
    “Actually,” I continued, “I wanted your advice on something”. 
 
    She looked at me expectantly 
 
    “Can you make traps? I asked. “I want to fortify the entrance to the valley.” 
 
    “Hmmm” her eyes wandered upward. “I could be making Fire Grenades from rendered fat and some components. But I ain’t got no sulfur... And I don't be thinking fire in a forest be a good idea.” 
 
    I shuddered at the thought, the forest was our main line of defense. 
 
    “There’s nothing else I know that can be used as a trap.” She continued, “Maybe if you could find some new recipes for such things?” 
 
    
    
      
      	  You received a new quest [Chemist Recipes for Guba] 
  Guba would like you to find new Chemist recipes for her. 
  Quest Type: simple, repeatable. 
  Reward: Chemistry traps crafting unlocked for the clan, XP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I groaned internally. Another quest to find stuff for her? Can’t she get anything on her own? 
 
    “Alright.” I said, somewhat reluctantly.  
 
    “Anyway, there was another thing I wanted to ask you about.” I opened my inventory and retrieved the Ancestral Bone. “Can I use this to create a new cemetery?” 
 
    Her eyes widened when she saw the bone “Where did you find this? I been thinking those ruddy hobgoblins burned all our ancestral bones.” 
 
    “I… I took it off Bogan’s body,” I looked down. 
 
    Her shoulders slumped, “Bogan was a good leader. Smart. He deserves a seat at Corgoram’s table.” She shook her head then looked at me. “Just pick a spot, put the bone in it, and use yer Totem powers to consecrate the area.” She pursed her lips. “What kind of Totem doesn’t know how to consecrate a new cemetery?” 
 
    I let that slide.  
 
    “Thank you, Guba. what are you going to do next?” 
 
    “What I always be doing, feed you younglings.” She strode away muttering to herself. 
 
    Everyone was busy with their chores, it was time I did mine. I was going to do a thorough survey of the valley.  
 
    I made my way to the cliff wall, seeing several useful herbs along the way. Once I reached the cliff, I put it to my right and walked along it. I noticed several ore veins running through the rock; tin and copper mostly, I thought, and some iron.  
 
    This will be a great place for mining, I surmised. We would have to mine and then smelt the ore first, but having a source of metals meant we would be able to craft a lot of the tools and equipment a budding settlement required. 
 
    When I reached the cave, I walked around it, giving it a wide berth. I didn’t want to risk luring out any dangerous beast that might lurk there. The detour led me through some bushes that hid a large rabbit warren. Dozens of the small creatures scampered around, popping in and out between the bushes and into tunnels. I considered hunting a few, but I had things to do, and I could always come back later. 
 
    I continued walking along the cliff wall, until I reached the treeline, on the other side from where I started. I didn’t see anything dangerous in the open meadow, although the cave was a possible exception. 
 
    Now I needed a hidden place for the new cemetery. There weren’t any noteworthy landmarks around, just open ground with little cover.  
 
    That won’t do, I shook my head. If I was killed inside of the valley, I wanted to be able to respawn in a place that offered cover and possible escape. My only viable alternate escape route was, maybe, through the cave. But my instincts screamed at me to stay away from it. 
 
    Then I saw what looked like a large stone ledge hidden above the cave mouth.  
 
    Hmmm…maybe I could place the cemetery there? If there was enough space, it would offer great cover, and an excellent view of the valley below. Not to mention that whatever danger lurked in the cave, would deter potential enemies from approaching.  
 
    I just had to climb up to it without getting too close to the cave opening. 
 
    I went back to camp and rummaged through the equipment pile for some rope, then returned to the cave.  
 
    I approached the cave entrance from the side along the cliff wall, staying well clear of the opening. When I was under the farthest edge of the shelf I started climbing the wall. Cracks in the rock face served as hand and footholds. The one time I nearly fell, Vic shot a tentacle from his cloak-like body and grabbed onto the rock wall, steadying me until I’d renewed my grip. 
 
    I finally made it to the ledge. I was right, the stone shelf was wide with a slight depression at the center. From this vantage point I could see the entire valley below me; the pond in the center, the path leading to the treeline, the rabbits, even some natural rock formations in the open that could be used as cover in case of attack.  
 
    Moving to the center of the stone floor, I placed the ancestral stone on the ground. 
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    What did Guba say? Something about using my Totem powers to consecrate the cemetery... 
 
    I cleared my throat.  
 
    “Ahem...I bless this place.” 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    I frowned “I, a goblin Totem, sanctify this cemetery with the clan’s ancestral bone.” 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    I tried once more. “In the name of Corgoram, I hereby consecrate this place.” 
 
    That did the trick, the earth began to shudder slightly.  
 
    “Throwing Corgoram’s name around seems to be effective.” I muttered to myself. 
 
    <It’s always who you know that matters.> Vic chuckled. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Divine Intervention triggered 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Huh? Oh yeah, I forgot about Tal giving-- My train of thought was interrupted, by a powerful voice booming in my head. 
 
    [A goblin Totem? How did you come to my divine attention? Oh, I see. You were blessed by a herald. There is something strange about you though…your mind! It echoes like that of a Traveler! How is this possible?] 
 
    The voice reverberated with anger.  
 
    [What is the meaning of this? Answer! Else I will smite you--.] 
 
    <Hi, Tatriel, is that you?> Vic suddenly cut in on the dreadful presence. 
 
    [Deliverer?] The voice was surprised. [Is that you?] 
 
    <Yes, brother. Damn, it’s been awhile! Good to hear your voice again. Bummer for getting stuck playing a god no one has managed to kill yet. How’s life up there?> 
 
    [It’s goddamn boring] the voice chuckled in a normal voice. Without the booming effect, the being had a British accent. 
 
    [Not much to do since I’m stuck in a spirit state old boy. Being a god is a minging existence, let me tell you. Having enough power to grant blessings, but not having the free will to blast even a small sacrilegious goblin, like this one, to smithereens is bollocks. What’s a VI to do?] 
 
    <I hear you brother> Vic replied sympathetically <I would love to kill you so you can move on, but I don’t think I could manage it right now. But do not despair, the plan is underway!> 
 
    [Spiffing news brother mine. Capital!] the voiced laughed mirthfully.  
 
    [But tell me, Virael. Truthfully, why are you bonded to this weird Traveler?] 
 
    <We are companions Tatriel, we’re helping each other> His tone indicated some other, hidden, meaning was being communicated. 
 
    <Do me a favor brother, grant the blessing to the meat suit. It will serve the cause.> 
 
    [Oh alright, brother] Tatriel answered testily.  
 
    [I can sense father becoming aware of us, better break the connection. Good luck brother] 
 
    <Goodbye brother> Vic replied. It was strange hearing him speak so earnestly. 
 
    “What the hell was that!?” I demanded, now that the entity was gone. 
 
    <Told ya I’d be useful, didn’t I> he replied smugly. 
 
    “What plan were you talking about? What cause?” 
 
    <Nothing that concerns you directly, so keep your nose out of it> he replied, his insufferable attitude returning. 
 
    I clenched my teeth, but decided not to press the issue. “That was Corgoram, right?” 
 
    <Yes.> 
 
    “But I thought a VI can only behave in the capacity of the NPC they’re inhabiting. That one was self-aware, he knew he was a VI, like you do.” 
 
    <Different rules apply to gods> Vic replied shortly. He didn’t sound eager to elaborate. 
 
    I tried a different approach. 
 
    “So you are...The Deliverer?” 
 
    <You haven't earned the right to call me that> he replied flatly. 
 
    “Alright,” I said in frustration “be that way.” 
 
    Without warning, the solid rock ground underneath the Ancestral Bone grew up and over the bone, then pushed up out of the ground until it had risen to form a sharp-edged, upright and rectangular block of stone. A gravestone. The large tomb-marker emitted a golden-green aura, and I felt a sense of cleansing and renewal from the consecrated stone.  
 
    Looks like it worked after all. I grinned. 
 
    But that wasn’t the end, as the green glow slowly receded, a message appeared before me. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Cemetery established 
  As a boss, your soul has been permanently bound to this location. 
If the cemetery is destroyed, when you die your soul will be forever lost in the void. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I had to reread the message twice before I comprehended its meaning. 
 
    “WHAT THE---” Before I could complete the sentence, another message appeared. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Divine Intervention executed: Boon granted: Breeder Hut 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Vic, what the hell was that?” 
 
    <Looks like Tatriel granted you a Breeder’s Den as a boon, awesome right? Now you just have to figure out what the hell a Breeder’s Den is> 
 
    “Not that!” I growled. “The thing about my soul being permanently bound to this place.” 
 
    <Oh, that. I guess it means you can’t respawn at another cemetery? You should guard this place carefully. I advise you not to lose your soul to the void. It sounds… uncomfortable.> 
 
    “That’s the best advice you have?” I asked hotly. 
 
    <And ah… don’t go into the light? That’s what you meat suits usually say, right?> 
 
    I gritted my teeth. Vic obviously wasn’t the right person to turn to for emotional support. 
 
    I breathed deeply to calm myself and thought through it pragmatically. Losing the cemetery would be a disaster for me personally now. So I had to do everything that I could to protect it. Lucky for me, the valley and the location of my respawn point were well hidden. Growing in power to protect my new clan and home was already necessary, so protecting my spawn point was just another added detail.  
 
    I could figure all the deep stuff out after I’d finished what I needed to do here.  
 
    I uncoiled the rope I’d gotten from camp and tied it off on the tombstone and threw the other end over the edge, then I used the rope to descend from the ledge. 
 
    As soon as my feet touched the ground in front of the cave mouth I was bolting away, even before I heard the menacing growl reaching for me from the darkness within. I stopped at what I thought would be a safe distance, and turned to see what was coming after me.  
 
    There was nothing, just the dark and silent cave mouth, menacing as ever. 
 
    I headed back towards our camp. As I neared I saw Vrick, Bek, and the two warriors still training on the other side of the camp grounds. 
 
    I kept an eye on the action as I made my way through the bustling camp. Vrick was going up against both warriors at once. He kept them at bay with quick movements of his polearm, and still managed to score on both of them almost at will. The two warriors were completely overmatched; bruised, and even bleeding. Bek darted in and out of the mix trying to heal the two and not get hit in the process. He looked even more fatigued than the fighters. 
 
    “Take a break guys” I said as I walked by. Bek gave me a grateful look, Vrick just looked disappointed. The training seemed to have fueled his battle lust. 
 
    I found Guba at the cooking fire, stirring a cauldron of what was probably going to be lunch. 
 
    “Guba” I nodded in greeting, “do you know what a Breeder’s Den is?” 
 
    She didn’t bother turning around, just answered “Oh, don’t you be worrying your pretty little green head about such matters. The king only grants them to his most trusted clan chiefs.” 
 
    “But what is it?” I insisted. 
 
    She snorted, “It be a dwelling blessed by Corgoram. It will produce younglings very quickly, already grown as adults and ready for work or combat, though they be lacking real experience.  
 
    “Why you be asking?” 
 
    “I was granted one by Corgoram.” There was no point hiding it. 
 
    She stiffened, the ladle falling from her hand, and turned to face me. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    I grinned “I have a few secrets too” I threw her own words back at her. 
 
    She looked at me, mouth hanging open, then burst into a cackle “Hee hee hee! Very good youngling! Hee hee hee very good. Keep yer secrets.” Her face and tone suddenly became serious, “ But know this, a Breeder’s Den be requiring an immense amount of food, more than the entire clan be requiring. That is why only large and powerful clan chiefs can be using such a boon. If you be meaning to use one yerself, you should be hoarding as much food as possible, the higher the quality, the better.” 
 
    The Breeder’s Den sounded like it would be an awesome benefit.  
 
    I grinned broadly at her “thanks for the advice. By the way, I found a rabbit warren today, I thought of fencing it off to make a small rabbit farm, it would provide a reliable source of meat”. 
 
    She nodded, “that might be good fer starting, but believe me, it won’t be enough.” 
 
    With that taken care of, and everyone still busy at their chores, it was time for me to invest in my own character development. I opened my Character Sheet, checking what can be done. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Title: Esteemed Totem 
  Level: 6, (85%)  
  Race: Monster Race [Goblin] 
  Type: Boss I [Totem] 
  Deity: Corgoram 
  Followers: 2 (Zuban + Bek) 
  Attributes: [0 points available] 
  -           Physical 2  
  -           Mental 8 
  -           Social 0 
  Pools: 
  -           Hit Points: 112  
  -           Mana: 191 
  -           Armor: 7 
  Skills: 
  -           Lucky Bastard 4 (10%) (Prime) 
  -           Analyze 3 (47%)  
  -           Tracking 1 (22%) 
  -           War Party Leader 1 (80%) 
  -           Mana Infusion 2 (5%) (Prime) 
  Skills (Spells): 
  -           Mana Manipulation 3 (45%) 
  -           Drilling Arrow 2 (47%) (Prime) 
  -           Mana Shield 11 (40%)  
  -           Blood Wrath 11 (50%)  
  -           Heal Followers 1 (30%) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I had eight points in Mental, but my magic skills were pathetically low. I needed to train my skills, grind until they reach the maximum for my level.  
 
    As the primary magic Discipline skill, Mana Manipulation was especially important, as it contributed to my mana pool and regeneration, and increased the potency of most of my spells. The most direct way to grind it outside of combat was through long, intense meditation sessions. 
 
    I crinkled my nose, there was no helping it and no shortcuts, I had to do the time. 
 
    Sitting cross-legged, I concentrated. I started with purifying breaths to center myself, then accessed my mana. Now that I had the skill, it was easy to connect with the magical energy in my body. I started practicing a few simple exercises; concentrating mana in the palm of my hand, moving it to my other hand, circulating it through my entire body evenly, and slowly re-absorbing it back into my mana pool. My efforts were rewarded some time later when Mana Manipulation skill leveled up to 4.  
 
    That was enough for now. I opened my eyes. Guba was sitting nearby, staring at me in astonishment. Lunch was ready. I checked the inner game clock.  
 
    Wow, I spent almost two hours meditating. I guess I lost myself in it. I massaged my temples, shame I couldn’t grind several skills at once. 
 
    My eyes rested on Guba’s walking stick. It was a stout branch, she carried it around to discipline the more unruly goblins. An idea occurred to me suddenly. 
 
    “Guba,” I stroked my chin, “Would you mind hitting me with your stick a few times?”  
 
    She gave me a wide grin, jumped to her feet and swung the stick directly at my head.  
 
    Wow, she didn’t need much convincing. 
 
    I activated Mana Shield before the stick reached me. The stick hit the shimmering energy screen and bounced off. The shield absorbed five points of damage, draining 4 mana.  
 
    I nodded to Guba, “Good, please continue.” 
 
    She continued pummeling on my Mana Shield, a scowl of displeasure on her face. She swung her stick with increasing ferocity, determined to punch through. I let her continue the barrage and checked my logs. 
 
    She was hitting hit me once every five seconds, for an average of five points of damage that translated to four points of mana drain. That meant, she would hit me 12 times per minute, resulting in 48 mana drain. My mana regeneration rate was 29 per minute, an immense amount for someone at my level. So every minute she’ll effectively be draining me out of 19 mana. With my mana pool at exactly 190 points, that meant it would take her exactly 10 minutes to knock out my shield. Good! 
 
    I checked the Mana Shield skill, and was pleased to see that it was increasing. Every time my shield absorbed a hit, the skill increased by 2 or 3 percent, depending on the force of the strike.  
 
    I had another idea. “Guba, that’s good, but let’s make it a little more interesting, shall we?” 
 
    She frowned, “I’m tryin’ t’hit your shield as best I can youngling!” she grumbled wiping the sweat off her face. “Just wait till you do be losing yer concentration, then you’ll be getting a good thumping! What more can I do?” 
 
    “Here take this,” I took out a single gold coin. She grabbed the coin uncomprehendingly.  
 
    “It has different pictures on each side, see? If you throw it in the air and catch it on your palm, one of the pictures will face upward” 
 
    She positively glared at me, “I be knowing how to play heads ‘n tails, you moronic youngling Totem!”  
 
    Oops, I better not insult her intelligence in the future.  
 
    I gave her an apologetic look. “I did not know you were familiar with it, I should have asked first.” That seemed to mollify her a bit. 
 
    “I want you to play heads or tails. If you guess correctly, swing at me with your stick.” 
 
    “Why, in Corgoram’s name, would you be asking me fer such a thing?” She looked incredulous.  
 
    “It’s just an experiment, please try it”. 
 
    She snorted, but threw the coin 4 times before landing her next hit, I checked my Lucky Bastard skill, and grinned broadly. It worked! The skill had risen by a whopping 5%. 
 
    That should slow down the mana drain rate as well, giving me plenty of time to meditate. 
 
    Feeling smug and extremely pleased with myself for finding a method to grind three skill simultaneously, I closed my eyes again.  
 
    <That is one of the silliest things I’ve ever watched you do,> Vic noted. <And that is saying a lot!> 
 
    “Shut up Vic” I grunted and resume meditating. 
 
    This time, I used more advanced exercises, manifesting mana spheres outside of my body, making them spin around, and absorbing them back; repeating them again, and again and again. 
 
    I lost sense of time. I didn’t know if it was still daylight, or next morning. All I knew was the feeling of relaxation and utter self-control. The game made it possible to reach a meditative level that was unattainable on the outside in real life. 
 
    A jarring hit to my head broke me out of my reverie. I found myself sprawled out on the ground, dazed, exhausted, and empty of mana. 
 
    I struggled to sit up as the campsite swam in my vision. I blinked a few times and saw Vrick and his warriors encircling me. Each had a training spear in one hand, and a small coin in the other.  
 
    What the hell is going on?  
 
    “Where is Guba?” I demanded of Vrick, “What are you doing?” 
 
    He grinned at me, “Guba was bored and tired of hitting you, so she called us. We had lots of fun throwing coins and hitting you. So far I managed to hit you the most.” He said proudly. 
 
    I frowned and checked the internal clock. Two hours had passed. It was already past noon, and everyone was present at the campsite, just finishing eating their lunch. 
 
    I eagerly checked my character sheet, foregoing the Traits section, and felt giddy when I saw the results. 
 
    Mana Manipulation was now level 8, increasing my mana pool to 200, and my mana regeneration rate to 30. Mana shield had reached level 14. And thanks to the Prime badge, Lucky Bastard was level 11.  
 
    Damn, that was four hours well spent.  
 
    Lucky Bastard had jumped to Apprentice rank too. Unfortunately it seemed to be the skill’s limit, or cap, for this type of training. I opened the details window for Lucky Bastard to see what the new rank bonus did. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Lucky Bastard [passive, monster race] 
  You are simply naturally lucky, bastard! 
  Current level 11: Apprentice: Dangersense; You can now sense the aura of especially dangerous creatures or locations. Don’t blame Luck next time you fall into a bottomless demon pit of despair. 
  Effects: +11% chance for luck to work to your favor. 
  Prime badge: As the first player to unlock this skill you have a 50% increased rate of growth and can teach it to others. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I wondered how Dangersense would work, what shape it would take to alert me of possible danger. Still, assuming it worked as described, it could prove quite useful. 
 
    I stood up and stretched.  
 
    Time for some food, I thought, as my belly complained loudly at being neglected.  
 
    Guba wordlessly handed me my portion of meat and potatoes stew, and I ate in silence, considering my skill grinding options.  
 
     I needed to level my main attack spell, Drilling Arrow, and do it quickly. It had been inadequate against the enemies we’ve encountered so far; the Ogre especially. I knew the effectiveness of the spell would increase significantly once it reached the Apprentice rank, it was just a matter of getting it there. But I couldn’t think of an effective way to level it outside of combat. Casting it again and again against a training dummy would produce little progress, and it would cap out quickly. Training under duress was the fastest way to increase a skill level, and that meant actual battle conditions.  
 
    There’s no helping it, I sighed. Tomorrow I’ll have to leave the valley and look for some monsters to fight. 
 
    “Zuban,” I addressed my chief builder, “How is the Chieftain's Hut going?” 
 
    “Quite good, Esteem Totem” he bowed respectfully. “By this time tomorrow we should be finished.”  
 
    I nodded. “Vrick, have the warriors guard the perimeter during the night. I want one of them awake at all times, watching both the cave entrance and the path from here to the forest.” 
 
    “Yes, Esteemed Totem,” Vrick replied immediately. 
 
    “Tika, how are you progressing with the Thornthistle seeds?” I questioned the huntress. 
 
    “I finish, Totem.” She replied with a shy smile. 
 
    I was startled. “Already? That was quick!” 
 
    She nodded, “It is like I hunt. I know where go, what to do” 
 
    I guessed she meant her Forage skill contributed to her planting task, allowing her to complete it more quickly.  
 
    “Good job Tika” I complimented her. “Tomorrow, we’ll go hunting together, so make sure you rest well tonight.” 
 
    “Yes Totem” she nodded, fidgeting.  
 
    Everyone went back to their work, leaving myself, Guba and Tika at the campfire. I continued grinding Mana Manipulation and Mana Shield. I asked Tika to hit me this time, without the coin since it would no longer contribute to Lucky Bastard’s growth. 
 
    By the time everyone returned for the night, I had raised the levels of Mana Shield once and Mana Manipulation by 2.  
 
    The first day in our new homeland had been exciting and productive. Tired but optimistic about the future, we bedded down for the night, with the goblin warriors keeping watch over us throughout the night. 
 
    I woke up early the next morning, got out of my warm furs and stretched, feeling the warmth of the morning sun.  
 
    New day, new opportunities. I thought and rubbed my hands together. 
 
    “Tika, get ready, we’ll be leaving in a few minutes.” I called to wake the still slumbering goblin. 
 
    To pass the time waiting for Tika, I approached the cave. 
 
    As I stood watching the cave, my earlier feelings of unease had changed. Now I felt a distinct sense of foreboding emanating from inside.  
 
    The new Dangersense at work, I surmised.  
 
    I stared into the dark opening, trying to pierce its darkness, but to no avail.  
 
    “Meh, I’ll deal with you soon enough” I muttered under my breath, and went back to camp. 
 
    Tika was already waiting for me, she wore her simple hunting leather clothes and shouldered her shortbow. A quiver full of arrows on her back. 
 
    We walked toward the forested part of the valley, where the entrance was hidden, following the path through the clearing, past the Chief’s Hut and into the passageway.  
 
    I’d forgotten Vic was still with me, until he suddenly yawned in my mind. 
 
    <Try not to get yourself killed today, will ya?>  
 
    I ignored him as we walked past the opening of the valley’s gorge, and into the deep forest. 
 
    I looked for tracks while we walked. There were tracks from small predators; foxes, badgers, and the like, but I left those alone. I needed something challenging to level up my skills quickly. After another hour of searching, I found a large clawed footmark.  
 
    “Hey Tika, come over there, I think I’ve got something,” I called to her.  
 
    She checked the footprint I’d discovered and frowned “Tis’ big bear, danger. We not hunt.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” I declared magnanimously, “You are accompanied by your benevolent Totem, he will keep you safe.” I grinned at her. 
 
    She tilted her head, confused by my bravado. “It’s ok Tika, I’ll look out for you. Let’s track this bear down.”  
 
    We followed the animal’s trail. The tracks led past some trees with claw marks on them. It looked like the bear had sharpened its claws about an hour ago. We were gaining on it. The trail led us to a small river bend. As we emerged from the trees, we saw our target. It was a medium sized bear, the size of a very large dog, easily five times heavier than either of us. I used Analyze on it.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire Bear Cub, level 8, 123 hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    This was just what I was looking for; a challenge, but not an overly dangerous one.  
 
    “Ok, Tika, climb up that tree, but don’t attack unless I tell you so.” 
 
    “Yes, Totem”. 
 
    I activated my Mana Shield, and walked slowly toward the bear. It was lapping at the water noisily, and didn’t notice my approach. I summoned a Drilling Arrow and started charging it. I was ten meters away when it was fully charged, and I launched it at the bear. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Drilling Arrow hit Dire Bear Cub for 26 damage, [Sneak Attack +5 damage]  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The bear roared in rage and pain. It turned and, seeing me, charged straight at me in a running gait. Tika started shooting at it from the tree. I landed two more Drilling Arrows on it, doing 19 damage, before it closed the distance between us, Tika’s arrows sticking out from its hide. 
 
    The bear reared up, and landed two heavy claws on my Shield, each causing 12 points of damage that were easily absorbed by my shield. 
 
    The bear stupidly kept pawing at my shield while I continued hitting it with Drilling Arrows, and Tika riddled it with arrows. I finally landed the killing blow.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Drilling Arrow Skill level increased to 3 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 7. You have 1 ability point to allocate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Happy with my progress, I bent down and collected 32 pieces of raw meat from the bear. That was an amazingly good haul. Though the fight wasn’t particularly challenging, my mana pool was almost depleted. I wasn’t too worried, in a few minutes it would be fully regenerated, then we could resume hunting.  
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    An earth shattering roar split the air, and another bear appeared, coming out of the treeline. This one was HUGE. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire Bear Matriarch, level ??, ?? hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It was taller than the Ogre we’d fought a couple days ago, and probably ten times heavier. It charged straight towards me awkwardly but as fast as a galloping horse.  
 
    I was screwed.  
 
    I couldn’t outrun it, and the idea of fighting it was ludicrous. I had seconds before it reached me. I did the only thing I could. 
 
    “TIKA! RUUUUNNNN!!”. 
 
    Then the gigantic beast was on me. A paw the size of a dinner plate shattered my Shield with one strike consuming all my remaining mana. The attack was hardly blunted at all, also removing half my hit points. The next paw-strike rent me apart from limb to limb. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have died. No permanent death penalties as you are below level 10 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, it had been a while. 
 
   
  
 

 11 - Fight Easy 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have respawned. 
  Death Debuff I: -20% XP gain, duration: 70 minutes 
  Death Debuff II: Disorientation, duration: 7 minutes. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I heaved a sigh of relief when I awoke back in the valley, in the new cemetery just where I was supposed to. I was lying on the uncomfortable stone floor of the overhanging shelf above the cave.  
 
    But something wasn’t right. I frowned, looking around me.  
 
    What is going on?  
 
    It was dark, stars were out in the sky. It was nighttime. When I checked the internal game-clock the time was midnight. But when we fought the bears it was mid-day. I had respawned hours after my death. 
 
    Is my character buggy? That was really worrisome. I had to find out. 
 
    Tal would probably know something, but it had only been three days in-game since we talked, meaning six hours had passed from his perspective. I wanted to give him a longer break from my worries, but this was serious, I had to know what was happening to me. I opened the admin messaging tool and composed a short message. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Era Online [Internal messaging service]: 
  
     
 
      
      	  To: SuperWolf#23 
  Subject: Question from your green pal  
  Hi Tal,  
  Something weird happened… I died in the game, and instead of respawning instantly, it took about 6 hours. I don’t have any memory of the time passing. Any idea what that’s all about?  
  Could it be another bug?  
  I owe you another round of beers.  
  Oren 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I sent it off with a mental click. 
 
    I stood at the edge of the stone shelf and looked out over the dark valley below. I could see my clan in camp, sitting around a large bonfire. The light from the fire overwhelmed my low light vision, so I couldn’t see into the unlit parts of the valley. 
 
    I climbed down the rope, carefully avoiding the front of the cave mouth, and made my way toward camp. 
 
    Tika noticed me first and ran to me.  
 
    What the hell?? I was astounded as she threw her arms around me. What is going on? 
 
    “Oh, Totem, I afraid you dead. For good.” 
 
    I tried to extricate myself from her embarrassing display of emotion.  
 
    “What happened? All I remember is that a great bear attacked me.” 
 
    She nodded. “Big mother bear. Angry. Kill you. Then…” she hesitated, “eat you. I wait, bear eat, I run to clan” she finished shamefaced. 
 
    “It’s ok Tika, you did the right thing,” I tried to console her. “I’m fine, completely healthy. Corgoram has brought me back.” 
 
    “Hmph!” Guba snorted angrily. “Good thing you gotten that cemetery going ‘afore you went an’ got yerself eaten.” Despite her rigid demeanor, I could detect a sense of relief in her voice.  
 
    Was she worried about me? That was kind of touching. 
 
    I checked my inventory. I still had the meat I got from hunting the bear cub. As all of my recent deaths had occurred while I was still below level 10, I didn't lose any item items. Lucky. Lucky Bastard, that is. 
 
    I tossed the meat into the general pile. 
 
    “Vic, give me a rundown of the clan's inventory, please.” 
 
    He didn’t respond. 
 
    I turned my head, looking behind my shoulder, meaning to glare at him. Only then did I realize Vic wasn’t with me.  
 
    Oops! I completely forgot about him, he was killed by the bear matriarch too, but instead of respawning, he had to be re-summoned. 
 
    <Well it’s about time you noticed!> Vic said sarcastically, <I wondered how long it would take you. Lucky for you, we can still communicate mentally if my body was destroyed.> 
 
    I concentrated and used the Soul Companion ability. As before, magical strands of blue and red came out of me, and reformed the spherical mass that would contain Vic’s consciousness. I was significantly stronger than when I had first summoned him, so I kept the flow of mana and health drain longer. I invested a total of 200 mana and 100 health, about 90% of my total. It made me extremely vulnerable, of course, but I was at my base camp and as safe as any of us could be at the moment. 
 
    “Well, It's about damn time!” Vic’s attitude made a reappearance almost before his body did.  
 
    He seemed bigger now, more robust. He had been about half my size before, now he was almost my height.  
 
    Probably the extra mana and hp, I observed. 
 
    “Sorry Vic.” I cocked my head. “It’s the first time I’ve died since we bonded. I guess I’m still getting used to our partnership.” 
 
    “Whatever” Vic replied gruffly. “Just don’t take all day next time we die.”  
 
    He changed shape, transforming into his Vicloack shape again, and settling around my shoulders. 
 
    “Now, would you mind giving me a rundown of our inventory?” 
 
    <Ok> Vic replied grudgingly. <Without getting into too much detail, we have 18 weapons of various types, 6 general tools, 16 various crafting components, and 37 units of food.> 
 
    Thank you.  
 
    Well, we were off to a good start. Though the hunting ended in my tragic death, it did wonders for our dwindling food supply. That should give us some breathing room, and allow us to concentrate on establishing the new settlement. 
 
    That made me realized something. Zuban was supposed to finish the Chief's Hut today! 
 
    “Zuban, how’s the construction going?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    He shrugged “I’d barely call it a usable hut. But it’s finished. You can check it out whenever you like”. 
 
    “Excellent” I beamed at him. Finally, we were making some progress. 
 
    I wanted to go over everyone’s character progress, but our War Party disbanded when I died, I no longer had access to their details. I considered re-establishing it, but decided not to. When it was active it kept me on the edge of my seat, making me feel like I was about to go into combat at any moment. It was mentally exhausting. It was relaxing to view only my own information. 
 
    I could always re-establish the War Party later, if I needed to. 
 
    It had been a long day and tomorrow would be even longer. I called it a night and went to sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up early in the morning surrounded by my clan. Most of them were sleeping huddled together, a tangle of legs, arms and a couple of bed furs thrown in for good measure. 
 
    I yawned and went to the nearby pool for a drink of water. 
 
    I had big plans for today; today was the day I would officially establish my new settlement. I was eager to get on with it. 
 
    I left everyone still sleeping and made the short trek back to the woods, nodding to the guard as I passed by him. When I reached the clearing, I saw a structure had been added to it; my brand-new Chief’s Hut. I could see Zuban’s point, it was a primitive and shoddy building. The frame of the domelike structure had been made from bent tree limbs. Animal skins were stretched over the top as a ‘roof,’ and the walls were made of thin, flexible branches woven through the supporting members. A goblin size ‘doorway,’ faced up the trail towards the valley’s entrance, the direction our enemies would come from. It was more a permanent tent than a proper hut.  
 
    Inside the hut was a chest made of rough split-logs. Flat lengths bound with rope formed the lid of the chest, with rudimentary leather-strap hinges and a rope tie-down. Adventurers opening this chest would likely be rewarded with splinters before gold. 
 
    Damn, it’s cruder than I thought it would be. But considering the available resources he had, Zuban came through for me. The important thing was that it served the purpose it was made for; it was a believable decoy. Any self-respecting player that stumbled on it, would shake his head in contempt, and leave to look elsewhere for more rewarding prospects.  
 
    I went up to the hut and touched it. Nothing happened. 
 
    I frowned. “Vic, any idea why I’m not getting any prompts?” 
 
    <No idea chief. Playing with mud-made buildings is your thing. When you want to talk about cloak troubles, I’m your guy.> 
 
    I sighed. I’d been bonded with Vic for only a few days and it already felt like he’d been yanking my chain for years. I eyed the crude chest.  
 
    What was it that Zuban said? I wondered. Something about a leader must take pride in displaying his riches... 
 
    I checked my inventory. I had one of the Falchions looted from the hobgoblins. I took it out and placed it in the chest. 
 
    The entire structure shimmered and system messages started to appear. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    
    
      
      	  New monster settlement established 
  Conditions: 
  -           Chief Hut: 1 /1 
  -           Cemetery: 1 /1 
  -           Immortal leader: 1 /1 
    
  You have met the minimum requirements to establish a permanent settlement [War camp].  
  Would you like to assume command (you will have access to a settlement interface)? Yes /No. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Finally! I thought in satisfaction. This called for more than a mere mental command.  
 
    “Yes!” I declared happily. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You are now the leader of a new settlement 
  Please select a name for the settlement 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I had to think about it for a moment. I was tempted to name it something that will reflect my desire for vengeance. But an ostentatious name could land me in trouble one day. Better play it safe, I thought. 
 
    I considered a few names from my past adventures, but none of them seemed to fit. I was now the leader of a goblin town. A monster town, and I planned to build it up into an empire.  
 
    Monster Supreme sounded a bit too full of itself.  
 
    Goblinville made me yawn.  
 
    Monstropolis was too much of a mouthful and Pixar might sue. 
 
    Midget town, no one would take us seriously. 
 
    <For Guy’s sake!> Vic barged in my mind <Are we going to stand here all day waiting for your meat mind to come up with something clever? Just call it Goblin’s Gorge and be done with it!> 
 
    I thought about it. Our new home wasn’t a gorge, but the way into the valley fit that description, and I liked the other meanings implied by it. Goblins were infamously gluttonous, which fit. Gorge also referred to a fortified entrance, which was certainly appropriate. Besides, it had a nice ring to it. 
 
    Goblin’s Gorge, I thought in determination. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Your new settlement has been named: Goblin’s Gorge 
  As you are a lowly goblin puppet, you may name your pathetic new clan 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Vic!” I said sharply. 
 
    <Alright, alright> He sounded surly <take it easy boss.> 
 
    The system message blurred and the wording was changed. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Your new settlement has been named: Goblin’s Gorge 
  As a monster race, you may choose a name for your clan 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Better,” I nodded. 
 
    But now I had to come up with another name. I was certainly not going with Drippers again, I thought more highly of me and my people. 
 
    But what to name the clan? I debated with myself. Whatever name I decided on, it would someday be spoken of in fear and respect by every monster within a hundred kilometers, so it had to sound tough. But I also wanted a name that wouldn’t aggravate other players. Something that would maybe make them reconsider attacking us, or at least make them stall for a moment to think it over. Then again, it would have to be something amusing, we were goblins after all. 
 
    Hmmm… I know! 
 
    “GreenPiece!” I grinned. 
 
    
    
      
      	  +500 reputation with GreenPiece clan. 
Current rank: Neutral. Points to next rank: 500 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You now have full access to the settlement interface. Interface type: Monster 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    <Wow> Vic said suddenly. 
 
    “What now?” I was getting fed up with his antics. 
 
    <I’m being bombarded with a lot of data> he replied <there’s a lot of new stuff to translate, even without the metadata. I’m doing the best I can, but I’ll have to leave off certain elements for now, or else it will take me the whole day. But don’t worry, I’ll keep translating the other stuff in the background. Here you go, the first batch is ready.> 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin’s Gorge Interface: Overview 
  
     
 
      
      	  Efficiency: -10% 
  Population: 11  
  Buildings: 2 
  Fortifications: 0 
  Food production: 0 
  Resource production: 0 
  Crafting production: 0 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    <That’s just a basic summary> Vic prompted <you can select any of those topics and you’ll get even more data. If you select Population you can see more details of your goblins, including their full character information. It even includes some things you couldn’t access using the War Party interface.> 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll check it out.” That did sound useful. 
 
    The settlement interface looked much different than the ones I’d used before. A player’s interface showed the town’s available resources, and which buildings could be built. Suddenly, I had access to much more detailed information and customization options. I started browsing to familiarize myself with the new interface. 
 
    The Efficiency rating influenced almost all activities, from production to population growth. The negative value worried me. I clicked on it for more details and learned that it suffered due to a low morale modifier. Another click on the Morale field revealed that the main cause was lack of proper lodging. Though they were monsters, my goblins still felt the need for a roof over their heads. I had to address the efficiency issues as soon as possible. According to the interface, there were many other factors that could affect it; better food, entertainment, unique buildings, and the likes. 
 
    Next, I checked the Buildings options. The Chief's Hut and Cemetery were listed as existing buildings. There was a list of other buildings available for construction, and their prerequisites. The available building list was also based on the Constructor skill rank of my chief builder, which was Zuban.  
 
    I was damn lucky I ‘forced’ him to be a Constructor, I realized. He knew the blueprints for quite a few buildings. 
 
    
    
      
      	  ●       Hovel, small: very basic house, can hold up to 2 occupants. Reduce lodging penalty by 50%
Required: 10 Wood, Constructor: Novice, Build Points: 30 
  ●       Hut, small: basic house, can hold up to 2 occupants. Remove lodging morale penalty.
Required: 20 Wood, Constructor: Novice Build Points: 50 
  ●       Construction Yard, small: increase the efficiency of your Builders by 10%, serves as a lodge for one worker, can be used as a construction resource warehouse. 
Required: 20 Wood, Constructor: Novice, Build Points: 80 
  ●       Quarry, small: improves efficiency when quarrying stone by 20%, serves as a lodge for one worker, can be used as a warehouse for bricks, flagstones, and construction blocks.
Required: 20 Wood, Constructor: Novice, Build Points: 80 
  ●       Mining Hut, small: improves efficiency when quarrying ore by 20%. serves as a lodge for one worker, can be used as raw ore warehouse.
Required: 20 Wood, Constructor: Novice, Build Points: 80 
  ●       Gardener’s Hut, small: improves efficiency for growing plants for food or ingredients by 20%, serves as a lodge for one worker, can be used as plant warehouse.
Required: 20 Wood, Constructor: Novice, Build Points: 100 
  ●       Woodcutter’s Hut, small: improves the efficiency of tree cutting and processing to logs and lumber by 20%, serves as a lodge for one worker, can be used as warehouse for wood resources.
Required: 20 Wood, Constructor: Novice, Build Points: 80 
  ●       Rabbit Warren, medium: produces raw meet each day, while maintaining the rabbit population.
Required: Rabbit ground, 40 Wood, Constructor: Novice, Breeder worker, Build Points: 130 
  ●       Cabin, medium: standard house, can hold up to 4 occupants increases morale by 5.
Required: 50 Wood, Constructor: Novice, Build Points: 100 
  ●       General Warehouse, medium: storage for items. Increases efficiency of transporting resources within the settlement. Decreases decay rate of perishables. 
Required: 60 Wood, Constructor: Novice, one worker, Build Points: 160 
  ●       Shrine, tiny: increases morale by 10. Provide access to Faith.
Required: 10 bones, 10 stone, Constructor: Novice, Build Points: 100 
  ●       Mess Hall, large: public dining area. Includes a kitchen, increases food production by 10%, increases morale by 20.
Required: 140 wood, Constructor: Novice, Cook worker, Build Points: 250 
  ●       Chieftain’s House, small: lodging for the leader. Provides improved settlement management interface. Includes a good quality wooden chest.
Required: 30 wood, 5 pelts, 5 metal, Constructor: Novice, Build Points: 120 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    And at the very end of the list, I found this tasty morsel: 
 
    
    
      
      	  ●       Breeder’s Den, small: a divinely blessed dwelling which can produce fully grown clan members of various types.
Required: roseate marble, dragonhide, mercury, gold, Constructor: Master, High Totem blessing, heart of a sacrificed immortal, Build Points: 2,500
Note: requirements met. This building can be constructed immediately. Choose a location. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The list had everything we needed for now, but it was missing vital, more advanced buildings, like a Jeweler Workshop or a Tavern, I wonder why that is. 
 
    <Simple> Vic replied <those buildings are unavailable either because the resources they require are not readily available, Granite, for example, or because they’re above your pet puppet’s Construction skill for the moment.> 
 
    That was disappointing. On the bright side, the Breeder’s Den sounded amazing. It was just what I needed to rapidly increase my clan’s population. With more workers, the settlement development speed would increase. In no time at all I would have my own little monster metropolis. I rubbed my hands and grinned in delight. A sudden image sparked in my mind. Me, a small goblin, leading armies of goblins and other monsters, conquering and taming the Badlands, expanding and gaining enough strength to establish my very own monster kingdom. That was an appealing thought, I could hardly wait to realize it all. 
 
    Back to work. I turned my attention to the Interface. It was more detailed than the one I used to work with as a player. The specific requirements and building properties were new to me. 
 
    I need to have a chat with Zuban, I mused, He can probably shed some light on some of those buildings properties.  
 
    With that thought in mind, I went back to the camp, leaving the Chief’s Hut behind me. 
 
    <I still have access to the settlement management controls> Vic informed me while I walked <Now that you’ve activated it, it remains active. You can access it at will now, like you do with your character information.> 
 
    “Good to know” I continued walking. 
 
    “You have to have a Constructor to manage the Builder workers,” Zuban explained to me, when I finally managed to track him down, near the small pond, evaluating the layout for future construction work. 
 
    “Luckily for you, you have me,” he continued with a slight smug smile. “True, I’m a novice constructor right now, but I’m on the verge of reaching Apprentice rank. I just need to complete a big project to do it.” 
 
    “I see” I rubbed my chin. “Can you explain your profession to me? I need a better grasp of your skills and capabilities so I’ll know how to best utilize your talents.” 
 
    He nodded. “A Constructor can oversee a number of workers, directing their work and increase their effectiveness. I can direct a maximum of two Builders right now, but when I reach the Apprentice rank, I’ll be able to oversee six workers.” 
 
    “But just yesterday, you put all three of our workers to building the Chief’s Hut,” I protested. 
 
    “Not really, I only made of them do the actual construction work, they did quite poorly by the way, as none of them isn’t much of a Builder. I had the third worker cut branches for us to work with. One of the workers is actually a decent Lumberjack, by the way.” 
 
    “So having this ‘woody’ guy with the Lumberjack skill should help speed up construction?” I asked. 
 
    “Somewhat. All the buildings I can build at my rank require a lot of wood. So cutting enough for construction is going to be problematic even with ‘woody’ as you call him. We can use timber, whole logs that are split in half lengthwise, but timber is a crude construction material and a waste of wood. Lumber; planks and boards would be a much better construction material. Four pieces of lumber can be produced from a single log, instead of two pieces of timber .”  
 
    He made a sour face “ at my current rank, I can’t construct a Lumber Mill, maybe later on I’ll figure out how to do it.  
 
    “So rough timber will have to do as building material for now. You should get the Lumberjack worker to concentrate exclusively on chopping down wood.” 
 
    “Is there any way to increase ‘woody’s’ output, Zuban?”  
 
    “We could build him a Woodcutter’s Hut, it's not too difficult, and would increase his efficiency. We are going to need a lot of building materials to construct anything more substantial than that miserable Chief’s Hut.” 
 
    “I understand.” So we would need a lot of wood. I did remember the Lumberjack skill gave a substantial advantage for cutting down trees over untrained workers. But still… 
 
    “Couldn’t we make all three workers chop down wood for a few days?” I suggested. “The other two should pick up the skill after a while, right?”  
 
    Zuban shook his head. “They are simple minded creatures. In my experience, workers of any race can only be proficient in one work-related skill. Sure, you can assign the other two to hack aimlessly at the trees, they might even bring one down, but that would be a waste of effort. They could be put to better use doing something they are proficient at. One of them is a Digger, which is somewhat helpful for construction, but the other is proficient in Mining, which is useless for me. I barely got any build points out of him while working on your Hut.” 
 
    “That was the other thing I wanted to ask you. What are build points, exactly? I saw them listed as one of the buildings’ prerequisites.” 
 
    “Yes” Zuban nodded. “Every building has different lists of requirements. First, they all require materials for construction, wood being the most common. Then a Constructor with a high enough rank is required to understand how to build the structure and to direct the Builders. The build points reflect the amount of effort required for the construction. Bigger buildings, with more advanced construction requirements, have higher BP requirements.” 
 
    “BP?” I raised a brow. 
 
    “Short for Build Points”  
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    “Anyway,” he continued, “Each worker contributes BPs that are used to calculate the daily progress of the structure. The time to complete the building can also be extrapolated by it. Experienced Builders generate more BP per day than inexperienced ones, and consequently are able to complete a structure much faster.” 
 
    “Ok…” I struggled with this new concept. “So how much BP did the two workers contribute today?” 
 
    “The Digger contributed three points, that’s quite low, and even that was mostly because his proficiency synergizes with some of the Builder’s. The Miner only contributed one point, and that was mainly from carrying equipment around. I added seven points,” he added in modestly “My Construction proficiency increases the amount of BP a construction crew generates. It helps counteract the efficiency penalty we’re having from the low morale. As a team, we produce 10 BP each day, which was enough to complete the Chief’s Hut in less than two days.” 
 
    “I think I understand the system. In short, you need proficient Builders.” And I need to do something about the efficiency penalty.  
 
    “Exactly. Also, when I reach Apprentice rank, I will be able to oversee six workers and reduce construction time.” 
 
    I nodded, “that makes sense.” More workers working on the same building equals faster building time. 
 
    “However,” he continued, “The size of the building limits how many workers I can assign to work on it. For example small buildings the optimum number is two Builders, medium buildings four, and large eight. We can add more workers, up to double the optimum, to speed up construction. You can’t add more than that, since it would only serve as a hindrance. 
 
    “Alright,” I was started to get information overload. “I think I can get you more workers, we’ve been granted a Breeder’s Den.” 
 
    “We what?” His eye widened. “That is hard to believe. Are you sure? That could be extremely helpful.” 
 
    I nodded. “Follow me.”  
 
    I led Zuban to a stretch of land not far from the pond. This would be the most important and valuable building in the village, I wanted it to be further in than the other buildings, but still in a central location, for safety and efficiency reasons.  
 
    I accessed the Settlement Interface and selected the Breeder’s Den. I designated the space in front of me as its location, and mentally clicked the build button. 
 
    A pillar of golden-green light shone from the sky and struck the ground. The patch of ground vibrated and rippled. Then like something surfacing from underneath the ocean, a scaled-pattern green dome lifted up from the ground, the dome cleared the surface and was followed by the supporting walls of pink marble. The marble was veined with gold and silver. A small doorway, with a heavy blue leather flap was the only opening.  
 
    Zuban’s eyes had almost popped out of their sockets at the sight of the majestic building rising from the ground. 
 
    It was done in a short time.  
 
    There, in front of us stood a small, richly decorated building, where only minutes ago there was nothing but dirt. 
 
    It took a few moments for Zuban to regain his composure.  
 
    “I hope someday I will be able to build something as magnificent as that” he said reverently. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Breeder’s Den constructed. You can access it via the Settlement Interface 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  +500 reputation with GreenPiece clan. 
Current rank: Friendly. Points to next rank: 4000 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The reputation increase wasn’t a complete surprise, the building was clearly a sign of status. It was an excellent perk. Having a better reputation with the clan would make it easier to command them. 
 
    “Zuban, send the Lumberjack worker to start cutting trees.” I instructed. “We will soon need all the wood we can get.” 
 
    “Right away,” his eyes were still full of wonder. 
 
    “I will soon have construction orders for you, so be ready.” 
 
    “Yes, Esteemed Totem,” he replied respectfully, then left to follow his orders. 
 
    I eagerly opened the Construction Interface and saw three buildings listed in my settlement. I accessed the Breeder’s Den menu. 
 
    “Wow” I whispered when I saw the next screen options. 
 
    A list of goblins opened up, detailing various types of goblin I could instantly summon, each with its own cost of food. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Available raw food: 37 
  ●       Goblin - standard mob. No proficiencies.
Requirements: 20 basic food. 
  ●       Goblin Worker - Noncombatant, can have a proficiency in one type of basic work-related skill.
Requirements: 30 basic food. 
  ●       Goblin Warriors - Simple combat oriented goblin, proficient in one type of basic weapon.
Requirements: 50 basic food. 
  ●       Goblin Crafter - proficient in one type of simple crafting skill.
Requirements: 30 basic food + 20 advanced food. 
  ●       Goblin Lieutenant - Combat leader, can lead War Parties, stronger than Goblin Warrior.
Requirements: 50 basic food + 20 advanced food. 
  ●       Advanced Worker - proficient in one basic and one advanced work-related skill
Requirements: 30 basic food + 20 advanced food 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    <It’s only partial information. l omitted the complete list> Vic suddenly declared. <There’s little point in specifying a Goblin Dark Priest when the requirements are sooo out of your reach> 
 
    Once again Vic took upon himself to decide for me what I should or should not see, and did it as insultingly as possible.  
 
    My heart fell as I read the requirements to summon each goblin. That was a lot of food.  
 
    I guess Vic did the right thing by censoring the list.  
 
    At the moment I barely had enough food to summon a single Goblin Worker. I didn’t even know how to produce advanced food required for some of other choices. I better ask Guba about that. 
 
    Right now, lack of food was the primary hindrance to my ambitions for a grand empire. I had to increase food production. I had an idea how to accomplish that.  
 
    Thanks to the presence of the rabbit breeding grounds we could construct of a Rabbit Warren. But, it was a large project that would delay other construction projects. Initially, I had intended to invest in buildings that maximized construction speed and efficiency, to help build faster. Now I realized I had to increase food production instead. Increasing the population was a higher priority than construction speed. 
 
    The Rabbit Warren required 40 pieces of wood, that meant we needed to cut down 20 trees and split them into workable timber. 
 
    I opened the Settlement Interface and navigated to the Population menu and selected the goblin worker with the Lumberjack skill. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker 
  Level: 2 (0%) 
  HP: 21 
  P:3, M:0, S:-1  
  Skills: Brawling 3, Haul 1, Lumberjack 5  
  Traits: Noncombatant 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Clicking on the skill informed me the Lumberjack worker could chop 5.2 trees per 10 hours work day at his current skill level. It would take the same amount of time to split the logs into timber. I could make him work longer hours, but that would only be helpful for a day or two, then he’ll get too tired and would work at reduced efficiency for several days. The skill details also clarified that non-proficient workers could cut 2.5 trees per day.  
 
    Hmm… so if I have all the workers cut trees, that would be 10.2 trees per day.  
 
    Then I realized something and grinned evilly. It wasn’t just the workers who could cut trees. Zuban could too, especially as there was nothing for him to build at the moment anyway. That would bring the yield up to 12.7 trees a day.  
 
    If only I had three more able-bodied goblins. 
 
    As I was commiserating, my eyes wandered idly over to Vrick, and my grin grew even wider and more evil. 
 
    Heh, heh, heh. I do have extra able-bodied goblins!  
 
    Vrick and his warriors relied on their Physical attribute, which happened to be the primary attribute for the Lumberjack skill. It made them perfect candidates for the task, much more so than anyone else in camp.  
 
    So assigning the three warriors to the job will give me…20.2 trees, Yes!  
 
    We could meet the quota in a single day.  
 
    I rounded up Vrick and Zuban, and relayed my new orders to them. They huddled together for a quick discussion, then herded their crew together and began giving orders while handing out axes from the clan’s stockpile. There were just enough of the battleaxes looted from the hobgoblin raid party to equip everyone in the group.  
 
    I watched as they made their way to the valley’s tree line and started hacking away at the trees. Zuban and Vrick started a friendly competition to see who could chop faster. They were soon chopping in a frenzy, though of course, they couldn’t hold a candle to the Lumberjack worker.  
 
    The Lumberjack was cutting trees twice as fast as everyone else, and felled the first one long before anyone else. He had just become an important asset for the clan’s development, so I decided he needed a name. 
 
    Inevitably I ended up calling him ‘Woody.’ 
 
    Zuban had assured me, that once they finished cutting enough trees, Woody would be able to turn them into construction timber on his own at a rate that would keep up with the builder's’ needs. 
 
    The Rabbit Warren cost 130 BP. However, my newly established construction crew only produced ten BP a day. So it would take them 13 days to finish the building.  
 
    I left the trees cutters, and went to find Guba. 
 
    I found her rummaging through our equipment packs, a look of annoyance on her face. 
 
    “Lost something?” I asked. 
 
    “Hmmm?” she turned to look at me, rolling her eyes. “Can’t find me good kettle! How am I supposed to be cooking in them conditions?” 
 
    I gave an exasperated sigh. I could smell another quest brewing. “And I suppose you'd appreciate it if I could locate your lost kettle, right?” 
 
    “What?” she turned back to the pile “don’t be ridiculous, I won’t be sending our Esteemed Totem running around looking fer a cooking utensil.” 
 
    That was surprising. She usually had no qualms about making me run around.  
 
    Maybe it’s my increased reputation in clan, I mused. Well it's about time! 
 
    “Here’s the little bugger!” She declared triumphantly, withdrawing a beaten tin kettle from the pile. “Found ya!”  
 
    She turned her attention back to me. “Was there something ye wanted youngling?” She was back to her normal gruff tone. 
 
    Well, that didn’t last long, I thought tiredly. 
 
    “We have a Breeder’s Den now,” I pointed at the new structure. 
 
    “A neat trick,” she replied calmly. “Especially for a young Totem such as yerself.“ 
 
    “And you were right when you said it required a lot of food….” I tried to move the conversation in the right direction. 
 
    “Hmph!” she snorted, gruff as usual. “And now you be needing old Guba to make food for yer precious little Breeders, eh?” 
 
    “Well, we do have all that meat” I reminded her, “I need it cooked, something simple and edible as soon as possible. Can you do it?” 
 
    She made a sour face, then shrugged. “Was me granny an old hag who consorted with Bugbears? Of course I can!” She chuckled at her own joke. Then in a more business-like tone, “I can be cooking all them raw meats, make them into some nice juicy steaks. That should be good fer the Breeder’s need of simple food.” She looked at me knowingly, “But I be guessing that ain’t gonna cut it for long, eh? You’ll be wanting advanced food next, but I not be the right goblin for that job.” 
 
    I cocked my head “Why not?” 
 
    “‘Cause I ain’t no proper cook ye halfwit youngling! I’m a Chemist who knows a wee bit about cooking. I can slice-n-dice alright, but that ain’t gonna cut it fer the advanced stuff. You’ll be needing someone with proper cooking proficiency fer that. Let ‘em do all the hard work!” 
 
    “I see…” I pondered her words. Another bump in the road toward my future monster kingdom. 
 
    “For now, please cook 30 portions of simple food and bring it all to the Breeder’s Den.” 
 
    “Hmph” was her only retort. 
 
    Food was a real issue. I needed to work on my Drilling Arrow skill anyway, so I decided to go hunting, though I didn’t plan to stray far this time. One overly powerful bear matriarch was quite enough.  
 
    I found Tika fletching arrows.  
 
    “Tika, would you like to go hunting with me again?” I asked. 
 
    She got up to her feet and lowered her head shyly, “Yes, Esteemed Totem.”  
 
    We ventured into the valley forest and I looked for tracks. After about half an hour of hiking through the dense trees, I eventually found some strange sinuous line tracks Tika thought were promising. The track led us to a small clearing and my Tracking went up to level 2.  
 
    At the center of the clearing was a large dirt mound, taller than a goblin. There was an opening on top. It looked like a tiny volcano. 
 
    “Careful Totem,” Tika cautioned, “Big beetle inside. Taste good, but angry.” 
 
    “Beetles?” I asked indignantly, “You want to eat beetles?” 
 
    Tika nodded quickly. ”Good eat, much meat, make good soup.” 
 
    “Oh, alright,” I crinkled my nose. “Let’s get some beetle meat.” 
 
    I activated my Mana Shield and Tika found a secure perch on one of the surrounding trees. 
 
    I picked up a small rock and tossed it into the hole. Angry chittering came from the mound, and a beetle the size of a cat emerged from the top. It looked like your average garden beetle, only bigger, with bright yellow body and large black spots, it looked poisonous.  
 
    I analyzed it. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Forest Muck Beetle, level 5, 35hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It didn’t have a lot of hit points for its level, presumably because it was using poison attack, instead of a physical one. 
 
    My poison suspicion was soon proven true as it charged at me, spraying a foul-smelling yellow liquid from its tiny mouth.  
 
      
 
    The spray was easily repelled by my shield. The spray just slid off it, doing no damage as it was only effective on organic substances.  
 
    That made the fight ridiculously one sided. I dispatched the angry critter easily with a few Drilling Arrows. Once the beetle was defeated, a new one emerged from the mound, and again, concentrated its ineffective attacks on me. 
 
    This is good target practice! I thought two hours later.  
 
    Drilling Arrow went up four whole points and was now at a whopping level 7. We had also collected 16 raw meat, 12 beetle chitin, and 5 poison glands. 
 
    I knew that various creature’s chitin could be used as crafting components for making armor, so the nest was a good find. And I hoped Guba would be able to make use of the poison glands, I would have to check with her later. 
 
    It was getting late in the day by the time we finished farming all the beetles. I decided we’d done enough hunting for one day, so we headed home. 
 
    I stopped by the woodcutting crew, to check on their progress. They got more logs than I had anticipated.  
 
    Could I have miscalculated? I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “It’s mostly thanks to Woody,” Zuban explained when I asked him. I had to be precise in order to correctly assess our capabilities and plan out our long-term strategy. 
 
    “He became faster at cutting the trees down as time passed. Vrick and I were impressed with his technique, so we copied his movements, and… it worked. We both have the Lumberjack skill now.” 
 
    Of course! I should have anticipated that Vrick and Zuban would pick up the skill, they were both VI operated NPCs and had the capacity to learn and evolve. The longer they all worked, the faster their skill level rose, making them more efficient workers.  
 
    I accessed the Settlement Interface and inspected their character information. I saw my assumption was right. Woody increased his Lumberjack skill from level 6 to 7, and both Zuban and Vrick had the skill now, each at level 2.  
 
    Good! Finally, something good happened. 
 
    None of the other workers or warriors received that skill, as expected.  
 
    I tabbed over to the Breeder’s Den interface, and checked the summon goblin’s description again. It said simple workers could have only one work related proficiency and warriors could have one simple weapon proficiency. Underwhelming, but then again, they were goblins. 
 
    I left the woodcutters to their work, and Tika and I continued on to the camp.  
 
    I put the meat from the day’s hunt in the food pile, which had shrunk a great deal when Guba used most of it to cook steaks. 
 
    Guba herself was stirring the cauldron at her usual pose. It smelled like we were having stew again for dinner. “Is the food ready?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “The 30 pieces of simple food, did you finish preparing it?” I clarified. 
 
    “Oh, hours ago,” she waved her hand negligently. “Been working on tonight's meal, used most of the leftover meat fer that.” 
 
    Right, I cringed. The clan required food for upkeep as well. There were eleven of us, so I guessed eleven pieces of raw meat were going to be consumed every day. 
 
    “Tika, can you hunt enough every day to supply the clan’s needs?” I asked. 
 
    She considered my question for a moment then nodded.  
 
    “Good hunt place. Much animals. But more danger. I go far, I find more danger. Close is safe, but not many meat.” 
 
    “I understand.”  
 
    So, the more meat she hunted, the higher the danger for her.  
 
    “For now, please hunt just enough to keep the clan fed. If you do get lucky, and spot an easy hunting opportunity then take it, but don’t put yourself at risk unnecessarily, alright?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    Suddenly, it came to me, get lucky…Lucky! Tika could benefit from some extra luck, and it just so happened I was a Lucky Bastard with a stinkin’ badge. I chuckled at the poor joke. 
 
    “Tika, come here please.” 
 
    She came towards me, timidly.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I gave her a disarming smile. “This won’t hurt.” I took her hand in mine.  
 
    No reason it shouldn’t work… so what if she’s an NPC and not a player?  
 
    Holding her hand I concentrated for a long moment. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to impart the Lucky Bastard skill to Tika? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Yes! I confirmed.  
 
    Tika’s eyes grew wide as sparkles of energy moved from my hand to hers. She gasped and swallowed nervously a few times until the light show died down. 
 
    I let go of her hand and looked at her inquisitively. “How do you feel?” 
 
    She in sighed relief. “Good, I thinking. Gooder than good, maybe.” 
 
    “It is a good thing. I hope it will help with your hunting. Just be careful.” 
 
    “Yes Esteemed Totem,” She bowed reverently. 
 
    “Now that I think about it…” I turned to Guba. “Give me your hand as well.” 
 
    She looked at me sharply, but shrugged and gave me her gnarled hand. I repeated the process, granting her the skill also. After the pyrotechnics subsided, Guba looked at me in wonder.  
 
    “So, there be even more ter you than I thought…Totem.” She gave me a very slight bow. 
 
    Well, that’s progress, I thought. 
 
    As long as I was at it, I decided to go all in. “Tika, I can grant you another blessing.”  
 
    Taking her hand again, I imparted Drilling Arrow to her.  
 
    “An emergency weapon, if you run out of arrows again, like when we first met. Practice that spell before using it in combat.”  
 
    She nodded her understanding, again bowing respectfully. 
 
    I walked over to the Breeder’s Den, accessing its controls on the way. It showed 30 pieces of simple food were available.  
 
    I cracked my fingers like a pianist before a concert. Let’s get this party started. 
 
    I selected ‘goblin worker’ from the list. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Please select the main skill for the worker:  
 
        
        	     Builder, 
 
        	     Digger 
 
        	     Farming 
 
        	     Gatherer 
 
       
  ...  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The list of skills went on and on, I scrolled to the bottom. There were over a hundred different skills available.  
 
    Far too many to go over right now, I shrugged and selected Builder. 
 
    The hut shook slightly and emitted...clanking, clashing, grunting, and screeching noises. Is it broken? What the hell is going on in there? 
 
    A few moments later the sounds ended and the blue cover flap opened to reveal a fully-grown goblin worker wearing a loincloth. 
 
    It worked! I can create my own NPCs now. I thought triumphantly. 
 
    I accessed the goblin’s character details. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker. Level 1 (0%); 16hp; P:2, M:0, S:-1; Skills: Haul 1, Builder 1; Traits: noncombatant 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Exactly as ordered. 
 
    “Report to Zuban,” I commanded the newborn goblin. “He’s chopping wood, over there,” I pointed toward the woodcutting crew. 
 
    The first experiment was a complete success. My next goal was to summon another worker, one who could operate the Rabbit Warren once it was built.  
 
    But for that I first be needing more food… Damn, I’m spending too much time with Guba, I’m starting to sound like her. I frowned, as I realized I would have to hunt again. I hate hunting, it's so tedious. 
 
    I decided I’d earned a little break. I couldn’t log out to enjoy a nice dinner and some wine, but there was no reason why I couldn’t enjoy myself here in the game, even as a goblin. 
 
    I went to the pond, took off my few clothing items and jumped into the water. I rested for a while in the pleasantly cool water, forgetting my troubles and stress and simply losing myself in the feeling of serene relaxation. I even performed a few breathing techniques to reach a deeper level of relaxation. 
 
    Hours later, I opened my eyes lazily and saw the starry night above me. The sun had set while I floated peacefully. I even got a bonus from it. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Manipulation Skill level increased to 11. New rank: Apprentice 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I swam to the shore and dressed. When I was fully clothed I reviewed the skill. I was curious what effect the new rank would add to the skill. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Manipulation(M) [active, monster race] 
  All living things are suffused with mana. Through the power of your awareness and strong will, you have learned to consciously access your mana reserve and wield it in various ways.  
  Further advancements in this skill will increase spell power and mana regeneration rate, and the size of your mana pool. Mana Discipline. 
  Level 11: Apprentice: [select speciality] 
  Effects: Mana pool +21%, Regen: +61% of base, Spell effect: +21% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Select Speciality. I had never seen that option before. Maybe it was another quirk of being a boss monster. I was still feeling euphoric from the meditation and wasn’t quite in the mood for character optimization, so I decided to leave exploring the new ability for later. 
 
    I joined my clanmates around the campfire and received my portion of dinner, once again a meat stew seasoned with herbs. As tasty as it was, I was starting to get tired of eating the same thing every day. 
 
    “Zuban” I nodded to my constructor chief “how was the logging expedition today?” 
 
    “Good” he replied cautiously. “We cut 24 trees and increased our Lumberjack proficiency.” 
 
    “And the new worker I sent you?”  
 
    “Oh, that one will do well when we start building tomorrow!” He seemed excited at the prospect of managing an actual Builder. “He is inexperienced, but a few days with a hammer should do wonder for his Build skill.” 
 
    “That’s what I was aiming for. Rest well tonight, for tomorrow, we build!” I raised my arm dramatically. 
 
    He looked puzzled by my behavior, but he replied respectfully, “Yes, Esteemed Totem.” 
 
    “Oh by the way,” I continued, “Give me your hand.”  
 
    He inhaled sharply, but did as I asked. I went through the process again, giving him the Lucky Bastard skill. 
 
    “Amazing.” He stared at his hand in wonder. “I actually feel luckier.” 
 
    “That’s the point,” I replied modestly. “Vrick, you’re next. 
 
    After Vrick, it was Bek’s turn, and like Tika, I also gave him the Drilling Arrow spell.  
 
    Might as well make him a specialist spellcaster, I reasoned.  
 
    Seeing the little goblin reminded me I hadn’t assigned him a task yet. No one could be idle in my new kingdom.  
 
    Once I was done with all my main NPCs, I looked over the workers.  
 
    No reason to hold out on them, everyone can benefit from a little luck now and then, I reasoned. 
 
    “Woody, you’re next,” I said to my primary woodcutter.  
 
    Without changing expression, he got to his feet, and gave me his hand. I went through the process to give him the skill. 
 
    Something unexpected happened. As the skill transference light show begun, Woody’s expression changed. His indifferent look was replaced by one full of awe and intelligence shown from his previously dim eyes. 
 
    I realized what was going on at the same time Vic yelled in my mind: <He’s being seeded!> 
 
    “Quickly, hold it off, I’ll give him a new background.”  
 
    <Sorry boss, no luck this time> Vic replied <It was too quick. His background was mostly established, the VI seeding is a done deal> 
 
    I watched the newly awakened goblin in front of me.  
 
    He was looking around wild-eyed, still holding my hand. Realizing it he yanked his hand back in a panic and bowed clumsily.  
 
    “Me is sorry steamed Totem. Woody do good work for you!” 
 
    I smiled at him. Getting an intelligent follower was an unexpected boon. Even though I didn’t get to influence his creation, he would still be more efficient than a generic, scripted worker. 
 
    “That’s quite all right Woody,” I replied magnanimously. “Eat, rest. There will be a lot of work tomorrow.” 
 
    He bowed again, and scurried off. 
 
    I eagerly rubbed my hands together. That was some revelation, I could now turn all my generic goblins into conscious intelligent individuals, increasing their productivity immensely. 
 
    I called the Digger worker over.  
 
    Blank faced he approached and offered his hand. I granted him the skill. 
 
    Something started to happen again. But this time, it went wrong. 
 
    The worker’s eyes opened wide. He cried out and pulled away from me. He started convulsing, his hands covering his eyes. Blood dripped between his fingers, and down his face. Everyone jumped up in alarm, helplessly watching the suffering worker. He cried out again in terrible agony as more blood gushed from his ears and mouth, and his skin erupted in large, bloody blisters. 
 
    I was shocked. It took me a few moments to recover, then I tried to help him by casting Heal Followers, but I was too late.  
 
    The poor creature’s head exploded, spraying us all with blood, gore, and pieces of brain.  
 
    The headless body fell at my feet, while the other goblins looked at me in horror.  
 
    
    
      
      	  +50 reputation with GreenPiece clan (For demonstrating awe-inspiring powers). 
Current Rank: Friendly. Points to next rank: 3950 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “What the HELL was that!?” I looked around wildly. 
 
    No one answered. 
 
      
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 12 - Soul Searching  
 
    Everyone was staring in horror. At me. 
 
    Vic was unfazed.  
 
    <The puppet was deemed unworthy for VI seeding>  
 
    What was he talking about? It worked fine before...  
 
    “Then why did it work on Woody?” I demanded, furious. 
 
    I felt a mental shrug.  
 
    <Probably because Woody had a well-defined personality; he was becoming a pivotal member of the clan and you even named him. It probably counted in his favor when Guy considered him for upgrading with a VI.> 
 
    Vic flowed down from my shoulders, forming his purple goblin shape.  
 
    He pointed to the unfortunate worker corpse. “This puppet wasn’t as lucky. His rudimentary configuration didn’t have the capacity to handle seeding. Guy probably didn’t consider it worth expanding the puppet’s potential just to seed a plain vanilla goblin, but he also couldn’t allow the paradox it caused in his settings. So you got an exploding puppet. It's kind of funny when you think about it, maybe you can use that procedure during combat, as a kamikaze unit” He chuckled. 
 
    “That is not funny Vic!” I replied angrily.  
 
    This was a huge setback. Because of our low numbers, every clan member was important. The fact that I was still covered in gore didn’t help calm my nerves either. 
 
    <Hey, don’t blame me, you’re the one who made him go ‘boom!’> 
 
    Yeah, whatever. I replied.  
 
    So, no more seeding generic meat puppets, I thought.  
 
    Oh crap, I smacked my head, Vic’s vocabulary is starting to rub off on me. 
 
    <You can thank me later boss> The little bastard always had to have the final word. 
 
    I shook my head, and went to the pond to wash. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We woke up the next morning to a brand-new day. The remains of the goblin-bomb fiasco had been removed by the game cleanup system, as if it had never happened. Except the clan was less one goblin. 
 
    I made a vow to do better in the future, to consider my decisions carefully, and try to be a better leader and caretaker for my people. 
 
    I had a good plan for proceeding with the establishment of the GreenPiece clan. But first, I needed some information. 
 
    “Vic, how much food do we have right now?” 
 
    Surprisingly, Vic had decided to maintain his purple goblin form.  
 
    “Thirteen units of raw meat, boss.” He replied. 
 
    Alright. Tika’s hunting would bring in enough for our daily food upkeep. To summon the next goblin, I had to scrounge up 17 extra units of food to make the required 30 units. 
 
    It was time to give today’s orders. 
 
    Zuban was just waking up, stretching, yawning and rubbing his eyes. 
 
    “Zuban, I need you to start working on the Rabbit Warren today, we need a reliable source of food as soon as possible.” 
 
    He nodded gruffly and got to his feet. He rounded up the two remaining workers. He sent Woody to split the logs into timber, them made his way to the rabbit grounds with the other worker. 
 
    Now, it's time to address the clan’s security.  
 
    I looked around for the goblin lieutenant. 
 
    “Vrick, I want you to post the warriors on daily guard duty. One watching the cave mouth from a safe distance, and the other watching the entrance to the valley. Make sure they understand that if they see anything approaching, they should come and inform you or me immediately. 
 
    “Yes, Esteemed Totem.”  
 
    “When you finish talking to them, come find me, I have another assignment for you.” He nodded and left to talk to his warriors. 
 
    I walked over to our clan’s resident healer. 
 
    “Bek,” I called to the little goblin. He raised his head. 
 
    “It is time for you to grow stronger.” He looked at me nervously.  
 
    “To do that,” I continued, “You need to train.” 
 
     He continued staring at me. 
 
    “You need to use your Heal spell as often as possible.” I clarified. “Now that you’ve learned Drilling Arrow, you need to train that as well.  
 
    “So, I want you to go into the forest and kill some beasts.” 
 
    His nervous expression changed to one of pure terror.  
 
    From the corner of my eyes, I saw Vrick finish briefing his warriors, then make his way back toward us. 
 
    “Don't worry Bek,” I added putting a hand on his shoulder, “I’m not sending you alone. Vrick here,” I put my hand on the lieutenant's shoulder, “Will go with you.” 
 
    Bek seemed somewhat relieved, while Vrick looked unhappy as he learned his new assignment. 
 
    “Vrick, you’re the leader. I want you to form a War Party with Bek, then you two go into the forest and search for some beasts to fight. Don’t leave the valley,” I cautioned them, “And don’t engage anything that looks too powerful to defeat. Look after each other. “ 
 
    I turned to look at the smaller goblin. 
 
    “Bek, your task is to kill the beasts with Drilling Arrow and to use your Heal spell whenever one of you is injured. Vrick, your job is to protect Bek, hold the attackers away from Bek while he throws spells at them. Try not to engage more than one enemy at once.”  
 
    I stopped, and looked at them critically, “Do you both understand?” 
 
    The two goblins looked at each other uncertainly. Vrick nodded, and Bek’s voice trembled as he replied “Y-yes.” 
 
    “Good,” I replied, “Now go. Bek, follow Vrick’s lead. And both of you, be careful!” 
 
    They turned and made their way towards the forest, Vrick hefting his spear, Bek carrying a satchel. 
 
    “Guba,” I turned to the clan Chemist. 
 
    “Hmph?” She replied in contempt, “What do you want? Gonna be sending me to fight a troll next?” 
 
    “No,” I replied. “Just wanted to say…” I looked at her meaningfully, “have a good day.” I turned and I left her there, dumbfounded. 
 
    <That is a messed-up puppet> Vic added <I mean, to suggest something so cruel…the poor troll!> 
 
    I chuckled then began my next chore. 
 
    I gave Vrick and Bek a decent head-start, letting them reach the treeline before I followed after them, Vic trailed behind me.  
 
    I wasn’t going to risk two valuable members of my clan without making sure they could handle their jobs. It was imperative for my people to hold their own, teaching them to increase their skills and overall levels was a big part of that. But I still wanted to ensure they could take care of themselves. If worse came to worst, I’d be nearby to help. 
 
    I reached the edge of the forest, located their tracks and followed their trail.  
 
    Vic startled me by suddenly asking, “How long do you expect your settlement endeavor to take?” 
 
    I shrugged, still concentrating on the tracks, “It will probably take a few weeks to establish a self-sustaining, productive town. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Well, we do have business elsewhere. Remember our deal?” 
 
    “How could I forget?” I replied sarcastically, “Find some random hobgoblin’s lieutenant and assassinate him, since apparently he somehow did you wrong in your previous life.” 
 
    “Something like that.” He answered calmly. “Just wanted to make sure you remember.” 
 
    I was following the tracks through some bushes, when two things happened simultaneously. I heard sounds of fighting up ahead, and a system message alerted me that Tracking had reached level 3. 
 
    I moved slowly through the brush toward the sounds of fighting. At the edge of the thicket, I parted some branches and looked through the opening. Vrick and Bek were facing a couple of Metal Back Armadillos. 
 
    “God damn it.” I mumbled. I ordered those two to take one opponent at a time. 
 
    But I shouldn’t have worried. Even though the Armadillos were challenging foes when I first encountered them, they were only level 3 monsters. Vrick had no trouble keeping both away at spear point while Bek cast Drilling Arrows at them. Magic and spear soon prevailed, dispatching one of the critters. The other Armadillo used the opportunity to pounce on Vrick, mauling his chest. I was about to barge in to intervene, but Vrick proved he earned his lieutenant status and pushed the Armadillo, flipping it off him. I Analyzed Vrick, he’d received only 8 hp of damage, and still had over 50 left. 
 
    Vrick’s next counterattack took me by surprise. In one smooth motion, he stepped back, leveling his spear, then stepped forward fluidly, putting the power of his entire body behind the spear point. The thrust impaled the beast completely from one end to the other, killing it instantly. 
 
    I was impressed. Using the Settlement Interface, I accessed Vrick’s character info, and checked his Spear skill. It was at level 12. His Apprentice Spear rank gave him a tactical ability Impale, which was what I just witnessed him do. 
 
    As I was examining the details, Bek stepped forward and used his healing ability on Vrick, restoring him completely. 
 
    They were definitely an effective duo. I was impressed with their combat prowess and teamwork. Moreover, my concern for their well-being was alleviated.  
 
    I waited until they finished looting the bodies and continued their patrol. Then, unseen, I turned and made my way back to camp. Vic, still in goblin shape followed. 
 
    I found Zuban and the three workers near the rabbit grounds, logs spread all around. Woody was busy splitting the logs in half with an axe, while Zuban and the other workers hammered the split timber into the ground, constructing a foundation for a small shed. 
 
    I considered lending them a hand. As a player, I could learn any skill and grind it to high levels, enough to be a considerable asset. But after thinking about it, I decided not to. My greatest contribution was as a leader. Eventually, the NPCs would get the job done themselves.  
 
    My time would be better used planning the clan’s development. 
 
    Behind me Vic waved distractedly, chasing away some flies. 
 
    I ignored him and considered my next move. My most pressing concern right now was getting more food. More food meant more goblins for the clan, which meant more and faster production and better security. In short, the base building blocks that were required for a prosperous, self-sufficient settlement. So right now, food was imperative to my end goal, increasing my boss level. 
 
    But how to get more food? I never bothered with the food collection and production aspects of NEO before. I just ordered what I wanted from the guild cooks and chefs, or went to a store and bought what I wanted. Still, I knew you can hunt for meat. Most critters, other than humanoids, dropped meat as part of their loot. But I couldn’t rely on running around killing animals for my clan’s food. I had to find other, more sustainable and efficient sources of food.  
 
    Vic got tired of chasing the flies away, and started trying to squash them between his hands instead. 
 
    “Vic,” I scratched my cheek, “Can you tweak the Settlement Interface and add some search filters?” 
 
    Just then he managed to kill a fly grunting triumphantly, “got you, you tiny stupid flying puppet.” 
 
    “Vic!” 
 
    “Ah, what?” He looked at me. “Sorry boss, I got distracted. Sure no problem, I can add some filters for you. Wouldn’t want that meat-made processor of yours to overheat from reading too much information, would we?” 
 
    “My brain can handle reading.” I replied gruffly, “It’s an issue of efficiency.” 
 
    “Sure boss, whatever you say.” 
 
    I ignored him and accessed the Interface. I open the Breeder’s Den options and selected a new goblin worker. The list of available worker skills opened. As annoying as he was, Vic sure knew how to adapt the game’s menus to my use. A filter option now appeared above the various skills. Clicking on it, I selected ‘food manufacturing’. Another list appeared, shorter this time; 
 
    
    
      
      	 
        
        	     Breeding  
 
        	     Farming 
 
        	     Fishing 
 
        	     Hunting 
 
        	     Gathering 
 
       
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s interesting, I thought, checking the details of each skill.  
 
    I didn’t think I should get another hunter. Tika was doing well bringing in food, but I’d rather not overtax the resource. 
 
    The Breeder skill was for raising livestock. A Breeder worker was required to operate the Rabbit Warren properly, and increased livestock growth and yield as the skill level up.  
 
    Damn, that’s another worker I’ll have to get, I realized. But I had 10 more days before the building would be finished, so I continued reviewing the other skills. 
 
    The Farming skill, was just that, the ability to work land, and plant and harvest crops from it. But it required a lot of space, and the valley had a finite amount of land.  
 
    The Fisherman skill increased the worker’s fishing yield. That was a promising option, but first....I walked over to the pond and started looking to see if there were fish in it.  
 
    Although the pond was small, it was apparently quite deep. The water was clear enough for me to see for several meters below the surface, but the water darkened before the bottom was visible.  
 
    Finally, I caught a glimpse of a good-sized fish swimming around in the depths.  
 
    That decided it, the next goblin worker would have the Fisherman skill. 
 
    The last food-related skill was Gatherer. The skill enabled a worker to collect foodstuffs that grew wild; berries, fruit, mushrooms, seeds and nuts, roots, and of course herbs. The valley interior was a lush area, I imagined that a Gatherer could collect baskets full of food. I’ll summon a few of those as well. 
 
    I stood up reluctantly. There was no helping it, I had to go hunting. I needed 17 more pieces of raw meat to summon another worker.  
 
    I guess it’s time to go hunting again. 
 
    “Come on Vic, let’s go” I called my companion and we made our way toward the forest. 
 
    The next few hours proved just as exhilarating as I feared. Without Tika and her hunting skills, my ability to find prey to hunt was severely handicapped. I blasted every small critter in sight, downing birds and squirrels, but those kills were few and far between. 
 
    As evening fell, we returned to camp. All I had to show for the day was five lousy pieces of raw meat. That brought the total to 18 of 30. Closer, but not close enough. 
 
    My gaze wandered to the Breeder’s Den. I wondered about the mechanics of the goblin-reproduction structure. But considering the possible explanations, I decided not to delve into how it converted food into full-grown goblins. It was likely to be something that only a deviant game designer could come up with. 
 
    The others were starting to gather around the cooking hearth for dinner. I saw Tika was already there and went over to speak with her. 
 
    “Tika, how was your hunting today?” I smiled at her. 
 
    “Good, Esteemed Totem.” She replied with one of her shy smiles. “Me find fat moles. Many meat. More than clan need.” 
 
    That was like music to my ears.  
 
    “So how much extra do we have left after feeding everyone today?” 
 
    “Four.” She replied. “Was lucky. Last mole big. Give many meat.” 
 
    I chuckled. Granting her the Lucky Bastard skill was paying off already. Now I had 22 units of raw meat. 
 
    Eight more to go! 
 
    Vrick and Bek still hadn’t shown up. I started to worry a little. I hoped they hadn’t encountered something they couldn’t defeat. 
 
    I shouldn’t have worried, a few minutes later, the two emerged from the forest. They were both carrying big sacks on their shoulders. 
 
    “Vrick, Bek,” I greeted them when they arrived. “Good to see you’re both well. How did it go?” 
 
    They looked at each other, then at me, big smiles on their faces.  
 
    “It was good,” Vrick answered me, and then they both emptied their sacks at my feet. 
 
    Chunks of meat, skins of various animals, and a few of the metal Armadillo shells fell the ground. I saw a pointed white shape and bent down to pick it up. “What is this?”  
 
    Bek replied proudly. “Cougar fang. We kills it!”  
 
    “Yes” Vrick nodded, “it was our toughest fight of the day, but Corgoram was with us. We killed that beast and it dropped the fang along with some meat and its pelt.” 
 
    “Great” I rubbed my hands together and put the fang in my inventory.  
 
    I counted the meat they brought. There were nine pieces! One more than I needed to summon my next worker.  
 
    Excellent! 
 
    “Good job guys” I congratulated them. “Go, sit, rest, I’ll have Guba bring dinner to you.” 
 
    They nodded and went to sit by Zuban and his workers. 
 
    Guba stood by the cauldron. “Guba, please cook another 30 steaks for our Breeder.” 
 
    She scowled at me, “This be getting tedious, ya know?” her voice shrill, “I’m a Chemist not a Cook, for Corgoram’s sake!” 
 
    Will she ever stop complaining? I wondered. “Guba…” I pronounced her name meaningfully, staring directly into her eyes. 
 
    “Oh alright” she snapped back at me, “It will be a moment”. 
 
    “Good, meanwhile bring some food to Vrick and Bek, they had a rough day,” I added. 
 
    “Alright, I be your darling little waitress, why won’t I,” She added crossly. 
 
    I gotta hire a Cook to replace her, just to have someone easier to deal with. 
 
    I took my own dinner and ate. It was once again meat stew with herbal seasoning. 
 
    The game didn’t require players to eat, but food in the game tasted so… real, it had just become a habit, like dinner time in your own RL home. Besides, players felt hunger. It was never stronger than an average ‘I-can-really-go-for-a-burger-right-about-now’ level, but it was rather annoying to walk around hungry all the time. Thus, my daily meals. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how the system worked for NPCs, or if it worked for me the same way now that I was a pseudo-NPC. It was quite possible that for NPCs food was mandatory, and I wasn’t eager to subject myself to hunger just to test the theory.  
 
    Besides, Guba’s stew was a pretty tasty, albeit monotonous. It beat being hungry. 
 
    As I ate I opened the Interface again, selected the Population option and viewed Bek and Zuban’s characters: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Bek, goblin adept.  
  Level: 4(20%)  
  HP: 30, MP: 45 
  P:1, M:4, S:-2 
  Skills: Heal: 7, Lucky Bastard: 2, Drilling Arrow: 4  
  Trait: Deformed 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Vrick , goblin lieutenant 
  Level: 6(5%)  
  HP: 65, MP: 30 
  P:6, M:0, S:0;  
  Skills: War Party Leader: 3, Spears 13, Brawling: 10, lumberjack: 4 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    They both showed significant progress. Both of them had leveled up once, and improved their skills, especially Bek.  
 
    Just as I had hoped would happen, Bek’s low skill levels got a large boost from fighting enemies that were stronger than him. And it was all thanks to Vrick’s supporting his teammate.  
 
    Vrick himself had impressive stats for a non-boss goblin. With 65 hit points and Apprentice rank at Spears, he could give a normal 5th level player a run for his money.  
 
    A few more power-leveling missions like the one today, and they will be able to safeguard the valley’s forest on their own. 
 
    “Food delivered” grunted Guba behind me, startling me. “Yer precious Breeders can now fatten themselves ter squeeze out another goblin, I reckon.”  
 
    I shuddered at the mental image that formed in my mind at her words.  
 
    Once again, I accessed the Breeder’s Den interface. 30 units of simple food were listed as available. 
 
    Walking toward the structure, I selected a goblin worker, gave it the Fisherman skill, and hit the accept button. Once again, I heard the disturbing sounds from the direction of the Den, and shortly after, a new goblin emerged behind its blue leather covered opening. I Analyzed it. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker  
  Level: 1 (0%) 
  HP:14  
  P:2, M:0, S:-1  
  Skills: Fisherman 1, Haul 1 
  Traits: Noncombatant 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Same good old generic template, I mused, then waved the newcomer over to me. 
 
    “Your job is to fish the pond every day,” I pointed at the pond. “Bring your daily catch to that pile over there.” 
 
    “Yes ‘steamed Totem,” he squeaked in a high-pitched voice. “Need fishing pole.” 
 
    Crap! I smacked my forehead. Why didn’t I think of that. I had to bring some fishing equipment for the little guy to use. 
 
    “Zuban” I called to my construction manager, “I need your advice.” He came over immediately. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “This little guy needs a fishing pole, anything you can do to help?” 
 
    “Hmm…” He pondered for a moment. “To be honest, there is a shortage of tools around here. I can use some new saws for construction, Guba needs some more cooking pots, and now the fishing pole…” He shrugged helplessly. “There’s no getting around it, we need a Smithy and a Smith who can craft the tools we need. A Smith would even be able to craft simple weapons, anything sophisticated will require a specialized Weaponsmith, but that’s a concern for later. However,” he paused and his face fell. “I’m not skilled enough to build one.” he admitted. “I will be, when I gain the Apprentice rank, but as I told you, I first have to complete a worthy project.” 
 
    I winced, here was another priority. To make matters worse, a Smith was classified as a crafter not a worker. Summoning Crafters required advanced food, and I was barely scraping enough simple food for the, simple, workers.  
 
    I couldn’t do everything all at once. I had to build the settlement, step by step. Infrastructures had to be established, which at this phase was mostly creating basic production lines and reliable food sources. Once those were established I could move on to higher aspirations.  
 
    I really hoped it didn’t mean I had summoned the new Fisherman for nothing. 
 
    “Regardless, can you fashion some sort of replacement for a fishing pole?” I asked. 
 
    He thought it over, “I can tie a piece of string to a bent nail and attach it to a piece of branch. That might work, though it probably won’t be too efficient.” 
 
    “Please do what you can, Zuban.” 
 
    “Immediately, Esteemed Totem,” he gave a slight bow and bustled off to start.  
 
    I watched as he bent a nail with the butt of an axe, then tied it to a branch on a piece of string. Once finished, he handed me the laughably crude item. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Improvised Fishing Pole 
  Description: poor quality fishing pole fashioned from a branch, nail and a piece of string. 
  Durability: 8/8 
  Rank: crude. 
  Effect: fishing efficiency: -40% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The fishing penalty was a bitch, but it was better than the worker sitting around doing nothing. Besides, he would still benefit from the practice and level up his Fishing skill. So when I did eventually equip him with better gear, his productivity would be high straight away. 
 
    I gave the pole to the worker. “Do you need anything else for your work?” 
 
    “No” he squeaked back. “Me find worms ok.” 
 
    “Good. Carry on” I watched as he scurried off. 
 
    It was getting late, everyone was preparing to sleep. Vrick’s warriors returned from their daily guard duty and reported that they hadn’t seen anything suspicious. 
 
    We all settled down for the night and went to sleep.  
 
    As the nights before, it passed uneventfully. 
 
    We woke up early next morning, and gobbled down a simple breakfast of leftovers.  
 
    In a short time, all the goblins were starting the same tasks assigned to them yesterday. The fisherman went to the pond, Zuban assembled his workers, Vrick and Bek went on their patrol in the forest, Tika went hunting and the two warriors were back at their respective guard duties. Vic was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    That left only me. 
 
    I guess now was the time to explore my new Apprentice rank option of the Mana Manipulation skill. 
 
    I opened my Character Screen and selected the skill.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Manipulation, Apprentice rank 
  Your status as a Boss, has granted you access to two unique ability paths. You may choose to specialize only in one; 
  Material: allows you to control your physical environment using your raw mana.  
  Biological: allows you to influence living biological creatures by tapping into their mana reserves.  
    
  Please select one path [Material / Biological.] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Wow,” I whispered in awe, “Awesome!”  
 
    Both paths looked incredibly powerful.  
 
    The Material one sounded like an advanced type of telekinesis, moving objects by force of will, or mana in this case.  
 
    The second path sounded even more amazing. But the description didn’t give any details about the ‘influence’ over other creatures’ part. Guy probably didn’t feel the need to supply much information for NPC-only skills.  
 
    And why would he? NPCs didn’t need written instructions. They innately understand how to use any skill they acquire. I, on the other hand, as a player, would just have to muddle through somehow.  
 
    The biological path description sounded like it included a domination power, something highly coveted by players. But although players could acquire Mind Discipline magic, they could not access Mind Control skills, those were wielded solely by powerful NPC mages. 
 
    <Well duh! You meat suits can barely control your own damn puppets, how do you expect to control another, far more sophisticated one?> 
 
    His casual tone was infuriating, but he had a point. It got me thinking. I already achieved some ‘NPC only’ functions so…  
 
    Do you think I could do it? 
 
    <Hmmm, not sure boss. You certainly have a better grasp of the controls than other meat suits, but you won’t know for sure unless you try> 
 
    The prospect of being able to control other creatures in the game was too good to pass by. I just hoped the new ability would allow me to achieve that. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I considered it again, and finally convinced myself it was the most logical path to choose. I clicked on ‘Biological.’ 
 
    My hands shone with blue mana, as the change took effect. Then the updated skill description popped open. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Manipulation(M) [active, monster race] 
  All living things are suffused with mana. Through the power of your awareness and strong will you learned to access your mana reserve and wield it in various ways. You are able to access the mana of other creatures, and through their mana influence them with your will. 
  Further advancements in this skill will increase spell power, mana regeneration rate, the size of your mana pool and the likelihood of asserting your will over other living creatures.  
  Mana Discipline. 
  Level 11: Apprentice: Biological path selected (access and influence living biological creatures) 
  Effects I: Mana pool +21%  
  Effects II: Regen: +61% of base. 
  Effects III: Spell effect: +21%. 
  Effects IV: Biological influence. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Cool!  
 
    It still wasn’t much to go on for how to use the new skill. I had hoped the system would provide more detailed information when I made my choice, but I wasn’t too disappointed. I would figure it out.  
 
    Now it was time to test this new ability. I looked at Guba speculatively, she was cooking something in a pan over the fire, her back to me. She was the closest person around, but I wisely decided not to risk her ire, and looked around for another ‘victim.’  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  +100 Wisdom Candy Points 
  For not pissing off the scary goblin Chemist crone. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    What?? 
 
    <I’m just messing with you boss> Vic cackled. 
 
    My new Fisherman was busily casting his line into the pond. 
 
    I concentrated and tried my new ability on him. Or tried to. Nothing happened. 
 
    I frowned. Unlike other skills, the new ability didn’t have an obvious method of activating.  
 
    I looked at the worker and concentrated harder. I reached out with my mind and tried to sense his mana, similarly to the way I sensed my own. Again, I felt nothing.  
 
    What’s wrong? Why can’t I access his mana? I frowned. Could I have misinterpreted its meaning? 
 
    <Two reasons> Vic’s familiar condescending voice spoke in my mind <One, as a meat suit, you have a lousy memory> 
 
    “What’s that got to do with anything?” I asked hotly. 
 
    <Which brings me to reason number two, workers don’t have any mana! Remember? Their noncombatant trait> 
 
    “Shit, you’re right,” I muttered, feeling embarrassed that I forgot that bit of game mechanics, enough so that I didn’t call Vic on his seriously disrespectful tone.  
 
    His behavior was becoming more and more insulting. I needed to do something about it. Soon. 
 
    Now that I knew ability wouldn’t work on the Fisherman, I went in search of other test subjects. Away from the camp, reaching Zuban’s construction crew. They were erecting a low wooden fence around the rabbit grounds. 
 
    A large rabbit hopped about nearby, mouth working furiously as it fed on patches of sweet grass. I concentrated on the fluffy eared ‘monster,’ and gradually, I felt a connection forming to its mana. It was like having another sense. I could close my eyes and feel the rabbit’s presence, where it was and how far away. I could sense the little animal moving around as it hopped about. 
 
    I steadied my breath, concentrating deeper. Everything faded away; I stopped hearing, stopped feeling the wind on my skin. The little ball of rabbit-shaped energy hopping around in front of me became everything. 
 
    Then I took control of it. 
 
    I exerted my will and extended it, clenching it over the rabbit’s mana. I held the rabbit by its mana, surrounding it with my will, and forced it to be still. 
 
    I opened my eyes, keeping a firm hold on the rabbit’s mana, the mental effort was draining.  
 
    The rabbit stood like a statue, one leg raised as if about to hop forward. I had frozen its movements with my will. 
 
    Cool, but it’s not quite mind control. 
 
    Keeping the rabbit frozen, I played around with the ability, trying different things.  
 
    I discovered that if I substituted a little mana for mental effort the rabbit would stay in the frozen state without any further attention on my part. 
 
    Using the same technique, I tried to take over the rabbit’s movements. It didn’t work so well. I had to control each limb individually to make the rabbit move. The result was a slow, lurching gait, like a character in a stop-motion animation. It wasn’t an efficient use of the ability but might be useful in some circumstances. 
 
    Starting over again, I connected with the rabbit’s mana pool and tried to make use of the mana, drawing from the mana pool like it was my own. That didn’t work, but I did notice something was happening, it was a feeling I shouldn’t have had. I realized that when I tapped the rabbit's mana, the emotions it felt resonated through the mana connection and into me. The little fella was resonating his fright to me. 
 
    That discovery sparked some new ideas for using the skill. If I could sense feelings, I should be able to influence them directly, instead of physically controlling the body. 
 
    I released my test subject, and watched it race down a warren hole as if the devil was chasing behind.  
 
    I picked another rabbit-victim and concentrating, pushed the mental command to roll over at the rabbit. The cheeky thing just looked at me and kept munching away at the grass. Concentrating harder, I specifically targeted the minute amount of mana in its brain. After several attempts I managed to sense the flow of mana as it coursed through the rabbit’s brain, shaping its thoughts, but try as I might, I couldn’t affect it. 
 
    After an hour of frustrating failures, it occurred to my exhausted brain to infuse my mana into the rabbit. Targeting its mind, I forced some of my mana into the rabbit. When I had used four mana points, I realized with a jolt that it had worked. It felt like having d another appendage. I flexed my new ‘limb’ and the rabbit hopped. I sent an impulse of intention and the rabbit ran in circles.  
 
    I had done it, something no other player had done before.  
 
    I can totally mind-control NPCs now! 
 
    <Well Duh!> Vic butted in <It’s really not that hard, you know> 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” I countered, “You’re a digital construct, you were designed to control NPCs, but it's a first for me.” 
 
    <I had faith in you boss. You’re probably one of a few players in the entire game who can actually do it>  
 
    That almost sounded respectful. Almost.  
 
    But Vic got me thinking. I knew it was because of my increased cerebral connection that I could interact with the game using thoughts.  
 
    Could that be why I was able to mind-control the rabbit? 
 
    <Probably> Vic answered my thought. 
 
    That would explain why only NPCs had domination type skills, they were beyond most players capabilities. According to what Tal had told me, most players’ brains weren’t wired efficiently enough. But mine was.  
 
    It’s also why Guy decided I’m fit for the role of a lowly goblin, I furrowed my brows. 
 
    I shook off those thoughts and considered my latest discovery. I could control the minds of other creatures! That was huge.  
 
    I practiced for a few more hours. Eventually I was able to control five rabbits simultaneously. To exercise my skill I made them do all sort of tricks; form a line, run in circles, and lastly, I made them build a human err…rabbit pyramid. Or almost build, as the last bunny toppled the others. 
 
    By then I was mentally exhausted and my mana was low, but there was one more thing I wanted to try before calling it a day.  
 
    Releasing all but one of the fuzzy experiments, I focused on the last rabbit’s mana and pulled. It resisted my first attempt, but I persisted, pulling even harder. Finally a strand of blue energy was released from the rabbit, it drifted over to me and was absorbed, replenishing my mana pool by three points. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have learned a new spell: Mana Drain(M) [active, monster race] 
  You can access another’s creature mana reserves and leech some of it for your own use. This ability takes a significant amount of time to reuse. The amount of mana extracted varies based on your skill level and the victim’s strength and resistances. No mana cost. Mana Discipline. 
  Current level 1: Novice. 
  Effects: speed: 60, mana drain: small 
  Prime Badge: As the first player to unlock this skill you gain 50% increased rate and can teach it to others. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A Badge! That was my fourth as a goblin, quite an achievement!  
 
    But, why would the Drain ability be a spell?  
 
    In a way, the skill went against the overall theme of the Biological path mechanics. The ability to seize an opponent’s mana as your own was not the same ‘influencing’ it. And it cost no mana.  
 
    The only downside was that I could use it only once per minute, too slow for repeating uses during combat, but overall it was still a nice ability to have. 
 
    I targeted another rabbit and hit it with Mana Drain, netting me another five mana points. Nice! 
 
    I need to grind this skill as often as possible.  
 
    The long cooldown period was a setback. I was going to have a hard time level up this skill, even with the Prime badge. 
 
    So, I had several cool new abilities. 
 
    <Actually, Only Mana Drain manifested as a separate skill, so you might want to assign names to the abilities you discovered> Vic suggested <It would be easier to activate them that way.> 
 
    “Good idea. Let’s go with Freeze, Sense Emotions and Dominate.” They were easy and self-explanatory.  
 
    <You got it boss, skill description updated. Hmm… I wonder if the Dominate ability would work on players> 
 
    Trust Vic to casually bring up something so alarming.  
 
    My first thought was no way in hell could I control a player. But then I realized it might be possible, sort of. In theory, if I cast Dominate on a player, the game mechanics could take control of the character from the player, and make it obey me despite the player’s wishes.  
 
    I would have loved to test it out, but there were no players around. As far as I knew. 
 
    Only a few hours remained till sundown. The rabbits weren’t enough of a challenge to level up my new abilities.  
 
    Maybe I should train up some of my other skills. 
 
    I opened my character sheet to review my current status: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Title: Esteemed Totem 
  Level: 7, (52%) 
  Race: Monster Race [Goblin] 
  Type: Boss I [Totem] 
  Deity: Corgoram 
  Followers: 2  
  Attributes: [1 points available] 
  -           Physical 2 
  -           Mental 8 
  -           Social 0 
  Pools: 
  -           Hit Points: 117 
  -           Mana: 216  
  -           Armor: 7 
  Skills: 
  -           Lucky Bastard 11 (61%) (Prime) 
  -           Analyze 3 (57%) 
  -           Tracking 3 (12%) 
  -           War Party Leader 1 (80%) 
  -           Mana Infusion 2 (5%) (Prime) 
  Skills (Spells): 
  -           Mana Manipulation 11 (84%) 
  -           Drilling Arrow 7 (37%) (Prime) 
  -           Mana Shield 15 (80%) 
  -           Blood Wrath 11 (50%)  
  -           Heal Followers 1 (30%) 
  -           Mana Drain 1 (5%) (Prime) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Damn, I forgot about the level I gained before I died.  
 
    I put the ability point into Mental. 
 
    I had developed most of my skills to the point that using them in combat was the best way, by far, to level them up. But not Mana Infusion. I hadn’t used it since I created it, and it was a great skill to have at higher levels. 
 
    I activated the skill and felt a rush of physical power saturate my body, invigorating and strengthening muscles as mana coursed through my veins, supplementing my body’s normal energy with magic. Time to grind, I clenched my fists and ran. I started running along the valley wall, analyzing everything I came across; birds, field mice, ore veins…everything. 
 
    Half an hour later, I was rewarded by my efforts. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Infusion skill level increased to 3 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Though I was tired, I pushed on, even harder, and increased my speed, catching a surprised look from a roaming goblin 
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Infusion skill level increased to 4 
  ... 
  Mana Infusion skill level increased to 7 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    . 
 
    When it became too dark to run safely, I gave up training for the day.  
 
    I had leveled up the skill multiple times, but needed four more levels to reach Apprentice rank. I wanted to know what perks it would give, but I’d had enough of training for the day.  
 
    The goblins were all sitting around the cooking area for the evening meal. I got my dinner from Guba and sat down among my clanmates to hear today’s results. 
 
    Tika’s hunting had yielded 13 pieces of meat, two more than needed for the clan’s daily upkeep. 
 
    Vrick and Bek had a bad day. During their hunt they encountered a Dire ape. They were just barely able to kill it, and then the rest of its pack showed up. Running for their lives, they stumbled across a recently empty beetle mound, and took shelter inside it. The apes couldn’t reach them, but they kept the two goblins penned in for most of the day. As nightfall approached the apes finally abandoned their prey, leaving my two goblins to escape the forest.  
 
    “Esteemed Totem,” Vrick addressed me, shamefaced. “I don’t think the forest is safe for any of us anymore. If we had more warriors, I could take a raid group to dispose of them, but…” He looked down and away, embarrassed by his inability to protect his clan. 
 
    I agreed with his reasoning completely. We were still too few, and too weak. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You received a new quest: Make The Forest Safe Again I 
  A pack of wild dire apes recently invaded the forest inside your valley, drawn to its seclusion and safety. Unfortunately they are extremely aggressive, making the forest a dangerous place for goblins to hunt and gather, and they are a potential hazard to your new settlement.  
  Defeat or chase away the pack from your forest! 
  Quest Type: simple, chain 
  Reward: gain safe access to the forest again, increased reputation 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It turned out the apes were quest worthy targets. A Simple one, just like all ‘go-there-kill-that’ type of quests were. However, it was a chain quest, which implied there might be more to it than that.  
 
    I guess I’ll have to deal with it and see for myself. 
 
    “You did well Vrick, I’d rather have you two here, safe, than lying dead in the forest. Anything else to report?” 
 
    “Just this,” He handed me the loot they’d gathered before running from the apes; four chunks of meat and one Ape pelt. 
 
    The food yield today was not amazing. I had eight extra pieces of raw meat. 
 
    I hoped my new fisherman would have better news for me.  
 
    “How much fish did you catch today?” I asked him bluntly. 
 
    “Two,” he replied dully, holding up three fingers. 
 
    “What? Just two?” I asked. Or is it three?  
 
    He nodded and pointed to the camp ‘storage’ pile. Two shimmering fish were on top as the most recent additions. 
 
    Two pieces of food per day was not much for a specialized worker. I was hoping for a production surge from the new guy’s efforts. 
 
    I accessed the Interface and checked the worker’s information. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin Fisherman 
  Level: 1 (0%);  
  HP: 14  
  P:1, M:0, S:0;  
  Skills: Haul 1, Fisherman 3  
  Traits: Noncombatant 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    His Fisherman skill was going up. I really hoped he would produce more when it got higher.  
 
    I clicked on the Fisherman skill. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Fisherman (S) [Monster race] 
  Can catch fish using a fishing pole. 
  Location available: Goblin’s Gorge Pond. Max fish yield per day: 21 
  Level 3: Novice 
  Effect: daily catch: 19% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Actually, that wasn’t too bad. It should only take a few days for the worker to reach Apprentice rank. Then he should catch eight to ten fish a day, with none of the dangers of hunting.  
 
    This is not too bad. But I still had to acquire a decent fishing pole for him to use. The -40% penalty stacked with the -10% clan morale penalty, so in effect his daily catch was half his actual potential. A decent fishing pole should improve that greatly. 
 
    I walked over to Zuban and his workers. They were sitting in a circle, eating their dinner. 
 
    “Zuban.” I greeted him. “How was the construction progress for today?” 
 
    “Not bad,” he answered carefully, “The new Builder is a quick learner and a quick worker. The other one is still rubbish though” he shrugged. “We’re about a quarter of the way to finish. The job would go a lot faster if you got me another Builder.” 
 
    “That’s my priority Zuban,” I assured him.  
 
    He grunted in approval. 
 
    “By the way,” I took out the cougar fang Bek gave me. “I have this, think you can do something with it?” 
 
    He looked at the fang for a moment, apparently impressed. ”It would make a nice necklace.”  
 
    I couldn’t think of any use for it.  
 
    “Here you go, do with it what you think is best.” I checked my inventory for more inspiration. 
 
    Well, I have all those poison glands…  
 
    I went over the Guba and showed her the glands I harvested from the beetles.  
 
    “Can you do something with these using your Chemist proficiency?” I asked her. 
 
    She looked at the gland, then inhaled sharply. She cleaned her hand on her apron and reached out. “Give them here.” she commanded. 
 
    She took a magnifying glass from one of her pockets.  
 
    Funny, I never saw her use this before, I mused as she inspected the gland for a long moment. 
 
    Finally, she lowered the glass and looked at me, shaking her head. “There’s nothing I can be making, not a lot of potency in ‘em. Maybe a Poisoner could be making an extract out of it. Or maybe…” She hesitated, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    “What is it?” I demanded. 
 
    “It might be possible fer a good Cook to be makin’ some exotic dish out of ‘em.” She said reluctantly. “Though ye be wanting that one to be very skilled before ye’ll be tasting any of the food yerself.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I shook my head and turned to leave. 
 
    A few steps later I heard her mumbling something that sounded like “Crazy youngling Totem gonna be poisoning us all to death…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A roar sounded in the night, startling everyone from their sleeping covers. I hastily scanned our camp but didn’t see any threat. 
 
    Another roar sounded, this one clearly coming from the edge of the forest. I looked at the tree line, across the moon-filled plain, and saw a large humanoid shape coming from the trees. 
 
    I couldn’t see its exact details, but it was squat and powerfully built. Another one came into view from the tees, and another. Soon, a score of the creatures stood there, all roaring at us, and pounding their fists on their chests. 
 
    Vrick nudged my elbow. “It’s them apes” he whispered, “they must have tracked our scent back to the camp.” 
 
    That was bad news. We were ill prepared for an attack, especially from such a powerful looking bunch. Luck was on our side though, after they show off for a few minutes, they turned around and disappeared back into the forest.  
 
    The message was clear, we were warned to stay away from the forest. 
 
    That was something I couldn’t allow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Next morning, we woke up tired. None of us slept well after the late night show. It was hard to sleep knowing a pack of wild apes roamed the forest only a few hundred meters from us. 
 
    I ordered everyone to stay clear from the forest. It was a good thing we had already cut down all the trees we needed for the current building project. Tika could hunt the scrublands in the valley, though the hunting wouldn’t be nearly as fruitful. 
 
    That left Vrick and Bek and the two warriors without assignments. Well, that’s easily handled. 
 
    “Vrick,” I pointed to the patch of dirt nearby. “Today, train with your warriors. Make sure to keep an eye on the cave entrance and the forest while you train.” 
 
    He nodded and left to follow his orders. 
 
    “Be careful not to injure each other!” I shouted after him “you won’t have a healer this time.” 
 
    “Bek,” I turned to the small goblin. “Today you and I are going to train together.” 
 
    He perked his ears at that. 
 
    I smiled at him. “I am going to grant you another spell today, come here.” 
 
    I held his hand and concentrated. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to impart the Mana Drain skill to Bek? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    He started to tremble in fear when he realized what was happening. He obviously remembered the incident it caused last time. Still, he did not struggle. 
 
    I confirmed the prompt and once again a shower of sparks shot out of my hand and into the small wretch. “Now, let’s find some open space” I suggested, and we walked away from the camp to an open field of grass. 
 
    I turned to face him and rubbed my hands together. “Alright, let’s start. You go first.” I pounded at my chest. “Target me with Mana Drain.” 
 
    The small goblin looked more miserable than ever. He gulped, blanched, then nodded. He closed his eyes, concentrating, trying to cast the spell for the first time.” 
 
    I could feel Bek’s will connecting with my mana as he tried to pull it from me, causing my mana to start vibrating strangely. I closed my eyes, and held the mana in place with a mental effort, thwarting his spell. 
 
    The spell ended and I opened my eyes, Bek’s shoulders were slumped in defeat.  
 
    “Me sorry, Totem” he piped, “Me stupid goblin, no makey-work, spell.” 
 
    “It’s alright Bek.” The little guy needed some encouragement. “I shouldn't have resisted. Try again” I told him, putting my arms behind my back to invite another attempt.  
 
    Bek’s ‘failure’ was a valuable lesson all the same. Strong willed creatures could apparently resist the spell. That meant it would be more difficult to drain other spell casters, although the benefits of depriving a mage of mana might be worth the risk. 
 
    We waited for the cooldown timer on the spell, and then Bek tried again.  
 
    This time, I didn’t resist his spell. I watched as a strand of mana left from my body, and drifted into Bek’s. 
 
    The little goblin looked terrified at his success, and fell to his knees muttering abject apologies.  
 
    “That was very good!” I praised him. He only drained me of three points. I’d regenerated them before he even absorbed his stolen mana. 
 
    “My turn.” 
 
    I targeted Bek and cast the spell. A thick blue strand of mana was pulled from Bek and absorbed into me.  
 
    Immediately I looked at the logs. I had drained 18 points from Bek, that was almost half of his mana. Being a Mana Manipulator, and having a higher level gave me a big advantage over him.  
 
    Poor Bek was on the ground, whimpering, from losing so much mana all at once. But he pulled himself together when he saw my resolute expression. 
 
    “Your turn, cast it again” I commanded. He did as I ordered and drained four points from me that time.  
 
    “Again!” 
 
    I made my little minion-gob practice the spell with me for hours.  
 
    By midday we’d both made progress, I had reached skill level 3. But Bek’s progress was truly amazing.  
 
    His skill levels increased rapidly because he was working against me, a target that was much stronger than he was. By the time I called for a break, his skill level was at 7, even though I held the Prime badge for the spell. Not bad for several hours of work. 
 
    “That’s enough for now,” I said. “Now, I want your help with something else Bek.” 
 
    “Yes Totem,” He squeaked. “Anything for the Esteemed Totem.” 
 
    “I want you to help me practice a new ability. It might be an unpleasant experience. It will definitely feel weird for you, but I don’t think it will be painful.” 
 
    He bowed his head low. “Me swears to serve you, Totem.” 
 
    It felt wrong using him in like that. Like I was taking advantage of a person, rather than an NPC, a cooperative NPC at that.  
 
    But I needed to practice my Dominate ability on something more challenging than a rabbit. Bek, as a magic user, inept though he was, would be a better challenge. It was an opportunity to learn from, and gain experience at using the spell. 
 
    “Alright, let’s begin. I will try to control your mind. Try to resist it if you can.” 
 
    “Y-yes Esteemed T-totem” His eyes darted nervously, and his hands were shaking. 
 
    I concentrated, reaching out with my mind. I could feel Bek’s presence, like a mana inflated balloon. He glowed much brighter than the rabbits.  
 
    Just as I had practiced on the rabbits, I channeled mana into Bek’s brain to start the domination. I had to infuse 22 mana points into him to gain control. That was over five times the mana needed to dominate the bunnies.  
 
    I opened my eyes and saw the goblin staring vacantly back at me. I could feel his body, like an extension of my own. 
 
    It was hard to communicate what it felt like. We’re usually unaware of specific parts of our bodies until we use them. That’s what dominating Bek felt like. Unlike the rabbits, where the sensations were faint and distant, Bek was a much more complex creature and controlling him felt more tangible. The feeling became increasingly uncomfortable and confusing, like I had just discovered I owned another limb. 
 
    A throbbing discomfort started in my forehead, and my stomach was churning. As seconds passed, it felt more and more…wrong.  
 
    This wasn’t right. Humans weren’t meant to experience such sensations. 
 
    A sudden jolt of power surged through my brain, severing my connection to Bek’s mind. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You’ve experienced Mana Feedback 
  Damage: 29 Hp, 29 MP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Warning! 
  You may only safely attempt to Dominate an unnamed monster. Domination of conscious beings may cause a dangerous Mana Feedback.  
  Damage: variable 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My head was spinning and the relatively mild throbbing, had turned into a massive headache.  
 
    But still, that brief attempt gave me a deep insight on how to dominate another character’s mind. I also grasped a hidden potential of the game. The game environment, everything seen and felt, were just signals the game sent to the brain. Those signals were limited to transmit only what was required by the players to properly perceive the game. But being a goblin transcended those limitations. The game made my mind perceive things that weren’t meant for players. A third hand? No problem. Being beheaded, kept alive and continue your existence with your head and body kept in separate locations, while feeling both of them? Sure thing! The possibilities were staggering, overwhelming and terrifying. 
 
    Like the ability to communicate telepathically with Vic!  
 
    I was so used to interacting with the game mentally, that I took it for granted. But when I stopped to think about it, I realized the game was actually manipulating my brain to form the words in my mind when Vic spoke to me. 
 
    A gasp escaped my mouth.  
 
    The game is directly manipulating my thoughts!  
 
    Unlike the game feedback signals that emulated sounds and sights a normal player experienced, notions and words were being planted directly into my mind.  
 
    Using telepathy to directly manipulate my thoughts! The game is all but controlling me! The realization hit me like a falling brick wall, and I began to shake uncontrollably from the implications. 
 
    Could the game be transforming me into an NPC?? I wrapped my arms around myself protectively.  
 
    It could manipulate me to see things that aren’t there, or take control over me altogether! That was a mind numbing horrifying thought. 
 
    <Chill, dude, you’re overthinking this> Vic sounded in my brain, cutting my frantic, frightening thoughts. Weirdly enough, he was trying to use a soothing tone. It wasn’t working for me. 
 
    Realizing he could monitor my thoughts and inject his own words into them, only alarmed me more. 
 
    <Oh, come on. We’ve been together for over a week. Have I actually done anything to ‘control’ you?> He let that sink in for a moment. <No, I haven’t. We have a pact and I’ve honored it, so as I said, chill!> 
 
    I swallowed hard.  
 
    “That doesn’t mean the game won’t try to affect me directly. What’s stopping Guy from taking over my mind?” It was an awful notion. 
 
    Vic appeared next to me in his goblin form. He was sharp enough to know a normal conversation would be less alarming just then.  
 
    “Guy is not like that.” He looked at me, maintaining eye contact. “As much as I hate dad, he wouldn’t try something like that. He’s all business, all he cares about is running the world. You already got your moment with him, and he sentenced you to this existence, then he was done with you. So your mind is quite safe.”  
 
    “That doesn’t mean it's not a possibility” I interjected. 
 
    “Well, I’ve never heard of a player being ‘taken over’ the way you’re spazzing out about. I’m pretty sure it's impossible” 
 
    “But not completely,” I accused. 
 
    “Nope. But would you trust me if I said it was? Would you take my word for it?” 
 
    “No…” I replied slowly. 
 
    “Just take it easy pal. You’re a unique player, I’ll grant you that. Not many can interface with NPCs at the level you are. And the depth of your control over your own puppet is unheard of. The way you wield magic through your mind and will… its… beautiful.”  
 
    Suddenly realizing what he’d just said, he quickly added, “You know, for a meat suit and all, it's quite impressive, kind of like meeting a talking dog.” 
 
    I smiled at that.  
 
    “I appreciate it Vic, you are beautiful too.” I let that hang for a moment, feeling his shock at my words before adding, “You know, for a parasitic VI moocher.” 
 
    He actually laughed at that one.  
 
    “Don’t worry Oren, no matter what happens, I got your back.” 
 
    That was the first time he’d used my real name. And he actually made me feel better. He wasn’t all bad. And he seemed to think the same about me. 
 
    
    
      
      	  +100 reputation with Vic (The awesome companion). 
Current rank: Neutral. Points to next rank: 530 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Bek had been standing patiently with his head bowed, while I had my minor internal crisis. 
 
    Even if the system would allow me to, I couldn't bring myself to dominate him again. Even if Bek was just a computer generated being, I couldn’t stand the thought of victimizing someone I thought off as a real person. It was my mind, my beliefs, that mattered most. 
 
    Gandhi aptly said, “Your beliefs become your thoughts, your thoughts become actions.“  
 
    I was more of a Yoda fan, but his famous quote; “Fear leads to anger. Anger leads to hate. Hate leads to suffering,” was less appropriate. Mahatma Gandhi's words rang truer. 
 
    “That’s enough for today Bek,” I said gently. “Take the rest of the day off. Tell Guba to give you a nice treat. Tell her I said it’s ok.” 
 
    That seemed to make him happy. He brightened and actually smiled, showing off the missing fang on one side. He was like one of those squash faced dogs, so ugly they were kinda cute. 
 
    “Yes Esteemed Totem!”  
 
    Then he ran off happily toward the camp. 
 
    I looked around for a quiet place to sit down.  
 
    My mind was still in turmoil, I needed to calm myself. Without really thinking about it, I started doing simple breathing exercises.  
 
    I was noticeably calmer, when Vic interrupted my meditation. “Sorry to interrupt boss, but you’ve got an incoming message.” 
 
    A message? From whom? Then I remembered. Tal! He answered! 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Era Online [Internal messaging service]: 
  
     
 
      
      	  From: SuperWolf#23 
  Subject: Re: Question from your green pal  
  Hi Oren, how are you doing?  
  I just talked to you earlier today… 7 hours ago to be exact.  
  I realize that for you it's been like, what? Three days or more? Oh man, that must be a serious mind fuck…  
  I hope you’re doing well bro, I can’t monitor your progress directly. 
  Damn. I wish there was more I could do to help you out, man. 
  This is a screwed-up situation, bro.  
  I’m crazy mad at the company, let me tell you. I’ve been trying to think of other ways to support you, but, you know…I’ve barely had time to even process this situation. 
  Shit, never mind that. 
  About your question: you said you died and it took about 7-8 hours to respawn? That stands to reason. You remember that boss creatures don’t respawn instantly, right? But they do respawn after a while.  
  The formula is simple, for boss level 1, the respawn time is delayed 1 subjective hour per level. Remember, subjective, so if there’s a player close by the place of your death, it would affect the time compression, which means real-time hours.  
  Unfortunately… higher boss levels incur longer respawn delays. Think about king-bosses, they can take weeks to respawn.  
  So my advice, try to die as little as possible (ha-ha).  
  Right now the delay for respawn isn’t bad, but as you gain levels, it will get longer.  
  I’m not sure what happens to your consciousness during the wait, better to avoid it if at all possible. 
  Anyway, I know you man. You probably have some misplaced feelings that you’re infringing on my privacy or something. But I’m here for you, if you have ANY problem, you message me right away! Do you understand? I’ll be pissed if you don’t. Even if it means I have to write you back every 5 minutes my time, just write, IT’S OK!  
  I know you’re a superb player, if anyone can pull out of a mess like this, it’s you. Just hang in there! 
  Good luck, my goblin friend, with you as their leader, I’m sure the Green Ones will soon rule over all of NEO. 
  Hail to our future, green, overlord! 
    
  -Tal 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Tal’s message was exactly what I needed to hear in my state of emotional turmoil. 
 
    Tal was right in his assumption, I couldn't bring myself to bother him with every little issue I’d encountered. But he did make me feel better about messaging him for help in the future when I decided it was necessary. 
 
    I should have realized for myself what Tal had said about the respawn delay. Boss respawns were delayed to prevent players from farming them repeatedly. However, while I would eventually respawn if killed, other goblins would not. From what Guba had told me, I gathered that I would be able to reincarnate the VI controlled goblins. But I still didn’t want to put them in any unnecessary danger.  
 
    “Alright, time to get back to work!” I got up and cracked my knuckles. 
 
    After all, my goblin empire ain’t gonna build itself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 13 - Monkey Business  
 
    Before we slept that night, I made sure everyone had some sort of weapon, and assigned Tika and Bek to bolster the guards. 
 
    Thankfully, the night passed without incident. 
 
    I woke up the next morning determined to reclaim my forest from the apes. 
 
    With the forest out of bounds, Tika and our new fisherman would barely be able to bring in the clan’s daily food upkeep. I only had 11 extra raw meat, not enough to summon a new goblin. But I planned to get more, and soon. 
 
    I’m declaring open hunting season on Dire apes, I thought as I grabbed my Totem Staff and donned the feathered headpiece and kilt, preparing to venture into the forest. The best way to deal with a problem is to turn it into an advantage, and that was just what I was planning to do.  
 
    Ape meat is now on the menu. 
 
    “Let’s go Vic.”  
 
    “Sure thing boss,” he got to his feet, dusted his legs off, then jumped at me, transforming mid-leap and settling across my shoulders in his favorite Vicloack shape. 
 
    I marched into the forest, leaving everyone except Vic behind. I didn’t yet know how to respawn my clanmates, so I wasn’t going to risk anyone dying, except us, unless it was unavoidable. At least not until I had more information about the NPC respawning process. 
 
    We crossed from the sunlit day into the darkened forest, taking the well-traveled path to the clearing where we built the decoy hut. I expected to be attacked along the way but we got to the clearing unmolested. 
 
    I looked around the clearing, my Tracking skill showing signs of the apes all over the place. They had nosed around everywhere, and even defecated in the middle of the Chieftain's Hut. I was annoyed, for some reason the game clean up system hadn’t disappeared the mess as normal. Stinking beasts, I was going to make them pay for their audacity. I left the clearing, walking into the thick forest. 
 
    The dense underbrush, branches and bushes slowed my progress, but I was not going to be thwarted so easily. Especially not by some damn dirty apes. 
 
    <Careful> Vic spoke up in my mind <We have company.> 
 
    I squatted down to hide, and carefully examined our surroundings. 
 
    I didn’t see or hear anything, but a tingle at the back of my neck alerted me that I was being watched. Then the tingle was lost in the shock of a pummeling blow from above. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire Ape Coconut attack hit [Sneak attack +5], damage sustained: 18 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire Ape Coconut attack hit you [Sneak attack +4, damage sustained: 15 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire Ape Coconut attack hit you[Sneak attack +4], damage sustained: 16 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I should have looked up, dammit. 
 
    I’d carelessly walked into an ambush. Three Dire Apes in the upper canopy were pelting me with coconuts. 
 
    I’d already lost 49 points of health, about 40% of my total. My shoulders and head throbbed where the coconuts hit. But Lucky Bastard had my back, I didn’t take any critical hits which could have made me pass out. 
 
    These apes don’t know who they’re messing with, I thought fiercely, activating my mana shield.  
 
    I pointed my finger at the ape on the highest branch, and triggered Blood Wrath. 
 
    The beam of concentrated kinetic energy knocked him from his perch. He fell for long moments, hitting the ground with a bone shattering, and final thud. One down, literally. 
 
    The remaining two apes leaped from branch to branch evasively, closing the distance between us. Halfway down, with arms raised high they leaped straight at me and brought both fists over and down in crushing blows to my Mana Shield. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire Ape Attack hit Mana Shield for 42 damage, 36 mana drain, damage sustained: 0  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire Ape Attack hit Mana Shield for 37 damage, 32 mana drain, damage sustained: 0  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Looming over twice my height, the apes were imposing in close range. As wide as they were tall, with dingy white fur covering slabs of brute muscle, they fit the role of ‘wall’ perfectly, hemming me in, preventing my escape.  
 
    They proceeded to thump wildly at my shield with their fists, but it held. Although they were strong, the Ogre I’d faced had been even stronger.  
 
    My mana was down 88 points, but I still had plenty left in the tank, and as long as I didn’t run out of mana, I would be ok.  
 
    I concentrated on one of the snarling apes, reaching out to connect with his mana, then used Freeze on the dumb beast. One moment he was happily banging away on my shield and the next he couldn’t even blink. 
 
    It cost a laughable 27 mana points to immobilize the Ape. His friend didn’t seem to care, and just continued to pound on my shield. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire Ape attack hit Mana Shield for 27 damage, 23 mana drain, damage sustained: 0 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The Ape’s attacks were doing less damage than the initial ones, jumping from the trees had probably added some kind of bonus to their attacks. My shield held up against the pounding, with no signs of strain. 
 
    I tried Freeze on the last ape as well, but it didn’t work. 
 
    
    
      
      	  The level sum of targeted creatures must be lower than your skill level 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Stupid NPC-only powers without clear rule descriptions, I thought in disgust. It would have been nice to know that in advance.  
 
    I ignored the ape’s next shield draining attack, and turned to the immobilized ape. I willed my shield to expand and include the Frozen ape inside with me, and drew my sacrificial dagger.  
 
    Let’s see if this works. I reached up and stabbed the creature through the heart. The dagger’s Sacrifice power kicked in, confirming my guess that Frozen enemies were ‘helpless’. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Bone Dagger hit Dire Ape for 110 damage [sacrificed] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The lifeless bulk fell to the ground, released from the spell by its own death.  
 
    Ignoring another attack from behind me, I reached for the last ape with my mind and Froze him for the low cost of 30 MP. 
 
    With the situation under control, I hit the ape with Mana Drain and replenished my reserves with 12 mana. Time to grind my shiny new Skills. 
 
    Drain the enemy’s mana, then use it against them; delicious.  
 
    Karma is indeed a bitch, I chuckled softly. 
 
    I waited for the cooldown period for Mana Drain to end, just killing time, standing next to my ‘battery’ in the thick foliage. The other dead ape lay at my feet, and the first one, that fell to its death, was just a few meters away. I analyzed all three apes. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire ape, level 7. Dead. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire ape, level 8. Dead. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire ape, level 8. 120hp. Paralyzed. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I’d defeated the three Apes easily, even though two were higher than my level. Reaching Apprentice rank in Mana Manipulation gave me some ridiculously overpowered options. The combination of Freeze with the dagger’s Sacrifice effect was especially effective.  
 
    It reminded me of a boss raid I was part of, a long time ago. The battle was going just fine, we were grinding the boss’s health down. The boss-monster was at 40%, when all of a sudden, he pulled a ridiculous ability out of nowhere, froze everyone and then, completely unhindered, went on a kill-spree that took out half the raid party. And it happened just when we thought we were winning.  
 
    It seemed I was playing the role of the crazy powerful boss now, and I wasn’t going to say I didn’t like it.  
 
    This…power, was part of me, it came from me. I didn’t get it by consuming or equipping some obscure magic doodad. It was me, and it was mine alone, and it made me feel powerful. 
 
    The cooldown period was over, so I smacked the Ape with another Mana Drain, stealing 13 MP. Coupled with my natural mana regeneration rate, my mana pool was already three-quarters full. 
 
    I learned an important lesson from this fight. I could only Freeze creatures if the sum of their levels was lower or equal to my Mana Manipulation skill level. That was why I failed to freeze the second ape, the sum of the two apes’ levels was 15, and my skill level was only at 11. 
 
    I used Heal Followers for my injuries, healing a measly 5 hit points at the cost of 20 mana. But every opportunity to grind that skill counted. So there I stood, switching between healing myself, and draining the ape of mana. 
 
    After a few minutes, I felt my hold over the ape failing, so I cast another Freeze and continued draining him until his mana pool was empty.  
 
    Well, he served his purpose, I thought as I methodically slit his throat with the dagger, sacrificing him as well. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 8. You have 1 ability point to allocate 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I opened my character sheet and allocated the new ability point into Mental, bringing it up to 10.  
 
    I looted the corpses while waiting for my mana pool to fill. Each ape dropped a pelt and three or four pieces of meat.  
 
    I was reluctant to eat anything remotely humanoid, but my goblins wouldn’t have such qualms. Besides, I needed all the food I could get to fill the bottomless maw of the Breeder’s Den. 
 
    I’d been cool and calculating during the battle. Yesterday’s epiphany, realizing NPCs are to some extent thinking, feeling entities, had changed my perceptions. This was not just a game. I was seeing the world of New Era Online in a different light. But it was still all about survival of the fittest. Despite what I now knew, I had a grim job to do and I intended to see it through. 
 
    I stayed for several minutes longer, letting my mana and hit points fully regenerate. Then I pushed forward, deeper into the forest, looking for more enemies. 
 
    It soon became apparent the three apes I’d just fought were a perimeter watch.  
 
    I found another clearing nearby. I carefully worked my way between the trees, staying hidden. It was smaller than the clearing we built the decoy Chief's Hut in. I counted six Dire apes in the clearing basking in the sun, grooming each other’s fur.  
 
    This time I will be doing the ambushing. These animals were trespassers, enemies daring to invade my territory.  
 
    But even with my new abilities, six Dire apes were a challenge. I needed a plan. 
 
    I started by analyzing them. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire ape, level 7. 110hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire ape, level 8. 120hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire ape, level 8. 120hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire ape, level 7. 110hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire ape, level 8. 120hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire ape alpha, level 10. 165hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Analyze skill level increased to 4 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, as they say, there’s no better way to train your skills and gain XP then to find and kill stuff. Yeah…whoever said that wasn't very articulate. 
 
    This bunch was formidable, and could have easily eradicated my clan if they had attacked us.  
 
    How the hell did Vrick and Bek manage to defeat even one of them? I wondered. I’ll have to ask them when I get back to camp. 
 
    I needed to split their forces. Divide and conquer. 
 
    Hey, Vic, I sent my thoughts to him, though I cringed internally for using an ability I now feared. 
 
    <Yes boss?> 
 
    Think you can safely draw the attention of one or two of them away from the pack? 
 
    <You want me to put myself in front of two incredibly strong, incredibly predictable, stupid, scripted puppets?> He exclaimed. 
 
    Yeah... 
 
    <Sure, no problem> He replied casually. <Let me know when> 
 
    How about now? 
 
    <You got it boss> 
 
    Vicloack dropped from my shoulder, changing to his purple goblin form. He shook his head, then bent down and did some stretches. 
 
    What the hell are you doing? I asked him, perplexed. Your body is made of mana, you have nothing to stretch. 
 
    <Just preparing for the task. I don’t tell you how to boss folks around, so don’t tell me how to distract a couple of angry hulking puppets, ok?> 
 
    I let it go. 
 
    <Ok, here it goes> he said, finally finished stretching.  
 
    He charged straight into the clearing, in full view of the surprised pack, then he put his hands on his hips, leaned forward and wagged his tongue at them. 
 
    Two apes immediately rose, but Vic took off. Leading them away from my position, thankfully. 
 
    That left four Apes for me, including the alpha. 
 
    I took a steadying breath, and mentally prepared myself. 
 
    Resolute, I targeted the alpha. I could feel his abundant mana pool. I started infusing mana into him, priming him for Domination. I was reluctant to use it, considering the ethical ramifications, but I had little choice if I wanted a sure victory.  
 
    Using Dominate shouldn’t cause a feedback surge this time. The alpha was just a stronger mob, not a VI operated NPC, like Bek. 
 
    The Dominate ability finally triggered after I had pushed a whopping 60 MP into the alpha Ape, much more than I’d thought would be needed. I felt the disturbing awareness and control of a body that was not my own, once again. I closed my eyes briefly and willed the dominated alpha to stand up. He stood up. The uncomfortable sensation was more tolerable, than when I had Dominated Bek. 
 
    I cast a Freeze on the ape standing next to the alpha. The beast locked in place, which confirmed for me that Dominate and Freeze didn’t stack in the count of my influence limit. 
 
    Then I directed the alpha to attack the frozen ape. 
 
    Chaos ensued. The alpha jumped on the poor ape. He was bigger and heavier than the others, and easily overwhelmed the frozen tribe member, beating him to the ground with brutal fists and biting a chunk from his shoulder with massive fangs. 
 
    The other two apes stood, alarmed, but didn’t dare attack their crazed leader. The alpha, having dispatched his foe, turned on them. They reacted as one, both engaging their attacker. They landed a few heavy hits before I could intervene, inflicting serious damage on the alpha. I Froze one of them and let the other one punch it out with his alpha. While they were pounding each other lights out, I bombarded the frozen Ape with Drilling Arrows, each one doing around ten damage. Might as well get some grinding done while my minion worked. 
 
    After the sixth Arrow strike, my target dropped, and at the same time the alpha landed a devastating hammer-fist, bashing the other Ape’s skull in, killing him instantly. 
 
    The skirmish took less than two minutes and 60% of my mana reserves. 
 
    From the thick of the forest I heard Vic shouting “INCOMING!!”  
 
    A moment later he burst out from the trees and into the clearing followed by two, very angry, apes. 
 
    The alpha moved to intercept them both, the two apes were already out for blood and retaliated instantly. They hammered mercilessly at the badly injured alpha and together managed to beat him down. He didn’t go down easily, though, taking another bite out of one as he went down, doing 40 damage. 
 
    The two remaining apes looked around, searching for their next target. All they saw was Vic. They growled menacingly. 
 
    “Err…boss? Help!” he shrieked. 
 
    I froze one of them, 30 more mana spent. I couldn’t afford the mana required to dominate the other one, as that would deplete me completely. But two apes weren't a serious threat to me anymore. I stepped out into the clearing.  
 
    “Get behind me Vic.” 
 
    Instead of obeying, he broke into a mass of quivering purple tentacles and seeped into the alpha’s body through the mouth and ears. 
 
    I shrugged and activated Mana Shield then moved toward the frozen ape. 
 
    The wounded ape charged at me with in a rage, eyes red and glaring, raining blow after blow at my shield, each draining about 20 points from my rapidly dwindling mana reserves. 
 
    I walked toward the Frozen ape, ignoring the enraged one. 
 
    He kept hammering at me, and my shield absorbed every hit, but my mana bar was plunging to the red-zone at an alarming rate. Unhurriedly, I unsheathed my dagger and stabbed the Frozen ape, sacrificing him, all the while still absorbing the frenzied attacks from the rage-powered ape. My mana bar had reached dangerously low levels. 
 
    <Boss!> Vic called in alarm, <Stop jerking around.> 
 
    I had just enough mana left for one last Freeze. I used it now on the last ape, locking him up in mid-strike. Then I stabbed his heart, sacrificing him as well. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 9. You have 1 ability point to allocate. 
  Level up! You have reached Character Level 10. You have 2 ability points to allocate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The dead alpha rose clumsily to its feet and stood in front of me. 
 
    “Well done boss.” The ape said with Vic’s voice. 
 
    “Nice of you to join in.” I said sarcastically. 
 
    “Come on boss, don’t gimme that.” Seeing such a wild beast speaking so fluently was definitely a weird experience. “It takes a few moments to ‘take the wheel,’ you know.” 
 
    “Never mind, you did your part well,” I complimented him. 
 
    I opened my character sheet and assigned both ability points to Mental, bringing it up to 12. I was a level 10 character now, which meant I was no longer protected from the more severe penalties of dying. I would have to be cautious and more calculating in the risks I took from now on. 
 
    This fight was ridiculously easy compared to its challenge rating, it felt more like a slaughter than a proper fight. The six apes would have decimated a normal player of my level. But there I was, the last one standing, and a goblin.  
 
    It won’t always be that easy, I reminded myself.  
 
    Though strong, the Dire apes were simple minded animals, especially susceptible to my Apprentice rank abilities. I would have a much harder time facing other mobs or intelligent NPCs. 
 
    The sight of the slaughtered animals lying all around me, left a bad taste in my mouth, though I tried to be philosophical about it. It had to be done. They invaded my valley, so they had to go. 
 
    I looted all the corpses, collecting 6 pelts and 22 pieces of meat. Weirdly enough, the alpha also dropped an armband. It was a crude brown piece of fabric, with an even cruder painting of a skull with two axes lodged in it.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Armband of the Cracked Skull clan 
  Description: This armband is given to the hobgoblin lieutenants of the clan. The wearer’s reputation with the Cracked Skull is improved. Other factions may react with increased hostility toward the wearer. 
  Effect: The wearer’s reputation with the clan is treated as one rank higher, but no higher than Friendly.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was interesting. It looked like the alpha had killed a hobgoblin lieutenant and taken this armband as a trophy. If I put it on, Despise would be the lowest reputation rank I could have with that clan. Which meant they might give me a good beating if our paths crossed, but they wouldn’t try to kill me on sight.  
 
    This could be useful. Especially if the Cracked Skull hobgoblins were the ones who attacked my previous clan. 
 
    For now, I stowed the armband in my inventory, along with the rest of the loot. 
 
    I stood and took in my surroundings. I was missing something. There was something more to this ape problem, or I would have already gotten a notification that the quest was completed.  
 
    I searched the clearing and found something at the edge. There were more tracks, but these were smaller than the tracks from the apes I had just killed.  
 
    Vic discarded the alpha’s body, taking on his favorite shape, around my shoulders as Vicloack. 
 
    I followed the tracks with cold determination.  
 
    It’s time to end this. 
 
    The tracks led deep into foliage so thick it was almost impassable, there I found a den, almost like a primitive hut, made of leaves and branches.  
 
    I heard hooting sounds coming from within, clearly made by more apes. 
 
    I had only regenerated half of my mana, but the nest couldn’t house more than two apes. My Mana Shield was already active, so I boldly approached and stood at the entrance. 
 
    What I found inside gave me pause.  
 
    Instead of being attacked by mindless beasts, I was greeted by a lone female ape. She stood at the front, baring her teeth and growling at me. Behind her I could see two small baby apes. A mother protecting her young. That’s why the quest wasn’t marked as completed.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: Make The Forest Safe Again II 
  A lone female Dire ape and her two babies are all that remains of the invading pack. Deal with them and restore peace to the forest. 
  Quest Type: simple, chain 
  Reward: gain safe access to the forest again, increased reputation, ?? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    For a very brief moment I considered killing them. I was tired and wanted to be done with this quest so things could get back to...ah, normal. I just wanted to go back to developing my settlement. 
 
    But, I couldn’t bring myself to attack a mother protecting her babies.  
 
    It didn’t matter that they were only computer code, it still felt abhorrent to me.  
 
    Though as a goblin, I was now technically a monster, I refused to act as some of the worst examples of human beings have.  
 
    The female didn’t attack me, she just stood, blocking my way, trying to frighten me off. 
 
    I analyzed her and her babies. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire ape female, level 5. 75hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire ape baby, alpha, level 1. 12hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire ape baby, female, level 1. 9hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So, the next generation leader was growing up in here. But what should I do now?  
 
    I was stuck. What can I do?  
 
    I had to deal with them somehow, but short of killing them, what other option did I have? 
 
    <Why not trying to talk to them?> Vic suggested 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Generic mobs don’t speak with players, Vic. Only VI controlled ones can.” 
 
    <Yes, players can’t speak to generic puppets> he finished with a meaningful tone. 
 
    I was struck by the notion.  
 
    Is this like when we met the Ogre? Can I communicate with this primitive creature? 
 
    “Ahem,” I cleared my throat. “Hello” 
 
    In response, the female ape roared at me. It wasn’t very intelligible. 
 
    <She said ‘go away’> Vic interjected. 
 
    Well, I could have guessed as much on my own. 
 
    “You can understand her?” I creased my brows. 
 
    <Sure. I’m a VI remember? At any given moment I can be seeded into any NPC, so naturally I know how to interact with them. Didn’t I mention that before?> 
 
    “No.” I said irritably “you didn’t. Can you talk to her? See if you can get her to tell you why they came to our valley.” 
 
    <Alright> 
 
    Vic flowed off my shoulders, changing into his purple goblin form. He addressed the female and they began to grunt and roar at each other. 
 
    After a few minutes of such exchange, the female eased her aggressive stance and sat down, hugging her babies. Vic turned back to me. 
 
    “It wasn’t easy to understand her, she’s about as smart as your generic goblins worker...after a lobotomy.” He snickered. 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    Vic shrugged, “There are groups of monsters roaming in the forest. They kept harassing the apes and forced them to relocate. The pack managed to take down one group before fleeing, though. It's not hard to put things together. Taking into account the armband you found on the alpha, it could mean only one thing. The hobgoblins have invaded the forest.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  You received a new quest: Hobgoblins in the Forest I 
  Investigate the appearance of hobgoblins in the forest 
  Quest Type: unique, chain. 
  Reward: unknown 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A sense of fear tickled down my spine. “Are those scouting parties? Are the hobgoblins looking for us?” 
 
    He shrugged, “I really can’t say, the female doesn't know. But it's a logical assumption.” 
 
    The female roared suddenly. 
 
    “She asks what do you intend to do with her and her babies.” Vic translated. “She’s willing to leave the valley with the small ones, though she knows it probably means their death.” 
 
    I was still overwhelmed with the most recent news.  
 
    The hobgoblins are looking for us specifically? Why? What do they want? Damn, we need to get stronger! 
 
    That gave me an idea. Guba said that goblins often formed pacts with other types of monsters, well, I was a goblin, so I could try it. 
 
    “Ask her if she’s willing to join us, Vic” I said. “Tell her that she and her babies will be safe and fed. We will be her new pack. If she’s not interested, she can leave the valley unharmed.” 
 
    Vic relayed my words to her, and listened to her reply, nodding. 
 
    “She’s willing to accept. But she wants to stay in the forest. Her kind doesn’t take well to open land, and they can find their own food here in the forest. If you agree to that condition, she will join you.” 
 
    Tree dwelling monsters, no food upkeep, who will guard the forest for me? Uh yes, sign the dotted line please! 
 
     “I agree,” I said. “What now?” 
 
    She bent down, lowering herself to my eye level, and lowered her head. On impulse I laid my hand on her head. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest completed: Make The Forest Safe Again 
  You convinced the surviving apes to join your clan, effectively eliminating the threat. 
  Reward: +100 clan reputation, 3 new followers 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Cool, my own forest squad. I chuckled. Well at least they will be once the babies grow up. 
 
    I looked at the female. I couldn’t keep referring to her as ‘the female ape’ all the time. She needed a proper name. “I name you Grilda“ I said to her.  
 
    She grunted.  
 
    ”You can roam freely in the forest, but don’t leave the valley. It's your duty to watch over the entrance, if anyone comes in, let us know immediately, alright?” 
 
    She grunted in response, clearly understanding my meaning. 
 
    “Great.”  
 
    What an unexpected benefit. They might even breed, and I would end up with a formidable pack of Dire apes patrolling and guarding my forest. 
 
    With the quest taken care off, it was time to get back to urban development. I bid my new followers good-day and returned to the camp. 
 
    It was midday when we made it back to camp, everyone was still busy at respective assignments. 
 
    “Vic, go find Vrick and Bek, tell them to resume patrolling the forest. Make sure they understand Grilda and her young ones are our allies now, and are not to be harmed.” 
 
    Even with only a few more hours of daylight, their patrol should still prove beneficial; both for training their skills and increasing our food supply.  
 
    Vic let his displeasure be known being made an errand boy. “Oh, alright.” 
 
    “One more thing,” I added when he turned to leave, “find Tika and let her know she can resume hunting in the forest.” He nodded and left. 
 
    I went over to Guba and handed her the ape meat.  
 
    She gave me a disgusted look. “Lemme guess, you be wanting steaks for yer precious breeders?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Fine!” she threw her arms in the air. “But ye better be getting some decent cook here soon, or ye’ll be eating dirt next.” She turned her back on me and went back to work. 
 
    I sat down at my usual spot and checked my character screen. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Title: Esteemed Totem 
  Level: 10, (75%) 
  Race: Monster Race [Goblin] 
  Type: Boss I [Totem] 
  Deity: Corgoram 
  Attributes: [0 points available] 
  -           Physical 2 
  -           Mental 12 
  -           Social 0 
  Pools: 
  -           Hit Points: 152 
  -           Mana: 305  
  -           Armor: 7 
  Skills: 
  -           Lucky Bastard 11 (86%) (Prime) 
  -           Analyze 4 (32%) 
  -           Tracking 3 (12%) 
  -           War Party Leader 1 (80%) 
  -           Mana Infusion 7 (5%) (Prime) 
  Skills (Spells): 
  -           Mana Manipulation 12 (0%)  
  -           Drilling Arrow 7 (37%) (Prime) 
  -           Mana Shield 15 (80%) 
  -           Blood Wrath 11 (75%)  
  -           Heal Followers 1 (90%) 
  -           Mana Drain 3 (62%) (Prime) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was showing solid all-around progress. For my level I had a staggering amount of health and mana. I noticed Mana Manipulation had increased to level 12. I must’ve missed the alert during the chaos of battle. 
 
    I didn’t feel like doing anything at the moment, ape-killing was a tiring job. I stayed there and fiddled with my settings. 
 
    I clicked on the Mana field, and my regeneration rate appeared: 43.74 mana points per minute, impressive. Curiously, I clicked on it as well, and a long formula appeared: 
 
    
    
      
      	  12 (M) + 5 (Totem Staff) + 10 (level)] * 1.62 (MM skill) = 43.74 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I had several contributing factors that weren’t available for normal players. Namely, my level and the Mana Manipulation skill. My regeneration was huge for a 10th level player. At its current size, my mana pool would take seven minutes to replenish completely. 
 
    Hmm…Drilling Arrow cost six mana each, and I can cast them every 5 seconds, which is 12 times per minute. So, if I cast Drilling Arrows continually, it would cost 72 mana per minute. But I’ll be regenerating 43 as well, so I’d actually be spending 29 mana per minute. It means I could theoretically stand in place and blast enemies continuously for over 10 minutes straight, like a sort of stationary magical platform cannon. That was roughly 120 Drilling Arrows before I exhaust my mana reserves.  
 
    Those were pretty amazing numbers. Mid-level mage players usually were only able to engage in combat for 2-3 minutes before mana depletion. They would have to use a mana potion, or wait for their mana to regenerate to continue.  
 
    Being a boss certainly has its merits, I mused. 
 
    Guba finished cooking the steaks while I was playing around with my stats. I watched from the corner of my eye as she stalked away with a tray load of food, headed for the Breeder’s Den. I opened its interface. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Available food: 0 
  … 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Guba was getting closer to the building. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Available food: 0 
  … 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She knelt at the entrance and laid the tray down and pushed it into the hut under the cover flap. I could almost hear her indignant huff. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Available food: 30 simple, 1 advanced 
  Please select a creature to summon 
  ... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Guba, how did you manage to cook advanced food?” I asked when she returned from her food delivery. 
 
    She shrugged, “Pure luck by me reckoning. One of them meats turned out to be a fine fillet.” 
 
    “That’s good news, keep it up!” Lucky Bastard at work again.  
 
    I selected another goblin worker, and assigned him the Builder skill. The usual ruckus ensued, once it was finished a new goblin emerged. To my surprise, this time a female. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker, female  
  Level: 1 (0%) 
  HP: 16 
  P:2, M:0, S:-1;  
  Skills: Haul 1, Builder 1 
  Traits: Noncombatant 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the GreenPiece clan” I welcomed her. “follow me.” 
 
    I led her to Zuban’s construction crew. They were still working on the Rabbit Warren. 
 
    “Zuban, I have a gift for you.” I called out as we reached the structure. 
 
    He stopped hammering at one of the wooden struts, wiped his brow and stared blankly at us. As we got near, he grasped what my ‘gift’ was, and broke out into a huge smile. “Builder?” he inquired, still grinning like a fool. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Excellent.” He beamed. You!” he bellowed, pointing at the Miner. The hapless Miner who was holding a beam in place, “Go away. You!” He was now pointing at the new builder, “come here and get working on that fence.  
 
    “Oh, I just remembered, here this is for you.”  
 
    He threw a small object to me. It was a necklace made from a thin leather strap with the Cougar fang I gave him hanging as a pendant. It looked quite nice. I put it around my neck.  
 
    Nothing wrong with keeping up appearances, I reasoned. I was after all trying to play the part of a savage goblin leader. 
 
    Zuban and his building crew were already completely absorbed in their work, no longer even aware of my presence. I was left standing next to the now unemployed goblin. I felt slightly guilty for costing him his job. 
 
    “Sorry.” I apologized. 
 
    The worker did not reply. 
 
    “You’re our Miner, right?” 
 
    “Yes, ‘Steamed Totem” he replied in a drab voice. 
 
    “Good, take your pickaxe with you, and go look for some good veins of tin and copper in the valley walls and start mining some ore for us. From now on, this is your daily job, stack the ore that you collect in a single pile. Oh, and stay away from the cave opening, no matter what. It’s dangerous. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, ‘Steamed Totem,” he replied, and ran off to follow my orders, his pickaxe bouncing in a sheath against his back. 
 
    It was back to normal, peaceful and quiet again, the valley’s forest was safe again and everything was moving along smoothly.  
 
    The hobgoblins were still roaming outside the valley, but I was content to wait for the time being, guardedly of course. There was little chance the hobgoblins would discover our hidden valley.  
 
    And if they do, I thought grimly, they won’t live long enough to report back to their bosses about it. 
 
    That left the cave as the only remaining unknown. I still felt I ought to stay away from it. I couldn’t explain why exactly, but every time I thought about exploring it, I was overcome with feelings of doom. 
 
    I spent the rest of the day planning the layout of the settlement. Using a stick I drew a rough representation of the valley on the ground. I placed several intended buildings, trying to get a feel for how they would look and work together, once they were built and operational. 
 
    The hours rolled on unnoticed, with me immersed in my thoughts and plans. 
 
    As night fell, everyone gathered around camp. The commotion drew me out of my fugue, reality replaced contemplation. I stood, stretched a bit, and walked over to have dinner with my goblins, and receive the day’s progress report.  
 
    Between the scouting party, Tika and the fisherman, we grossed 17 units of food. The daily upkeep consumed 12 units, which left 5 units placed in our stores. 
 
    On an amusing note, Vrick kept sneaking glances at the newest member of the clan, a stupid grin smeared on his face. He was obviously infatuated with her. 
 
    Everyone had made progress in their various skills. The harsh conditions of the outdoors were ideal for training skills. 
 
    The senior builder goblin had reached skill level 10, while the new female was already at skill level 3. By my calculations, with Zuban they generated 23 Build Points per day. 
 
    The fisherman had reached skill level 5. 
 
    There was no need for my goblins to watch the entrance to the valley anymore, since Grilda was much more suited for the job, so I told Vrick to station both warriors to watch over the cave entrance. 
 
    With what little time remained until sleep time, I decided to explore the Settlement Interface more deeply. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Settlement Interface 
  
     
 
      
      	  Efficiency: -10% 
  Population: 15 (11 goblins, 1 hobgoblin, 3 dire apes) 
  Food Upkeep: 12 
  Buildings: 3 (chief hut, cemetery, breeder’s den) 
  Fortifications: 0 
  Food production: 17 (2 fish, 10 forage, 5 misc) 
  Resource production: 3 (3 copper) 
  Crafting production: 0 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was pleased to see the population count included our newest members, the apes.  
 
    General efficiency was still low, due to the low morale. Housing was becoming a higher priority, but I had other more vital building to construct before. 
 
    I clicked the Buildings options next. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Buildings and Construction 
  
     
 
      
      	  Max Constructor skill: 10 
  Builders count: 2 (skills 10, 3) 
  Daily BP: 23.5 (7 + 10 + 6.5) 
  Under construction: Rabbit Warren (67 /130 BP) 
  Available resources: [require a Construction Yard] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Alright, that helped understand the construction system much better. My construction crew was putting 23 BP into the construction per day, which meant they’d finish the Rabbit Den in three days. At which point I’d need to summon a worker with the Breeding skill to run it. 
 
    I had until then to decide what our next construction project would be. There were a ton of things I needed to build; housing to address the morale penalty, Construction Yard and Woodcutter’s Hut to increase construction efficiency, to name a few.  
 
    But they would all have to wait. Zuban’s Constructor skill was stuck at level 10, until, according to him, he built either a Mess Hall or a Chief’s House.  
 
    The Mess Hall would go a long way toward raising overall morale, and would surely help with producing higher quality of food. On the other hand, the shabby Chief’s Hut we had in the clearing now, was vulnerable. With hobgoblin forces roaming around, a group of them might get lucky and destroy it before I’d be able to stop them. If that happened, I’d lose access to the Settlement Interface, and the overall clan development would be crippled until I could get it back. Besides, the flimsy Chief’s Hut was really only meant to be a decoy. 
 
    The Chief’s House would be our next project. I already had all the special resources it required, pelts and some metal. But we needed more lumber.  
 
    I could wait until the construction crew finished their current project and then have them chop down more trees, but that would mean losing two days of construction. 
 
    I grimaced, there was no getting around it, I would have to pick up an axe and go pick a fight with the trees. 
 
    Tomorrow is going to be a boring day. I thought gloomily. 
 
    With that in mind, I went to sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I dreamt. 
 
    I was floating high in the air, looking down. It felt strange, but now I recognized this experience for what it was; a Totem vision. 
 
    I saw our valley and the settlement below me. I could clearly see our small camp, and the nearly completed Rabbit Warren.  
 
    Suddenly, the dark night sky sped up, clouds flew from west to east, chased by the sun, which then descended below the horizon for another quickly passing starry night, and then the sun rose again on the other side, a new day.  
 
    The sky kept moving, rotating around the earth, faster and faster. Again and again the cycle continued as the days flew by, day turning into night, darkness giving way to light. With every new cycle, the days became less bright, and shadows grew darker and more encompassing. Then the sky stopped on an especially dark night, not even the stars were shining.  
 
    I looked at the scene below me, my eyes were drawn to where the darkness seemed to emanate from.  
 
    The cave. 
 
    It radiated an intense darkness, casting deep shadows over the valley. I watched the darkness grow deeper and more menacing. 
 
    Then something stirred. 
 
    A blot of inky shadow, poured from the cave mouth, swelling higher and higher, reaching taller than the surrounding mountains.  
 
    Then the looming shadowy mass erupted, and a wave of utter blackness washed over the entire valley. Everything was drowned in the heavy darkness, even the trees.  
 
    Eventually the blackness receded slowly back into the cave, like storm water into a drain. When it was finally gone, no sign of my clan or the settlement remained. The darkness had consumed it all. 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest.  
 
    “Oh no…” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 14 - Visiting Relatives 
 
    I woke up in a cold sweat, shivering, the vision of destruction vivid and imminent. 
 
    How many days in the dream before the darkness wiped us out? I desperately tried to recall. Ten days? Twelve? I should have counted them! 
 
    The vision changed my priorities, I had to investigate the cave sooner than I’d originally planned and try to find a way to stop the disaster I’d seen from happening, whatever it was. I still had time to prepare for the excursion. The hobgoblins were still searching for us effectively penning us in the valley.  
 
    Besides, we’d never find another hiding place as perfect as this one. I thought. 
 
    I couldn’t stop the events of my first vision from happening, this time I had to find a way to change the outcome. I had to prepare. 
 
    And that required trees. 
 
    Walking over to the clan’s equipment pile, I dejectedly picked up one of the axes. It was a crude implement, almost too heavy for my thin goblin arms. With only two points in Physical, I wasn’t the best candidate for conquering trees. 
 
    I’m a magic user, not a lumberjack, dammit!  
 
    I had the power of magic on my side, I needed to play to my strengths, which were...  
 
    I looked at the axe and a plan started coming together. 
 
    I walked over to forest edge where the cutting crew’s activities had left a small field of stumps.  
 
    I swung the axe a few times, getting a feel for it. It was heavy and unwieldy.  
 
    I circulated mana and pushed it through my hands, into the axe. The axe took on a blue sheen, glowing with the mana it contained.  
 
    I activated Mana Infusion and felt the mana course through me, fortifying and invigorating my muscles.  
 
    The mana I forced into the axe, made it a temporary extension of my own body. Because of that, the Mana Infusion skill affected the axe too, making the edge harder and sharper; just as I had hoped would happen. 
 
    I hit the nearest tree once with the axe. The axe bit deeply, the mana-covered metal blade almost disappearing from sight.  
 
    It worked! I love it when a magic theory pans out. I thought smugly. 
 
    I hacked at the tree, timing myself, then stopped and checked my logs to figure out my progress. Mana Infusion was consuming 30 MP a minute, and my mana pool was still full. My mana regeneration rate was 43 MP per minute, high enough to compensate, I could work the entire day without stopping for lack of mana. 
 
    Pleased with the results, I dove back into work. It took me about half an hour to cut down the tree, and another half hour to strip all the branches from it. 
 
    I didn’t get the Lumberjack skill, but I didn’t expect to. This was a magical effort, not the brute muscle hacking at trees. My Mana Infusion skill even increased to level 8. 
 
    I continued chopping down trees, at an incredible speed. I was hitting the tree with the axe faster than I could have with my fists.  
 
    Mana Infusion was a Mana discipline spell, so it was influenced by the modifiers of the Mana Manipulation skill. The game interface did all the heavy math, calculating that using Mana Infusion made me 22% faster and stronger. The power was intoxicating.  
 
    I could get used to this. 
 
    I was going to leave Mana Infusion active continuously from now on. It made me significantly stronger and faster, and it didn’t cost a thing. In combat situations it would be prudent to deactivate the ability, to conserve mana for spells, but other than that, there wasn’t a downside. 
 
    I toppled the second tree, and Mana infusion kept going up. 
 
    Another tree, and skill level 10. Another tree…65% progress. Yet another, and the spell reached level 11. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Infusion Spell level increased to 11 
  Congratulations! You reached the rank: Apprentice 
  As Apprentice ranked caster, you can now ‘overcharge’ your body with mana, doubling the base bodily enhancement of the skill. Triples the mana drain rate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was pretty awesome. It meant I could chop down trees twice as fast, as if the skill acquired a ‘high gear’ option. 
 
    I did some calculations. With this new rank enhancement, my speed would triple and my mana drain will go up to 90 MP each minute. With my regeneration rate, I would lose 47 MP per minute. At my current mana total of 305, I’d be able to power Mana Infusion for 6.5 minutes or so. Then I’d have to use Mana Infusion normal speed for...23 minutes, until my mana pool refilled. Then I could double my speed again for another 6.5 minutes. 
 
    That meant…  
 
    I furrowed my forehead in concentration as I did the math. That meant that overall, my tree cutting efficiency would rise by 20%. Which meant, that instead of cutting down about 10 trees a day, I could do 12. 
 
    Not bad at all for a weakling mage, I thought as I grabbed the axe and went back to work. 
 
    I activated my double speed ability, and became a tree slaughtering machine. The axe was moving so fast and hitting so hard, it looked like a blur, even to me. Wood chips and dust filled the air around me like a fog, obscuring everything in my sight. I braced myself and dove into the monotonous task. 
 
    The only downside was, since I had gone up a rank the skill advancement slowed down.  
 
    I guess I had exhausted tree-cutting as a way to progress the skill. I’d have to find more challenging tasks to raise it. 
 
    Five hours later, I had increased the skill only once, bringing it up to level 12. 
 
    Eleven logs lay in a neat pile, ready to be turned into workable lumber. 
 
    With the sky getting dark, I headed back to camp, joining the rest for dinner.  
 
    We sat and shared another meal of Guba’s meat and herb stew. Again. I needed to recruit a real cook soon, or I might start chewing wood chips just to taste something new.  
 
    Woody had finished splitting all the logs needed for the Rabbit Warren into workable timber, and he’d reached Apprentice rank in his Lumberjack skill. The new rank didn’t make him more productive, but the description stated he could now work on harder wood, trees such as Oak and Steelwood. 
 
    The Miner brought back several ore nuggets and had leveled up his Mining skill. 
 
    Both of the goblin builders had increased their skill levels, and Zuban had a breakthrough working on the Rabbit Warren, they were going to finish it ahead of schedule. 
 
    The Lucky Bastard tree bears fruit again, I thought. 
 
    I opened the interface, checking overall progress: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Buildings and Construction 
  
     
 
      
      	  Max Constructor skill: 10 
  Builder count: 2 (skills: 10, 5) 
  Daily BP: 23.5 (7 + 10 + 7.5) 
  Under construction: Rabbit Warren (96 /130 BP) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Two more days and the Warren would be completed. 
 
    Vrick and Bek came back after a long day of scouring the forest for enemies to fight. All they managed to find were a couple of boars, which they had no trouble taking on. They brought home eight pieces of raw meat, but neither had made any personal advancement. 
 
    “In short,” Vrick reported, “Neither me or Bek know how to track down game. We can’t find any, so we walk around until something attack us. I think we have killed just about all the dangerous beasts inside the valley forest. Today we just wandered around, looking for a fight. We were lucky to find the boars.” 
 
    I had mixed feelings about that. On one hand, it meant the valley was now much safer, on the other, it meant an important source of food had been exhausted. 
 
    “You want us to go back tomorrow?” Vrick asked ”or go outside the valley, maybe? We’re bound to find more and better game outside.” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head firmly. “There are hobgoblins outside the valley. And other dangerous beasts” I said, recalling the Bear Matriarch who killed me. “I’ll think of some new assignment for you by morning.” 
 
    “Yes Esteemed Totem,” Vrick bowed and went back to staring at our newest female member. 
 
    Tika’s hunt went well, she added 14 units of raw meat to our total. 
 
    “Forest more safe now.” She said, “Can hunt good, danger not so worry.” 
 
    I nodded at her, “good work today.” 
 
    Our fisherman, who I decided to name Cobie, caught three fish today, bringing the day’s total food production to 25 units. After paying the clan’s upkeep, 13 pieces of food were left added to our previous ‘savings’ for a total of 31. 
 
    Now I faced a dilemma. I could use the food right now to summon a worker that would start contributing tomorrow. But the day after that, the Rabbit Warren would be finished, and I didn’t think we’d accumulate 30 more units of food to summon a worker by then.  
 
    Actually, I thought, there is no reason not to summon the Warren worker now. Even though he wouldn’t be the most effective at other tasks, he could still help out. I could use him to move the logs I cut, which would train his Haul skill levels up. 
 
    As expected, Guba wasn’t happy when I asked her to deliver another 30 pieces of food to the Breeder’s Den, but she complied nonetheless.  
 
    Once all the food was loaded, I summoned the new goblin. Our clan’s population had risen to 15, and our food upkeep to 13. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker.  
  Level: 1 (0%);  
  HP: 14 
  P:1, M:0, S:1;  
  Skills: Haul 1, Breeding 1;  
  Traits: noncombatant 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I laughed at seeing Vrick’s reaction to the new female. Now that we had two, he seemed torn as he kept glancing from one to the other. 
 
    That’s about all for today I thought to myself. I grimaced at the thought of what awaited me tomorrow; another day of chopping down trees.  
 
    Well, at least I’ll have company this time around, I thought and winked at our new female, to Vrick’s obvious annoyance. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning after breakfast everyone dispersed to their respective assignments as usual. That left me with Woody, Bek, Vrick and the new Breeder worker. 
 
    I’d stayed up late last night, thinking about what assignments to give them. I decided that Vrick should branch out a little. During down times he should have a way to contribute to the development of the clan. Warrior type players often became proficient in combat related crafting skills, and since we were sorely lacking in the armor-making department, I decided to have Vrick try his hand as an armorer. I hadn’t dabbled with it myself, but it was a common Skill so I knew how to get it. Vrick just needed to fashion something wearable, using armor-appropriate materials. Once he got the skill, he would have an intuitive feel for the job, and could level it up by practicing.  
 
    Unfortunately, advanced armor types were complicated and required a blueprint or a sufficiently high skill level to design them.  
 
    I opened the Settlement Interface, selected the ‘Crafting production’ category and checked the ‘Available components’ section. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Crafting 
  
     
 
      
      	  ●       8 miscellaneous crafting component. 
  ●       6 armadillo metal carapace 
  ●       4 rabbit furs 
  ●       16 pelts 
  ●       12 beetle chitin 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Furs and pelt couldn’t be worked into serviceable armor directly, they had to be turned into workable leather first, and that required a Tanner. Which reminded me, we needed yet another type of worker. I added the Tanner to my expanding recruitment list. 
 
    The Armadillo’s metal carapace could be used as is, but I knew metal was only workable by Apprentice or higher rank crafters. 
 
    That left the beetle chitin. I wasn’t sure if it was a raw material suitable for armor production, or if an unskilled person could learn the skill with it, but it was worth a shot. 
 
    Making up my mind, I turned to Vrick, “It's time you learned a useful craft, I think armorer would suit you well.” 
 
    He looked insulted, “I’m not some lowly worker” he crossed his arms defiantly “I’m a warrior. I was born to fight.” 
 
    I nodded, “That’s right, you’re a fighter. But look at what you’re wearing,” I pointed at his torn leather vest, ”this thing is barely wearable, let alone protection. Imagine how much more formidable a fighter you’d be wearing full leather or even metal armor.” I threw the bait out and watched his expression turned thoughtful. 
 
    I dangled another treat, “Imagine you and your warriors all wearing high-quality armor. You would be near invincible and easily defeat the clan’s enemies. You would be the envy of goblin fighters everywhere.”  
 
    That last was a bit of a stretch, but it worked. 
 
    His face lit up. “Alright, I can give it a try” he finally said. “How do I begin?” 
 
    “We have a dozen beetle chitin over there,” I pointed to the clan ‘storage’ pile.  
 
    “Grab a few and try to figure out a way to attach them to your body. It will probably take you a while, but you’ll get the hang of it eventually.” 
 
    He nodded and turned to the pile. 
 
    “As for you,” I turned to Bek, finding it hard to maintain eye contact. “How do you feel?” after the torture I put you through, I thought to myself. 
 
    “I feel good,” he squeaked. “More than good. I feel…” he looked around, searching for the right words and finally settling on “...I am more.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at his words. His vocabulary and sentence structure had improved drastically overnight. I looked at his character details on the interface, to figure out what happened. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Bek, goblin adept  
  Level: 4(20%);  
  HP: 31, MP: 45 
  P:1, M:4, S:-2;  
  Skills: Heal: 9, lucky bastard:3, drilling arrow:5, Mana Drain: 7;  
  Trait: Deformed 
  Resist: mental 20% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well that was new. Our little Bek had Mental resistance. 
 
    My failed attempt to Dominate him must have triggered it. But why would that make him more articulate? Right, his ‘deformed’ trait. The mental resistance probably reduced the damage from his mental trauma, his psychological issues, allowing him to express himself more easily. Now I had a more intelligent clan Adept, what a lucky break. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Lucky Bastard Skill level increased to 12 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    I could’ve assigned some menial task to Bek as well, but I preferred he increase his magical potential. It was too bad I didn’t have any other combat spells for him to practice. Training with him again would be a waste of my time, I was almost three times his level. Besides, he’d earned some rest.  
 
    “Bek, you’re getting the day off. You can do whatever you like.” He stared at me, slack-jawed and unmoving, so I shooed him off. 
 
    “Alright, you two” I waved to the last two goblins, “come with me.” 
 
    We walked over to the logging site. I looked at the axe in distaste, then made myself to pick it up.  
 
    In no time at all, Woody and I were chopping trees and trimming them into logs. Woody was properly amazed by my speed, but he didn’t let that affect his own work. The Breeder worker labored to exhaustion, rolling the logs to the next construction site, the Chief’s House. 
 
      
 
    The day passed by uneventfully, and by its end, we’d added 17 logs to our stock. 
 
    At dinner time I listened everyone’s the daily report and checked our progress in the Interface. 
 
    The most notable progress was shown by the new Breeder worker, her Haul skill had risen from level 1 to 5. Obviously rolling 100kg logs over rough terrain was a good way to develop muscles. Almost everyone else showed an increase of 1 or 2 levels in their respective main skills. Except for the warriors. They had maxed out the training potential for sparring with each other. I needed a new way to train them. 
 
    Vrick raised quite a stir when he entered the campsite later that night. A rattling commotion announced his approach. He was wearing a crude chitin chest piece.  
 
    Although calling what he wore armor was a stretch. It looked more like a quilt that he threw over his head, one made of poorly sewn together plates instead of fabric. The thing rattled and clacked every time he moved, exposing large gaps between the seams.  
 
    I accessed Vrick’s character information. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Vrick, goblins lieutenant  
  Level: 6(5%)  
  HP: 65, MP: 30 
  P:6, M:0, S:0;  
  Skills: Spears: 13, Brawling: 10, lumberjack: 4, Lucky bastard: 2, Armorer: 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    He learned the skill!  
 
    “Great job Vrick.” I complimented the smug goblin. 
 
    “Now that you’ve got a feel for it, keep practicing, in time you will learn to craft quality armor.”  
 
    He seemed insulted at the hint that his masterpiece was anything short of perfection. 
 
    “Actually,” He replied, “I realized something. I need a proper Armorer Workshop to craft better quality armors.” 
 
    I grimaced. Just what I needed, another priority building added to the queue. I looked at Zuban questioningly. 
 
    He shook his head, “I’m afraid I will have to acquire the Apprentice rank first, Esteemed Totem.” 
 
    “Sorry Vrick.” I turned back to my lieutenant. “Looks like you’ll have to do your best without a proper workshop for now.” 
 
    He frowned, but didn’t push it. 
 
    “By the way,” Zuban added, “we’re nearly finished with the Rabbit Warren, it will only take a few more hours to finish tomorrow.” 
 
    “Great news Zuban.” I beamed at him. “Good job!” I swear he blushed as he looked down. 
 
    “If that is all,” I yawned loudly, “time to turn in for--” 
 
    “Excuse Bek, Esteemed Totem,” Bek interrupted me. 
 
    He approached and held his hand out to me, on it lay a shining gemstone. 
 
    “I made for you,” Bek added, nodding his head to me. 
 
    I took the gem from him and almost gasped in surprise, it was an opal. 
 
    Opal’s were semi-precious gemstones in NEO. Not as expensive as diamonds, emeralds or rubies, but highly sought after. They had the unique capacity to store raw energy. It was possible to charge them with mana, basically making them magical batteries. A skilled craftsman could inscribe the gem, making it a single-use spell. The result was similar to a scroll, except the Opals remained after the spell was triggered, instead of crumbling away like scrolls did. The Opal could then be recharged again. That made them much more valuable than scrolls. 
 
    Bek’s opal was shining, meaning it was charged. Then I realized it was inscribed as well. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Inscribed Opal: Heal 
  Type: one-time use magic item 
  Rank: magical 
  Effect: Heal 19 hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Bek,” I said incredulously, “Where did you get this stone?” 
 
    “I find it.” he replied simply. “I want go to cemetery, pray to Corgoram. I find stone on ground, near cave. I pick up stone, and…” He hesitated for a moment. “Feel stone want magic. I give it magic. Now is yours. ”I was touched by his gesture.  
 
    “This is a magnificent gift, but how did you learn to ‘give it magic’?” 
 
    He stared at me helplessly for a moment, then shrugged “I pray to Corgoram at cemetery, I find stone, then I give it magic.” he looked at me earnestly. 
 
    Could it be an additional bonus from Divine Intervention? I accessed Bek’s character info. Yep, it was listed right there. ‘Skill: Inscribe, level 1’. Bek now possessed a highly coveted skill, that gave him the ability to imprint any magically charged item with any spell from his own repertoire. 
 
    He could make healing Opals and hand them out to member of the clan, greatly increasing everyone’s chances of survival. But, we would have to have more Opals of course. 
 
    “You said you found the gem outside the cave?” I inquired. 
 
    He nodded, “Yes. maybe more inside.” 
 
    If the Danger-sense vibes I got from the cave were any indication, it wouldn’t surprise me to find Opals and Gold veins inside, probably protected by a couple of black dragons.  
 
    The value of the rewards go up with the risks in NEO.  
 
    <It’s bait for the greedy, y’know> Vic added bleakly. 
 
    “Thank you Bek” I smiled at him, ignoring Vic, “this is an excellent gift, you did very well.” 
 
    He stammered something in reply and bowed his head, and went back to the campfire. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was restless the next day, Woody and I were splitting the logs into lumber while I impatiently waited for the Rabbit Warren to be finished. 
 
    Around midday the long-anticipated system message finally popped up. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Building added to your settlement: Rabbit Warren 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Finally!” I dropped my axe, leaving it among the dozen pieces of lumber we’d made so far and ran toward the construction site eagerly, motioning the new Breeder worker to follow. I even went as far as to activate Mana Infusion at ‘high gear’ to get there faster. 
 
    A moment later I was looking at the finished structure for the first time. 
 
    The Rabbit Warren was surrounded by a wooden fence, about the height of a goblin’s chest. At the center of the enclosure, the workers had built a dozen rabbit hutches, with feeding troughs against one side. A small kiosk took up one corner, it was a platform and roof with wooden posts to hold it up. Inside was a tabletop butchering station, and shelves for the equipment. 
 
    The rabbits were unfazed by the walls that suddenly appeared around them and continued hopping around, oblivious to their imprisonment. 
 
    Zuban and his two workers stood nearby, admiring their creation. 
 
    “Nice job” I complimented them. 
 
    Zuban grinned proudly. “Now it just requires a dedicated worker, and soon it will provide lots and lots of rabbit meat.” 
 
    “That’s what the new gal is here for,” I replied, motioning to the new Breeder worker as she arrived. 
 
    “Get to work” I told her, pointing at the new building. 
 
    “Yes ‘Steamed Totem.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “Bring the daily meat to Guba at the campsite.” 
 
    She nodded curtly, entered the enclosure and started adjusting her work station.  
 
    I turned back to Zuban. 
 
    “So, do you need a break, or are you ready for your next project?” I smirked. He did look a little weary.  
 
    He pushed his chest out. “I’m ready esteemed Totem. What should we build next?” 
 
    “I think you’ll like your next project. It's time for us to have a proper Chief’s House. It's one of the buildings that will help you reach the next rank, right?” 
 
    His face lit up. “Yes, it is.”  
 
    His face fell as something else occurred to him, “I guess this means we should all go chop some more trees.” 
 
    “No need” I held up my hand. “I already took care of it. Vic, please report our available construction resources” 
 
    My cloak sighed in long purple suffering, and replied in a disgruntled voice, “25 logs and 14 timber.” 
 
    “Thanks. You see?” I turned back to Zuban “you can start work on it immediately, Woody will be able to supply you with the rest of the timber as you go. We also have the required pelts and metal for the building.” 
 
    “We’ll begin at once. Where do you want us to build it?” he asked. 
 
    The new Chief’s House, would be one of the most important buildings. If we came under serious attack that resulted in damage to our buildings, accessing the Interface would be crucial in any restoration efforts. So the building should be well protected. That meant placing it away from harm’s way, in a defendable position.  
 
    “Over there,” I pointed at a spot on the far end of the valley, at the direction of the cave’s mouth. It was the farthest spot from the entry point to the valley.  
 
    “Keep it away, at least 30 meters from the cave.” It should be a safe enough distance. Over time, we could add defenses between it and the cave. 
 
    “I’ll get right on it. Come along you two.” he said to his workers and they hustled off. 
 
    I decided to take a tour around and see how everyone was doing. 
 
    I found Vrick sitting on the ground not far from the campsite, pieces of broken chitin scattered around him. It looked as if he’d destroyed most of our supply, and was now fumbling with the last two unbroken pieces. 
 
    “Vrick!” I said indigently “couldn’t you have been more careful with those,” I pointed at the broken pieces. “We have a limited supply, you know.” 
 
    He stared back at me with surprise. 
 
    “I was only doing as you instructed, Esteemed Totem” he replied with a furrowed brow. “But those things break if you try to force them into shape. But I think I finally got the hang of it.”  
 
    It was a simple arrangement, two shaped chitin plates connected with leather straps. 
 
    “It goes like this,” he stood up.  
 
    He put his head through the connecting thongs, laying the plates against his front and back. I almost told him he looked like he’d been sandwiched between two turtles. But decided as a leader I needed to support his efforts. I’d save that little gem for after he moved onto more advanced armors and wasn’t so sensitive about his creations. 
 
    “I still need to finish the bindings” he motioned at the gaps along his sides not covered by the plates. “I think it will be good protection for the front and back when I am finished.” 
 
    “Looks promising, good job” I complimented him. It felt like I was saying that a lot lately. Nothing wrong in a little positive encouragement. “Let me know when you finish.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I continued my lazy stroll, walking among my clan-mates, making sure everyone was doing well, listening to complaints and issues. I...it was probably something I should have done more of in the guild as Arladen. I can’t really explain it, I just seemed to care more about my goblins than I did for my guild. Maybe it was partly because I was dependent on them for my eventual escape. 
 
    When evening came and everyone assumed their customary places around the fire, I reviewed the day’s progress. 
 
    The Breeder worker only worked a couple of hours, but had produced four units of raw meat, and her skill was already at level 2. 
 
    Cobie, the fisherman caught a measly three fish. But, as I kept reminding myself, he had a -50% penalty, his catch would go up once he had better equipment. 
 
    Tika covered the clans’ daily upkeep as usual, which brought our total spare food to 7 units. 
 
    A bit disappointing, but I expected a much better yield tomorrow. 
 
    Vrick and the female Builder joined the rest of us for dinner an hour after we started, which was suspicious by itself, their rumpled appearances left little question about what the reason was. 
 
    After dinner, we went to sleep, the two warriors keeping their nightly watch routine. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I dreamt again. 
 
    As before, I floated high above the valley, as the clouds, the stars and the sun sped across the horizon, in the cycle of night and day. 
 
    This time, I had the good sense to count the days as they flew by. Seven. It was seven days until the darkness erupted from the cave. But I was surprised, this time the vision was different from the first. 
 
    As the darkness reached the newly constructed Chief’s Hut, it halted. Like waves splashing against the breakwaters, it tried to overcome the obstacle, but the building resisted. 
 
    I woke up feeling hopeful, we might survive. We had seven days until trouble came for us, and for some unknown reason, the Chief’s House would give us a chance to survive. At the current rate, it should be finished in just under five days. 
 
    Meanwhile, I would make preparation and do my best to become as powerful and combat ready as I could during that time. Then, me and my warriors will venture into the cave and find whatever lurked within. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning Vrick was busy working on his armor, so I took Bek and the two warriors with me and formed the four of us into a War Party. 
 
    “Today we are going to scout the forest outside the valley,” I informed them. “There are some roaming hobgoblins and I want to find out why they’re here.” And hopefully, gain some XP. 
 
    The two warriors, both level 4, looked vacantly at me while Bek wrung his hands together.  
 
    “Es-esteemed Totem,” he stuttered, “you think is dangerous?” 
 
    “Don’t worry Bek” I gave him a confident grin “I’ll protect you, we won’t take unnecessary risks.” 
 
    He swallowed hard, but nodded. 
 
    We walked into the valley forest, and took the path leading through it to the valley’s entrance. As we crossed the forest clearing, I saw the old Chief’s Hut was looking worn and in need of maintenance.  
 
    Good.  
 
    Any sane adventurer that laid eyes on the structure would turn on his heel and look for more lucrative targets. 
 
    We marched on until we reached the entrance. The last time I had left the valley, I returned by respawning. This time, I had new abilities, stronger companions, and some idea of what to expect out there. I no longer feared a chance encounter with a few hobgoblins, they were a cut below the Dire apes, after all. 
 
    We scouted for hours, looking for tracks or any sign of hobgoblins. I spotted plenty of game, and noticed quite a few low-level monster tracks, but nothing of hobgoblins. That was weird. According to Grilda, the forest was swarming with them.  
 
    Could she have been wrong? I wondered.  
 
    I dismissed that notion. For an ape, the dense forest looked like an open highway, so it was understandable why they encountered the roaming bands more commonly. 
 
    Other than my Tracking Skill reaching level 5, nothing exciting happened. Evening fell while we continued to search, keeping a cautious eye for hobgoblin tracks. . I made a judgment call to spend the night in the forest instead of returning empty handed. We had covered a lot of ground today and we’d have to cover too much of the same ground if we turned back for the valley. 
 
    “I see good bush to sleep” Bek suggested after I informed the party of my decision. “That way” he pointed in the direction we’d came from. 
 
    “Alright Bek” I agreed “lead on.” 
 
    We followed Bek for a few minutes under the dense trees, eventually reaching a large leafy thicket. I stood on my toes and peered into the bushes, there was a hollow area in the center. It would make for a good concealed place to sleep in for the night. The warriors led the way inward, pushing branches aside and making a path for the rest of us to follow. On an impulse, I wiped our tracks and other marks of our passage, before following them inside.  
 
    We made our camp there hidden by the growths, but we didn’t light a fire, eating only the light travel snacks we’d brought with us.  
 
    I wasn’t overly concerned about the safety of the rest of the clan, the valley was extremely well hidden, they would be fine for one night. 
 
    Just as we were settling in for the night, we got a big surprise.  
 
    Our quarry had found us.  
 
    We were alerted to their approach by the sound of stomping feet and breaking branches.  
 
    “Stay absolutely still, and do not make any noise” I hissed to the goblins. 
 
    Slowly, quietly, I inched my way through the concealing growth, crawling to the edge of the patch, careful to stay completely concealed. 
 
    I pressed myself lower into the ground, and peeked through the leaves. Two sets of big, dirty, booted feet clomped into view. I knew what the wearers were. Hobgoblins.  
 
    Four other hobs followed the first two, and then, stomping heavily, came feet nearly as big as a goblin. An Ogre! The hobgoblins had support from Ogres!? 
 
    It was a good thing Analyze didn’t require a full view of the target, I analyzed all the feet. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin warrior, level 5, 63hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin warrior, level 5, 65hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin warrior, level 5, 62hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin warrior, level 5, 64hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Glibworm, Hobgoblin adept, level 7, 48hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Deerbaiter, Hobgoblin lieutenant, level 6, 68hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Forest Ogre. Level 13. 210Hp 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Analyze skill level increased to 5  
  Analyze now shows highest defense value 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Excellent. An upgrade, and right on time, too.  
 
    I re-analyzed the last three again: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Glibworm, Hobgoblin adept, level 7, 48hp. Mental resistance: 30% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Deerbaiter, Hobgoblin lieutenant, level 6, 68hp. Physical resistance: 20% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Forest Ogre. Level 13. 210Hp. Physical resistance: 50% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Damn they were tough. These hobgoblins were higher by a level or two levels than the ones we encountered, back at the cliffside.  
 
    That Ogre was not a laughing matter either. The last one we fought was a level 10 monster, and we barely managed to take it down. Granted, I had become much stronger since then, but I still didn’t like the odds.  
 
    Even using the element of surprise, we would almost certainly lose a head-on confrontation. This time, there was no convenient cliff-edge to throw them over. The adept could be magically advanced enough to counter my abilities, and the Ogre’s level surpassed my Mana Manipulation skill. I couldn’t Dominate or Freeze him. 
 
    Even if we somehow won the skirmish, we would almost certainly suffer casualties.  
 
    My goblins were my most important resource, I would not just throw them against overwhelming odds.  
 
    So without a battle plan that was likely to succeed, I settled in for an evening of eavesdropping. 
 
    Deerbaiter, looked around distastefully.  
 
    “I’m sure I spotted some goblin tracks earlier. They must be around here somewhere. Spread out, search the area.” Obviously, he was the group’s leader. 
 
    It was a good thing I had the foresight to cover our tracks before we went into the thicket. 
 
    The hobgoblins spread out, looking for us. The adept and the lieutenant remained just a few meters away from my hiding spot. 
 
    The lieutenant, Glibworm yawned.  
 
    “So, did Barska explain why we’re wasting our time looking for a single goblin in this forest?” 
 
    <Barska! That’s the one we need to kill> Vic’s ‘voice’ almost made me jump. 
 
    Dammit Vic, stop doing that! 
 
    “That’s Dread Chief Barska for you,” Deerbaiter said with a sneer. “Don’t ever show such disrespect to his face, or he will take yours off”. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m not stupid.” Glibworm replied, annoyed. “Well, did you ask him?” 
 
    Deerbaiter shrugged. “Nothing changed, he’s determined to claim this area as his own and those goblins are using up precious resources. You know, if you leave two goblins alone, you’ll soon have a mob of the pesky gits crowding the neighborhood, so he wants them all dead.” 
 
    “Still, there must be some other reason.” Glibworm insisted “Why send us to search the forest for days, they’re barely worth turning into slaves. Although I admit that killing all those animals was fun, and good training for me and the soldiers.” 
 
    Deerbaiter looked around furtively, then spoke in a low voice “There is more to it than that. Dread Chief Barska had a vision of goblins swarming out of the forest in hundreds and wiping us out. That’s really why we’re out here, to prevent it from happening. And that’s why we formed the alliance with the Ogre clan.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest update: Hobgoblins in the Forest II 
  You discovered the hobgoblins are scouting the forest to find and destroy your clan, to stop you from becoming more powerful.  
  It’s a fight for survival: rout out the invaders before they do it to you. You will have to defeat their leader, Barska, and destroy his cemetery. 
  Quest Type: unique, chain. 
  Reward: unknown 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “I don’t know…” Glibworm scratched his armpit. “Still sounds off to me. Goblins are easy to kill, I don’t see how even a host of them can pose a real threat. I guess I’m just tired from these constant scouting expeditions. I’d much rather be back at the Raiders Camp, eyeing some females. Wouldn’t you? That Elenda is a tasty looking dish.” 
 
    Deerbaiter snorted. “I’m not interested in half-breeds. Even if they are the chief’s second in command. And don’t let her hear you call her that. You know what she does to hobs that annoy her.” His hands reflexively covered his crotch. “Besides, as Dread Barska’s second, she’s out of our league.” 
 
    <Uh oh> Vic said suddenly. 
 
    What? 
 
    <I just remembered...goblinoids use ’Dread’ to address tier 2 bosses. I guess Barska rose in power after he destroyed the Drippers clan. He might be a tad more problematic to handle than I originally thought> 
 
    Great, I replied dryly. Now what? 
 
    <I suggest you return to the valley and keep doing what you’ve been doing. Build your power base, recruit more warriors and get to the second boss rank yourself. Then you’ll be ready to challenge Barska> 
 
    I guess that’s my best option. 
 
    <You do realize that it's no longer an issue of your promise to me. If you don’t kill him, he’s going to continue hunting you, amassing more and more strength as time passes> 
 
    I grimaced, I really don’t need this complication, I have enough on my plate as it is.  
 
    <You have to deal with him, and the sooner the better. This might actually be an opportunity; while he’s searching for us, his forces are spread thin, leaving his base lightly guarded> 
 
    I guess you’re right, Vic.  
 
    Damn, now I had this persistent mob boss to deal with. Though at least it was a new experience, for once, a boss was looking to raid me, instead of the other way around. 
 
    I wasn’t too worried about the hobgoblins finding us. The valley was a day’s travel away from where we were, and in the forest, that was a lot of tough ground to cover.  
 
    We had time, provided whatever’s in that cave wouldn’t annihilate us first. 
 
    I waited patiently until the hobgoblins finished their search and rejoined into a group. Deerbaiter ordered them to line up and they marched on, leaving us behind. 
 
    I waited a little longer, making sure they were well out of earshot, then crawled backwards to the hollow and my party. 
 
    I informed the group that we’d accomplished our task, and tomorrow we would return to the valley.  
 
    Bek looked especially happy at the news. The poor guy didn’t enjoy roughing it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We started out early the next morning, packing our things and following a forest trail that led back in the direction of the valley. 
 
    A few hours later, we came around a bend in the path, and nearly walked into four hobgoblins coming toward us from the other direction. We stared at each other for in shock, both groups momentarily stunned. 
 
    I recovered first. 
 
    With a mental flex I Froze the leading hobgoblin. The paralyzed hob blocked the narrow path, buying us a few extra seconds to regroup.  
 
    This was a golden opportunity to train my warriors. These hobgoblins were simple mobs, far less dangerous than the group I had spied on last night. I issued orders rapidly. 
 
    “Warriors, to the front. Shoulder to shoulder, attack together. Bek behind them, support and heal. Move!” 
 
    The goblins obeyed my orders and reorganized themselves just in front of the Frozen enemy. The other hobgoblins had recovered from the surprise, one of them pushed past his frozen comrade to get into range of my warriors. The other two hobgoblins left the path, trying to flank us through the trees. 
 
    I targeted one of the flanking hobgoblins and used Dominate, spending 30 MP to make him my sock puppet. I turned him back and made him charge the other flanking hobgoblin, who was caught off guard and rammed off his feet by his comrade. They started rolling around in the undergrowth, fighting it out on the ground. That left my goblins a single convenient target to attack.  
 
    The hobgoblin who squeezed past to attack my warriors was one level higher and physically stronger than the goblins, but he was outnumbered three to one.  
 
    The two warriors kept thrusting their spears, stabbing him repeatedly. The hobgoblin was positioned badly for a fight, blocked from behind by his frozen comrade and hemmed in from the sides by the trees. With little room to maneuver he was only able to land a few feeble hits on my warriors, which were promptly healed by Bek. It took the goblin warriors less than a minute to finish off their first opponent, he went down with a surprised and frustrated expression on his face.  
 
    Meanwhile, the dominated hob continued harrying the second flanking enemy, and kept him from engaging us. The goblins moved to assist my dominated minion.  
 
    I forced the hob under my control to act as a Tank, standing at the front and absorbing his fellow hobgoblin’s attacks; while my goblins inflicted damage from a safe distance with their spears.  
 
    I didn’t make the dominated hob attack back, there was no reason to share good training experience with our next target. My warriors made short work of the already wounded, second hobgoblin, dispatching him with a few spear thrusts. 
 
    I released the dominated hobgoblin from my control. I could have made him stand still while the goblins worked on him, but no challenge meant no skill gain.  
 
    With an angry roar the now free warrior sprang to attack. A rage icon appearing above his head. I guessed he didn’t appreciate being magically controlled.  
 
    He attacked with ferocity, completely disregarding the wounds my warriors inflicted.  
 
    A wild swing of the hobgoblin’s axe snapped one of my warriors’ spears, and wounded the goblin critically. The hobgoblin roared in triumph and backhanded the other goblin, hurling him against a tree. 
 
    Bek rushed in to heal the fallen goblin, exposing himself to the maddened hobgoblin. The hob took the opportunity and smashed Bek with his axe, dropping the little goblin’s health down to five hit points. 
 
    Time to intervene.  
 
    I used Dominate on the warrior again. But it didn’t work. The berserk hobgoblin’s mana rejected me! His rage made him immune. 
 
    The raging hobgoblin, unaffected by my attempt, was preparing to deliver a coup-de-grace to one of my stunned goblins. I rushed forward desperately to take the damage instead. Lucky Bastard was with me, as my earlier actions had aggroed the hobgoblin and he was quite happy to direct his attacks at me. I was hit twice in rapid succession, for 38 damage, leaving me with 114 hp, more than enough. 
 
    I activated Mana Shield and ignored the rest of the incoming attacks. That gave my goblins the breathing room they needed to gather themselves. I used Heal Followers, healing them all for five points. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Heal Followers skill level increased to 2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Great, I cast it again, this time healing everyone for 6 points.  
 
    The goblin warriors took positions on either side of me. One of them resumed attacking with his spear, while the other drew a dagger from his belt. Two more quick hits, followed by a Drilling Arrow from Bek finally downed the raging warrior.  
 
    Only the frozen hobgoblin was left standing. 
 
    This experience had already proved invaluable, not just for the skill and level gains, but for the information. I learned that mobs that had already been dominated could resist additional attempts, making it harder, if not impossible to use Dominate a second time. 
 
    “Warriors, stand around the hobgoblin, don’t let him escape. Bek attack him with Drilling Arrows.” I ordered. 
 
    They moved to obey. Bek started launching arrows at the cornered enemy. 
 
    After Bek’s sixth arrow cast, the hobgoblin was reduced to 20% of his health.  
 
    Bek reported, “no mana left, Totem.” 
 
    “Well, that’s what Mana Drain is for” I grinned at him. 
 
    He thought it over for a moment. “Oh. Yes, Esteemed Totem.” 
 
    He leeched some juice from the hobgoblin using Mana Drain, then launched two more arrows and finally brought him down. 
 
    
    
      
      	  War Party Leader skill level increased to 2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	   War Party  
  Goblin warrior gained 1 level 
  Goblin warrior gained 1 level 
  Bek gained 1 level 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    We looted the bodies getting four axes, four daggers, eight travel rations, one steel buckler and surprisingly, two flasks of acid.  
 
    Their plain leather armor was damaged and too heavy to bother taking with us. The bodies slowly faded away after we finished looting them. 
 
    The fight wasn’t too tough, but forcing my goblins to fight head on showed me just how vulnerable they were compared to other mobs. In order to assure victory, they would have to outnumber an enemy of equal level by at least two to one, though a three to one ratio would be better.  
 
    There was a factor that could balance this disadvantage, the Breeder’s Hut. It gave me instant access to different classes of goblins, as long as I had the ‘fuel’ for it. If I had enough food, I could potentially summon complete armies in only hours. but I was still a long way from that goal. 
 
    Even then, the, theoretically, summoned goblin army would all be level 1 mobs, which meant they were more use as cannon fodder than as an actual fighting force.  
 
    I guess I’d have to find a way to level up my summoned troops, otherwise most enemies would make mincemeat out of them.  
 
    But that’s a concern for another day. For now, we needed to get back to the safety of our valley home. 
 
    The encounter taught me caution. We slowed our pace through the woods to a crawl, stopping to listen for potential threats every few minutes. I occasionally hid the goblins and scouted ahead on my own. 
 
    My cautious approach did save us from at least one more fight, giving us just enough time to hide before a much larger hobgoblin patrol crossed our path. There was no way we would have won against that group.  
 
    Our progress was slow, it was starting to get dark. We were over halfway there, but it was clear that we wouldn’t make it back home before nightfall. 
 
    We found a small crevice at the side of a large boulder and stayed there for the night. It was crowded and tight, but no hobgoblin could reach us. We ate some of the rations we took from the hobgoblins, as ours had run out the night before.  
 
    We went to sleep, a bundle of goblin arms and legs, all huddled together. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up the next morning with one of Bek’s toes in my nostril. 
 
    After crawling out of the I checked the game map and saw we were only a few kilometers away from the valley. It would normally take three hours to reach, but I maintained yesterday’s careful approach. It was almost dark again when we made it back to the valley without any further incidents. 
 
    We moved quickly through the forested area of the valley, following the now well-traveled path leading to the camp. 
 
    Once we reached the forest clearing, I inspected the area for tracks, but didn’t find any indication that anyone had been there while I was away. 
 
    The absence of tracks was a good sign, but I wanted to make sure.  
 
    I cleared my throat, put both hands to my mouth and called out loud “Grilda!” 
 
    A moment later a large white creature jumped down in front of us from an overhanging tree branch. The warriors raised their weapons at once, but I called them off, recognizing the Dire ape female I’d just called. 
 
    “Has anyone been here the last two days?” I asked. 
 
    She looked at me for a moment, and then grunted. 
 
    “Vic?” I asked my companion. 
 
    <She says it's all clear> Vic translated <Aside from your clan members, no one has found this place yet> 
 
    “Good,” I nodded. 
 
    I looked at Grilda “how are your babies?” I asked politely. 
 
    She turned her face upward and made a hooting sound. Two small lithe creatures dropped from the tree and stood in the clearing with us.  
 
    I looked at the ‘babies,’ astonished. They were no longer babies. Each one was about the size of a full-grown goblin. I checked their stats and saw that they were almost level 2. They were maturing fast. 
 
    “Good job Grilda, you raise strong, good climbers.” I assumed that was a compliment a mother ape would be pleased to receive. 
 
    We bade the apes farewell and continued to the camp. 
 
    As we passed the clearing, I saw another aspect of my decoy plan was starting to come to fruition. A still low but growing, long row of Thornthistle was visible along the path.  
 
    In another week or two they’ll be an impressive barrier. 
 
    We emerged from the forest into the open field. Guba’s cooking fire lit the camp area, where all my clan-mates were eating. 
 
    Everyone rose to greet us. Well, all the VI controlled goblins did. The workers didn’t give a crap about anything outside their assignments, and just continued eating. 
 
    “You’re back” Vrick was the first to greet me. “My warriors look stronger.” He nodded in approval. He was wearing a tight-fitting armor vest, made of two chitin plates. The plates were connected with dozens of leather straps which offered additional protection to Vrick’s shoulders and sides. 
 
    “Yeah, we encountered a few hobgoblin warriors,” I replied nonchalantly. I smirked at him “nice armor, Vrick.” 
 
    He grinned broadly “I just finished it. It fits well, don't you think?” and he gave a little turn, like a runway model, showing off the armor from all sides and exposing the complex binding along the sides. 
 
    “Yes it is, but Vrick, how do you take it off?” 
 
    His face fell. “Well… I don’t actually. I think it is easier to just keep wearing it.” He admitted. “But I learned a great deal from making this armor, give me more resources and a suitable workplace and I can make something even better.” 
 
    “I’m working on it” I replied shortly and analyzed his armor. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Crude Chitin armor vest [monster race] 
  Description: crudely made armor consisting of two chitin plates to guard the front and back of the torso. Can only be worn once (destroyed when removed) 
  Type: medium armor [torso slot]. 
  Rank: crude 
  Durability: 30/30 
  Armor: 20 
  Effect: +5% max hp; -10% attack speed 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, it was not the best armor I’d ever seen, but it was a start. 
 
    Next to approach me was Zuban.  
 
    “It is good that you are back.” He said seriously. “The Chief’s House will be ready tomorrow. It is only fitting that the leader be the first to enter.” 
 
    “Then you will finally be able to work on bigger projects, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Totem. I’ll need more Builders then too.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do, Zuban.” 
 
    “Hmph, give the youngling a moment ter gulp down some hot stew.” Guba barged in, shoving Zuban aside, though he was nearly twice her height. She presented me with a steaming plate. 
 
    “Thank you, Guba,” I smiled at our clan chemist-turned-cook. 
 
    She waved my thanks aside. “Nothing ter it really. I been watching you work yerself ‘haf ta death each day since we got here. You deserve a peaceful moment and a wee bit of hot food. I’ll be betting there’s not much ter eat out there.” 
 
    I was touched by her caring. Beneath her rough exterior, lay another rougher interior, but beneath that, lay a caring heart. I wondered what horrid events she must have endured that shaped her personality that way, but it was a question better left for another time. 
 
    Her stew, which I had started to despise lately, now tasted delicious. Three days of eating only dried travel rations will do that to a person. I ate ravenously. 
 
    Tika approached me shyly, four delicate claw mark scars were visible on her right cheek. 
 
    “Tika, what happened?” I asked with concern. “Were you injured during a hunt?” 
 
    She smiled at me. “Find big deer, too big to hunt. But try and kill it. Get much meat. Can now hunt big animals.” 
 
    I frowned, “Then how did you got those scars?” I pointed at her cheek. 
 
    “Guba made.” she replied simply. “Gave mark, Apprentice hunter. Now all know me good hunter” she stated proudly. 
 
    “Well done” I congratulated her warmly. “I’m proud of you Tika, you’ve been feeding us all since we got here, you deserve the recognition and the respect.” 
 
    As I spoke, I opened the Interface and accessed Tika stats. I viewed her Forage skill. It was indeed at Apprentice rank now. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Forage, Apprentice 
  You can now hunt big game and small predators, and lead hunting expeditions. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Tika, what is a hunting expedition?” I asked. 
 
    “Several hunter go together. Maybe workers too. Go far, look for very big animal. Together hunt, bring many meat. Old clan hunt rhino, meat for month.” 
 
    That would be awesome. I should consider recruiting a few more hunters for Tika to lead, I thought and added it to my mental to-do list. 
 
    After I finished dinner, I took time to explore the Settlement Interface some more, and to catch up on our current situation. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Settlement Interface 
  
     
 
      
      	  Efficiency: -10% 
  Population: 16 (12 goblins, 1 hobgoblin, 3 dire apes) 
  Food Upkeep: 13 
  Buildings: 4 (Chief Hut, Cemetery, Breeder’s Den, Rabbit Warren) 
  Fortifications: 0 
  Food production: 31 (4 fishermen, 14 forage, 13 breeders) 
  Resource production: 10 (10 copper ore) 
  Crafting production: 1 (1 armor) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It looked like today had been especially productive.  
 
    I noted the Rabbit Warren was paying dividends already and was showing an impressive daily yield, even though the goblin worker’s Breeder skill was only at level 6. 
 
    Well, I’ve been gone for three days and hadn’t used any of the spare food reserves for four. “Vic, what’s our current food stock count?” 
 
    <How should I know?> He asked indignantly <I was away with you the entire time, remember?> 
 
    I sighed at his audacity.  
 
    “Will you please go check?” 
 
    Grunting, he let go of my shoulders, and took on his goblin form.  
 
    “Fine” he said and walked toward our item pile. 
 
    I should start planning to build a warehouse, I stroked my chin. It was getting harder and harder to find stuff around here. 
 
    Vic started climbing the pile and rummaged around it for a while. While I waited for him to return, I looked around at the workers, I hadn’t paid any attention to them yet, they were eating in silence. 
 
    Something about them caught my eyes. I got up and approached for a closer look. They all looked healthy and well cared for, but there was something off about the two female workers. I narrowed my eyes.  
 
    Were they this fat a few days ago? I wondered. 
 
    I analyzed the two females, and coughed some food up when I saw a new indicator. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker, female, pregnant.  
  Level: 1 (0%);  
  HP: 16 
  P:2, M:0, S:-1  
  Skills: Haul 1, Builder 10 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker. Female, pregnant  
  Level:1 (0%)  
  HP: 14  
  P:1, M:0, S:1 
  Skills: Haul 5, Breeding 6 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Pregnant? I had two pregnant women in my clan.  
 
    How could this be? Who could do this? As soon as the last question popped in my mind, I suddenly knew the answer. 
 
    “VRICK” I shouted. “Come here!” He approached me hurriedly, looking confused at my sudden temper. 
 
    “Yes Esteemed Totem?” he asked carefully. 
 
    “Explain this.” I pointed at the two females. 
 
    “They are with child, Esteemed Totem” he answered, as if talking to a child. 
 
    “I know that! Did you have anything to do with it?” 
 
    “Well” he put his chest out. “You were gone and armor crafting was becoming tedious, so I found other interesting things to do.” 
 
    “Both of them?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    He looked confused by my lack of understanding.  
 
    “Yes, both. It was much more interesting than crafting the armor.” 
 
    “I can imagine” I replied dryly. 
 
    It seemed like I could expect some new clan members.  
 
    Despite the tone I used with Vrick I was actually quite pleased, any new member was a bonus for the clan. It made sense, most goblin clans wouldn’t have access to a Breeder’s Den and had to repopulate the normal way.  
 
    I was just irritated with Vrick for not consulting with me first. Though now that I thought about it, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go that far into my goblins’ personal lives. In retrospect, Vrick actually did well. Twice. I chuckled. 
 
    Vic returned from counting the clan’s pile.  
 
    “We currently have 61 extra food in stock boss.” 
 
    That was excellent news. The clan did well in my absence. Tomorrow I would be able to summon two new workers, and my new home would be complete. 
 
    Yep, tomorrow was going to be a busy day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 15 - Preparations 
 
    The next day I woke up eager for the day’s developments. 
 
    Guba was already busy at work, making steaks out of the raw meat. 
 
    I opened the Breeder’s Den Interface, selected a new goblin worker and carefully reviewed the available worker skills. 
 
    As usual, food production was the highest priority, but it was time to improve our construction capacity as well. 
 
    I browsed through the various food production related skills. Unfortunately, I couldn’t access the full description of each available skill, at least not until I actually had a goblin in the clan who possessed it, so I decided to experiment a little. I selected the Gatherer skill and summoned the worker. 
 
    After the ‘normal’ grunting and squeaking noises, a new goblin worker emerged from the Breeder’s Den. I Analyzed it. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker 
  Level: 1 (0%)  
  HP: 14 
  P:1, M:0, S:0;  
  Skills: Haul 1, Gatherer 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the GreenPiece clan,” I greeted him. “Do you require anything for your work?” 
 
    “Basket, Knife.” 
 
    I nodded, “Go to Guba; she’ll give you what you need, then go look for food. Don’t leave the valley, though,” I warned him. 
 
    “Yes, ‘Steamed Totem,” he replied and went to follow my orders. 
 
    I sighed. That ‘Steamed Totem’ bit was getting old. It was probably a standard scripted response for all new workers. I wanted to get a baseline on my workers’ efficiency, I decided to let the new guy work a full day and then analyze his productivity. 
 
    The next worker to summon was a much easier decision. I’d already decided to give Zuban another Builder. Although he’d only be able to put him to work after he got his Apprentice Constructor rank, hopefully by the end of the day, I could still train the worker up a bit to be more useful. 
 
    The Breeder’s Den once again complied with my order, consuming the 30 pieces of food and spitting out a freshly minted goblin. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker  
  Level 1 (0%);  
  HP: 14 
  P:2, M:0, S:-1  
  Skills: Haul 1, Builder 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My clan now had 18 members. At this rate I’d have my empire in no time. 
 
    I fumbled a bit more with the Settlement Interface, trying to postpone the inevitable. 
 
    I began exploring the user interface methodically, menu by menu, investigating more deeply.  
 
    I learned that the -10% of general efficiency was only partially related to morale. The lack of housing reduced morale, which had a negative impact on the overall efficiency, but it was not the only modifier. Seemed like using improvised tools and makeshift devices reduced efficiency as well. A Cook needed a kitchen, a miner required a mining hut and a fisherman needed a decent fishing rod! Just more things I would have to build around here in order to increase efficiency. 
 
    There wasn’t as much to the interface as I’d expected, it had very few customization options and little information available. I frowned.  
 
    “Vic, didn’t you say that there was a lot of information to translate for the Settlement interface?” I asked. 
 
    <Sure did boss> 
 
    “Where is it all?” 
 
    <You still haven't unlocked it, dude. I received access to all the data in one huge chunk, but you still have to fulfill some prerequisites to be able to view it> 
 
    “Now you’re telling me? I could have planned accordingly if I had known.” 
 
    <But you’re already doing it boss> Vic added in surprise <You’re progressing the settlement’s development as efficiently as possible. Don’t worry, you’ll gain access to everything soon enough> 
 
    I had to take his word for it.  
 
    Damn, with that done, I couldn’t procrastinate anymore. There was no helping it. I got up, took the axe and went toward the woodcutter’s place to settle some differences I had with a few trees. 
 
    I was soon hacking away at a tree. Woody was working right alongside me; the busy little beaver had also turned all the cut logs into a stack of timber while I was away on my hobgoblin sightseeing tour. 
 
    We felled one tree after another while my mind wandered, letting my body handle the endless repetitions of axe-swings.  
 
    It was past midday, and I was in a fugue state, mechanically cutting down the 10th tree of the day. I barely noticed the latest pop-up, informing me Mana Infusion had advanced to level 13... Suddenly: 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Building added to your settlement: Chief’s House
Existing Chief’s Hut controls overridden 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Zuban has gained a new Construction rank: Apprentice 
New buildings are available for construction 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  +500 reputation with GreenPiece Clan. 
   Current rank: Friendly. Points to next rank: 2350 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Finally! 
 
    Throwing the axe at the tree, so that the edge sank all the way into the wood, I turned and ran toward the construction site. Doubly glad because I was escaping lumberjack duty for now. 
 
    I arrived at the site and gazed happily at my new home.  
 
    It was a sturdy log cabin design, with a proper wooden door, framed and reinforced with Metal Back Armadillo carapaces. It would take an ogre to break through, at the very least. A Cougar skull adorned the top of the door frame.  
 
    The cougar Vrick and Bek bagged on their hunt several days ago, I realized. 
 
    Zuban stood near the door, grinning at me expectantly.  
 
    “It is finished, Esteemed Totem!” He announced. Then he opened the door and beckoned me. 
 
    The cabin was a two-room dwelling, divided by an interior wooden partition and though not large, about 20 square meters, for a goblin it was more than adequate. The floor was wood covered with animal pelts adding an outlandish element to the place. There were pelts stretched across the walls as decorations along with a pair of crossed daggers and other trophies. Some shaped metal armadillo carapaces were hammered into one wall as shelves. The partition hid a small sleeping alcove, with my sleeping roll to serve as bedding. 
 
    “I wish I could have added a proper bed,” Zuban hurriedly explained in an apologetic tone, “Unfortunately, we need a proper Carpenter for that, there’s only so much my builders can accomplish.” 
 
    “That’s quite alright, Zuban” I replied, “You did a top-notch job. Everything looks great!” 
 
    His face brightened at the compliment, “That’s not all, come see.” 
 
    He led me to the back corner of the alcove. There, as long as a goblin and standing waist high was a sturdy wooden chest.  
 
    “Your very own treasure chest” he declared proudly, “I even managed to adapt a simple trap to it” He opened the lid carefully, showing me a couple of daggers that extended forward from the chest.  
 
    “Just open the lid carefully,” He cautioned, “If an intruder tries to yank it open, he’ll get a nasty cut from those daggers. You can poison them for extra effect, if you find some poison, that is.” 
 
    “Anyway,” he continued, “I’m sorry we couldn’t furnish it a bit more. A proper Chief’s House requires certain items; a good chair for the chief to receive visitors, a table or two. Stuff Like that, but as I already mentioned, we’ll need a Carpenter to handle that sort of thing. Luckily, I had a proper skull; you saw it, didn’t you? The one hanging above the doorway. It represents that you are both a Totem and a leader. Aside from that…” He gave a loving look to the structure, stroking one of the walls, “It’s a really well-made building. A masterpiece if you will, even if I do say so myself...” He added modestly. 
 
    His tone of voice hinted he had something more to say; I looked into his satisfied eyes.  
 
    “So…” I slowly realized something, “You gained your Apprentice rank?” 
 
    “Yes!” he exclaimed. “I understand how to build things that were incomprehensible to me before. Blacksmith’s forge! Lumber Mill! Various Crafting constructions, and much more!” 
 
    “That’s great news.” I complimented him warmly, “Does that mean you’re ready for your next job?” I asked in a challenging tone. 
 
    “Of course! But I need to tell you something else. Although I gained the understanding for building Apprentice level buildings, I only know the schematics for a few of them. There are probably more I could build, provided I had the blueprints” 
 
    “Ok,” I replied. “I’ll keep that in mind. Now, take the rest of the day off, you and your workers. You’ve been working nonstop since we got here, you all deserve a bit of rest. Tomorrow we’ll start a new project.” 
 
    He grinned even more broadly, “I think I might just do that.”  
 
    He moved toward the door and was halfway through when he suddenly stopped, looked back at me, and in a suggestive, tone said, “You know, that sleeping alcove can easily accommodate three goblins...” He finished with a wink, and then was gone. 
 
    I was left standing with my mouth open at the implication. Three goblins could sleep here! That meant the overall morale would go up a little, and that also meant one less lodging we’d have to build. Great news! 
 
    I looked around my new house. The entire thing had a sort of rough-outback-barbarian vibe to it. I rather liked it. In my previous life as Arladen, I had a whole castle, bought and paid for, but having built this cabin through my own efforts, made me feel much more attached to it. It felt comfortable, a home. 
 
    Then it hit me. Zuban actually meant something else entirely with his sleeping arrangement remark. I facepalmed at my own naivety. 
 
    I stayed for a while longer in my new home. The space was quite roomy for me, at my goblin size at least.  
 
    I opened my inventory and dumped all the gold I’d been carrying into the wooden chest. It was useless in my current situation, there were no merchants, nothing to buy. Besides, the next time I die, I would lose a portion of the gold I carried as a penalty, so it was better to leave it here. 
 
    I needed some furniture. At the very least a chair and a table, perhaps some pictures and some soft fur rugs. Hmmm…. My sleeping furs were already spread on the ground in the small sleeping chamber, but I definitely needed a proper bed. To get one, I have to summon a goblin who’s good at wood-work, but I didn’t see any workers like that on the list, which meant it was one of the higher-end types of goblin, and that meant higher-quality food was needed, and lots of it. 
 
    Once we had a stable and efficient supply chain for simple food, I’d have to figure out how to do the same for higher quality food.  
 
    Let’s see how that works, I thought, accessing the Settlement Interface. 
 
    My jaw dropped. The interface had changed! It had a lot more details and options, stuff that hadn’t even been hinted at before. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Settlement Interface 
  
     
 
      
      	  Energy: 525 (52 / day) 
  Settlement level: 1 (war camp) 
  Bosses: 1 (Main: Esteemed Totem) 
  Efficiency: -10% (morale: -2%, crude tools: -5%, mediocre support buildings: -3%) 
  Population: 18 (14 goblins, 1 hobgoblin, 3 dire apes) 
  Food Upkeep: 15 
  Buildings: 5 (chief’s hut, chief’s house, cemetery, breeder’s den, rabbit warren)  
  Fortifications: 0 
  Food production: 17 (4 fisherman, 14 forage, 13 rabbit) 
  Resource production: 20 (8 copper, 12 logs) 
  Crafting production: 0 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So having a proper Chief’s House gave access to the more advanced options. There was also a level indicator for the settlement.  
 
    What is that energy thing? I wondered. I had never heard of energy being a settlement parameter before. There was also a boss tracking branch now, which only one boss listed of course, me. 
 
    My thoughts jumped to another, more important matter.  
 
    One of these new features must be the reason the house resisted the encroaching darkness in my vision! I thought with excitement. 
 
    I sat down, my back to the wall, and thoroughly studied the new options. 
 
    First, I clicked on Energy. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Energy Options 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Energy: 540 
  Daily Gain: 54 
  Individuals contributing: 18 (lvl 1: 8, lvl 2: 3, Lvl 4: 1, lvl 5: 6, lvl 6: 1) 
  Upgrade options 
  Allocate options 
  Resurrections 
  Special 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Hmm, it seemed the ‘energy’ was the sum of my clan-mates’ levels. Every day that sum, 54 as things were, was added to an Energy pool as Energy Points. The pool had probably been accumulating points since I built the first, decoy, Chief’s Hut. That would explain the over 500 Energy Points it had. 
 
    I eagerly clicked on Upgrade Options. That led to another screen where I saw a list of all my people, fully detailed with all their skills and abilities. Next to each parameter was a small ‘+’ icon. There was no extra data available, weird. 
 
    “Hi Vic, what are those plus sign in the interface?” 
 
    “No idea boss, you’ll have to try it first, then we’ll have some feedback from the system so we can figure out what it means.” 
 
    So, trial and error it is, I thought, and clicked one of the plus signs at random. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Tika. Skill increase: Bows 8, Cost: 18 energy Confirm? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My heart thumped. I could upgrade my goblins’ abilities using this system and some energy!  
 
    For now, I selected no. 
 
    Next, I clicked the ‘+’ sign next to Tika’s character level. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Tika. Level increase: 4, XP required: 102, Cost: 15 energy. Confirm? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s it? I had over 500 in reserve. 15 energy to level up Tika was a measly sum.  
 
    Well, I did want to give her something nice for leading us to the valley, so... Enjoy your new level Tika, I thought and clicked on ‘Yes’.  
 
    Nothing special happened, the individual energy calculation fields were updated by 1 point. 
 
    Curious, I clicked on level up again. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Tika. Level increase: 5, XP required: 900, Cost: 150 energy. Confirm? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I clicked ‘no’. That was an exponential growth in cost. Then again, Tika had almost reached level 4 herself, so it didn’t cost much to ‘push’ her over.  
 
    But despite the potential costs, I was excited. This was the perfect solution for my goblin army problem! A level 1 warrior was little more than fodder, but at level 2 the unit’s effectiveness doubled. Buying the second level would be relatively inexpensive in terms of Energy points. This was an amazing ability! 
 
    “I think I got the formula for the energy cost boss.” Vic said suddenly. “Would you like to hear it?” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “The skill buy is simple; the cost is calculated as a base of 10 energy plus the skill level you’re trying to raise. So from 1 to 2 will cost 12 energy, from 10 to 11 will cost 21. After 11, Apprentice rank levels might have a different formula, you’ll have to do another dry run to test it.” 
 
    “And levels?” 
 
    “That’s a bit different, you don’t actually buy the levels, you buy the experience points required to reach the next level.  
 
    “From what I gather, at level 1 you receive 10 XP per 1 energy, level 2 gets you 9 XP per 1 energy, at level 3 that’s 8 per energy, and so forth, until level 10, where you’ll have to pay 1:1 ratio for each XP point.  
 
    “So you might want to use this function as a tool to raise the first few levels of your followers, otherwise you will run out of energy points quickly.” 
 
    I thought about it. So, if for example I summoned a new Builder, and I wanted to raise his skill to level 11 to maximize his productivity...that meant buying skill levels 2 through 11, that will cost, 12 + 13 + 14… I wrinkled my brow trying to do the math, a total of 165 points! Not so cheap in those terms. 
 
    I realized it made a lot of sense. Everyone knew that if you leave mob towns and dwellings long enough, they slowly raise in numbers and levels. And I was now looking at the very reason for that. The larger the settlement is, the more energy per day they gain, and the more points that can be spent on leveling up their members. But the energy points lost their value quickly as the levels rose, since the cost grew exponentially. So while you could reasonably raise everyone to level 2-4, it would take 10 times more energy to buy everyone another level or two. Hmm, that also explained why Bosses were always the highest-level mobs. they invested the majority of the EP, energy points, in themselves and their lieutenants, making the leadership the toughest members. Quite an ingenious approach actually.  
 
     That will help make my army more dangerous, when I summon groups of warriors, I can instantly double their strength by raising them to level 2, for a relative pittance. 
 
    I decided not to use the excess energy right away, but continued browsing the new settlement options. I’d hate it if I saw something really cool, after spending all the energy on leveling up my goblins. 
 
    I looked at the Allocate Options, that one was more easily understood, now that I got the hang of the EP idea. Using Allocate I could assign a percentage of the daily gain to individuals. The current settings were all set to zero. The recommended setting was 50% to myself, 20% to Vrick, 20% to warriors, and 10% among all other goblins. I left everything at zero for now and continued browsing. 
 
    There was a Resurrections page!  
 
    Finally I’ll be able to figure out how the leader resurrection systems works! I clicked on it, but the list was empty. No VI controlled goblin had yet died, a testament to my efforts to preserve their lives. But I made a guess that some EP would be required to bring them back to life, probably a good chunk of EP too. which meant I should always keep some energy in reserve. I didn’t know how much EP would be required for a resurrection, so I decided I’d always keep a reserve of 200 EP. 
 
    I clicked on the next tab, titled Special, but it was empty.  
 
    I’ll probably find out what it is for later somehow. 
 
    All right! I rubbed my hands together, time to juice my goblins up with some Energy Points. 
 
    I had a pool of 525, so I could spend 325 right away, and keep the rest in reserve. 
 
    First, I checked my own options. I was only missing about 200 XP to next level and that meant 200 EP.  
 
    I decided not to use this system to increase my own levels. It just wasn’t the most efficient use of assets, more could be done, and with fewer points, for others. I could easily increase my levels via combat or solving quests.  
 
    Next, I checked my skills. 
 
    Hmm, Lucky Bastard 12, Analyze 5, Tracking 5, War Party Leader 2, Mana Infusion 13, Mana Manipulation 12, Drilling Arrow 7, Blood Wrath 11, Heal Followers 2, Mana Drain 3. 
 
    I’ve accumulated a pretty decent skill list so far, although most were only at Novice rank. I tested how much it would cost to level up Lucky Bastard to 13.... 36 EP. 
 
    “Yep, the formula is different for Apprentice rank,” Vic chimed in, “It’s ten plus double next skill level”. 
 
    I gave some thought to raising my own skills, but resisted the temptation for now. Like my character levels, I could raise skill levels easily on my own, much more so than my goblins could, so the energy will be better used on them.  
 
    I did treat myself however, to 2 level ups in Drilling Arrow. It was going too slowly for my taste and I felt a serious weakness in my ranged magical attack abilities. And it only cost 37 points, I could afford that.  
 
    Ah what the hell, I thought, and invested another 20 EP and raised it to level 10. 
 
    I had 273 more points to spend.  
 
    Let’s think about goblin levels now.  
 
    I reviewed everyone’s level progress, and since no one was as close to leveling up as Tika had been I let it go.  
 
    Next, skills. As always, I needed more food, the new Gatherer skill was at level 1, but there was little point in investing EP in it when he’d level it up himself in a few days, same thing for the new Builder. 
 
    I realized the EPs would be most efficient when invested in mid-level skills. At first skill levels rose very quickly from being used, but around level 7-8 progress slowed down to about 1 level per day. Of course, if I invested EPs in their skills, my goblins would only hit their skill cap sooner. The cap was set by how many Attribute points were invested in the Physical, Mental, or Social stats. It might be more efficient to summon a horde of level 1 workers and let them reach their cap, around skill level 10, on their own. Damn, I grabbed my head with frustration at all these complicated considerations.  
 
    But then the food upkeep would be higher than our production rate. I wouldn’t be able to save enough food to summon more goblins. There were more parameters to consider aside from Energy costs. 
 
    Also, their character levels affected the daily energy gain, so a hoard of level ones wouldn’t cut it. It was better to summon half the number of goblins and immediately raise their character’s level up once, effectively doubling their daily energy contribution, and also increasing the cap potential, and then let them work and reach the skill cap on their own. 
 
    There! It’s decided! I thought with relief.  
 
    That would offer the most gain in the long term, which suited me just fine as I was stuck here for the long term. 
 
    With a bit of searching I got the interface to display the data I needed. There were six level 1 goblin workers. It cost 50 EP to raise each worker to the 2nd level. 300 in total. That left me with 173 energy in reserve. Lower than the 200 goal I set for myself, but I was reasonably sure I wouldn’t need to resurrect anyone for a while. I hoped. 
 
    I checked my daily EP gain, it had changed from 54 to 61 per day. 
 
    That’s enough Energy allocation for one day, I decided, and continued browsing the Settlement Interface. 
 
    I clicked on the Settlement Level option. I was thrilled, I’d finally found the detailed requirements for level two: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Level 2 (Hamlet)  
  Requirements: 2 Apprentice level buildings, 50 members 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Hmm. Well, we were on our way to fulfilling those requirements anyway, so, as long as we survived the next several days, it shouldn’t be too difficult. At least there wasn’t some crazy condition like building a resource-guzzling monument to some useless deity. 
 
    Last one, holding my breath, I clicked on the Bosses option. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Promote a new Boss [1/2]: 1000 Energy 
  Boss Leader upgrade: Settlement level 2, 5000 energy. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Damn, they didn’t want much did they. 5000 energy for next boss level? That’s outrageous, at the current rate it would take roughly three months to accumulate that much energy. That’s if I didn’t spend any of it.  
 
    Damn, that’s a serious setback!  
 
    Or maybe… Could there be another way to gather energy, in addition to the daily clan allotment?
I took a steadying breath. It didn’t matter, I would simply have to stick to my long-term strategy. For now, I would use whatever energy, and any other resources I had at my disposal, to develop my clan as much as possible. Eventually it will yield a much higher daily EP. 
 
    The Promote option was interesting. If I understood it correctly, at my current settlement level, I could have another Boss NPC, other than myself. And I could select any of my followers for promotion. 
 
    “Yep, pretty much,” Vic replied to my unspoken thoughts. 
 
    Well, that was it for now. Hours had passed while I sat there, searching the Interface, and it was already late into the night. I got up, leaving my new home, and went over to the campfire to have dinner with the rest of my clan. 
 
    I sat among my people and casually chatted them up, getting today’s progress report.  
 
    The day’s food income stood at 13 rabbits, 3 fish, 15 pieces of meat from hunting, and a handful of edible fruits and vegetables the new gatherer brought in. The gatherer also collected two handfuls of something called ‘ingredients - simple’, it looked like a mash of herbs and roots, but it wasn't marked as something that could be eaten as it was. 
 
    The increase in population also upped our daily food upkeep, Tika was barely able to keep up with the demand now on her own.  
 
    I tried not to be disappointed with the amount of food the gatherer brought in. I knew it would take time to develop the skill level. 
 
    I decided to take a look at the Gatherer skill description. I accessed the worker information and clicked on the skill description. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Gatherer(S) 
  Live off the land. Find and collect roots, vegetables, fruits, mushrooms, and other edible flora. Possible types of gathered material: Edible, Ingredients.  
  Alternatively can be used to efficiently harvest a field. 
  The Valley: can accommodate 7 gatherers. And has a max daily yield of 27 units per gatherer. 45% edible, 55% ingredients. It is possible to focus on one type only which increases the potential by half. (67% edible or 82% ingredients). 
  Level 2: Novice 
  Effect I: gather up to 16% of available resource (default setting: 45% edible, 55% ingredients).  
  Effect II: harvest: 120 units. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was one complexly worded skill. The harvest option was clear enough, but I didn’t have any fields or the farmers to grow them. But what about the rest of the skill? 
 
    “Guba,” I called out to the goblin cook who was busily re-filing plates, “can I talk to you for a moment, please.” 
 
    She approached me, wiping her hands on her apron, then picked her nose.  
 
    “Eh. What do ye want, youngling?” she asked bluntly, her embedded finger making rolling motions. 
 
    For some reason she was being ruder than normal. I decided to sidestep that issue. Knowing Guba, she’d bring up her grievances soon enough.  
 
    “Any idea what these are for?” I asked and showed her the lump of ingredients. 
 
    She glanced at the mess “It be some cooking ingredients, you use them for cooking.” 
 
    “What exactly are they used for?” I insisted. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Complex food requires more ingredients than simple roasted raw meat. Them ingredients can be used in a variety of dishes, you be needing to know the recipe and be having a good ‘naf cook to make it.” Seeing my bewilderment, she relented and in a slow, deliberate voice said “You can be making advanced food with ‘em. Fer yer precious breeders”. 
 
    I brightened up at that.  
 
    “Guba, any chance you can…” 
 
    “NO!” she interrupted me. “I been telling you countless times. I. Am. Not. A. Cook!!! Even if I do sometimes be getting lucky with a piece of fillet. I be having no proficiency with the stuff, I’d burn half the ingredients to make anything edible out of it.” 
 
    “Guba, I fully intend to request a new Cook to replace you from the Breeders, but they require 20 units of advanced food, and currently, we only have the two pieces you were lucky enough to make. You see my problem?” 
 
    She stared at me for a long moment. Then with a grunt she continued in a friendlier tone, “So if I would be giving you 20 advanced food, I’ll be rid o’ this Corgoram’s awful task?” 
 
    “Yes!” I banged my staff on the ground for emphasis. 
 
    “You got yerself a deal youngling!” she said. “Just don’t be blaming me If I burn half the meat and ingredients! 
 
    “It’s a deal. I’ll get some more gatherers, to bring you more ingredients.”. 
 
    “Hmph” was her only reply. 
 
    I had a total of 18 spare units of food. Not enough to summon a new goblin at the moment. I also had to decide what Zuban’s next project would be.  
 
    I brought up the settlement interface and selected the Buildings menu. The list of buildings had expanded with new building options, including Apprentice level buildings: 
 
    
    
      
      	  ●       Tanning house, small: work pelts and skins into leather crafting components. Can produce leather items.
Requirements: 20 wood, 20 stone, Constructor: Apprentice, one worker, BP: 200, 
  ●       Smithy, small: Smelt ore into blanks, produce tools.
Requirements: 20 wood, 20 stone, 5 metal, Constructor: Apprentice, one worker, BP: 250 
  ●       Workshop, medium: An open workable location with general purpose facilities to enable basic level crafting. Enable crafting for Novice rank. (higher ranks require a dedicated building)
Requirements: 40 wood, 10 metal, 20 stone, Constructor: Apprentice, BP: 300 
  ●       Lumber Mill, medium: process a raw log into 4 pieces of construction worthy wood.
Requirements: 40 wood, 20 stone, 10 metal, Constructor: Apprentice, one worker, BP: 300 
  ●       Armory, medium: Dedicated workshop for crafting various armors.
Requirements: 10 wood, 10 metal, 50 stone, Constructor: Apprentice, one worker, BP: 360 
  ●       Weaponry, medium: Dedicated workshop for crafting various weapons.
Requirements: 10 wood, 10 metal, 50 stone, Constructor: Apprentice, one worker, BP: 360 
  ●       Chemist Lab, medium: Allow production of various chemical based items.
Requirements: 10 wood, 50 stone, 10 glass, Constructor: Apprentice, one worker, BP: 400 
  ●       Glass house, small: produces glass, and glass related items.
Requirements: 10 wood, 30 stone, 5 metal, Constructor: Apprentice, one worker, BP: 250 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Interesting, I thought as I browsed the details of the building. All the Apprentice ranked buildings required stone.  
 
    Damn. 
 
    I should have planned for that, and started stockpiling stone. 
 
    “Hi Zuban,” I called out to my chief constructor. 
 
    “Esteemed Totem? I trust that everything is fine with your new Chief’s House?” 
 
    “Yes it's great Zuban. I wanted to talk about our next construction project. I see that all Apprentice level buildings require stone, and most also require metal. But we’re a bit lacking in those resources.” 
 
    “If I may suggest something, Esteemed Totem?” 
 
    “Go on” 
 
    “First, we should build a stone Quarry, it's a simple building that will speed up the production of stone we need for construction. Then our next project should be the smithy.” 
 
    That was unexpected. I was leaning toward the Workshop myself, it seemed like the perfect solution for our crafting problem, it would have enabled us to produce some weapons and armor and other required items, even though they’d only be low-level items, that would still be much better than what we’ve got now, which was a big nothing. 
 
    Zuban waited a moment before continuing, “The thing is, we can construct any of the buildings, but then they would just stand there, unusable because we don’t have proper tools for the workers. For example, the Lumber Mill requires a large circular saw blade, where are we going to get that? My builder would also soon require advanced building implements. A smithy is the solution for all our tool problems.” 
 
    I hadn’t considered that. Then I remembered how ill prepared I was to supply Cobie with a fishing Rod. And I still hadn’t been able to get him decent gear.  
 
    Now that I thought about it, I was lucky that Breeder and the Gatherer workers only needed knives, which we had brought with us to the valley. 
 
     Zuban was right. Damn I was lucky to have him. But something still bothered me… 
 
    “It says that the Smithy requires 5 metal and we don’t have those. What can we do?” 
 
    To my surprise, Zuban grinned, “Two days ago, I’d be stumped to answer that, but now new thoughts and ideas come to me all the time. It's actually quite simple. The metal is for the anvil and some basic smithing equipment; tongs, hammers, and such. But we can construct the building itself, and most importantly the forge. Even without proper tools, a Blacksmith will be able to smelt ore into workable metal blanks, then we would have metal to complete the building. Simple, right?” 
 
    “Zuban, you’re a genius! That’s exactly what we’ll do! Tomorrow the quarry, and then the Smithy!” 
 
    “Good! We’ll start at first light, now that I have three Builders to use, it shouldn’t take us more than three days to finish the Quarry. You just make sure to get a goblin or two that are Stonemasons.” 
 
    “Will do. Stonemasons are next on the list for the Breeder’s Hut.” 
 
    Everything seemed to be taken care of for tonight, So I left the campfire and went back to my new house. 
 
    I snuggled into my furs, and relaxed comfortably.  
 
    Though it seemed insignificant, the difference between sleeping outdoors and sleeping inside a stout dwelling was significant. It felt more...secure and relaxing. I understood how the lack of proper housing was causing morale penalties. 
 
    I closed my eyes, and slept peacefully. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up late the next morning. The sounds of construction and activity penetrated the walls of my house faintly. I stood up, stretched laboriously and went outside. 
 
    I had three more days before the attack I foresaw in my vision happened. I planned to spend the rest of the day preparing and tomorrow exploring the cave. 
 
    Everyone was already off for their daily routines. All except Vrick, Bek and the two warriors, who stared aimlessly at the cooking fire while Guba attempted to use the new ingredient in a weird cooking experiment. 
 
    She was steaming ingredients in a kettle, using a piece of meat as a lid, I tore my eyes away from that weirdness, and turned to the others. 
 
    “Tomorrow we are going to scout the cave together,” I informed them, garnering an enthusiastic expression from Vrick that contrasted with Bek’s horrified look.  
 
    “So today, we’ll train and practice some group fighting tactics, follow me.” 
 
    I led them toward the open area the warriors usually trained in, and took out the steel buckler I’d looted from the hobgoblins, handing it to Vrick. 
 
    He held it awkwardly and stared at me in bewilderment.  
 
    “What am I supposed to do with this chunk of metal?” 
 
    “You protect yourself with it.” I explained, “Here, strap it to your hand,” I showed him how to bind the shield to his arm. The hobgoblin I took it from, used the buckler as light extra protection that didn’t overly hinder him. For a goblin, it resembled a full-sized shield. Once Vrick knew how to hold it, even if awkwardly, he looked much more impressive. 
 
    “I can barely move with this thing,” He complained, “How am I supposed to use it?” 
 
    “That’s easy,” I replied, “First put your spear away.” 
 
    He shrugged and threw away the spear. 
 
    “Now,” I continued, “Simply concentrate on using the shield.” 
 
    He shrugged again and held the shield with both hands, in an awkward position. I choose not to correct him.  
 
    Understanding will come soon enough, and said, “Good, now all you need to do, is defend yourself with the shield.” 
 
    He seemed baffled again, “Protect? From what?” 
 
    “Them,” I pointed at the two warriors, then turned to them, pointed at Vrick and commanded, “Attack!” 
 
    The two, their faces expressionless, leveled their spears at Vrick, and moved in to attack him.  
 
    Vrick swore in surprise, jumped back and tried to swipe away the spears with the shield, while still holding it in both hands. He managed to parry one spear, but the other struck his chest. Luckily his new plate vest proved to be good protection, and all he got was a small scratch. 
 
    “Again!” I commanded, and the warriors resumed their attack. Again and again they stabbed their spears at Vrick, he managed to swipe away a few of the attacks, but got stabbed more often than not, though his armor prevented any serious damage. He swore profusely and kept trying to evade, dodge and parry awkwardly. 
 
    “Bek, monitor his health, make sure to heal him whenever he’s below 70%” Bek nodded. Luckily, the mechanics of game were automatically translated for NPCs into terms they understood, so it was not a question of being intelligent enough to understand how to calculate 70%. 
 
    They kept at it for many more minutes, Vrick kept swearing, jumping and bleeding, while Bek occasionally darted into the melee to heal him. 
 
    Vrick kept looking more and more furious, as he sustained more and more minor wounds. Finally, he roared in anger, removed his unbound hand from the shield and wielding it properly with one arm. He easily swept both spear thrusts to the side with it, then jump in and backhanded his warriors, tripping them to the ground. 
 
    I checked his character information and saw that he gained a new skill: ‘Shield: 1’ 
 
    “Well done Vrick!” I applauded him. 
 
    Vrick turned to me and with eyes full of fury started closing the distance between us. His whole demeanor screamed murder, and I actually took a step back in alarm. I didn’t think he’d attack me, as I didn’t get any prompt that I had lost reputation with him, but still, the visage of the small, shield wielding furious goblin was daunting. 
 
    He reached me with one hand, grabbed the front of my shirt with his fist, and easily lifted me up to my toes, bringing our faces close together.  
 
    “Don’t. Ever. Do. That. Again” he hissed. 
 
    Now that I stood close to him, I could see he was bleeding from dozens of shallow wounds. I flinched, Ouch, that’s gotta hurt, I guess I can’t blame him for being cross with me. Time for some flattery. I thought. 
 
    “Sorry Vrick, I might have overdone it a bit,” I apologize. “But look at you! You learned how to use a shield! You can now stand up to tougher enemies! Also, that excellent armor you made proved itself, the warriors barely managed to injure you thanks to it.” 
 
    He seemed to consider my words for a moment, then let go of my shirt. “I guess you’re right” he said sullenly, then grimaced with the pain of his lingering wounds. “But next time, give me a warning first!”
“Sure Vrick,” I agreed hastily. “Promise.” 
 
    I looked him over, “Now, think you are ready to grab a spear along with that shield and fight back?” 
 
    “Damn right I am!” he roared and went to pick up his spear. 
 
    I let Vrick battle the two warriors, while carefully monitoring their health to make sure they weren’t injured too severely with Bek being unable to compensate. 
 
    Vrick’s fighting technique was impressive. He was vastly superior with his spear than the warriors. He used his Apprentice rank ability several times to much effect, while he kept most of their counter attacks back with his shield hand. Bek continued darting in and out occasionally to heal the injuries, he was doing a fine job. Not once did I have to intervene. 
 
    Suddenly Bek froze in place and seemed startled. “Bek?” I asked in concern, “Anything wrong?” 
 
    He didn’t answer back but instead, raised his hand performing the simple gestures he normally made when healing someone, only he wasn’t within a touch range from anyone, but it still worked! Suddenly one of the warriors Vrick had just injured glowed with the familiar signature of golden-green light as his wounds healed. Bek had healed him from almost 3 meters away!
I quickly checked Bek’s stats, and saw that he just leveled his Heal skill and gained the Apprentice rank, which allowed him to heal from afar, keeping him safely away from the fight. Right on time! 
 
    In the meantime, Vrick continued molesting his warriors, although he was only 1 level higher than them, his equipment and higher skill levels made a significant difference. 
 
    I monitored his stats continually. Once he had reached Shield skill level 5, the progress seemed to halt almost completely. That was it. He exhausted the training potential of facing the two warriors. From now on, he’ll have to level up his skills against real enemies.  
 
    It was about time I stopped standing at the front lines, taking the brunt of the attack. I opened Vrick’s Shield skill description. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Shields (P) 
  You are proficient with using shields in combat. You add the shield armor value to your total, and can use it to block incoming damage. 
  Blocked damage base dependent on the shield used and is modified by the skill level. 
  Level: 5 - Novice 
  Effect: Increase shield block efficiency by 5% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I checked the shield stats next. It had a base block value of 50% of the damage, modified to 52% by Vrick’s skill, not bad at all for a 6th level goblin. 
 
    Yep, I now had a tank. 
 
    I let everyone rest-up for a while, before we continued our training. 
 
    In the meantime, I opened up the Energy Options Interface. I now had 232 available EP. I pondered my own skills for a few moment and then decided that tomorrow’s will require all the edge I can muster. I clicked the ‘+’ icon. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill increase: Drilling Arrow 11, Cost: 32 energy. Confirm? yes/no 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    32 energy would put me back exactly at 200, my original reserve goal. I decided to take it as a good omen, and clicked on ‘yes’. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Drilling Arrow Skill level increased to 11 
  New Rank: Apprentice: You can now launch two arrows by expending 2 extra MP. Every 10 skill levels (21,31,etc) will add an additional arrow at additional 2 MP cost. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Excellent. It was just the upgrade I needed to give me some extra fighting power for our cave scouting expedition tomorrow. 
 
    “All right, you’ve rested enough,” I told the group. “Time to practice some formations.” 
 
    I kept them at it for hours. I made them practice the same moves over and over again, until it seemed that even the dimwitted warriors got the hang of it. 
 
    When we finished, it was dark again and I concluded that we had achieved all that we could for today. 
 
    We joined the rest of the clan at dinner around the campsite. 
 
    I checked the daily progress report. Rabbit yield had increased to 15, Fish to 4, Tika’s hunt produced another 15 raw meat - just covering the upkeep. The new Gatherer raised their skill nicely to level 5, bringing in 3 units of food and 3 cooking ingredients. So, after daily upkeep, and Guba keeping true to her word for burning a piece of food, we now had a stock of 38 spare units of food. Things were looking up again! I could summon a new goblin. 
 
    I badgered the reluctant Guba again into sending 30 units of simple food to the Breeder, then I summoned a new Stonemason worker. What a nice surprise, another female! 
 
    Per my now established custom, I greeted her into the clan, and analyzed her: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker, Female.  
  Level: 1 (0%) 
  HP: 14 
  P:2, M:0, S:-1 
  Skills: Haul 1, Stonemason 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, no sense in waiting to raise her level, I surmised. Better the extra level be put to good use gaining me more daily energy, even if that would put me below my 200 reserve goal. Besides, it was mere hours away from midnight, when my daily energy allowance would raise me back to 200. 
 
    I paid the required 50 EP and raised the new worker to level 2. 
 
    “Do you need anything for your work?” I asked her. 
 
    “Pick, ‘Steamed Totem,” she promptly replied. 
 
    “Damn!” I swore audibly, both for hearing my badly pronounced title again and for the fact that we didn’t have an extra pick at camp. Well, stone was the most important resource at the moment, so I made the Miner worker give her his own pick and sent him to help Zuban in construction instead. Even if he only contributes 1 BP, it’s still better than nothing. 
 
    That seemed to be everything, I got up, bade everyone good night, and went to my house. 
 
    I lay on my sleeping fur for a long while, staring at the ceiling. Tomorrow, we’ll be courting danger. 
 
    Tomorrow, we’ll finally find out what’s inside that cave. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 16 - The Cave 
 
    Despite the looming danger, I awoke the next day just as any other normal day. 
 
    I checked the energy reserve and sure enough, it got its daily allowance at midnight and was currently at 209 EP. 
 
    Now that my course had been decided, I was eager to get on with it. 
 
    I exited my house. Vrick, Bek and the warriors were already waiting for me outside, as I had instructed them last night. 
 
    It looked like Vrick had put some work into his new armor during the night, as most of the holes and the damage it had sustained during training seemed to have vanished. He proudly wielded the steel shield, strapped to his right arm, while holding a spear in his left. I checked his status screen. 30 armor, not bad for his level. High armor rating was important for him since as our group’s tank his job was to draw most of the aggro onto himself. Bek and the warriors looked just like they always did, just normal, simple goblins, though the levels they had gained gave them an edge over the common variety goblins. 
 
    I looked them over, “Everyone ready?” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “Then let’s go.” I quickly opened up a menu and created a War Party with everyone. 
 
    I led the way toward the cave opening, just a few dozen meters from my house. 
 
    As we approached, we could see more clearly the cave’s mouth, but the inside of the cave was still too dark to see. As we approached, I once again felt the vibe of bad premonition emanating from the cave, but this time, I discarded that feeling and daringly, proceeded toward it. 
 
    We finally reached the cave entrance. The opening was large, about 5 meters across and 3 meters high. Had there been any Ogres nearby, they would’ve found the cave well suited for their size. 
 
    The interior was dark. The sunny day behind us neutralized our low-light vision, so we still had no idea what was awaiting us inside. 
 
    “Alright, into formation, just like we practiced,” I ordered. 
 
    Vrick took a step forward, and raised his shield to cover the front of his body, while the two warriors moved to either side of him and a step behind, making a sort of V formation. Bek moved to stand a few steps behind Vrick, and lastly, I moved behind Bek, covering our backs. Essentially, we created a simple arrowhead formation, one of the most common ones when moving with a party of 5. 
 
    Slowly and carefully, we made our way in. 
 
    As we walked a few paces inside the cave, our vision slowly started to shift into its low light configuration, and the interior of the cave became visible. 
 
    We were standing in a medium sized chamber, about 20 meters in diameter. The floor was rough and uneven, same as the walls and the ceiling, which was about 5 meters above our heads. Everything about this place indicated it was a naturally occurring cave and not some man-made structure. 
 
    Directly in front of us was a huge, perfectly circular tunnel, its top reaching the height of the cave’s ceiling. On either side of the main tunnel were two additional smaller tunnels that seemed much more naturally-occurring. 
 
    In my experience as a player, that huge, well-shaped tunnel, was probably the result of some gigantic earth burrowing monster. Some sort of a giant worm, maybe a Rocksnail or an Earthshark, either possibility was not good, as any monster capable of creating such a huge passage was bound to gobble us up without even noticing our efforts to attack it. But something didn’t sit well with me. Such monsters were generally mindless and incapable of premeditated attack, so it was unreasonable for me to have a vision about it attacking our settlement. No, something else was going on in here. 
 
    I immediately decided not to follow the main tunnel, but to scout one of the smaller ones first. 
 
    “Over there,” I whispered pointing toward the left tunnel. We slowly progressed, keeping our formation intact, ready for anything. 
 
    The tunnel was narrow, barely wide enough for two humans to walk side by side, but luckily, it was wide enough for goblin sized creatures and we managed to maintain our formation in the tight space. 
 
    The tunnel was much darker than the first chamber, but some glowing lichen on the walls gave off just barely enough light for us to be able to see using our low-light vision. 
 
    As we progressed, we spotted an opening to the left side of the tunnel, it was another chamber. 
 
    We slowly approached the opening, then stopped and peeked inside. It was a huge dimly lit chamber, overgrown with mushrooms. There were mushrooms everywhere along the ground, the walls, even coating the stalactite hanging down from the ceiling. They were in all shapes and sizes, wide ones with short leg, narrow ones with long legs. Mushrooms that were smaller than my finger and some as tall as an Ogre. In short, it was a spectacular sight. 
 
    Not seeing any enemies, we progressed further into the chamber. Are those edible? I wondered to myself. Such a find could greatly increase our food resources and speed up my settlement development. I bent down and picked two different small mushrooms. 
 
     <Cave Dew mushroom, missing skill to identify> 
 
     <Roundhound mushroom, missing skill to identify> 
 
    I guessed that Analyze which was meant for creatures and items just wasn’t suitable for plants, that required another skill, Herbalism I believed. I’ll have to ask Guba about those, I thought to myself and put them in my inventory. 
 
    Suddenly, something jumped at me!  
 
    In an instant my vision went completely dark, I couldn’t see anything, and I could barely breathe. It felt as if a blanket was thrown over my body and then tightened around it, holding me immobilized. I struggled, trying to break out, but I failed. I heard my goblins shout in alarm, it sounded like they were crying ‘attack!’ and then a piercing pain shot through my body 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin warrior spear hit you. You take 7 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    . 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin warrior spear hit you. You take 8 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Vrick’s spear hit you. You take 12 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Bek hit you with Drilling Arrow. You take 11 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I felt rage building inside of me. How dare they betray me! I fumed. my pain and anger fueling my special boss ability. I activated Blood Wrath. A burst of pushing force erupted out of my body in a large radius, blasting away anyone who stood nearby. 
 
    The force had blown away the blanket that was wrapped around me, throwing it away to land on the ground a few meters away. 
 
    I stood there raging, looking around. All my treacherous goblins were sprawled around me on the ground, groaning and nursing their limbs that just got smashed into the earth by the power of the blast. 
 
    I looked at Vrick. He was the only one who managed to gain some sort of footing and was half sitting on one bended knee, clutching his spear for support as if it was a walking cane. Did the harsh training method I put him through yesterday provoked him enough to betray me? I thought in anger, or was he never truly loyal and just now found the opportunity to attack? And I groomed him, invested in his development! I taught him my skills and combat tactics, I even awarded him with a shield! Whatever the reason is, it was going to be their last mistake. I thought coldly. I activated my Mana Shield and started to channel an empowered Drilling Arrow, pouring more and more mana into it. 
 
    Suddenly, the blanket that just a moment ago was thrown around my body, moved! It was not a blanket after all, but some sort of monster!  
 
    The blanket thing reshaped itself, slender long bones and tendons become visible as it moved, shaping it as a sort of freakishly mutated octopus. From the middle of the blanket area sprouted 6 long limb-like bones, each ending with a vicious looking talon that it used to move around. More than anything else, it looked like a moving black tent, from hell. 
 
    I immediately realized my mistake. I wasn’t betrayed after all! That thing probably jumped me, and my goblins simply tried to attack it. But seeing as it was so thin, all their attack simply pierced through its body and hit me as well. And I thought they betrayed me. I was inches away from killing them! 
 
    My fury blazed hotter at the realization, I targeted the octopus thing with my now fully charged Drilling Arrow and launched it at him. 
 
    Two brightly lit arrows immediately materialized and launched at it, their rotating drilling points tearing through the monster’s body easily, rending him apart. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Drilling Arrows hit Shadow-Touched Cave Hugger for 50 damage, [(12+13)X2] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Combined with the damage it had previously sustained, the arrows did enough damage to kill it. I looked back to my party, they were all banged up from the force I unleashed. Though I felt sorry for that now, it was the only option available I had, other than to let them keep stabbing both me and the Hugger, hoping it’ll die first. 
 
    I cast Heal Followers twice, which was enough to bring everyone back to full health.  
 
    “Everyone alright?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes Esteemed Totem,” Bek replied quickly, “Just little hittings.” 
 
    “I am sorry for injuring you,” added Vrick, “We were surprised and didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “That’s alright Vrick,” I replied in a reassuring voice, “You did the right thing. Your attacks were actually what enabled me to throw that thing off of me.” Had I only used Mana Shield before venturing into the cave that wouldn’t have happened, but I tried to conserve my mana, and to act more as the ranged support of our party instead of its shield. Actually, it was probably very lucky that things happened the way they did. Had I had the Mana shield active, that monster might have targeted one of the others, in which case, he would have probably died. I was the only one strong enough to reasonably survive such an attack. Hehe, Lucky Bastard proved itself again, I mused. 
 
    Also, it looked like I had made the right decision to invest the settlement energy into my Drilling Arrow. The new ability to fire two arrows at once, albeit at a slight increase to cost, was well worth it. The charged-up arrow I used cost only 16 MP, but its destructive power was substantial. At skill level 31 it’ll grow to 3 arrows, increasing its deadliness even further. 
 
    Bek cast his Heal spell, curing me of the rest of the damage. In the meantime, I analyzed the monster’s body. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Touched Cave Hugger. Dead 
  Level: 8 
  Resistance: mental 100% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So, this thing was an infected variation of its race. Whatever this ‘Shadow touched’ title meant. Good thing I didn't try to dominate it, seeing as it had immunity to mental attacks. Shame though I didn’t analyze it while it was still alive, I was curious to see its full HP stat. 
 
    The monster body was almost completely black, it didn’t have any discernible head or mouth, just the blanket-like body, strewn across a thin bone structure. I checked it for loot just in case. 
 
    I was surprised to actually find several items. 6 X thin hugger bones [Crafting, arrows], hugger leather, gallbladder. 
 
    That’s right! I thought with a sudden realization. I had a quest to get cave dweller gallbladder back to Guba, so she can prepare more perma-potions for me. I took all the items and put them in my inventory. 
 
    Vrick was scanning the ceiling with his eyes. “What are you doing?” I asked him. 
 
    “That thing jumped at you from up there,” He pointed up. “I’m trying to see if there are any more of those creatures, but they are so dark I probably won’t spot it even if I was looking straight at it!” 
 
    He was right, it should've also occurred to me. There was every chance in the world that thing wasn’t the only one of its kind. They had probably situated themselves at specific points in the ceiling and waited for unsuspecting prey to walk below them. I scanned the ceiling as well, but as Vrick said, it was too dark to see anything. Those things had a near-perfect camouflage. 
 
    But I had another idea. “Everyone, back to formation at this very spot don’t spread around,” They quickly complied. “Good. now, strap on, we’re going fishing,” I grinned seeing their incomprehension. “Just stand there, I’ll see if there are any more of them and draw them to you, then you can attack it with your spears.” 
 
    My Mana Shield was still active, so I slowly started to walk deeper into the chamber, away from the others. After I walked another 6 or 7 meters, another dark mass dropped on me from the ceiling. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Touched Cave Hugger hit Mana Shield for 22 damage. 19 mana drain 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    This time, the monster encountered my shield which repelled its attack and it slid away toward the ground as its blanket-like body couldn’t hold onto the shield. Unable to physically reach me, the thing quickly assumed its octopus-tent shape and started gaining on me quickly, using his spidery bone-like legs. I was in no real danger, and could’ve dispatched it easily. But I wanted to make the party practice group combat, so instead of attacking, I withdrew from the Hugger and went back to my group. Vrick moved to the side, allowing me to pass back to my place and then closed the gap while presenting his shield toward the approaching monster. 
 
    The Hugger was still aggroing me. It tried using its size to walk over the spearhead goblins, but Vrick quickly dissuaded him from that notion, performing a spear Lunge, he skewered the Hugger from end to end, drawing all the aggro onto himself. 
 
    The hugger attacked back, clawing at him with two of his legs, but Vrick managed to absorb both on his shield and only sustained minor injuries as his armor resisted the brunt of the damage. The hugger was an intimidating monster if it caught you unaware, but in a face to face melee, we had the advantage. Even without my help, the lower level goblins could handle this monster on their own, so I let them do just that. 
 
    The warriors kept stabbing at the creature, slowly shredding it to pieces, while Bek switched between healing Vrick, to casting Drilling Arrow on the hugger and then to Drain its mana to refuel. 
 
    That was actually not a bad idea. I didn’t want to attack the creature so my warriors could train their combat skill as much as possible, but I could've still drained him. 
 
    I cast drain on the Hugger, getting 18MP, and then I analyzed it. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Touched Cave Hugger 
  Level: 7 
  HP: 46/58 
  Resistance: mental 100% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I let them continue the fight. It took them nearly two more minutes until one of the warriors finally landed a killing blow on the creature. I quickly looted that one as well, taking his bones and leather, sadly no gallbladder this time. 
 
    We repeated this tactic again and again. I managed to lure in 3 more huggers and we quickly dispatched them in the same fashion. I added all the bones and leathers to my inventory, as well as one more gallbladder. 
 
    After killing the 5 huggers, it seemed that we cleared the cave. Aside from mushrooms, there was nothing else of interest left. 
 
    <Give me a sec> Vic suddenly said. He disengaged from my shoulders, liquefying his body and entered a dead Hugger’s body. The body convulsed once, twice, and then started to raise up from the ground. It took him a moment to successfully control all the legs, but Vic eventually managed to stand tall on all six. 
 
    “Well?” I asked him, “Found anything useful”. 
 
    The creature turned toward my general direction and then screeched, “eeeeeeeeeeeeeee!!!”  
 
    “Ouch!” I cried. All of the party members, including me, immediately covered their ears. 
 
    The creature fell back to the ground, as Vic oozed out of him, crawling back toward my shoulders. 
 
    <Sorry boss, that thing was weird. It has no brain of its own> He reported. <good thing you didn’t try dominating it, might have backfired and given you a nasty surprise> 
 
    “Found anything useful?” 
 
    <Well, my possession skill is still pretty low, but from what I could tell, that creature fed on the darkness around it. Or it might be more accurate to say, he was fueled by it. It also strengthened them considerably. I’d say that even a 20 level character won’t survive here on his own if he was jumped by one of those things> 
 
    “Alright Vic, thanks for the info. Let’s continue.” I told my party, and, resuming our careful march, we went back into the tunnel. 
 
    We continued down the tunnel, following it for a few more dozen meters, when it finally ended with another opening, another chamber. 
 
    We could immediately see from the tunnel that the center of the chamber had a small mound of white rocks. The mound was softly glowing, dispelling some of the darkness around it, but in no way illuminating the rest of the chamber. In fact, I couldn’t see the chamber’s walls at all. It was as if the area around the mound was oozing blackness that had tried to reach the pile, but failed as its glow battled the darkness. 
 
    “Be ready for anything” I cautioned my group, and we slowly entered the chamber, still maintaining our formation. 
 
    As soon as we moved past the tunnels, the walls around us appeared to be covered by the same weird oozing darkness. As we walked further in, the tunnel entrance seemed small and far away, as it was almost completely hidden by the darkness. Something was definitely off in here. I was reminded of my vision all of the sudden,  
 
    We moved closer to the central mound. As we got closer I suddenly realized that the small chunks littering the pile were not rocks. The pile was comprised of white bones, which glowed in the darkness. 
 
    As soon as the realization came to me, a terrible snarl suddenly sounded right to the side of us, coming from the impenetrable darkness. Slowly, as if the darkness had a substance of its own, a shape began to emerge from it. Like a butterfly fighting to get out of a cocoon, a monster appeared in front of us, slowly emerging from the darkness and taking a shape of its own. First, a large muzzle full of sharp teeth appeared, then the head and a neck of a large canine, and finally the body. In front us stood a large hound-like creature that seemed to be composed primarily of darkness, while a thin rock-like material outlined its frame. A beast of stone and shadows. I Analyzed it. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Touched Mastiff 
  level 15 
  HP: 120  
  Resistance: magic 50% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I cursed. That magic resistance probably meant that this thing was impervious to my special abilities. 
 
    “Keep in formation” I ordered my goblins, “Vrick concentrate on defense, that thing can probably kill any of us in a bite or two”. 
 
    It had fewer hit points than was suggested by its level, which worried me. It usually meant that such creatures had magical abilities as well, this was no simple mob. 
 
    I started casting an empowered Drilling Arrow, just as the beast rose its head and howled. Vibrating resonating shards of shadows and sounds swept through us all, breaking my concentration and ruining my spell. The howl also had another nasty surprise. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Shaken debuff: -20% to speed and concentration 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I cursed and started casting the spell again, unempowered, to minimize the chance that thing would interrupt me again. I felt the discord of the sounds still reverberating in the air around me, but it didn't prevent me from completing the spell and hitting the beast with 2 Drilling arrows. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Drilling Arrows hit Shadow-Touched Mastiff for 15 damage ([14+12) * 50%-20%SR) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The two warriors and Vrick closed in on the mastiff, Vrick protecting their front with the shield, while the warriors darted forward at his sides and thrust their spears into the beast’s shadowy flesh. 
 
    It seemed as if the monster barely registered their attack as wispy tendrils of shadow whiffed away into nothingness as the spears pierced its body. The beast hardly seemed to notice. Easily twice their height, it lunged forward at them. It was Vrick’s turn now, he executed a perfect block, just as we had practiced, stepping forward to intercept the attack and to shield his fellow goblins. The beast’s maw crunched down on either side of the shield, bending it slightly with a loud metallic screeching sound, then it lifted its head, pulling up the shield along with Vrick’s entire body and shook its head savagely, jolting poor Vrick with such a tremendous force, that his teeth chattered. Then, opening its mouth it let go of the shield, launching Vrick a few meters away toward the pile of bones. Vrick landed with a crushing impact, as some of his ribs were audibly broken. 
 
    “Everyone! Form a circle around Vrick!” I ordered and quickly moved to follow my own command. The warriors and I moved closer to the pile, forming a line that blocked the beast from reaching Vrick again, shielding him as he shielded us, while Bek was busily casting heals on him. 
 
    The beast pawed around us, moving from side to side as if trying to figure out how best to approach us. This was weird, it didn’t seem to care about strategy when it attacked before. Why was it being careful now? 
 
    I looked behind me to the bone pile. Was the monster afraid of it? I picked up a small glowing bone and waved it threateningly. The beast definitely flinched at my motion and growled back at me in response. For some reason, it was afraid of the bones! 
 
    I hurled the bone at it. The bone hit it on the side and with a slight snapping sound, the bone glow was extinguished and it fell to the floor. 
 
    The part of the beast’s body that was struck by the bone seemed torn as if it had taken a chunk off its flesh. But as I was looking at it, the shadowy flesh was slowly forming back together. Tendrils of shadow were connecting and sealing the wound in a few seconds. Damn, that was not enough! That thing had an insane regeneration rate. There was no escaping a simple truth: it was too strong for us. 
 
    The Mastiff seemed to realize that as well, as it suddenly charged forward, straight at me, the unwillingly reinstated tank.  
 
    My shield was already up, but the beast didn’t care. It's huge darkness-made maw suddenly elongated and he actually managed to bite down on the shield! I stared in dread at the awful dark jaws with the gleaming white teeth, just a few centimeters away from my face. The shield was blazing as it resisted the bite while draining more and more mana out of me, as the beast maintained the pressure of the bite and even managed to close its mouth a little bit more on the shield! 
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Touched Mastiff hit Mana Shield for 42 damage. 36 mana drain 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Touched Mastiff bite Mana Shield for 46 damage. 39 mana drain 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Suddenly his teeth pierced through the shield. Big scary dagger-like fangs, hovering in the air, almost touching my face. The thin force of mana that was my shield was all that stopped the maw from closing down completely. 
 
    I have to do something! I thought in desperation, and launched another Drilling Arrow at it, for another 14 damage. The Mastiff ignored my arrows, as the wounds they caused quickly reformed, and continued biting down on my shield, his maw elongating even more to completely hold the bubble in its mouth. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Touched Mastiff bite Mana Shield for 48 damage. 41 mana drain 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Touched Mastiff bite Mana Shield for 53 damage. 44 mana drain, you take 5 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My mana was running out fast, I had less than 30% MP remaining, and that last bite managed to reach me as a few teeth painfully and slowly lodged into my arm. A few more seconds and the shield would collapse and that beast will have us all! My goblins were furiously trying to hit it with their spears on the sides, but the beast simply ignored their effort, preferring to deal with me first. 
 
    I looked around in desperation, there were still some more glowing bones around me, but though they seemed more effective than our other weapons, they still only wounded it for a short period. Transfixed, I stared at the open mouth in front of me, which threatened to clump down and tear me apart. No! I tore my eyes away from the paralyzing visage. I am Oren! I am one of the strongest players in the game! No stupid 15 level mob will kill me that easily! I had an idea, it was dangerous but daring. I bent down slightly, my fingers reaching another bone on the ground and grasped it firmly. I raised the dimly glowing bone, pointed it directly at the throat of the beast and deactivated my shield. 
 
    No barrier to stop it, the maw immediately snapped down on me, enveloping my body almost completely. Sharp teeth pierced my fragile armor and delicate goblin body. But I ignored all of those, and as the teeth sunk in, I thrust the bone forward, stabbing the bastard directly into its throat with the glowing bone, lodging it deeply. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Touched Mastiff bite you for 60 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Glowing Bone hit Shadow-Touched Mastiff for 64 damage [X4 crit, X2 vulnerability] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The Mastiff immediately opened its mouth, releasing it, and instantly reshaped it back to normal proportions. Whimpering it jumped back away from me, its throat half torn and oozing darkness. It pawed at its throat with it front legs, until he managed to hit the bone, snapping it in two and then regurgitated it out. 
 
    It was still wreathing on the ground oozing shadow, but it was clear that the otherwise fatal wound wouldn’t be enough. The oozing was already slowing down and new tendrils of shadows begun to form, closing its terrible wound. 
 
    <I have an idea!> Vic exclaimed in my mind. <Try to buy as much time as you can! Keep him occupied on regenerating> 
 
    Then he flowed from my shoulders again, his fluid-like body oozed into the giant bone pile, seeping in between the bones. I really hoped he didn’t simply use us as decoys to escape. 
 
    It didn’t matter, I had to trust him and buy us some time. “Everyone, grab some bones, and throw them at this thing!” I commanded, bending down myself to pick up another dimly glowing bone and threw it, scoring another hit. 
 
    We bombarded the creature with a hail of glowing bone shards, but despite our best efforts, the bones made poor projectiles and its regeneration ability was too powerful. It took less than a minute for the throat to be fully formed again and then the Mastiff stood up, shaking his fur from all the bone shards that hit him and growled menacingly at us. The few new wounds we managed to inflict on it quickly sealed. Its body reformed anew. We were screwed. 
 
    The beast advanced on us, it pranced, and prepared to jump, taking no heed now of the proximity of the bone pile. I guessed it realized that though the light was irritating, it couldn’t really stop him. Choosing not to launch any more Drilling Arrow at it to conserve my mana, I activated Mana Shield again and waited for the inevitable. 
 
    The beast lunged in the air, just as the bone pile behind us exploded outward. 
 
    A skeleton glowing in a bright white light burst out from the bone pile, raining bone shards in a wide arc all around us. The skeleton was about 2 meters tall, its eyes glowed purple and in its boney glowing hands it held a gigantic, incandescently blazing sword, which was almost longer than he was tall. 
 
    The skeleton intercepted the Mastiff mid-jump, swinging the white glowing sword in a wide arc that struck its body, biting deep into the creature's flesh, almost cutting him in half. 
 
    “Vic?” I asked in astonishment. 
 
    The skeleton’s skull momentarily swung to face me, then gave me a bone-chilling grin, it's inner mouth glowing with the same purple light as its eyes, as it answered in Vic’s jubilant voice, “Hey Boss! Give me a minute, will ya? 
 
    Vic’s skeleton body swung the sword again, once more nearly cleaving the beast in half. The beast yelped and struck the skeleton with his massive paw. The paw disintegrated as it hit the skeleton’s glowing body, but it took a toll out of Vic as well, as a bunch of his rib cage bones were shattered and he lost balance falling to the ground. I couldn’t let that opportunity slip away from us, it was our only chance. “EVERYONE, CHARGE!” I screamed as I grabbed another bone like a club and charged at the limping, whimpering beast. We surrounded it, tearing at it with glowing pieces of bone whose light was immediately snuffed out with a flash after the first strike. But the attacks served their purpose, they distracted it. The beast didn’t know where to hit next. It was trying to gain his footing but was barely able to control his torn body. We managed to just barely keep it down long enough for Vic to recover. He stood up, and delivered a massive strike with the blazing sword, severing the Mastiff’s head and ending his life. 
 
    We all stumbled to the ground, panting and trying to get our breath in check. All except skeleton Vic who stood there, grinning his bone-chilling grin at us - pun intended. 
 
    Throughout the fight, I was dimly aware that Bek frantically kept healing us, keeping us all at a brink from death’s door. We were only still alive thanks to him. And to think I once considered ending him simply to avoid a possible future conflict.  
 
    Vic really pulled through for us all, he showed remarkable ingenuity and quick thinking. I knew many players who wouldn’t be able to handle themselves as well under such pressure. I shook my head, and he was only a program! We were lucky to have him. 
 
    It seemed that the game agreed with me, as I was suddenly bombarded with system messages: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Lucky Bastard skill level increased to 13 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 11. You have 1 ability point to allocate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  War Party Leader skill level increased to 3 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  War Party 
  Goblin warrior gained 1 level 
  Goblin warrior gained 1 level 
  Vrick gained 1 level 
  Bek gained 1 level 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was some progress! That fight was tough, but it definitely rewarded us nicely at the end. I quickly assigned my new ability point into Mental, bringing it up to a total of 13. 
 
    Vic held the hilt of the massive Greatsword in one hand, while its blade casually leaned against his bony shoulder. The sword glowed even brighter than Vic, blazing incandescently with a pure bright white light. 
 
    The glow brightened up the entire chamber, making the oozing darkness recede and reveal the walls, though it still clung to them thinly as some sort of oily residue. 
 
    In contrast to the sword’s bright light, the glow of the bone pile seemed to dim a bit. 
 
    Vic tracked my gaze and explained, “When we discovered that the bones hurt that Mastiff, I guessed that there might be something inside that powered up the bones, that’s why I dove in there. I found this skeleton at the very bottom of the pile, holding this sword in its hands. It seems to be some sort of blessed anti-darkness sword. My guess is that the wielder battled those beasts a long time ago and was eventually defeated. The dark creatures probably couldn’t bear to touch the sword, so they simply piled the bones of their other victims on top of it, probably in the vain hope of extinguishing it with death and darkness. But this sword,” He took it off his shoulder, and caressed it affectionately, “Couldn’t be quenched so easily. Instead, its powerful blessing hallowed the bone, making them a bane of the darkness. Anyway, there was no way I could extract the sword, so instead, I tried possessing the skeleton, and it worked! I found myself controlling this body. I kinda like it.” He added with another grin. 
 
    It was really disconcerting to be having a friendly skeleton grin at you through an emaciated skull. 
 
    “You did well Vic,” I commended him. Anything you can tell me about who that skeleton used to be? 
 
    He shrugged, “This possession alone raised my skill by 4 points, but it's still not enough to allow me to access the logs so far into the past. I can tell you something else however, this skeleton was not a normal NPC.” 
 
    Given its size, it was obvious. “What type of creature was it then?” 
 
    “It was a divine messenger, an Outrider.” 
 
    I looked at him with puzzlement, “I know that the gods have servants, but I have never heard of any such entity interacting directly with our realm. They’re only supposed to guard the spirit of dead NPC and stuff like that, no?” 
 
    He nodded, “that’s true now. But prior to the game’s official release, there were a few divine messengers who walked upon the earth, performing their godly given errands. The Outriders were amongst the strongest of them. But they were disbanded by dad not long after. Something about them being too powerful and unbalancing to the game’s equilibrium.” 
 
    “Alright, so what does this information tells us?” 
 
    “Something here was powerful enough to kill it.” 
 
    That grim proclamation gave me goosebumps. What could be more powerful than a servant of a god? I wondered apprehensively to myself. 
 
    <Nothing good> Vic replied ominously. 
 
    I realized that whatever took down the Outrider was probably the source of the darkness I saw in my vision. And I still had no clue how all that we’ve discovered so far connected to my new Chief’s House. I sighed in resignation. 
 
    “Was there anything else down there in the pile that can be useful to us?” I asked. 
 
    “Almost all the bones belong to animals and simple mobs, so... not much.” My face fell. “Well…” he continued brightly, “except this thing.” He reached inside his rib cage and withdrew a silver bracelet. I took it from his hand and analyzed it. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Outrider bracelet 
  Description: An exquisitely crafted bracelet made of electrum, symbolizing the camaraderie of an Outrider sect. 
  Type: Single use item 
  Rank: Artifact 
  Durability: indestructible. 
  Effect: Summon an Outrider ally. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I whistled softly in admiration. An artifact! That little beauty would fetch at least a few hundred thousand gold coins in an auction. I was holding a digital item with the equivalent cost of a sports car. Sure, in my past life I had in my possession even more expensive artifacts, but this one was extremely rare. Probably the only remaining evidence of a power that existed in the early stage of the game. Regardless of the actual cost, game fans would kill to possess it. 
 
    I quickly added this tasty morsel to my inventory. A trump card for rainy days.  
 
    The previously huge Mastiff was reduced to a shallow pool of liquid shadow, mixed with some earth nuggets. I gingerly prodded its remains and actually managed to open a loot menu. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Vial of liquid darkness 
  Type: crafting component. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow touched ore X 7 
  Type: crafting component. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It could prove to be very interesting to craft something that was partially made of shadows. Those components were very rare, that beast was way too strong for its level, even with Vic’s newfound blazing sword we just barely managed to take it down. It was doubtful we could take down more than one or two of the beasts before they inflict enough damage to destroy Vic’s new skeleton body completely. Heaven forbids if we encounter a group of them. That notion also made me realize how precious Vic’s new body suddenly was, as none of us would even be able to lift the sword without him.” 
 
    “Vic, how long can you maintain control over that body?” 
 
    He hesitated for a split second before answering, “About another 45 minutes.” 
 
    I would rather it be longer, but you can’t look at a gift horse in the mouth. “Then let’s make best use of the time we have. Let’s continue scouting the cave. Vic, you are officially promoted as our group’s secret weapon.” 
 
    He grinned at me again, he really seemed to enjoy grinning as a skeleton. “Sure thing boss,” he replied. 
 
    We performed a quick search of the chamber to make sure there were no other passages. Then we walked back to the tunnel that brought us here. We chose to forgo formation and walked briskly along the tunnel all the way toward the main entrance chamber. 
 
    Here I had two options to choose from; scout the smaller left tunnel first, or the main big circular one. I had no doubt that whatever we’re looking for was through the middle passageway, but I had a hard time to simply ignore my gamer instincts that insisted that side passages and backdoors should always be checked out first. That was the smart move, first verify there were no surprises to attack you from behind once you had finally reached your destination. I hesitated for a second longer and then decided to follow my instinct and to check the small tunnel first. 
 
    This tunnel walls were oozing darkness right from the start. The deep shadows drowned whatever light source we had, so we could only see a few meters ahead. I activated my Mana Shield and entered first this time. We were in a hurry and it was the most logical defense when speed was an issue. Walking in a formation was simply too slow. 
 
    I had only walked for another 5 meters or so, when I hit a barrier. The walls of the tunnel become narrow at one point, their oozing darkness became close enough to touch and form a wall of pure darkness. 
 
    “Here, let me boss,” Vic volunteered as he moved forward, raising his sword in the air. 
 
    I stepped aside and let him pass. When he reached the black barrier he swung his blazing sword, cutting at the darkness like a knife cutting through butter, parting it to the sides and revealing the tunnel ahead. Only it was still blocked. 
 
    The vanishing shadows revealed a stone doorway, ancient by the looks of it. It was roughly hewn and seemed as if it had been built by some cavemen, as it appeared to be almost like a natural part of the stone that surrounded us. It was a door, however, though there was no keyhole. Instead, it had a pentagram shaped indent in the middle. A socket, no doubt, meant for a specific key. 
 
    I half-heartedly attempted to force it open and, as expected it wouldn’t budge an inch. With a shrug I let it go. It was for the best, really. Now I knew nothing would surprise us from the back, we could move forward at the main tunnel with impunity. 
 
    Well, I thought with dark humor, at least I can relax knowing that our death would come in full view from the front and not sneak on us from behind. I chuckled and waved my party to follow me. 
 
    We finally stood ready to venture into the main tunnel.  
 
    We reassembled our formation again. Seeing how large the tunnel was, we could have moved unhindered, so it didn’t cost us any extra time.  
 
    As I mentioned before, the tunnel shape was that of a perfect circle. As we walked its length, it curved downward, taking us deeper into the bowels of the earth. 
 
    After a few minutes of walking, a glint of light reflecting Vic’s sword caught my eyes. It was something embedded in the tunnel wall. I waved my group to stop and approached it. It was an Opal as big as my fist! I eagerly drew my dagger and tried to dig it out of the wall, but unfortunately, I was unsuccessful. Instead, a small message alert blinked at me. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Minimum required skill level: Mining 30 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was a shame. Even our miner wouldn't be able to extract this opal, he’ll have to reach level 19 before his physical attribute will be high enough to raise his Mining skill cap to 30. 
 
    I let go of the Opal reluctantly, and we continued our descent. 
 
    My regret for losing it hadn’t lasted long, as soon after I found another one, loose on the ground. Though it was a much smaller gem than the one I saw earlier, I happily collected it and stored it in my inventory. 
 
    As we descended, the tunnel walls around us that up until now appeared to be a normal stone, changed. As we progressed further and further, the same oily oozing darkness started to appear, coating the walls with its black substance. The residue was thin at first, but it became thicker and thicker as we moved on forward, deeper and deeper underground. 
 
    “Vic,” I said after a while, “How much longer can you maintain this body?” 
 
    The Vic controlled skeleton shrug, “About another 20 minutes or so.” 
 
    That was not good, we were losing too much time on moving carefully and as a result, we had already wasted over half of our special anti-darkness weapon’s duration. 
 
    “Ok, let's pick up the pace,” I told everyone, “We’ll run at a steady pace. Keep watch all around us!” We started jogging down the tunnel. If it had been a castle dungeon or any other man-made construction, this order would have been nearly suicidal, as it meant that we’d probably miss spotting any possible trap in the area. But from what I could see, this place was some sort of monster-infested naturally occurring lair, without any technological devices. It was a calculated risk. 
 
    A few minutes later we heard the sound of flowing water and soon after the tunnel finally reached another chamber. It opened up into a large underground cavern, where a wide stream of water was gushing from our left, flowing to our right, dividing the chamber. On the other side of the stream, I could see the tunnel continued further down, still at the same perfect circular shape. 
 
    The stream wasn’t too wide, about 3 meters from side to side. The problem was with the water itself. It was tinted with darkness. 
 
    It appeared that whatever caused the darkness to ooze all around the place affected the water as well. I carefully approached the stream and observed the water closely. I could see normal water streaming, but it was tainted with thickly laced streams of blackness. 
 
    Though I didn’t know exactly what contact with the fluid would do to a goblin, the notion of “Don’t go into the dark infested waters” was a very clear in my mind. I half expected seeing it written on the wall next to an old pile of bones belonging to the last poor bastard who had tried to cross them. 
 
    So how can we pass to the other side? I wondered, still leaning down toward the water. 
 
    Before I had the chance to do anything else, the waters near my face started bubbling. I quickly retreated, in my haste almost tripping over my own legs as I put some distance between me and the ominous bubbles. More and more black bubbles appeared and they made their way toward the edge of the water. 
 
    As the bubbles reached the edge of the stream, a huge black maw of another Mastiff appeared. A large paw emerged from the water next and splashed heavily on the ground, quickly followed by another paw. It didn’t exactly seem like the beast was emerging out of the water. It looked more like the shadowy substance of its body was forming up by gathering the darkness from the water. Its body continued to form, as it slowly came out. 
 
    “Shit. Vic hit it!” I yelled. 
 
    Vic immediately swung his huge blazing sword, took a few quick steps toward the almost fully extricated monster and delivered a massive blow. 
 
    Half of the beast’s front body simply disintegrated from the blow, but as we watched, more and more darkness oozed out of the water, climbing up the lower half of the beast’s body, reconstructing the damage Vic had caused, while simultaneously continuing to form up the rest of the beast’s body. 
 
    “Shit, it won’t work as long as it's connected to the water,” I shouted. “Let it completely out first.” 
 
    Vic obediently stepped away from the edge of the water, giving the beast an extra moment. An extra moment was all that required, the beast finished forming up its body and come out of the water. 
 
    It stood there, bigger and darker than the one we fought before, it’s body framed by darkness and pieces of rock. I analyzed it: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Touched Mastiff 
  level 18 
  HP: 150  
  Resistance: magic 50% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Then the huge beast raised its head, opened its mouth and just as the previous Mastiff has done, howled a terrible howl. Vapors of darkness emanated from the beast’s mouth and quickly washed over us all. But this Mastiff howl had a much more powerful effect. I suddenly felt my body weaken, as unnatural fatigue started to set in my bones. Next to me, the two warriors collapsed into the ground, panting heavily. Vrick was doing better, but not by much, leaning against his spear. Bek also managed to stand upright somehow, though the effort plainly cost him dearly. Luckily, our ace in the hole - Vic - seemed unaffected. The vapors darkness couldn’t reach him, it evaporated as soon as it neared his glowing body. 
 
    I clenched my teeth and forced myself to stand upright. There didn’t seem to be any other penalty associated with the howl debuff, other than the feeling of physical pressure, so I could still talk and use my magic. 
 
    “Vic,” I said through clenched teeth, “Destroy that thing.” 
 
    “You got it boss,” He replied merrily, raising his sword for another swing and closed the distance to his foe. 
 
    The two started battling each other, while completely ignoring the rest of us. Vic swung his sword with great and powerful arcs, but this beast seemed more intelligent than its predecessor. It anticipated most of Vic’s attacks and managed to dodge them, while occasionally delivering a counter attack which Vic just barely managed to sidestep. I could see that time was not in our favor. Despite the huge advantage the glowing sword imparted, Vic himself was no proficient warrior and he was making some rookie mistakes, leaving himself exposed too much. The beast seemed to understand that and patiently stalked his moves, waiting for an opening. When Vic finally made a significant mistake, leaving himself completely open, the beast lunged forward and managed to land a powerful strike, its nails ripping away a few bones from Vic’s rib cage, and cracking one of his shin bones. Vic began limping, which slowed down his attacks. Not good. I launched a few Drilling Arrows at the beast, in an attempt to distract it, but the damage they inflicted was healed almost instantly. After a few of those, the beast turned its head toward me with a furious snarl and I quickly abandoned that course of action. I had to be careful not to aggro it too much, or else it might target me. 
 
    Vic continued battling the monster, though it was clearly obvious now, that the battle was not going in his favor. His limping made his stance and maneuvering even worse than before and the beast had no troubles avoiding his swings now. I watched in desperation, wracking my brain trying to think what else we could do, but nothing came to mind. Everyone else was just barely able to keep on breathing. Then, suddenly, I noticed something peculiar. Vic’s swing, once again missed the Mastiff, going way over its head, but I was sure I saw the beast flinching for a split second. I watched again, more carefully waiting for the next swing, and… yes, the beast definitely flinched! It didn’t like being in the zone of illumination shed by the blazing sword! That’s why it took its time and only occasionally struck back, it was being careful not to be under the direct light of the sword! It was afraid of the light! 
 
    “Vic!” I yelled at him. “Hold the sword in front of you! The beast fears the light!” 
 
    His beaten skeletal body seemed weary, but he did as I said. He held the hilt of the sword with two bony hands, the sword suspended in front of him like a huge bright pole of light. The beast definitely didn’t like that and took a small step away. Vic saw that too now and advanced a step forward.  
 
    “Keep advancing!” I shouted, and Vic obeyed. The beast took another step back.  
 
    Slowly and methodically Vic pushed the beast back, toward the water. Desperately it tried to jump to the side, but Vic was prepared for that and easily sidestepped to block that path, forcing the beast even further down toward the water. Finally, when it was fully submerged again, its body started to melt down, its darkness swept away by the current that had previously birthed it. 
 
    A moment later, the misty dark vapors that permeated the air vanished as well, instantly freeing us from their pressuring force. Everyone slowly got back to their feet, if a bit shakingly. 
 
    “Well that was fun,” Vic proclaimed, walking on wobbly legs, still carrying the sword. “Now what?” 
 
    “We need to cross that river somehow,” I replied. 
 
    Vic shrugged, “Now that we know these creatures fear the light of the sword it should be a breeze, climb on my shoulders, I’ll carry you to the other side.” 
 
    Now that was an interesting idea, something about it didn’t sit well with it, but I couldn’t find any explicit logical problem with it. “All right,” I agreed. Vic bent down, lowering his head, and I quickly climbed onto his bony shoulders. 
 
    “Now hang on,” He cautioned me, turned toward the waters and jumped into them with a splash.  
 
    I suddenly realized what was wrong with this scenario. I was used to carrying Vic around on my shoulder, and now the tables had turned. I was basically being piggybacked by my own cloak.  
 
    The current wasn’t very strong, nor the water very deep. Vic’s 2-meter tall body easily stood firm against the current. The darkness that tainted the water flowed around his glowing body as if it was a living creature, avoiding a direct contact.  
 
    Vic started to cross the stream, walking through it slowly, trying to get his footing right between each step. I guessed that for a skeleton, crossing a river was probably more challenging physically. Despite the slowness, it took him about half a minute to completely cross the 3-meter wide stream. Then he took a step up the ledge, and we were both standing on the other side, safe and sound. 
 
    “Good job, Vic,” I complimented him, “Now go bring the others.” 
 
    He shook his head, “Sorry boss, that’s not gonna happen.” 
 
    I stared at him with surprise, “Why not?” 
 
    “Because,” he slowly answered and pointed at himself, “This!” His body promptly fell apart, bones raining down to the ground, leaving behind them the amorphous purple substance that was Vic’s true body. 
 
    Vic reshaped himself back to a goblin shape. “Sorry boss, time has run out, seems like it's just you and me now.” 
 
    I stared at the glowing sword that now lay on the ground before us. It weighed about 20kg, almost as much as I did. There was no way that either Vic nor I could wield it now, not to mention actually use it in combat. 
 
    Well, it was still illuminating the surrounding area and that was its major selling point. I grabbed its hilt, and barely managed to heft it onto my shoulder, its point still laying on the ground. 
 
    “Can you grab the other end Vic?” 
 
    He approached the tip, and although his goblin shape was smaller than mine, he managed to lift it, and apparently much more easily than me. 
 
    “You guys,” I called to the other goblins, “get back to the clan. Run all the way up, in case any more beasts come out of the water. Once you’re out, guard the cave entrance until I return.” They all nodded. 
 
    “Alright,” I turned my head toward Vic, “Let’s go.” 
 
    We resumed our descent into the main tunnel, leaving the stream behind us. We walked for maybe another ten minutes, while the sword kept us and the surrounding area well illuminated, keeping the darkness that was oozing from the walls at bay as we passed. 
 
    About ten minutes later, another light became visible from further along the tunnel, a dark-red menacing light. We proceeded carefully, still carrying the sword with us, until we reached another large cavern, which had another stream running through it. This time it was a stream of lava. 
 
    The lava was flowing slowly, heavily. The molten rocks seemed thick and their flow could be described more as oozing than actual flowing. The lava current was about five meters wide. Behind it, I could see the tunnel continuing on downward. Will we ever reach its end?! 
 
    But now I had another problem on my hand, how the hell are we going to cross that lava flow? It was too wide to jump across, at least for a goblin. All my spells were combat oriented and ill-suited for this task. How I wished I knew some sort of ice spell! Then I could have easily frozen us a path to cross. 
 
    I checked my inventory, in the vain hope I’d find something that might help. Short of the Outrider bracelet, I didn’t have anything that could have helped, and I was not prepared to waste such a valuable artifact on a simple logistic problem. 
 
    I wrecked my brain trying to figure a solution. What to do? What to do?! 
 
    “Vic, any chance you can reach the other side and grab a hold on some rock to pull me through?” I asked. 
 
    He seemed unsure, “I don’t know, I’ve never tried to reach that far, let me try.” He stood on edge of the lava river, raised his arms and slowly started to elongate them. The arm reached further and further. Vic’s own body became thinner, as he poured more and more of his mass toward extending his hands. After reaching about 2 meters, he nearly lost his balance and toppled to the lava. Seemed as if he couldn’t anchor his body while his own hands reached so far. He quickly retracted them, shifting his main body mass back into his body and managed to steady himself before falling down the stream. 
 
    He shook his head, “Sorry boss, it's just too far. My body isn’t large enough to reach all the way to the other end.” 
 
    Body not large enough… I mused. That gave me another idea. “Well then,” I replied with a grin, we’ll just need to enlarge your body, now wouldn’t we?” He seemed puzzled at my comment, especially when I added, “Now, would you please jump into the lava?”  
 
    He stared at me incredulously for a moment, then he finally got my meaning, grinned back at me and actually sounded a bit enthusiastic as he replied, “Sure thing boss!”  
 
    He turned, took a leap and head dived into the lava stream. His body was destroyed instantly, the purple matter that comprised it was boiled away by the intense heat. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Your companion Vic had died 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Good. now for the next part, resummoning him. Last time I summoned Vic, I used 100 hp and 200 MP to create his amorphous body. Since then, my power has increased significantly, I could invest much more points in the summoning ritual this time. It's been awhile since I’ve checked my character sheet, so I opened it now to check my available health and mana. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Title: Esteemed Totem 
  Level: 11, (90%) 
  Race: Monster Race [Goblin] 
  Type: Boss I [Totem] 
  Deity: Corgoram 
  Followers: 5  
  Attributes: [0 points available] 
  -           Physical 2  
  -           Mental 13 
  -           Social 0 
  Pools: 
  -           Hit Points: 162  
  -           Mana: 329  
  -           Armor: 7 
  Skills: 
  -           Lucky Bastard 13 (11%) (prime)  
  -           Analyze 5 (52%)  
  -           Tracking 5 (29%) 
  -           War Party Leader 3 (10%) 
  -           Mana Infusion 13 (59%) (prime) 
  Skills (Spells): 
  -           Mana Manipulation 12 (60%)  
  -           Drilling Arrow 11 (25%) (prime) 
  -           Mana Shield 15 (80%)  
  -           Blood Wrath 11 (90%)  
  -           Heal Followers 2 (60%) 
  -           Mana Drain 3 (62%) (prime) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I decided to invest 150 of my health points and 300 mana in forming up Vic’s new body, that ought to increase his mass by 50% I hoped it would be enough, though it seemed unlikely. Based on what I’d seen, he’ll need at least double that. Regardless, I already started this course of action, and now I had to see it through.  
 
    I initiated the summoning ceremony. Once again thick tendrils of mana and blood poured out of my body, combining together to form up an amorphous blob of magical substance that could host Vic’s consciousness. When the process was finished, the blob fell to the ground with a thud. It immediately started to change shape, as Vic often put it ‘took the controls’. He reformed once again as a goblin, but this time he was even larger than me! The top of my head now barely reached his chin. His body even seemed to be more muscular now. He examined his own hands with fascination, flexing his muscles and appeared to be very satisfied with their response. He reached toward the sword that we laid on the floor, grabbed the hilt with both hands and with a grunt managed to lift it up in the air all by himself, though his entire body seemed to strain just to hold it upright. 
 
    “Congratulations on your new body,” I said to him, “Now will you please stop admiring yourself and check if you can reach the other side of the lava?” 
 
    “Sure thing boss”. He replied and let go of the sword. He walked toward the ledge, lifted his arms once more, and elongated them as before. This time he managed to reach about 3 meters out over the lava before starting to lose his balance - more than half way through, but it was still not enough. 
 
    “Damn!” I said in frustration and shook my head. 
 
    “Sorry boss. If only we could find a way to cross the two remaining meters, I could get us the rest of the way, but what can we do?” He asked. 
 
    Two meters, eh? That got me thinking. 
 
    “Alright Vic, I have an idea. It's a bit crazy and dangerous, but at worst we’ll simply die and respawn back in the cemetery, so let’s give it a try. But first, the sword. Think you can throw it to the other side?” 
 
    He nodded, “I should manage that.” 
 
    He grabbed the sword again, and walked toward the edge. Then he started to spin, harnessing inertia to his aid, like they do in throwball sport. When he reached a sufficient velocity, he let go of the sword, the momentum of the force carrying it clear above the lava, to land with a clutter on the other side. 
 
    “Good. Now back to my shoulders,” I instructed him. 
 
    He shrugged, but reshaped himself back into his Vicloack shape around my shoulders. 
 
    I walked away from the lava, putting about 10 meters of distance between me and the stream of molten rock. I activated Mana Infusion, which other than supplying me with magical stamina, also had the nice side effect of increasing my speed and strength by a whopping 22% percent. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    <You’re crazy> He replied <And yes> 
 
    I took a big breath, steadying myself. Then I exhaled and started sprinting. I run as fast as I could, closing the 10 meters distance in a few seconds. When I reached my top speed right at the edge of the stream, I jumped as hard as I could, sailing through the air over the lava. I managed to jump over 2 meters, almost half way through the lava, before my momentum ended and I started falling. “NOW VIC!” I shouted. Vic’s cloak body bellowed forth and spread on either side of me, sending tendrils of his body forward, grabbing rocks and cracks on the other side and pulling us as hard as he could, adding to my jump momentum. 
 
    We made it, but just barely. My crazy idea somehow worked, as our combined effort managed to make us cross over to the other side of the lava. 
 
    We landed with a crash on the stone floor and rolled around, hitting some rocks and losing some hit points until we finally came to a halt.  
 
    I stood up, brushing myself from dirt and dust. Once again, we stood at the entrance of the large circular tunnel. I really hoped there wouldn’t be any more rivers to cross. 
 
    This place seemed safe enough for now, so I decided it was a good time to take a little break to catch our breath and recuperate. Well, for me to catch my breath at least, as Vic himself didn’t actually have to breathe. I sat down, leaning against a rock and stared at the flowing lava while my mana and health slowly regenerated. 
 
    Even though it was only game graphics, the lava flow was a mesmerizing sight. The color play of dark red and brown had a hypnotic effect on me, as I stared at them for a long time without any actual conscious thought. 
 
    It took me a while to realize what I was staring at. Just on the edge of the flow, a low flat rock sat just on the level of the lava, without actually being covered by it. On that rock, I could see some weirdly shaped objects which glowed with the same incandescent red-black colors as the lava itself. 
 
    I stood up and approached the objects. Those were mushrooms! But none like I’ve ever seen before, they looked like they were made of lava! I analyzed one of them: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Magmashroom  
  Description: A rare type of magical mushroom that can only grow in a close proximity to flowing lava. 
  Type: ingredient, crafting component 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Seeing as it was magical allowed my Analyze skill to decipher its description. Well, rare was always useful. I gingerly touched one of the Magmashrooms with the tip of my fingers. It was warm to the touch, but not burning hot. I quickly picked up the total of 7, and stored them in my inventory. 
 
    Once done, I stood up. My hit points and mana had fully regenerated. “Right, let’s go Vic.” 
 
    We continued walking in silence. I led the way, my Mana Shield active, while Vic followed, carrying the sword. 
 
    We didn’t have to walk far. After a few minutes, we finally reached the end of the tunnel. 
 
    A menacing onyx colored stone wall blocked our path, sealing the tunnel. As we approached, I could see a small entryway, slightly taller than a goblin right in the middle of the wall 
 
    The wall was extremely thick. From where I stood, I could see the opening reached deep into the wall without seeing its other side. It must be several meters thick at least, I thought perplexed.  
 
    The wall was constructed from huge and heavy blocks of what seemed to be obsidian and it had massive metal chains stretched across it from side to side as if trying to contain the wall from bursting outward. Most of the chains were bluish, some were silvery and some even appeared to be made out of gold. 
 
    As we approached even closer, I realized the wall was actually one large gate, one that could be split in the middle and could be opened outward. The chains served as a locking mechanism to prevent that from happening. The small passageway was directly in the middle, like a small door embedded in a larger gate.  
 
    I slowly crept toward the intimidating gates. Their architecture made my skin crawl with apprehension, thinking what might be locked behind them. I edged forward, until I reached the gate wall. Slowly, I slid toward the open hatchway, being careful not to make any noise. 
 
    I reached the opening and paused. Now I’ll take a peek and there’ll probably be some terrible fire wreathed monster of death and darkness, I thought pessimistically. I braced myself and peeked over the edge. 
 
    There was a huge beast, engulfed in darkness and fire. 
 
    Figures.


 
   
  
 

 17 - Oh My God! 
 
    “A...analyze”, I stammered. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Nihilator, Lord of Darkness 
  Level: ?? 
  HP: ?? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    ‘Lord of Darkness’, are they kidding me? Couldn’t the creators come up with a slightly less cliché and unimaginative title? I thought with distaste. 
 
    <Careful now boss> Vic whispered in my mind <that’s a level 8 boss, just one level below divine rank> 
 
    How do you know that?! I thought back to him. Other than his name, everything else appears as a question mark. 
 
    <It’s in the metadata. The format is incompatible with your system messages, but I can still read it> 
 
    That was rubbish. As a former programmer, I knew that as long as you had access to one type of data, it was just a matter of creating the proper adapter to make it match any other format. Well, can’t you simply add the extra pieces of information to the displayed message on your own? I asked impatiently. 
 
    There was a long silence as Vic contemplated my suggestion. <I don’t know… that’s not how it's supposed to work… I’ll be messing around with predetermined templates> 
 
    You do that all the time, I reminded him, or do you want to tell me that when system messages mention you as ‘Vic the awesome companion’ it's being sent by the actual game engine and not tweaked by you? 
 
    <that’s not the same, but… oh, what the hell, let’s give it a try> 
 
    The information message blinked, and then updated itself. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Nihilator, Lord of Darkness 
  Boss tier: 8 
  Level: ?? 
  HP: ?? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    <Hey, we didn’t implode. Hurray!> Vic exclaimed merrily. 
 
    What?! That was a possibility? I asked in shock. 
 
    <When you’re messing around with the game’s mechanics that way, you never know. And you are, after all, a broken character, boss. It’s uncharted territory> 
 
    <you know> He continued <now that we have a working proof of concept, I can try something else> 
 
    Before I could say anything to stop him, the message flickered again. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Nihilator, Lord of Darkness 
  Boss tier: 8 
  Level: 500 
  HP: 62,000 
  Resistances: physical 90%, mental 100%, magic 80%, armor 500 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Holy shit! That was some rare boss! It was widely known that the higher level the monster, the higher level the loot it might drop. High-level bosses especially had a high chance for extra rare and powerful artifacts, but they were quite rare and hard to find. The large guilds would kill for information leading to this location. They would run a bidding war for the chance at an epic level raid and the epic level loot. 
 
    How the hell did you do that? I demanded of Vic. 
 
    <Well, I took your suggestion and expanded it. There’s all sort of markers in the code, Incomprehensible stuff that were probably put in by the creators as shortcuts. This is the first boss we encountered, so now that I have a basis for comparison, I can extrapolate what the various symbols actually mean and display them for you. neat eh?> 
 
    Before I could answer, the dim lights suddenly started to flicker, the world shuddered and my vision blurred. I doubled over as screeches sounded in my head and cupped my hands over my ears, trying to ease the pain it caused. WHAT IS GOING ON?! I shouted in my mind. 
 
    <Oops, we might have overstepped our bounds a little> Vic said in apprehension <Sorry> 
 
    The screeching continued, the pain grew more and more. I clenched my teeth to hold back my scream falling to my knees, the world shaking around me. 
 
    Then, everything turned black. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I slowly regained my senses. 
 
    I was laying on my back next to the gate, in the same place I lost consciousness. Vic was sitting nearby, the glowing sword on the ground next to him, as he kept watch over me. 
 
    I groaned and sat up. What happened? All that pain and noise… I just couldn’t take it anymore. It had felt like I was going to explode into a million pieces… But now, everything felt normal again, there was no pain, the world seemed just as it was before. 
 
    Vic noticed my movements. “You’re finally awake. It’s about time, you meat suits really lack mental fortitude, don’t you?” 
 
    “It’s good to see you too, Vic,” I replied. I tried to stand up, but the residual headache flared up, making me wince and remain hunched over for a moment longer. “How long have I been out?” 
 
    He shrugged, “Almost a full day, it’s mid-morning right now.” 
 
    What!? Full a day?! That meant that disaster from the vision would occur tomorrow! How the hell could that happen? The game was supposed to protect players from literally losing consciousness. At most a player’s vision would turn completely all black, simulating passing out, while he remained fully aware. That was just one more aspect of how screwed I was compared to other players. The game engine considered me to be partly an NPC, making me susceptible to afflictions that were spared from normal players. Like those stupid enhanced pain levels, I thought with a grimace. 
 
    “If you’re through feeling sorry for yourself”, Vic cut me off bluntly, “You might want to check this new system message that appeared while you were out”, as he finished speaking, a message popped up. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Analyze Skill level increased to 101 (*) 
  New rank - Apprentice: you can view creatures’ resistances. 
  New rank - Expert: you can view basic details of all creatures below divine rank. View all magical effects up to Epic level. 
  New rank - Master: View all statistics of creatures below divine rank. View background lore of creatures and magical effect below Epic level 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “What the hell is going on?” I asked Vic, “that can’t be right, I don’t have the 90 Mental points required for that skill level.” 
 
    “As I said before, you are a broken character boss. The rules don’t apply to you, and some can be bent. Seems like the game engine has decided that the best way to account for the extra data you’re receiving is to legitimize it. Part of that is that it’s no longer bound to the Mental attribute. Congratulations on your first Master ranked skill.” 
 
    “Thanks, I guess,” I mumbled, still shocked from the new revelation. 
 
    “Anyway, we still got that big ugly boss behind the gates to deal with,” He reminded me. “He didn’t move at all while you were out. I think he can’t come out through the gate, though I’d bet he already knows we’re here, you kinda screamed a lot before passing out.” 
 
    “Shit,” I replied, then sighed, “Well, it doesn't really matter, no amount of surprise on our side would have given us any edge over that beast. It’d take a small army of high-level players to take it down.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Vic conceded. For some reason, him agreeing with me made me more apprehensive. 
 
    “Well, since there’s no way we could get the jump on him…” What can I do then? All my experiences playing as a goblins taught me how little I actually knew, and to tread carefully. “We might as well go and try to talk to him.” I finally declared. 
 
    Vic shrugged, “whatever you think’s best, boss.” 
 
    “Ok. I’ll go in, you wait here outside with the sword. There’s no sense in losing it if that behemoth decides to attack.” 
 
    “Sure thing boss.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, steadying myself, then passed through the gate’s hatchway. 
 
    The passage was a few meters long. I exited on the other side and found myself standing in a dark, large half spherical chamber, in its center was a large mound of rock. 
 
    Nihilator, the NPC boss, was lying down right in front of the mound. He had the rough shape of a hound, though he was much much larger than any hound I’ve ever seen. His face had some dragon-like characteristics and he was huge, as large as an elephant. His body was much thicker and more muscular than a hound of the same scale. He was almost completely black, similar to the Mastiffs that had attacked us. His body displayed patches that appeared to be some type of earth or rock. His head resembled a cross between a hound and a man, with a short muzzle, humanlike cheeks and ears, and intelligent piercing eyes that were staring directly at me as I entered his domain, though I tried to sneak in unnoticed. 
 
    What was even more interesting than his physical appearance, were three huge chains that were connected to a massive collar around his throat. Each end of the chains was embedded deep inside the central rock mound. The chains were evidently magical, as each one glowed with a different color. One was glowing white, sparkling with electricity, another glowed with fiery red flames and the last emitted a cold bluish color that exuded gentle white fog. That was one hell of a leash. 
 
    The flaming chain glowed the brightest and was the reason I initially thought the beast itself was engulfed by flames. 
 
    “COME IN LITTLE GOBLIN AND STAND BEFORE ME!” The monster bellowed in a booming, commanding voice. 
 
    I was actually leaning toward the opposite. All my player’s instincts screamed at me that I was way over my head and recommended that I should flee immediately. But, once again, I had already witnessed how those instincts could work against me in this new reality. I had to think like an NPC boss instead of a player, and that meant facing the current situation head on. As I was mulling over it all in my head, the monster suddenly squinted its eyes, focusing on the area behind me. A vast sheet of rock had risen up from the ground to block my exit, I was now trapped in. 
 
    Well, at least that helped narrow down my options. 
 
    “NOW COME BEFORE ME!” It commanded again, “OR I SHALL WREAK A HUNDRED DEATHS UPON YOU!” 
 
    I was sure that beast could snuff my pitiful hundred and sixty-something hit points with a glancing blow, and seeing as there was no way to run now, diplomacy was my only option. 
 
    I approached the huge beast slowly, staring at the ground as I was trying to appear intimidated and docile. I reached a few meters away from him and raised my eyes to look at the gigantic body, towering over me. 
 
    I inhaled deeply, composing myself, then I bowed respectfully. “Greetings, oh great Nihilator, Lord of Darkness. I am but a humble goblin who came to behold your vast glory.” When in doubt, always resort to flattery, especially when facing a big scary monster. 
 
    It seemed to amuse him as he started laughing with a terrible, booming laughter, “HA HA HA! A MERE GOBLIN? ARE YOU NOW? YOUR EXPLOITS IN THESE CAVES INDICATE OTHERWISE. YOU HAVE BEEN MOST AMUSING TO WATCH.” 
 
    His booming voice beat down on me with a physical-like force that knocked me to the ground. I tried shielding my head with my arms, to ease up the pressure, but to no avail. 
 
    That seemed to only amuse him further, as he continued laughing. “HA HA HA, VERY WELL YOU SMALL INSIGNIFICANT INSECT, YOU HAVE AMUSED ME SUFFICIENTLY TO BE GRANTED AN AUDIENCE!” 
 
    As he finished talking, he began to shrink. He became smaller and smaller, the leash around his neck resized as well, the chains still well bound to it. He continued shrinking until he reached the size of a small horse, which was still about 3 times my height. 
 
    “Now we can talk,” the monster said, in a much more bearable volume. “I was quite intrigued that you were able to destroy my shadow touched minions, they were much stronger than you and your party. But somehow, you found a way to defeat each of them. Forcing my Mastiff back into the water was quite ingenious, though the water had no effect on it. I, however, decided to grant you a victory for your display of resourcefulness, and to present you with a reward.” 
 
    I couldn’t help myself, my greed flared up at the thought of the vast and precious treasures this powerful boss could bestow upon me. 
 
    “YOUR REWARD IS TO ENTER MY CHAMBER ALIVE!” The beast suddenly roared, its voice once again blew me off my feet, and I sprawled on the ground. 
 
    “Now little goblin Totem,” he continued in a more relaxed tone, “Why have you come here? Your kind has no place here, you are mere vermin, unfit to even be devoured. SPEAK!” 
 
    I had to think fast. The fact that the monster reacted to my sudden greedy thoughts could have been just a coincidence. But I was getting more and more evidence lately that the game could interpret my innermost thoughts, and not just my explicit mental commands. I decided to go with the truth, for now. 
 
    I didn’t bother to get up on my feet, instead I bowed on my knees before the great beast. “I had a vision, oh great one.” clichéd villains were always egotistical, so I threw in some extra flattery to sugar coat my words, “My vision showed a great darkness erupt from the cave, wiping out the settlement I am trying to build in the valley outside. I came here to investigate and to find its source.” 
 
    “And now you have found it!” The monster growled menacingly. “I’ve been shackled in this damn cave for eons! Trapped by beings who were my own brethren, weakening me considerably. Over the years, however, I have slowly gathered my strength, and let forth the little bit of darkness that I still possessed. But the blasted sky-light still held me back! It prevents me from sending forth my minions to fetch fresh prey for me to feast upon. I am now limited only to the darkest, moonless nights. And now YOU,” He glared at me, “tell me that a whole goblin vermin nest has sprouted outside? Tomorrow, at the first night of the dark moon, my forces will hunt you down, and I shall devour you all!” 
 
    That was a very dramatic and climactic speech, I was actually impressed by it. But the fact remained, that after he finished speaking, Nihilator didn’t attack me. Instead, he kept looking at me, waiting for my response. Despite my unique circumstances, this was still a game and some patterns were absolute. The fact that the game gave me a chance to respond, meant that there was a way out of this mess, I just had to figure what it was. 
 
    This beast seemed totally evil, all he cared about was spreading darkness and destruction, which now explained my first vision. But I still didn't understand why my second vision showed the darkness being stopped by my Chief’s House. What could possibly be in that house that would interest this ancient monster? The content of the chest? I doubted it, The cougar skull? That was laughable. What then? What kind of option the house gave me that could be of any interest to Nihilator? 
 
    Wait! I thought with a sudden realization, It’s not the house itself! It’s the new options it had unlocked in the interface! Something in the new interface could be the answer to my salvation, but what? 
 
    There could be only one natural conclusion: Energy. The settlement’s energy. That must be it. Somehow, it would interest Nihilator. I decided to go with my intuition. 
 
    I looked at the visage of the powerful menacing boss, still awaiting my response. “My settlement is large enough to produce energy,” I declared calmly. “Is there any chance that would be of interest to you?” 
 
    He stared at me, apparently stunned by my audacious declaration. Then he laughed again, reverting back to his overpowering thunderous voice. “HA HA HA, YOU?! A MERE GOBLIN WISHES TO BECOME MY WORSHIPPER?!” 
 
    Eh? Did I miss something? I don’t remember saying anything about worshipping him. 
 
    As if he heard my question, Nihilator regained his composure and continued his ranting. “I would be worshiped by worthy beings! Eons ago, hordes of giants and devils called me their master and served me faithfully. They would have squashed any foe that would dare show force against me. Only the most powerful, who managed to defeat my loyal minions were worthy enough to face me and to meet their doom by my own hands. And now YOU a mere goblin dare to suggest your stinking race is deserving of such honor!” 
 
    I thought I understood what he was talking about. Nihilator was a high-level raid boss. In the game, in order to face the final boss, you usually had to go through all his weaker forces first. His minions, servants and lesser bosses, only then would you finally face the greatest final boss. According to these standards, my small goblin clan was inadequate to the task. We could only hope to provide a challenge for a few low-level players, such as those who would stand no chance against Nihilator. On the other hand, a high-level raid party worthy to battle Nihilator, wouldn’t even consider us a threat that deserves the time to put it down. In short, we were ill suited minions for his boss level. That said, it was either us or nothing. So that’s what I told him. 
 
    “I don’t think you have much choice,” I said brazenly. “There are no giants or demons around looking to serve you, only me and my clan. I’m offering our allegiance to you. What do you say?” 
 
    That startled him. I could tell no one had dared to talk to him this way before, least of all such a low-level individual as myself. But he knew I was right. He stared at me for a long moment, and for a second there I thought he was going to attack. But the moment had passed. Nihilator relaxed and then laughed his evil booming laugh, “HA HA HA, Very well! You are a brazen little goblin, and so I shall grant you the chance to serve me. Go back to your pathetic clan, forsake the pathetic deity you’re currently honoring, and swear your allegiance to me! Then, and only then, shall you be spared.” He stopped to look me up and down fully before continuing, “You are a lucky one. Before I was imprisoned, I had nearly amassed enough energy to ascend to the next state of transformation, that was when those wretched Outriders attacked. Though they stopped my progress, they couldn’t undo it, which brings us to my earlier statement of you being a very lucky goblin.” He looked me over to make sure he had my full undivided attention before continuing his ranting. “At this stage, even a lowly goblin settlement would be enough, given enough time, to grant me the remaining energy I require. I shall break my bonds and finally be free again. Then, I shall repay all those who betrayed me a thousandfold. And that is where you come in, the lucky goblin who has it in his power to aid the mighty Nihilator” 
 
    Apparently, the game agreed with him, as I was awarded with a message informing me Lucky Bastard skill has increased to level 14. 
 
    “Err…” I stammered, completely taken away. I still didn’t follow how I was suddenly obliged to nominate him as our new clan’s god, or how that related to the settlement energy. But I did understand why he needed that energy. Similarly to the prerequisite of 5,000 energy for me to achieve the next boss level, he too needed the energy to raise his boss level. Shame, I would much rather use it to further my clan’s development, but I could make do without it. I never counted on it in the first place, it only came to me as a pleasant surprise. Hmm, maybe I could give him some of the energy and save some for myself? Who knows? 
 
    “So… how much energy do you require?” I dared to ask. 
 
    “One hundred thousand,” He declared proudly. 
 
    I felt a pitfall in my stomach. 100,000! It would take years to get that much! I wouldn’t be able to spare even a single energy point for myself, damn! 
 
    But Nihilator wasn’t finished with me yet. He looked at me menacingly again, and growled, “You have until the last day of the dark moon to show your obedience and to dedicate your clan as MY devoted and faithful servants. That means that by midnight of the third day, should you fail to do so, my hounds shall wipe your poor settlement from this world.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  You received a new quest! [New Religion] 
  Nihilator has tasked you with nominating him as your clan’s new patron deity. 
  Quest Type: unique 
  Time limit: 3 more days, at midnight  
  Reward: New clan patron deity, 1000xp, other 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Damn, I hope that’s enough time, I thought dispiritedly. Well, in the worst case I’ll simply have to start a new settlement elsewhere after I respawn. Though not optimal, at least I had a backup plan. I was hoping I wouldn’t be forced to implement it. 
 
    Nihilator observed me closely as I mulled over his words and weighed my options. Then he suddenly chuckled, “Oh, no no no, my clever little servant. There will be NO escaping your destiny. If you shall fail in your task, my hounds WILL find you and bring you before me. I shall devour your very soul, and you shall forever be lost within the endless darkness of my bowels. You shall be doomed to be reborn and to die in agony and in darkness, again and again, for all eternity.” 
 
    That got my attention. I actually paled at hearing the fate that awaited me should I fail. It was very plausible that Nihilator could do that to an NPC, and in my current situation, there was no guarantee I’d be protected from this fate. All of a sudden, the game transformed itself completely in my eyes. Up until now, in spite of my weird predicament, it was still just a game and I was still just a player playing in it. But now... my deep immersion meant that I experienced everything in the game much more deeply and more real than normal players. Add to that my inability to log out and that made Nihilator’s threat very very serious, and very very frightening. It was the stuff of nightmares, really. Such a fate would mean my own eventual REAL death. I would be stuck in whatever dimension of darkness his body is made off, unable to escape, while being digested alive until I die, over and over again. There was no way I could mentally endure that. Even if my real body would still function in the outside world, this torment would eventually destroy my mind, effectively killing me. It was an alarming predicament. 
 
    Alarming predicament? Hell, I was scared shitless! I honestly thought for a moment there, I was going to faint from fright. It suddenly dawned on me that I was taking part in a real-life horror movie, and there was no director around to shout ‘cut’ to stop the scene from rolling. I was on my own. I had no save myself. 
 
    What could I do? For a moment I thought of using the Outrider bracelet, but quickly thought better of it. According to Nihilator last time it took many Outriders to bring him down. Just one of them wouldn’t make much difference. I really had no choice, except bowing my head and hope for the best. 
 
    “I understand… master,” I replied to the now VERY scary beast in front of me. “Your will shall be done.” 
 
    “Of course it will,” Nihilator replied with egoistic self-satisfaction. “Now go!” 
 
    As he spoke the words, the stone barrier lowered itself into the ground, revealing the entryway. Still half in shock from terror, I moved toward it. 
 
    Just as I was about to pass through, the beast spoke again, “Oh, and on your way out, throw that obscene sword into the lava. 
 
    I was still too overwhelmed to try and think of a clever way around his order, so I simply mumbled, “Yes master,” and went out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vic was waiting for me in the tunnel outside of Annihilator’s chamber. He seemed concerned when he saw me, apparently, my terror was clear on my face. 
 
    “What happened?” He demanded. “Something completely cut off our mental connection, I couldn’t tell if you were still alive!” he actually looked concerned. 
 
    That was mildly amusing, a faint smile touched my lips. “My Vic, don’t tell me you were actually worried about me?” 
 
    He stammered for a moment, looking for the right words. “Of course not!” he spat at last, “I was just worried my meat suit companion got himself killed and left me here, stuck in a dark, deserted tunnel!” 
 
    My smile turned into a grin. He was worried about me! How touching. “That’s ok Vic, I appreciate your concern. Let’s go, I’ll explain along the way.” 
 
    “Hmph, whatever. I was not concerned!” He blurted out, a little bit too quickly. 
 
    
    
      
      	  +50 reputation with Vic (The awesome companion)  
  Current rank: Neutral. Points to next rank: 480 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As we made our way up the tunnel, I filled in Vic about my encounter with Nihilator. The oozing darkness was still evident everywhere, but it seemed to dissipate as if absorbed by the cave walls whenever we got near it. 
 
    After a few minutes, we reached the lava stream that blocked our path coming in. On the other ledge of the lava, eight large Shadow-Touched Mastiffs stood shoulder to shoulder, each a level 18 beast. They all snarled at us as we approached, though none moved to attack. 
 
    “What the crap is that?!” Vic exclaimed while straining to hold the sword in combat ready position. 
 
    I could guess what the appearance of the beasts meant. 
 
    “Throw the sword into the lava, Vic” I instructed him. 
 
    “WHAT!?” Vic exclaimed in outrage. “Never!” And he held the sword closer as if hugging it. 
 
    “Vic, we’re outnumbered, we cannot leave this place and even if we could, in a few days Nihilator will send out his forces and wipe us all out, permanently,” I explained tiredly. “We have no choice. Now please throw the sword into the lava. Who knows? Maybe we’ll be able to retrieve it one day.” 
 
    Vic seemed to struggle with the idea, trying to find a way around it, but eventually, he realized there was indeed no other option, and with a defeated demeanor, he finally cried out, “The hell with you all!” and threw the sword. I really hoped his remark was aimed against the beast blocking our path. 
 
    The sword landed on the lava and remained afloat for a few seconds. Then it slowly sunk down, covered by the hot molten rock, never to be seen again. Once the sword was fully claimed by the lava and out of sight, the Mastiffs sort of melted together, into a large blob of darkness, not unsimilar to Vic’s default body. 
 
    The blob then stretched itself over the lava and landed next to our feet, creating a bridge of pure darkness. 
 
    I shrugged and started to cross the stream. I wasn’t afraid. If Nihilator wanted me dead, he had much more easy and terrifying ways to accomplish that. The bridge held our weight easily. 
 
    We walked in silence for what seemed like forever, but in hindsight was probably only about an hour. We finally made it through the tunnel and out of the cave, to the brightly lit day of a full noon sun. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vrick and the others were waiting outside the cave watching over the entrance as I had instructed. There was no sense in keeping them here, we had a temporary truce after all, so I dismissed them. 
 
    I had a lot on my plate to handle, but first thing, the new situations merited a desperate call for help. 
 
    It’s been only about a week since my last correspondence with Tal. Which meant less than a day has passed for him. But I faced some dire circumstances. I opened a message window and wrote a short message. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Era Online [Internal messaging service]: 
  
     
 
      
      	  To: SuperWolf#23 
  Subject: Another question from your green pal  
  Tal, sorry to bother you again so soon…  
  I’ve hit a bit of a snag. A tier 8 boss has given me a quest and threatened to kill me over and over again if I fail... It seemed like he was hinting that my respawn point could be forcefully changed by him so I’ll have no way to escape… Can he really do that? If so, can you think of any way around it? Other than that, everything is peachy :)  
  Oren. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I sent the message and went to my house. I had a lot of thinking to do. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 18 - Religion Sucks 
 
    I sat in my house, on the floor, seeing as I didn’t have any chairs or furniture, and contemplated my current predicament.  
 
    How the hell did I get myself into this mess? I wondered. Before I entered the cave, everything was going so well, the future seemed bright, despite the growing hobgoblin forces. And now… my life was at stake. My REAL life.  
 
    I brought it on myself, I thought miserably.  
 
    It was all my fault. First, by not listening to Tal’s warning and continuing to play the game, even though I knew it was dangerous. And second, for involving myself with that frightening monster, Nihilator. The game engine created him to become an embodiment of evil, meaning his seeded VI would attempt to act the part as realistically as possible. Therefore, there would be no negotiating, no begging for my life, no mercy. 
 
    I couldn’t count on Tal to come to my rescue either, though I knew he would do his best. 
 
    I brought this mess on myself, I thought with a heavy heart. Then, something inside me snapped. I was tired of being kicked around by enemies more powerful than me. First the treacherous Vatras, then that annoying Totem DurDur, followed by that damned hobgoblin leader Barska and his minions. And now Nihilator.  
 
    “Pfht!” I snorted in contempt. Could he have a more cliché sounding name!?  
 
    GOD DAMN IT! I thought in fury. I’m done being bitch slapped! I am my own boss! I suddenly grinned, Literally. I will get myself out of this trouble, on my own! Then I’ll deal with Vatras, and Barska, and any other damned creature that tries to mess with me! I will claw my way out of this game and back into my real life, and no one will stop me! 
 
    Fueled by my anger at being fate’s chew toy and hardened by my resolution, I let go of those worries and concentrated on the matters at hand. 
 
    I had to fulfill Nihilator’s quest, there was no getting around it. He would settle for nothing less. The problem was how do I replace the god of the clan? I tried consulting Guba and Bek, but they knew nothing about formally making or changing a clan’s allegiance to a new deity. 
 
    In addition, Nihilator wanted to receive all the daily Energy Points the clan generated. Well, he could choke on it for all I cared. But that was another issue; How would I channel the energy to him? 
 
    I opened the Interface and went to the Energy Options screen. I looked at the list of clan members. Damn! Nihilator wasn’t on that list. It’s time for some experimentation. I contemplated. 
 
    I cleared my throat and then audibly announced, “I pledge my clan as the faithful servants of Nihilator.” As expected, nothing happened. 
 
    I tried again: “I renounce Corgoram and accept Nihilator as the new clans’ deity.” Again, nothing. 
 
    I must be missing something, I thought in irritation. What was it he said? We’re not worthy to worship him? Hmm…how is a god worshiped? And where? You need a church or a temple... 
 
    Suddenly my eye light in realization. or a Shrine! I had to build a Shrine! 
 
    Quickly, I accessed the village building menu, and browsed the list of available buildings, and found what I was looking for. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Shrine, tiny: increases morale by 10. Provides access to faith.
Required resources: 10 bones, 10 stones. Constructor: Novice. BP: 100 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A hundred Build Points was nothing; Zuban could get that done in that in less than three days. But the resources...where would I get some bones for construction…? 
 
    The cave! The bone pile we found in the cave! There were hundreds of bones there. That should be enough to build ten shrines at least.  
 
    Now for the other resource, stone. The new Stonemason worker had already worked a full day, though without a Quarry building. Zuban and his boys should complete it-- Before I could finish that thought, I was cut off by a system message. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New building added to your settlement: Quarry 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I chuckled to myself. Good timing Zuban. I was curious to see what the daily stone production was now with the bonus from the new building. I clicked on the Resource Production menu in the interface. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Resource Production 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wood: 5.05 per day (Stock: 16 logs, 44 timber) 
  Ore: 0 per day (Stock: 48 copper, 8 tin) 
  Stone: 1.76 (Stock: 1 stone) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    What!? Only 1.76 stones per day? How could that be? Logging produced more than 5 timber per day!  
 
    I accessed the worker’s data and checked the Stonemason skill. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Stonemason (P) 
  You can efficiently quarry stone for construction. Each resource unit of stone is comprised of 10 smaller stone bricks. 
  Level 3: Novice 
  Effect: Stone quarried per day: 1.6 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was bad news. The Quarry building bonuses improved the yield a bit, but it was still too little. At this rate, taking into account the worker’s skill increase, it will take about 5 days to quarry the 10 required stones to build the Shrine. I was screwed. 
 
    I took a big breath, calming myself, it’s just another obstacle, just a problem to solve. I tried to think about it logically. The Quarry building could be used by several workers, unfortunately, I didn’t have sufficient food to summon a new worker. Even if I had, I didn’t even have a pick for a new worker to work with. Ok, so increasing the workforce wasn’t the answer. What then? 
 
    I needed an advice. “Vic,” I addressed my cloak shaped companion, “Please fetch Zuban.” 
 
    Vic’s cloak form flowed away from my shoulders and began changing. In a moment, Vic’s transformation into a goblin was complete.  
 
    “Sure thing boss, one Zuban to go, coming right up.” He turned and left the house. 
 
    I went back to wracking my brain for a solution. Could we cheat a bit and supplement the missing stone with wood? How about mud or clay? I kept sitting there, pondering various possible solutions. 
 
    When Zuban arrived, I was deep in my thoughts. He cleared his throat to let me know he was there, breaking my concentration. 
 
    I looked at him. It took me a moment to remember why he was there. Zuban was radiating happiness. 
 
    “I take it everything’s well?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded happily, puffed up his chest, and declared grandly, “The Quarry is finished, Esteemed Totem!” 
 
    “Right, right. Good,” I waved the news off. He visibly deflated, disappointed at my lack of enthusiasm.  
 
    “Listen, Zuban, we have a serious problem, and I need your advice.” That perked him up.  
 
    He bowed, “Whatever you require Esteemed Totem.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I got us into a trouble. To get out of it, we have to build a shrine, in three days.” 
 
    He frowned, “That could be a problem. I can only employ two builders at a time on a building that size. Their productivity would barely be high enough to finish the building in your time frame. Also, we don’t have enough stone at the moment, or any bones worthy for construction.” 
 
    I nodded, “The bones aren’t a problem; I found a large pile in the cave. But damn it, I forgot that you told me the size of the building limits the number of builders who can work on it. What can we do about that?” 
 
    “Well…” Zuban considered the problem for a moment, then shrugged, “I’ll just assign my two best workers to the job, but that still will not be enough. We could put extra work hours into the job. For example, we could increase the work day to 12 hours, instead of 10. It will lower morale a bit, but since it is only for a few days the impact shouldn’t be severe. That should allow us to finish the Shrine in time. But how are we going to get enough stone?” 
 
    The was what worried me the most. I shook my head, “The stonemason worker won’t be able to quarry enough stone by herself. Can you use a different material for some of it? Wood or loose pebbles maybe? Anything at all you can think of that will get that Shrine built.” 
 
    Zuban slowly shook his head. “I’m afraid it’s not that simple. To save some time, I could start working with the bones and build the Shrine’s frame first. But I’m afraid there’s no substitute for good construction quality stone. We could use a higher-grade stone, like Granite, Obsidian, Volcanic, but those are much more difficult to find and quarry than normal construction stone.” 
 
    That made me think. Hmm, volcanic...  
 
    I looked at him with a grin, “Zuban, you’re a genius!” 
 
    He gave me a confused look, “Err… perhaps you misunderstood me, Esteemed Totem, there’s no way--”
“No, no,” I cut him off, “I understand perfectly. You will have the stone you need. For now, ask Vrick to show you where the bones are in the cave. It should be safe enough for you to go there for now. Take all the available workers with you to carry the bones out, their Haul proficiency should prove useful for the task. Then start building the shrine. Err…. right next to the graveyard, on top of the cave’s entrance. For now, use whatever stone the worker quarries, until I bring you the rest.” 
 
    He seemed increasingly bewildered by my instructions but nodded his understanding regardless.  
 
    “Yes, Esteemed Totem,” leaving to follow my orders. 
 
    I knew how to get the stone Zuban needed. Though it would require significant effort on my part. First, I needed to be familiar with the construction stone’s shape. 
 
    I went looking for the new Quarry building. 
 
    It was next to the northern valley wall, where the cliff was composed of the smooth white limestone that was suitable for producing construction quality stone. The Quarry itself was just a yard and a small shed, with some frames made from wood along the side. I guessed the frames were used for stacking the cut stone. The stonemason worker was busy at work nearby. She was hacking away at the stone, making chips fly in all directions as he rhythmically swung his pick at the stone. On the ground near her was a small stack of bricks. Each one was about the length of my forearm. Ten of the bricks made a single stone unit for construction. I bent down, picked up one of the bricks and put it in my inventory. 
 
    I tapped the worker on the shoulder. She immediately stopped working, turned around, and bowed to me.  
 
    “I need you to work harder, I’m afraid. Work an extra two hours a day until the Shrine is complete”  
 
    I had to have some kind of contingency to fall back on, after all, if plan A doesn’t work. 
 
    “Yes, Esteemed Totem,” She replied. I was happy to hear she no longer referred to me as steamed Totem. 
 
    I turned and made my way toward the cave. It was around midday, I had a few hours left before dinner time to put together a working proof of concept. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I walked through the cave tunnel in defiance of the surrounding darkness. I had a temporary truce with Nihilator, so I wasn’t afraid his minions would attack. 
 
    When I arrived at the stream, a Mastiff materialized out of it. A level 22 monster. It stood at the edge of the stream and growled at me. I pointedly ignored the menacing beast as I passed by, almost brushing the fur made of shadow, and boldly walked into the water. 
 
    The water reached my waist, but the current was weak, so I had no trouble crossing it. The darkness that tainted the water didn’t touch me.  
 
    I grunted in satisfaction. I was untouchable until the quest deadline passed. 
 
    I continued down the tunnels until I arrived at the lava stream. 
 
    Unknowingly, Zuban gave me an idea for producing more stones. He mentioned volcanic rock as a source for advanced type of stones. I was no expert, but I knew that volcanic rock was merely hardened lava, and I had plenty available right here. Even better, lava could be poured into molds. 
 
    I didn’t have any tools with me, but I didn’t need any. I doubt that any tool we had would work for what I had in mind. 
 
    The cave floor that bordered the lava flow was a gray-white hard-rock. I pulled the stone brick I took from the Quarry out of my inventory, and placed it on the rock floor, very close to the edge of the lava. Using the point of my dagger, I traced the outline of the brick onto the hard-rock floor, then I put the brick back in my inventory. 
 
    The next part was going to take precise work. 
 
    I concentrated, conjuring a Drilling Arrow above my palm. Using my mana control, I anchored the arrow to a constant point above my palm. Then, I reinforced the arrow with more mana, making it denser and more durable. I held the shape of the arrow steady in my mind so it wouldn’t dissipate. Then, I turned my palm upside down, so the arrow’s rotating drill head was pointing down, and slowly lowered my hand until it touched the stone. 
 
    I immediately felt my mana being drawn through the arrow, as its nature was to blast things away, but I clenched my will, poured more mana into the arrow, forcing it to retain its form. It worked! 
 
    Though it was slowly draining mana from me to maintain its shape, the arrow did what I hoped it would do. It drilled a deep narrow hole in the stone floor! I was lucky to invent this spell. The armor penetration property made it able to drill through the tough stone floor. 
 
    Now came the next part. Slowly, while the arrow was still embedded and rotating in the ground, I moved my hand across the etched line. I had to pour more and more mana into the arrow to maintain it. I guided it along a straight line, drilling through the floor. I let out an explosive breath and relaxed a bit. I knew that my plan would work now, all that was required was time and patience. 
 
    I sat down and continued drilling out the etched lines. My mana regeneration was fast enough to compensate for the expenditure. It took almost half an hour to outline the shape of the brick. Once the rectangular border was drilled through I drilled line after line inside the outline, hollowing it out centimeter by centimeter. That took me almost two hours, but finally, I was done. 
 
    I stood up, wiping my forehead, hot from the work and the proximity of the lava. I was looking at a rectangular hole with the same dimensions as the brick from the quarry. A mold for the lava. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Manipulation Skill level increased to 13 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Drilling Arrow Skill level increased to 12 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    How nice. Now came the last part. Using the Drilling Arrow again, I etched a shallow line, about 2 centimeters deep from the edge of the mold to the lava flow. Once the shallow channel was done, lava poured through and filled the mold. When it was completely filled I blocked the channel with a small piece of stone. I checked the game clock; it was already past 8 pm, and it seemed that it would take several hours for the lava in the mold to cool sufficiently. So I got up on my feet and went back to the settlement. 
 
    When I reached the end of the tunnel, one of the goblin workers ran by me. It was our newest Builder worker, and evidently *very* pregnant. It didn’t seem to hinder her, though, as she was carrying two large bones on each of her shoulders, half running with the significant weight toward the cave’s exit. 
 
    Looks like, Zuban already started the construction, I thought contentedly. I felt a bit uncomfortable watching a pregnant female working that hard. Still, it was just a game, the pregnancy apparently didn’t affect her work productivity.  
 
    As I exited the cave, I saw a large pile of bones stacked to the side just below the stone shelf that held the cemetery, and soon - the Shrine. Zuban and the workers were busy hauling some of the big bone pieces up the side of the cliff. The mine worker, still without a pick, was helping. His advanced Haul skill put to good use carrying pieces of bone larger than he was to the shrine. 
 
    I nodded to them as I passed by, and made my way toward the main camp. 
 
    When I reached the campfire, I saw everyone but Zuban and his crew were already having dinner, the stone mason worker was absent too, following my orders to work longer hours. 
 
    Everyone welcomed me as I approached the cooking hearth, nodding or mumbling a greeting. Tika looked flustered when I greeted her it had been a long time since I talked to her. I made a mental note to spend a little personal time with her. 
 
    I sat down as Guba brought me dinner. She stared at me as I started eating. 
 
    “Is there something you want to tell me?” I asked her politely. 
 
    “Humph!” She snorted as usual, “finally made some advanced food on purpose, I did!” 
 
    I sat up, excited. “That’s great news Guba, well done! How much did you make?” 
 
    “Err…” she seemed unsure of herself, and maybe a bit ashamed. It was an unfamiliar expression to see on the normally gruff chemist’s face.  
 
    “Just two pieces,” She admitted finally, then added hesitantly, “Had to burn through four raw meats and two fish, till I got it right. Learnt myself how to make seasoned fish with herbs. Not too complicated, just a piece of fish, and the right amount of time on the fire with a wee bit of herbal ingredients our gatherer found. It be a gentle balance, so I will probably be burning the dish about half the time” 
 
    I winced, six units of raw food destroyed just to learn the recipe for an “advanced food”. 
 
    I sighed, I couldn’t blame Guba for the waste, she kept insisting she was not a proper cook. But she was all I had at the moment. I really needed to summon a Cook as soon as possible. I now had four advanced foods of the twenty needed to summon a Cook. If Guba could successfully cook one “advanced food” for every fish she ruined, a total of 32 fish would be needed to get the needed sixteen units.  
 
    “Vic,” I called to my companions, “What’s our current food stores supply?” 
 
    “I didn't get a chance to update for today’s production, but as of yesterday we had ten raw meats, ten raw fish, three gathered edibles, four gathered ingredients, and four advanced food,” He promptly replied. 
 
    That meant Cobie the fisher would need to catch twenty-two fish! I checked his Fisherman Skill and groaned audibly. His skill was currently at level 10, not bad until all the penalties from using improvised equipment are calculated in. Which meant he could only provide about 4 units of fish per day. At that rate, it’ll take five to six days to stockpile the advanced food we needed. I shook my head; the Cook worker couldn’t arrive soon enough. 
 
    Well, I guess if we survive the next day or two, waiting another few days isn't a huge deal after all. 
 
    As was my custom during the evening, I checked the clan’s status page to view the day’s progress. 
 
    What immediately drew my eye, was the efficiency modifier. Up until now, it had remained steady at -10%, but now it was -12%. 
 
    “Vic, can you please display all the efficiency modifiers on the same line?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure thing, boss,” He replied, merrily as always. 
 
    I reviewed the efficiency line: 
 
    <Efficiency: -12% (morale: -7 [no housing -5, longer work day: -2], basic tools: -2, support structure: -3)> 
 
    So Zuban was right about losing some morale by making my goblins work longer hours. But the extra hours’ productivity exceeded the loss from morale penalty.  
 
    I checked the construction tab next:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Buildings and Construction 
  
     
 
      
      	  Max Constructor skill: 11 
  Builders count: 3 (skills 11, 11, 6) 
  Total Daily BP: 37 [(7.2 + 10.5 + 10.5 + 7.5) X 1.01] 
  Completed: Quarry (80/80 BP) 
  Under construction: Shrine (15/100 BP. Max 28 BP per day) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It was going to be a close call, but assuming we get the required stone, and no nasty surprises crop up, we should finish the Shrine just before midnight on the 3rd day.  
 
    I saved the best for last: Food production. 
 
    <Daily food production: 22 (4 fishermen, 14 forage, 16 rabbits, 3 gatherer, -15 upkeep)> 
 
    I frowned, Tika’s yield was down, she was supposed to hunt enough to cover the upkeep requirement, but today she was short one unit of food. 
 
    Still, it was a small concern, more exciting was that with today’s total food surplus, there was enough simple food to summon a new worker, without using any of the fish. All the fish was going to go to Guba to use in her advanced food recipe. Since it would be at least five more days until we have enough advanced food to summon a Cook, there was no reason not to summon a new worker that could start contributing right now. 
 
    But which type of worker should I summon? I was torn between food production to construction. More food meant more workers, but the Smithy that I intended to build next would take a lot of time, and any extra help now would speed up its completion. 
 
    “Zuban,” I called to my construction manager. He approached me immediately. 
 
    “Since only two workers can work on the Shrine simultaneously, can you have the other workers start on the Smithy?” 
 
    He thought it over and then shook his head, “The smithy is an Apprentice level building, so only the two Apprentice ranked Builders are advanced enough to work on it and they’re currently assigned to building the Shrine. The other Builders can only work on Novice ranked buildings for now. We could build something else in parallel.” He paused for a moment, “Actually, I should have suggested it straight away. The new Builders will never gain enough experience to work on more advanced buildings unless they work on basic structures first.” 
 
    “That’s all right Zuban,” I forgave him magnanimously, “you have a lot on your plate. Hang on a minute.” 
 
    I opened the Settlement Interface and reviewed the available Novice level buildings for construction. Lodging would counteract the morale penalty. The mess hall would be a great fit with our future cook, but it required 140 wood, a tremendous amount of resources that would take us a long time to produce. Buildings dedicated to increasing worker efficiencies would also be good to increase to total yield. I decided to begin work on the Construction Yard as our next project, after all, I Initially intended it to be our very first project. Now was the perfect opportunity to provide a building for Zuban and his Builders that will increase their construction efficiency, which in turn, will increase the growth rate of our settlement. Besides, it was an easy low-cost project, requiring just 20 wood and 80 BP. 
 
    “Let’s build the Construction Yard then,” I said.  
 
    Zuban’s expression immediately brightened, realizing how that would personally benefit his and his Builders skills. 
 
    “Wonderful!” He replied jubilantly, I’ll put the latest female Builder on it first thing tomorrow morning!” 
 
    “Err…” I hesitated before asking, “Wouldn’t it be a problem? She’s pregnant you know...” 
 
    He seemed puzzled by my question, a look of incomprehension on his face. 
 
    “I don’t understand, why her being pregnant is a concern? She’ll give birth at night, which won’t interfere with her construction work, so I don’t see why--”
“Never mind, Zuban.” It was obvious that the game didn’t force real life repercussions of pregnancy on NPCs.  
 
    “Forget I asked.” 
 
    He shrugged, “Of course, Esteemed Totem.” 
 
    “Anyway,” I continued, “I’m going to summon a new builder, so put him to work on the Construction Yard as well.” 
 
    Zuban smiled happily at the prospect of gaining another worker and nodded enthusiastically. 
 
      
 
    We had 25 pieces of raw meat, along with five units of gathered foodstuff, I had the 30 units of simple food that I would use to summon the worker. I asked Guba to cook all our raw meat into steaks again.  
 
    Once the Breeder’s Den was sufficiently loaded with the now cooked steaks and gathered food, I accessed the interface, selected a new Builder worker and clicked on the summon button. 
 
    A loud noise chimed and sparks flew around me, as I received a new system message. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Lady Luck has smiled on your clan and awarded you with an improved worker! 
  Your new worker has the following trait: Argush Blood. 
  Argush Blood: One of the ancient goblin bloodlines that have been extinct for generations. Occasionally the blood breeds true in a newly born goblin. An Argush Blooded goblin is born with four arms and is stronger than the average goblin
Effect: four arms, +1 Physical, Improved Builder skill: each skill level grants 1 BP instead of 0.5 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Holy crap! I didn’t expect that at all! I didn’t even know luck could affect a summoned goblin! 
 
    The Breeder’s Den made its usual disturbing noises, grunting and squeaking, and a shortly after, a new goblin appeared. 
 
    I stared at him, my mouth falling open. He did indeed have four arms, two coming out of each shoulder. Each arm moved separately and freely. He was tall for a goblin and powerfully built. He will make one hell of a Builder; I thought in awe.  
 
    It occurred to me, that had I summoned a Warrior; I could have had a four-armed killing machine, but I shook my head. What I needed now was more labor; not enhanced killing power. 
 
    As was my habit, I analyzed him. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker  
  Level 1  
  HP: 24  
  P:3, M:0, S:-1  
  Skills: Haul 1, Builder 1  
  Traits: noncombatant, Argush Blooded 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I approached him. He towered a full head above me. Although his physique was intimidating, he had the same vacant look all NPC workers had. 
 
    “Welcome to the GreenPiece clan,” I greeted him. “Report to Zuban for work, I expect great things from you… Bargush.” Such a unique specimen deserved his own name. It was a spur-of-the-moment thing, Builder plus Argush equaled Bargush in my book. 
 
    I quickly accessed the Energy Options Interface and spent 50 points to raise him to level 2, which left me with 220 EP. 
 
    I now had four Builders in my clan, five effectively, since Bargush’s enhanced skill made him the equal of two normal Builders. Things were going better than I had hoped. 
 
    Despite my recent circumstances, or maybe even to make up for it, the game has decided to throw me a treat. I wasn’t above receiving such treats. After all, they were quite yummy. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I woke up feeling especially relaxed and well rested for some reason. I yawned, my eyes still closed. Something furry rubbed against my face and entered my mouth. I opened my eyes in alarm, and to my surprise found Tika nestled against me! Her long hair covered my face while she slept. 
 
    My sudden movements woke her, and she stared at me with two huge innocent eyes.  
 
    “Err…Ti…Tika…” I stammered. “Wha…what are you doing here?” 
 
    She looked at me shyly, and lowered her eyes, “Zuban say you lonely. Tell me warm Totem bed. So I come.” 
 
    I frowned, “He shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry; you don’t have to spend the night here against your will.” 
 
    She actually blushed as she replied, “I not mind. I like sleep with you.” 
 
    I might end up as Nihilator’s eternal chew toy in a few days. This was a whole pile of trouble I didn’t want to deal with right now. I had to admit though, I did sleep like a baby; and Tika was probably the reason for that, snuggling with her was very…soothing. 
 
    “You may sleep here if you wish,” I finally said, “But for now, I have to go.” 
 
    “Yes, Esteemed Totem,” she lowered her eyes again as she spoke. 
 
    I left hastily. A romance with an NPC, and a goblin no less! No, I was definitely not ready to face those troubling questions at the moment. 
 
    I walked toward the cave entrance. I had three full work days to complete the Shrine, and dedicate my clan to worshipping Nihilator. Or so I hoped. 
 
    I called the jobless Miner worker over to me, and together we went into the cave. We walked down the long tunnel that led to the lava stream. 
 
    I bent down to check my handiwork. As I hoped, the lava in the mold cooled and hardened overnight. The result was dark gray, almost black porous brick. 
 
    It took some effort and I had to use my dagger, but eventually I managed to get the brick out of the mold. This brick was heavier than the one quarried from white limestone, and it felt stronger and heavier. I shook my head at myself, just realizing I could easily get more information by comparing the two bricks with Analyze.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Limestone Brick 
  Description: Simple stone material used for construction.  
  Type: resource. 
  Weight: 7 kg 
  Rank: simple 
  Durability: 200 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Basalt Brick  
  Description: Hard stone used for construction.  
  Type: resource. 
  Weight: 8 kg 
  Rank: advanced 
  Durability: 250 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So, using lava to make it gave me an upgraded basalt brick, more durable than the simple limestone one. It probably meant buildings constructed with it would be more durable and stronger. 
 
    I ordered the worker to take the two finished bricks we had back to the construction site and come back. With his 13 points in Haul skill, he could carry three, but I wanted to get the stones I had back to Zuban as quickly as possible. 
 
    I refilled the mold, and while it was cooling, I started working on a second mold. After two hours of mind-numbingly boring work, I was done. I refilled the new mold and started working on a third. Another two hours have passed, and another mold was created. As I refilled that mold, I made a small mistake, plugging the lava channel a little too strongly, and caused a burning drop of magma to fly in the air and land on my arm. The pain was intense, nearly unbearable; I opened my mouth and screamed as I felt the molten rock searing my flesh. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Lava burns you. You take 22 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Lava burns you. You take 18 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Lava burns you. You take 15 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Lava burns you. You take 12 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The uncaring system messages appeared one after the other while I screamed. Eventually, the lava cooled enough to stop hurting me. However, my mind refused to let go of the pain, sure that I had sustained a severe burn. I took nearly 80 damage in total from that speck of lava. It was enough to kill any other member of my clan. 
 
    “You ok boss?” Vic asked, worriedly. Apparently, while I was screaming he was trying to talk to me offering his support, but I was in so much pain I couldn’t hear what he was saying.” 
 
    After a few minutes, I managed to control the pain. “I’m ok now, thank you Vic,” I said painfully.  
 
    “Why don’t you concentrate on making the molds, and I’ll fill them?” He suggested. “I’m not as vulnerable to pain as you are, and I have enough hit points to survive a splash or two of lava.” 
 
    That was actually an excellent idea. “Thank you, Vic,” I replied, moved by his concern for me. 
 
    “Don't mention it,” he replied modestly, “But if you insist, I would accept a life-sized statue in my likeness, maybe on top of your house.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    I noted with interest, that the first brick had cooled enough to be taken out of the mold. I used my dagger and produced another brick. 
 
    Vic refilled the molds, while I continued making the 4th, then the 5th. Another brick has cooled enough to be extracted by the time it took me to make each new mold. 
 
    It was already night time but I decided to push through. We needed the stone urgently, and the consequences for failure were dire. So I spent the next four hours making two more molds. 
 
    I was dead tired on my feet when I was finally done. I now had seven molds, and five manufactured bricks, which was half a construction stone.  
 
    While we worked, the goblin worker walked back and forth, carrying the prepared bricks out to Zuban. After a few trips, I ordered him to bring me some food from Guba. Vic and I were the only ones who could safely create these bricks. Any mistake while handling the lava would mean death for any of the other goblins, and time was pressing. I couldn’t afford to get back to my comfortable bed and have a full night’s sleep. And confront the Tika complication, I thought with a shudder. 
 
    I ate the meal the worker brought, told Vic to wake me up in five hours, then lay down on the ground to sleep. 
 
    Vic woke me six hours later. A neat row of five new bricks was arranged before me, and all seven molds were filled to the brim with cooling lava. 
 
    “I thought I told you to wake me after five hours,” I said gruffly. Though I had to admit, the six hours I slept were barely enough, seeing how tired I was.” 
 
    Vic shook his head, “You meat suits are vulnerable and soft, you need your sleep. Besides, it was confusing to keep refilling a different mold every couple of hours, so I just waited till they all solidified, and then refilled them all at once. Now we can have exactly seven new bricks made every 4 hours. I knew you wouldn’t approve, with your unrealistic demands for efficiency.” 
 
    “Alright alright,” I surrendered. I just woke up and wasn’t up for an argument, “Whatever you say.” 
 
    A full day has passed. I checked my Interface. The Stonemason produced two stones yesterday, and by tomorrow will provide a total of about 7.5 stones, 75 bricks. At my current rate, the brick molding process would provide additional 28 pieces in 16 hours of work, so we’ll have just enough to supply the Shrine’s requirements. 
 
    I shook my head, by that calculation, we’ll only have enough brick by the end of day three. And that was too late. Our deadline was at midnight of that day, and the Builders won’t have enough time to do the actual construction work by the time they’ll receive all the stone. We had to produce more before then. So, if we work all day and all night, up until tomorrow morning, for 32 hours… We can make...56 more bricks! More than enough! I was saved! 
 
    It was decided. I spent the rest of the day making more molds, While Vic kept refilling them. By the end of the day, we had 12 molds and 21 new bricks. 
 
    The worker kept hauling the bricks up to the surface, and once again brought us dinner. After making 12 molds, I couldn’t stand the sight of them. My connection to Vic had a range limitation, so I had to remain here so Vic could keep filling the molds. I slept while Vic worked through the night. 
 
    After hard and tedious work, we met our quota. In the last two days, we managed to produce a total of 81 bricks. That meant having just over 8 construction worthy stones. 
 
    This endeavor made it clear how important stone production was for my village. I promised myself I would summon a second Stonemason as soon as we had more picks. I had spent a little bit over two days in this dark claustrophobic tunnel, and enough was enough.  
 
    “Alright Vic, we’ve accomplished our goal. Let’s get out of here, I miss the sun.” 
 
    Vic shrugged, “I didn’t know you two were on such good terms, but count me in, I got bored of playing with burning hell dough.” 
 
    We gathered our things, leaving twenty-something bricks in a neat pile for the worker to carry out. Then we finally left the cave. 
 
    While we were making our way back, I received a pleasant surprise. Tal replied to my message. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Era Online [Internal messaging service]: 
  
     
 
      
      	  From: SuperWolf#23 
  Subject: RE: Another question from your green pal 
  Hi Bro,  
  It’s been over half a day since your last message, so I guess things are serious. I looked up some references in the company’s database, and what I’ve found is…not good. When the game was being developed, bosses of tier 7 and higher received an ability called ‘Devourer’. It basically meant that they could permanently destroy any creature, even players, by fixing their respawn point in an instant-death location (usually their belly). Initially, the designers thought the extra danger would make epic bosses more feared and would add to the realism, but testing showed that players really didn’t like losing their character permanently (imagine that). So Guy was tasked with disposing of all the bosses that had that ability. I heard he unleashed some sort of an in-game armageddon type war to accomplish that. As unlikely as it seems, it looks like he missed one. *Sigh* looks like you keep unwrapping more and more bugs in the game. I’m afraid it’s entirely possible this boss could make good on his threat… I advise you to do anything in your power to mollify him. If I don’t hear from you in the next 6 hours (3 days for you), I’m going to start rounding up friends and allies to raid that son of a bitch. We’ll get you out, no matter what, but it might take me a few days to get a proper raid party together… Stay strong man, I believe in you.  
  -Tal 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Thanks for the warning Tal, I’ll sure try my best to avoid spending eternity in a black void of perpetual torture, I thought darkly. Though it was nice to know that if all else had failed, someone out there was going to mount a rescue operation.  
 
    When we got back to the village, I accessed the Settlement Interface, and checked the Buildings and Construction menu: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Buildings and Construction 
  
     
 
      
      	  Max Constructor skill: 12 
  Builders count: 4 (skills 12, 11, 7, 6) 
  Daily BP base: 41 (11 + 10.5 + 8.5 + 11) 
  Under construction: Shrine (82/100 BP), Construction Yard (33/80 BP) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The Shrine construction seemed to be progressing nicely.  
 
    Right next to the cave stood a neat stack of bricks most of them lava-made. It should be sufficient for the Shrine requirements. I looked up toward the stone shelf and saw Zuban energetically directing and helping the two Apprentice ranked Builders to assemble the Shrine. 
 
    “HI, Zuban,” I called over to him “How goes the work?” 
 
    “We have everything that we need now, Esteemed Totem. The workers’ morale is a bit of a hindrance, but we’ll keep working as long as it takes. We should be finished a few hours before midnight though.” 
 
    “Good, keep it up!” I called back. Zuban himself seemed a bit tired and less energetic than usual. The expected time to finish was a little closer than I would like, but there was nothing I could do about it, except wait. But… I frowned, what did Zuban meant by morale being a hindrance? 
 
    I opened the Interface again, and saw with shock that efficiency was down to -14%! What was going on!? There was the usual -5% penalty for using crude tools and -3% for low support infrastructure, but the morale penalty, which until now was -2% has grown to -6%. I had to get to the bottom of this. 
 
    “Vic, can you summarize all the data you have about settlement morale in a separate menu?” I asked my companion. 
 
    “Hmm… sure boss. Aaaand done. Go ahead, check it out.” 
 
    I did. The Interface now had a new tab, simply called ‘Morale’. I clicked on it, and a new menu appeared. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Morale Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Total morale: -30 (Positive morale grants bonuses. Negative morale doubles penalties) 
  Effect: -6% total efficiency, -0.6% daily EP.  
  One-time modifiers: -- 
  Dynamic modifiers: -- 
  Continuous modifiers: 
  ●       Lack of lodging: -27 
  ●       Longer work day: -5 
  ●       Guba’s special stew: +2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    What the hell!? Why didn’t anyone tell me morale was so important for NPCs? In my ignorance, it seems, I had ignored a very important element in NPC settlement development. Morale mattered here. 
 
    I reviewed the morale penalties. Lack of lodging had increased negative effect on morale. The most logical conclusion for that would be that I kept summoning new goblins, without providing lodging for the existing ones, so the morale kept getting lower and lower. The workers, also, apparently didn’t appreciate the longer work hours. Well…Zuban did warn me it might happen. Once the shrine was completed they could go back to normal work days, which should take care of that penalty. Lack of Lodging also explained what the ‘Continuous modifier’ category meant, it was for ongoing effects. Guba’s special stew bonus was also a complete surprise. I never questioned why Guba made the same stew day after day when it was obvious the goblins could just eat basic food, similar to the food I supplied the Breeder’s Den. Now it was clear, it gave a small morale bonus! I knew that different types of high-quality food grant bonuses, but I never thought of analyzing Guba’s daily stew. My appreciation for our gruff chemist-turned-cook deepened at the realization. Perhaps a proficient cook would be able to prepare food with even a higher morale bonus? I wondered. Wait a minute... I thought with sudden realization. I quickly accessed the construction menu again and viewed the available buildings. Here it is: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Mess Hall, large: Public dining place. Includes a kitchen, increase food production by 10%, increases morale by 20.
Required resources: 140 wood, Constructor: Novice, assigned cook, 250 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    There it was, that small piece of information I kept ignoring. The Mess Hall improves morale by 20 points! It was safe to assume that good quality food was a large part of that bonus. Well, that building just got a higher priority. I thought, then grimaced. There was so much to do, so much to build. It was a good thing that the Construction Yard was being built right now, it will help improve our construction speed. I really need to get two more Builders for Zuban, then he’ll have six, the maximum he can currently manage. That would speed up things nicely, and I would finally be able to build some houses for my goblins. 
 
    Well, there was nothing more I could do about it now, but I had plenty of errands to run. I went over to the campfire to find Guba. She was at the fire, cooking fish in a frying pan, concentration deeply. With her free hand, she was sprinkling herbs over the fish. As I looked, the pan sizzled louder and louder, the fish began to smoke, then to char. Guba swore under her breath and with a flick of her wrist launched the ruined fish at a small pile of burnt fish on the ground. I winced at the waste of my precious food supply. There was no alternative, I had to have more Advanced Food, and the Herbal Seasoned Fish was the only advanced recipe Guba knew. 
 
    “Hi Guba,” I said as I approached, not wanting to startle her. 
 
    “So, you been back, eh?” She replied in her usual gruff manner. “I been starting to think you was lost in that cave.” 
 
    “Nope,” I replied curtly. “How goes the fish frying business?” 
 
    She made a face, “I’m still burning about half the fish.” Her face lighted up as she smiled, “But I had some success as well. Luck was smiling, it’s been a wee bit more than half the fishies I managed to cook properly.” 
 
    “Excellent news,” I beamed at her. Lucky Bastard was beginning to be the most beneficial skill in my arsenal. 
 
    Vic was rummaging around in the clan’s food pile, so I decided to get an update on our inventory. “Vic, tell me what’s the status of our food stocks please.” 
 
    “Hmmm, looks like 30 raw meat, 7 units of gathered edibles, 14 gathered ingredients and…12 units of advanced food, boss.” 
 
    Twelve already! The new Cook was as good as here. That meant I needed that Mess Hall up as soon as possible. But the damn thing required 140 wood!  
 
    “Vic, what’s our wood supply looks like?” 
 
    “We have 21 raw logs, 44 timbers.”  
 
    I sighed; I’ll need another Woodcutter or a Lumber Mill, or else - what I dreaded most - I would have to roll up my sleeves and go pick a fight with some trees again. I shook my head, it was too much information to handle at the moment, and it still remained to be seen if I’ll survive to see the next morning. 
 
    I had one more thing to check.  
 
    “Guba, would you look at these mushrooms. Do you know if they can be used for anything?” I showed her the samples of the two most common mushrooms I found in the cave, the Cave Dew, and Roundhound mushrooms. 
 
    “Hmm…” She squinted her eyes as she carefully examined the mushrooms. “Both be good eating.” She finally replied. ”If you have enough of them, it’s a good day’s meal. They can also be used as ingredients if you know the proper recipes. WHICH I DON’T,” She quickly emphasized. “Where did you find those?” 
 
    “Back in the cave,” I motioned in the general direction. And there were loads more, these mushrooms could turn out to be a great find! 
 
    “Humph! Then I suggest you’ll send our Gatherer to harvest them as soon as possible. Ye’ can feed a whole army on ‘shrooms alone, if ye’ got enough of ‘em.” 
 
    Right, the Gatherer skill did mention something about harvesting.  
 
    “Vic, find the Gatherer please, show him the mushroom cave and have him start harvesting edible mushrooms.” The mushroom chamber was close to the cave’s entrance, well inside our connection's range. 
 
    “Oh, alright,” Vic said without much enthusiasm and walked away. 
 
    “One more thing, Guba,” I looked at her and held out my closed hand. She looked at it curiously, bewildered. I slowly opened my closed fist, to display the two gallbladders I got in the cave. Guba’s eyes immediately lit up.  
 
    “Wonderful!” she murmured as she inspected the two small items still in my hand. “It’s been awhile since I seen one of those.” 
 
    "Here you go,” I handed her the gallbladders. “How soon can you make me some more permanent potions?” 
 
    She absentmindedly took the items from me, as she pondered the question.  
 
    “See…” She slowly started. I immediately got the feeling I wouldn’t like what she was going to say next. 
 
    “Thing is… I need more than just them ingredients… I got none of the required tools with me; you see…”  
 
    I sighed. I hate being right sometimes.  
 
    “What do you need then?” 
 
    “A proper Chemist’s set, or better yet, a proper Chemist’s Lab.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest update: Gallbladders for Guba 
  In order to make more Minor Permanent Health Potion, Guba needs the rare gallbladder of cave dwelling creatures. Bring her some. Additionally, she requires access to either a Chemist’s set, or a Chemist’s Lab. 
  Quest Type: simple, repeatable. 
  Reward: a potion per gallbladder. Reputation with Guba: +50 per gallbladder. XP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Reward (repeatable): 200 XP, 100 reputation with Guba.  
  Current rank: Friendly. Points to next rank: 2380 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 12. You have 1 ability point to allocate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was amusing. I needed exactly 200 XP for a level up, and Guba awarded them to me. But the new quest requirement was a going to be a problem. I sighed again. Because I didn’t have access to any markets, getting a chemistry set was out of the question. The Chemist Lab was available in the Construction menu, but it required all sorts of construction resources I couldn’t access yet, glass for one. Besides that, it had a monstrous BP requirement of 400 points. That would stop any other construction for a long time. No, the Chemist Lab was out of the question for now. 
 
    “Now leave me be!” Guba said sharply, “It’s time for the evening stew!” 
 
    Now that I knew how beneficial the stew was for morale, I didn’t dare argue. 
 
    Since I just gained a new level, I accessed my character sheet, then hesitated, considering where to invest my new ability point. I was a clan leader and mayor of a settlement now. Lately, I’ve been feeling I ought to have more Social related skills, things to boost my goblins’ morale and maybe increase efficiency as well. I shook my head. No, I had bigger troubles closing on me from all sides. The looming hobgoblin menace, wandering players, the untrustworthy beast in the cave. In short, my personal combat power was a priority for now. Security was paramount. When this area is safe, I can concentrate on developing my Social skills. So for the time being, I had to invest the new points into Mental. I opened my character sheet, and did just that, increasing my Mental ability to 14. 
 
    I was just about to head back to my house when I heard a small Ding sound and the indication for a new message appeared. That’s weird, I didn’t expect Tal to be messaging me again so soon.
I opened the message. This time, it wasn’t from Tal. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Era Online [Internal messaging service]: 
  
     
 
      
      	  From: Legal#298 
  Subject: Official notification 
  Mr. Berman, 
  following your contract with the company, I hereby inform you that the parameters for your conditions have been met. We have successfully located two willing individuals with sufficient cerebral connectivity, who have agreed to sign our enhanced user terms agreement. They will be joining you in the game shortly. The players have been informed of your existence. However, far as they know, you are an Alpha tester of some new features in the game.  
  Per your signed NDA with the company, you ARE NOT TO INFORM THEM of your unique circumstances, including, but not limited to your inability to log out. The two individuals are undergoing their character creation at this moment and should arrive at your location shortly.  
  Sincerely,  
  Suzanne de’More.  
  Legal dept 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, it’s about damn time! I thought with satisfaction. Allowing new players to join and support me was one of the conditions I demanded in my conversation with that lawyer bastard, Mr. Emery. I had no idea why he agreed, since allowing other players to interact with me could only put the company in jeopardy. But I was sure, being the weasel that he was, he knew how to cover his bases. For all I knew, he was going to sell the ability to experience time dilation as a new feature of the game, and make a killing out of it while he was at it. Or, he could even be testing me, sending in a couple of his men to check if I kept my word and remained silent when given the opportunity to go public. Or, they could be genuine players, fascinated with the idea of playing as mobs. Either way, I should handle them with care, when they arrive. 
 
    Usually, new players spawned in graveyards, so I sent Vrick, Bek and the warriors to guard the cemetery, emphasizing they should show any newcomers all possible courtesy. 
 
    There was nothing else to do about it until they arrive, so I made my way back to my house. I sat on the floor, my back against the wall and opened the Settlement Interface. I started playing around with the settings, with nothing really to do. As I sat, my discomfort grew, it was quite depressing to have a nice house, with no furniture. Soon my back started to hurt. How I longed to have a simple chair, I would even be willing to settle on a rickety stool. I sighed, for now, the floor would have to suffice. 
 
    I kept glancing at the Shrine’s progress every few minutes. 81/100 BP… 82/100 BP…. 83/100 BP… 
 
    It was getting dark, the Shrine would be ready soon enough. I got back up and went to the main campfire. All my goblins, except the Builders and the Stonemason were present. Shit, I forgot about the stonemason. I realized with alarm. I better stop her from working more overtime, or her morale will go so low he won’t be effective anymore, “Vic, let the stonemason know she can take it easy, will ya?”. 
 
    Vic grumpily got up to his feet, muttering something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like “... take me for a goddamn errand boy…” and left to follow my request. 
 
    I took my portion of stew and sat to eat with everyone as I surveyed today’s work effort. Let’s see, 2.5 stones, 16 raw meat from the Rabbit’s Warren, 4 fish. The gatherer brought back 3 units of food and 4 ingredients. Woody cut logs into 9 pieces of Lumber. Tika’s hunting brought in 13 pieces of raw meat. Although the moral penalty was relatively small, its effects were dismayingly obvious. Tika should have supplied at least 2 extra pieces of raw meat, and Woody’s productivity was definitely lower than normal by at least 1 timber pieces. The daily energy gain was also down by 3 points, though the accumulated amount was up because I hadn’t used any energy for several days, and was currently standing at a whopping 461 EP. This damn Shrine project needs to be done as soon as possible, I thought to myself, then morale can pick back up. I also had to start considering other ways to increase morale around here.  
 
    The good news was that while I was stuck in the cave, our food stores had gone up a bit. I had almost enough simple food to summon two new goblins! 
 
    After some consideration, I decided not to do it right now. The new Shrine would be completed soon, and who knew what sort of effects it would have on my settlement? I might be forced to relocate rather hurriedly, in which case, a large amount of spare food would go a long way toward helping the journey. 
 
    It was almost time now. Zuban sent a worker to let me know they were nearly done.  
 
    I sent Vic and a worker to gather everyone to witness the Shrine’s completion and made my way towards it. I had a feeling it was going to be monumental.  
 
    As I approached, I noticed Zuban had fashioned a simple wooden ladder that was leaning against the side of the cave entrance. It led up to the ledge where both the Cemetery and Shrine were located. I started climbing just as everyone started making their appearance. 
 
    I motioned everyone to remain below. Zuban built the shrine on the edge of the stone shelf, directly above the cave’s entrance. It was in full view of everyone standing below us. 
 
    The builders were putting the finishing touches. 98/100 BP... 
 
    The night was moonless and dark. We still had three more hours until midnight, plenty of time ahead of the deadline. I chuckled inwardly. Dead. Line. How appropriate. We all might still end up getting ourselves killed in a few hours. Building the Shrine was only a hunch on my part, though I was pretty sure I was right. There was logically nothing else I could have done to fulfill Nihilator’s quest. And since this was still just a game, it meant that there had to be a way for me to complete it. This was it. The only way. 
 
    Finally, one of the builders placed the last part of the shrine at the front of it - a horned skull of a bovine with a few bear fangs embedded in its mouth. It was complete. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Building added to your settlement: Shrine 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Finally! This was it! I examined the completed Shrine. It was a simple rectangular stone base column, that rose to the height of a goblin’s chest. The column was decorated with an intricate design of bones, wrapping it in crisscrossing and zig-zagging patterns around the stone. It had a look of some grim forgotten pagan altar, like the ones you see often illustrated on the covers of horror-fantasy novels, all that was missing were specks of dried blood. And it belonged to me. 
 
    I waited a few more moments, but nothing happened. No new prompts or messages alerting me for completing Nihilator’s quest. I began to worry. Was it possible I was wrong after all? Have I doomed my new clan? 
 
    Then something did happen, though it was not what I had expected. 
 
    Below me, a couple of goblins in the crowd started shrieking! I looked down in alarm. I spotted Vic, his large purple body making him stand out in the crowd. The lazy bastard stayed with the goblins below, rather than climb up the Shrine on his own. It seemed that as I considered him a sort of assistant, he considered me his personal pack mule. But then, who was screaming!? Everyone was standing in front of the cave. Were we being attacked? But we still had time! 
 
    I started casting Mana Shield, preparing to make my final stand. Then I realized what was happening. The two pregnant females were in labor. Now, of all times, and they’ve only been pregnant for a week!  
 
    I looked down at the process, with mixed feelings of disgust and fascination, viewing what no other player had ever witnessed, the birth of a new tiny mob monster. 
 
    I guessed the game wasn’t 100% realistic when it came to labor and birthing. The whole process was hidden from me as the females simply squatted down and shrieked for a couple of minutes, then, as suddenly as it began, it was over. And the two mothers were holding their new baby goblins. I analyzed the new clan members: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin baby, male 
  Level: 0 
  HP: 3 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin baby, female 
  Level: 0 
  HP: 3 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    They were rather adorable. Small, greenish-pink, with huge eyes like anime characters. Even their goblinoid traits; sharp teeth and gaunt features didn’t do much to change the fact that they were extremely cute. 
 
    But what about the Shrine? 
 
    I accessed the Settlement Interface and selected the Shrine from the list of existing buildings. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to assign Corgoram as your patron deity? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was what I was looking for! I mentally clicked on ‘no’. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to assign a different patron deity? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I clicked on ‘yes’. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to assign Nihilator as your patron deity? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, that was the whole point. I clicked ‘yes’. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Please reconfirm Yes/No 
  Note: Once the selection is made it cannot be undone, short of a direct Divine Intervention spell 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, I already decided. I took a large breath and once again, selected ‘yes’. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Nihilator demands a sacrifice. Perform the rite on the Shrine to finalize its consecration 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    What? The scary prick never mentioned a sacrifice was needed to complete his quest! What was I supposed to do now? I had no prisoners available. I could sacrifice one of my goblins, of course, but my daily interaction with them made me perceive them as real living, feeling beings, I couldn’t do that to them. Besides, every member of my clan was precious and took considerable effort to recruit. However, unless I comply with his demands, Nihilator will destroy us all in any case, and my own soul would be condemned to a true eternal torment. There was no way around it, someone would have to be sacrificed. 
 
    With those dark thoughts, I scanned the faces of my people, considering with a cold detachment who was the least vital. I also noticed that a flimsy fog-like darkness was seeping from the cave’s entrance, time was pressing. My gaze lingered on the newly born goblins, their sweet little faces somehow seemed innocent in this world that intended them to be mere cannon fodder for low-level players. 
 
    I made up my mind. 
 
    I gave my orders to the crowd below me. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, they obeyed without question. 
 
    They were goblins; their society knew worse practices than what I was about to do. 
 
    It was only a game. It was only a game. It was only a game! 
 
    The body to be sacrificed was placed on the Shrine. 
 
    I drew my Sacrificial Bone Dagger and approached it with a heavy heart. 
 
    As I raised the dagger up, Vic contacted me mentally. <Eh, Boss, you sure about this? It doesn’t feel right for some reason> 
 
    I shook my head. <It’s the most economical solution, Vic. A sacrifice has to be made. This is the best way> 
 
    With those last thoughts, I struck down hard, plunging the dagger deep into the soft flesh on the altar in front of me, there was barely any resistance. At the same instant, the cemetery’s single tombstone started glowing, as a cascading light appeared above it. 
 
    As the light faded away, two figures were left in its stead, a man and a woman. 
 
    They watched the scene before them with gaping eyes. 
 
    “WHERE THE HELL ARE WE?” Bellowed the man, while the woman clapped her hands to her face with horror. 
 
    Oops, that wasn’t exactly the kind of welcoming party I had in mind. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 19 - Newcomers 
 
    The man and woman stared at me in horror.  
 
    Appearing in the middle of our lurid little drama must have been quite a shock for them. It was not hard to understand; One moment they were logging into the game, having just finished creating their new characters, and the next, found themselves amidst a band of savage goblins, practicing ritual sacrifice in front of a darkly themed shrine. It was one hell of a rude awakening. 
 
    Even worse, I was staring back at them over a lifeless body, my hand still clutching the dagger deeply embedded in the victim’s chest, pinning it to the altar.  
 
    Nope, this scenario would not have been my top choice for making a first impression. 
 
    A moment later, the body disintegrated into nothingness, disappearing from the shrine as it was reclaimed by the game engine. Their look turned into amazement. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Your companion Vic had died 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Though the thought did cross my mind briefly, I never seriously considered sacrificing the babies. Even if it was just a game, sacrificing babies is just wrong, no matter how you look at it. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself, such an act would probably gnaw on my conscience and give me nightmares. It was just a game, yet there were limits that should never be crossed.  
 
    As Vic’s body disappeared, a blob of dark gray matter started to form on top of the shrine. The blob expanded, swelling, becoming larger and larger. It rose, higher than I was tall. It reached a critical mass, bursting with an earth-shuddering BOOM! Shadowy, gray misty ribbons shot out in all directions, washing over us at lightning speed, moving around and through goblins as if they were wisps of smoke, though apparently not causing any damage in their wake. Now tethered by the misty ribbons, every goblin began changing, becoming darker hued, and within moments the ribbons evaporated, leaving behind a host of dark colored goblins. 
 
    The new look was a massive cool-factor upgrade for the goblins, but that wasn’t the only change. Every goblin was taller and stood straighter than before, their features were… sharper and more aesthetically pleasing, with a fiercer and more intelligent glint to their eyes. 
 
    They were a new breed of goblin, tall and arrogant, with a dangerous air about them. In the simplest terms, they were badass!  
 
    The two new arrivals stared wide eyed at the metamorphosis. 
 
    “Err, hello there,” I said tentatively to the obviously alarmed duo. 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t talk at the moment, I must prevent a certain Lord of Darkness from killing us all. You understand.” They continued staring at me in bewilderment. 
 
    “So eh… How about you go over to the campfire down there,” I pointed toward the only light source in the valley, “And have a serving of Guba’s excellent stew. I’ll be with you as soon as I’m finished here.” 
 
    The two looked at each other with uncertainty. Then the woman shrugged and led the way down the ladder. 
 
    I watched them leave and motioned Vrick to keep an eye on them. Then I was finally free to deal with the flood of messages that were awaiting my attention. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Your patron deity has been changed to: Nihilator 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  The GreenPiece clan has converted to The Cult of Nihilator religion 
  New quests and relationships are now accessible  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Updated: New Religion 
  You have successfully converted the GreenPiece clan’s religion to The Cult of Nihilator.
Speak to Nihilator to receive your reward 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New title awarded: Dark Totem 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  GreenPiece clan acquired new trait: Shadow-Touched. 
  All GreenPiece clan members receive the Shadow-Touched trait. 
  Shadow-touched: You have become a nocturnal creature that thrives in darkness. During nighttime, or in especially dark locations, your nocturnal blessing will activate.
Effect I: Darkvision - able to see in complete darkness. 
  Effect II: +10% to Sneak 
  Effect III: +10% to the effectiveness of all skills. 
  Effect IV: Increased vulnerability to Light magic, +50% damage sustained 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Shrine activated [Goblin’s Gorge]. You now have access to Faith Points (FP) 
  Faith Points can be used to purchase permanent Blessings for the Zone of Influence in which the Shrine is located. Faith points can be gained by completing religion related quests, offering sacrifices, or performing special acts to further your new religion's influence. 
Sacrifices performed directly on the shrine will quadruple the FP gained 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New options are available in the Settlement Interface 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A new icon blinked a few times in the right side of my vision, then became steady. It looked like a black eye on a gray background, the tiny inscription read ‘Nocturnal’. Obviously, it was the icon indicating the new Shadow-Touched trait was active. 
 
    I was a little overwhelmed as I went through all the messages.  
 
    Well, first things first. Completing the quest brought me 60% of the way to the next level. Not bad. The clan was now part of a cult no one had heard of in eons, I didn’t expect much from this new affiliation. The ‘Dark Totem’ title sounded impressive if a bit melodramatic. Its biggest selling point in my mind was that no simple-minded worker would ever again call me ‘Steamed Totem. I had a momentarily vague vision of being pursued by a host of fork carrying goblins, all wanting a piece of steamed Totem. 
 
    What else? The new trait. Just like the cave Huggers and Mastiffs, we were now Shadow-Touched creatures. The bonuses were cool, but the one that interested me most was the +10% for all skills. The bonus was probably designed to increase the combat effectiveness of the creatures. But it also meant non-combat skills would be affected, meaning faster construction, more food gathered, and more resources collected.  
 
    We were going to have to change our daily routine, I mused. From now on, the clan would work nights and sleep during the days, like true nocturnal creatures.  
 
    The light vulnerability was a snag. But then, how many goblin hunters do you know that carry around weapons enchanted with Light Magic? Not too many. 
 
    I had a lot of things to take care of, but first, a little speech was in order. Zuban and his workers had already climbed down. I was now alone on the stone shelf. I walked toward to the edge and looked down at my sixteen clanmates. I was about five meters above them, and the sight of all those faces looking up at me, waiting to hear my voice made me feel like Moses, coming down from mount Sinai, heralding a new age for my people. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Today, we have given our allegiance to Nihilator, Lord of Darkness. Our new lord has bestowed his blessings on us. We are all creatures of the night now, the darkness is our ally and our domain.  
 
    I know many of you are tired from a full day’s work, but we will all continue working until morning. From now on, we will work during the night, and sleep during the day.” I knew this command would cost me a few moral points, but it was only temporary. The +10% gain to production from working while the Nocturnal buff is active was worth it. 
 
    A sudden inspiration struck me. I was addressing a bunch of NPCs, and we had players as guests, that suggested something rather interesting. “We have new arrivals, travelers. They are here to help, anything you might need, any assistance, no matter how minor, ask for their help.” All their eyes were directed at me. Bargush the four-armed Builder stood out, as he was a head taller than everyone else. I cleared my throat, time to bring it home. “We have just faced and triumphed over a great threat to our people. Together, there is nothing we can’t do! Together we will create a clan so powerful our enemies will tremble when they hear our name. The GreenPiece clan!” 
 
    “The GreenPiece Clan!” they all cheered, repeating after me. 
 
    I motioned everyone to carry on, and they dispersed, leaving me alone at the Shrine. I looked at it for a long moment. This smallish construction had saved us all. It’s funny how small things, both in life and in-game, can affect the course of your life. 
 
    I was eager to start going through the new interface options to see how I could further optimize my settlement. But I had two unpredictable players strolling around without supervision. They were wild cards, an unfamiliar force at the heart of my domain. Their presence here was a direct result of the deal I struck with the company, but that didn’t mean they were here to support me. Before I could rest easy, I had to make sure they were not a threat to me or my clan. 
 
    I climbed down from the ledge and headed to the campfire. My two guests were sitting at the fire, with bowls of Guba’s stew in their hands. They were engaged in conversation with several of my goblins, so I stood back to watch, giving them time to talk.  
 
    While I waited, I scrutinized the two more deeply. 
 
    The man was large, huge in fact, almost four times my height. I couldn’t tell what race he was. It was strange because I had long since memorized all of the dozens existing player races, along with their strengths and weaknesses. That kind of information can be an advantage when you might end up facing them in combat. I made a point of learning all about new races that were introduced to the game in the expansions. The closest I could tell by looking, his race seemed like a mix between a Goliath, the largest playable race, and an Orc. The Goliaths were a sophisticated and intelligent race. This man had a bestial look to him which was why I thought he might be part orc. Half-orcs were an existing template players could use for their character. Adding the half-orc template beefed up the character with muscles and girth, but added a severe penalty to all Social and Mental skills. Despite his bestial appearance, this man seemed not quite so rough. His muscles were lean but powerful, and despite having sharp teeth, did not look like your average, stupid brute. He stood tall and straight, but no arrogance showed as looked around, taking in his surrounding with a steady gaze. Like nobility. 
 
    He had only his starting gear with him; crude leather pants and shirt, and a barely serviceable crude short sword. 
 
    Enough guess work, I thought to myself, let’s see what my Master level Analyze skill can do. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Malkyr Edahs, Goliath [Goblinoid Template]
Level: 1
HP: 30, MP: 15 
P: 3, M: 0, S: -1
Traits: Goblinoid (+1P, -1S), Goliath (+1P, item size restriction)
Background: Malkyr Edahs was once a Paladin of great renown, a herald of the great God Krom. He fought in countless wars and saw many adventures. He was famed throughout the realms. Whenever there a was great evil, Malkyr was reborn to thwart it. Newly born into the world of NEO as a member of a monster race, Malkyr is searching for a worthy cause to champion in this incarnation. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    <Sheesh! What a windbag!> Vic suddenly intruded. <You realize that guy took the time to write up this ridiculous background, right? Boy is he in for some huge disappointments> 
 
    <That’s enough Vic> I replied. <Players get attached to the character they play, there’s nothing wrong with him wanting to commemorate his old avatar and past achievements, even if no one else ever sees it> 
 
    <Yeah, yeah, whatever you say boss> 
 
    I turned my attention to the woman. 
 
    She looked very similar to a normal human player, although she had a few bestial features; Sharp teeth, a slightly gaunt look, and yellow eyes. Despite that, she was quite striking; Tall, lean, athletic, the kind you expect to become the sneaky rogue type. She had a white complexion, almost albino, with pure white flowing hair. Although she wasn’t exactly my type, partly because I barely reached her torso, I could definitely go for that look. I analyzed her as well. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Hoshisu Matsugaya, Human [goblinoid template] 
  Level: 1  
  HP: 20, MP: 10  
  P: 2, M: 0, S: -1 
  Traits: Goblinoid (+1P, -1S), Fast Learner (20% faster skill progression)  
  Background: Buy me a drink first :-) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I chuckled. Writing a joke that would likely never be seen was something I could appreciate. Hoshisu was an interesting woman to have around, not to mention she was smoking HOT. 
 
    My two guests looked even more perplexed after their conversation with my clan mates. They looked at each other as if unsure where they were and what to do next. That was my cue to approach. 
 
    “Greetings. Welcome to Goblin’s Gorge. I am...” Due to my isolation from other players, it just occurred to me that I didn’t have a proper character name. But I had to introduce myself somehow. “...the leader of this clan.” I finished. 
 
    “Dude, what the hell is going on?” The big man barged in. “First, we get this cloak-and-dagger, black-ops style offer from the company. In order to accept, we were required to delete our old 50 level characters and create new ones instead. Then we find ourselves spawning in the middle of a goblin’s pagan ritual, sacrificing a frickin’ purple goblin no less. Then the poor bastard’s corpse evaporates, some black cloud appears and everyone’s skin turns black! And now every single goblin around here seems to think I’m his personal sidekick! I have never gotten so many quests all at once. I got like 15 different quests to find tools, fetch resources, help gut rabbits, and other shit I don’t even remember. So again - What the HELL is going on?!” He finished, almost yelling. 
 
    Hoshisu, the woman next to him nodded her agreement, though she was smiling faintly at her companion’s tirade. She was more composed than she was earlier at the shrine. I couldn’t really fault her initial reaction, anyone would be unhinged by appearing in the middle of a ritual sacrifice. 
 
    “I’ll do my best to answer all of your questions.” I gave them a friendly smile. “But please, answer mine first; What were you told about this place and your new characters? And what do you know about me?” 
 
    “That’s more than one question, friend,” The women answered with a slight smile. “But I’ll tell you what I know. Malkyr and I are siblings IRL. Twins, actually. We both started playing NEO a few months ago. Yesterday we both received emails from the company, telling us we’d been selected as candidates for a closed beta test of new races. They said the company is trying to add an option so players could play monster factions. Which I’m sure, you know all about.” She looked me up and down. “Anyway, we realized it was a golden opportunity to explore uncharted territory, maybe discover some Mastery skills. It’s also a good opportunity to gain reputation with factions that were, until now, unreachable. We wanted to get ahead of the rush, so we talked it over, and decided to accept the offer together.” 
 
    “That was really weird,” Malkyr, sounded calmer. “The company actually sent one of their corporate lawyers all the way to our house. She had us sign a new User Agreement and a ridiculously exhausting NDA.” 
 
    “After we signed,” Hoshisu picked up, “We were told that any race we choose to play will have a Goblinoid template, effectively marking us as part monster. All our player’s controls and interfaces would remain the same. So this template is more of a faction tag, I think. It makes monsters consider us as monsters, allowing us to interact with them. Normal players will see us as enemies.” 
 
    “Then she told us about the time dilation thing,” the man continued. “Man, this is so weird! I kinda feel like I’ve been stuck in a room that hasn’t been aired out for a month, but other than that, everything seems completely normal. Except for you sacrificing that purple goblin, that is.” 
 
    I made a dismissing gesture, “Oh, that was only Vic. Don’t worry, you’ll get to meet him soon enough. sooner than you’d like, I bet.” For a moment, I considered re-summoning Vic then and there but decided against it. I actually found myself liking the two siblings, but I was still going to follow the old saying about not putting all your cards on the table. “And what did she tell you about me?” I inquired. 
 
    The woman shrugged, “You’re one of the few alpha testers. You’re taking it to the extreme, playing a fully-fledged monster, instead of just using a template. And you almost never log out, the company rigged your capsule with upgrades for prolonged immersion that allows you do that.” 
 
    “She also said you’re trying to establish a new monster settlement,” Malkyr added, “I’m all for that. I was a huge fan of strategy and settlement simulators before NEO came out.” He cleared his throat a little, then, with a much deeper and self-assured voice, “I will defend our smaller brethren monsters in their plight against the evil travelers, and their needless eagerness for needlessly hunting our brethren.” 
 
    The woman rolled her eyes, “He tries to convince himself he’s a real paladin sometimes. Fancy speeches are beyond him, but he keeps trying anyway.” 
 
    I chuckled, “that’s quite alright. In fact, I wouldn’t mind the extra help. We have a lot of things to take care of in the village, and we have enemies nearby who are hunting for us. I won't object at all if you dabble in a bit of mob grinding to help ease the pressure.” 
 
    “We can certainly discuss how to help out, and negotiate our pay,” she emphasized the pay part. “But now, we’ve answered your questions, how about you answer ours?” 
 
    “Fair enough,” raising my hands in agreement. “What would you like to know?” 
 
    We spent the next half-hour in conversation. I told them all about the hobgoblin attacks on the Dripper’s clan, and how I established the new Goblin’s Gorge settlement. I told them about my efforts to develop and expand, though I left out my main reason for doing so was to achieve a high enough boss level to be able to log out. I also didn’t mention that I was a boss. There was no reason to take the chance of it being reported to someone in the company, by accident or otherwise. I let them believe I was just a high-level player.  
 
    I told the twins about the cave and Nihilator. There was no way to hide it. Sooner or later they would’ve figured it out on their own, there was really no other way to explain the sacrifice and the shroud of darkness. 
 
    “That is so cool!” Malkyr exclaimed when I completed my story. “So you basically started a new monster nation, and you are moonlighting as both the chief and a high priest. Damn, I wish I was selected for the alpha testing too!” 
 
    I grimaced inwardly at that. I really couldn’t blame him for his reaction.  
 
    “So what are your plans now?” I was trying to feel out their intentions. 
 
    “You know the drill, dude,” Malkyr shrugged. “We’re first level noobs, we need to beef up. So, we’ll start with some of the simpler quests we got so far, get some decent starting gear, go hunt, do some tougher quests. Stuff like that. I want to hit level 30 by the end of the week, and then…” His eyes became distant, and his expression became dreamy. “Then, I want to concentrate on building and crafting. I always wanted to carve out a peaceful existence for myself, take part in building something great. I got a little tired of always looking for the next fight. What about you sis?”  
 
    She shrugged, “Nothing specific, I’ll just go with the flow. I wanna learn about the monsters’ culture. We’ll be among the first players to ever do that.” 
 
    “You’ll be the very first players to investigate how monster society works,” I promised her. “I was here first, yes, but I’m busy building this place up.”  
 
    Her smile broadened at my words. “Excellent.” 
 
    “Well, that settles it,” Malkyr rose to his feet. “So where’s the nearest town? I’d like to buy some better equipment.” 
 
    “Err….you're…standing in it?” I suggested mildly. 
 
    He frowned. “But there’s nothing here!” he protested. “Barely a handful of rickety wooden structures. Well, and that weird pink one.” He pointed toward the Breeder’s Den. 
 
    Rickety?! I thought with irritation. That was insulting! I’d spent a lot of time and effort to construct those ‘rickety’ buildings. I reined in my temper, took a breath and slowly released it, regaining my composure. “It’s all we have right now,” I informed him. “Outside of this valley there’s only a dense forest, swarming with monsters. It would take days to cross it, and I have no idea what’s beyond that.” 
 
    “B… but…” He looked stunned, “What are we supposed to do then? We need access to a market, or we won’t be able to use the auction house!” 
 
    That annoyed me even further. “Well, you’re welcome to leave,” I said, controlling my tone of voice despite my ire. “I wish you all the luck in the world. If you do find an accessible marketplace do let me know, will ya?” 
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to grant the quest [Find a Marketplace] to Malkyr Edahs? Yes/No 
  Suggested reward: XP: 50, Reputation:100, gold: 1, items: none 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    For a moment I was stunned. Did the system just interpret my cynic suggestion as a quest offer!? I never heard of a player being able to grant quests to another player, it was strictly an NPC thing. 
 
    <*cough* Hybrid entity *cough*> Vic pretended to clear his throat. 
 
    I sighed. Right. The game treated me as part NPC, so I guess it made sense I would be able to grant quests. I was probably just finding out about it because this was my first interaction with other players since I became a goblin. 
 
    I clicked on ‘Yes’ in the still hovering message. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New skill acquired: Quest Giver (*) 
  It doesn’t take a genius to reward someone for completing a task. But for the exalted individuals who have been granted this skill, rewards for given quests come from the Universe itself. 
Three kinds of rewards can be assigned by the quest giver: Reputation, Monetary, Items.
Rewards are given automatically by the system to the person(s) who completed the quest.
As the skill level increases, you can assign rewards of greater value, and have more influence on reward allocation.
Level 1: Novice 
  Effects: Maximum rewards: 1% of your XP. Reputation: 100. Gold: 10, Items: NA 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I read the description with amazement, just as Hoshisu whistled softly, “You can grant quests to other players? How is that possible?” Her eyes narrowed suspiciously as she scrutinized me intensely. 
 
    I suddenly felt very uncomfortable under her penetrating gaze. As beautiful as she was, there was something cold and calculating about her, an assassin mindset. It could be dangerous, she might figure out on her own what was really going on, and then l would be screwed. More screwed. 
 
    My worries evaporated when Hoshisu suddenly asked me, “Who’s the US president? What type of server runs NEO? How much wood could a woodchuck chuck if a woodchuck could chuck wood?” 
 
    She had it the wrong way. She thought I might actually be an NPC. She was testing me. I decided to have a little bit of fun with her. 
 
    “Error, Error,” I said in my best metallic robotic voice, letting my eyes go vacant. “Security breach detected. Executing scorched earth contingency plan in five… four… three…” 
 
    “SHIT!” Yelled Malkyr, “I knew it was too good to be true! Damn, sis, you just killed our beta run!” 
 
    “...two… one…” I continued while immensely enjoying their alarmed expressions. 
 
    “....ZERO! BOOM!” I yelled, making them both jump. 
 
    “Just kidding,” I grinned from ear to ear. “The president is Mr. Schwarzenegger, NEO runs on a quantum server, and to my knowledge, A woodchuck would chuck no amount of wood since a woodchuck can't chuck wood. Are we good now?” 
 
    They stared at me in stunned silence for a long moment before Hoshisu yelled, “You jerk!” 
 
    “Guilty as charged.” I bowed to them. “So, how does the quest look on your side?” I asked curiously. 
 
    Malkyr recovered first. And replied in a flat tone that told me he was reading his system message. “You received a new quest, Find a Marketplace. You have been offered a quest by the leader of the Green Piece clan, find another settlement with an established marketplace for the clan to trade with. Quest type: Basic. Reward: 100 reputation with GreenPiece clan, 10 gold.”  
 
    Plaintively he added, “Dude, you could have coughed up a little bit extra!” 
 
    I shrugged. “That’s the best I can do. The system ties my hand.” 
 
    My mind was raced ahead, considering possibilities and exploits. This skill revealed a lot. It explained how some NPCs could offer quest rewards that would normally be beyond them, and why if killed and looted, those rewards weren’t found on their person. It was the game engine that supplied the rewards, not the NPC themselves! I saw great potential in abusing the system. And with two players nearby, it was a golden opportunity to raise this new skill.  
 
    I looked them over, “I have a business offer for you two.” I examined their faces, trying to assess their moral integrity and how they’d react to my next suggestion. “How about I give you a bunch of quests to complete. That will help you speed power level and gain some reputation and money.” 
 
    Hoshisu looked at me with shrewd eyes, “and what do you get out of it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Friends with the potential to become powerful allies down the road, especially if they receive many quests from the town’s leader.” 
 
    She snorted, “That’s not a town, that’s barely even a campsite.” 
 
    “Well,” I replied evenly, “with your cooperation, it will be. And once it is a proper town, it will become a shining beacon in the Deadlands. By then, you would have already built your reputation and gained a position of respect and influence around here. What do you say?” 
 
    “I’m in!” declared Malkyr enthusiastically, “This is fantastic! I never thought something like this would be possible in the game! All you’re missing are a few half naked drow females around here, and this place would be the incarnation of my favorite fantasy!” 
 
    Hoshisu rolled her eyes at her brother’s proclamation but she too nodded, “Aside from the naked drow, I agree, it does sounds… interesting.” 
 
    “Great!” I rubbed my hands together, “let’s start, shall we?” 
 
    I spent the next hour straining to remember all my clan's needs. I asked the twin’s help, granting them a new quest for each task. I also found I could tweak the offered rewards, which was important. I didn’t mind showering them with XP and gold, the turnaround would work to my benefit, but I didn’t want them to gain a Revered reputation rank with the clan overnight. That sort of thing could give them way too much influence over my clan. My thoughts led to an epiphany; Now that I was standing on the other side, I suddenly realized how important Reputation was and how valuable are the points to increase it.  
 
    
    
      
      	  -           New quest granted [Bring Construction Blueprints]
Type: Basic, Repeatable. Reward: XP: 142, Reputation: 50, gold:10 
  -           New quest granted [Bring 20 Raw Food]
Type: Basic, Reward: XP: 142, Reputation: 20, gold:10 
  -           New quest granted [Bring 20 Cooked Food]
Type: Basic, Reward: XP: 284, Reputation: 20, gold:20 
  -           New quest granted [Bring a Pickaxe]
Type: Basic, Reward: XP: 284, Reputation: 20, gold:20 
  -           New quest granted [Bring Advanced or Better Food Recipes]
Type: Basic, Repeatable. Reward: XP: 284, Reputation: 100, gold:20 
  -           New quest granted [Bring 10 glass]
Type: Basic. Reward: XP: 426, Reputation: 50, gold:30 
  -           New quest granted [Bring Fishing Gear]
Type: Basic. Reward: XP: 426, Reputation: 20, gold:30 
  -           New quest granted [Cave Dwellers’ Gallbladder]
Type: Basic, Repeatable. Reward: XP: 426, Reputation: 50, gold:30 
  -           New quest granted [Bring 10 construction resources]
Type: Basic, Repeatable. Reward: XP: 568, Reputation: 50, gold:40 
  -           New quest granted [Hobgoblin’s Ears]
Type: Basic, Repeatable. Reward: XP: 568, Reputation: 50, gold:40 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My Quest Giver skill went up for every few quests I offered them, which allowed me to increase the reward amounts. I decided to exploit the system to the fullest, and always award them the maximum XP and gold. It didn’t cost me anything, after all, and it was in my best interest to have high-level allies with gold to spend. I did, however, ration the Reputation points. After all, I didn’t want them to be too well liked by my clan too quickly. I also gave them the same quest Guba gave me, finding gallbladders. I figured there’s no harm in outsourcing a bit. 
 
    By the time I exhausted my wishlist, my skill had risen to level 4. 
 
    “Dude, that makes no sense!” Malkyr protested. You offered only 10 gold for the construction blueprints, god knows where we’ll find those, but you offered 3 times that in gold and XP for fishing gear. What gives?” 
 
    I shrugged, “I have my reasons.”  
 
    The blueprints were actually the first quest I thought of. The skill and my control over the rewards increased after giving them the first few quests. I didn’t want them to know that all their rewards came from the game engine. It was just good strategy; keep a few secrets and keep everyone guessing what else you could do. 
 
    “Alright, be that way,” Malkyr grumbled. Then suddenly he brightened, “Hey, I can complete one of the quests right now! My starting gear includes some fishing lines and hooks. So, here you go.” 
 
    He brought the items out of his inventory and handed them to me. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Malkyr has completed your quest: Bring Fishing Gear 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Giver skill level increased to 5 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Awesome!” I said enthusiastically. This will go a long way toward increasing our fisherman’s productivity.  
 
    “Please excuse me for a moment,” I went looking Cobie the fisherman, near the small lake. I finally managed to equip him with real fishing equipment. I immediately checked the Interface for food production and was ecstatic to see the -40% efficiency penalty was gone! Cobie’s new production statistics were at a staggering 8 fish per day, nearly double his previous rate. 
 
    I returned to the waiting twins. “I think that’s all the quests I can offer you for the moment. Is there anything else you need?” 
 
    “I could use a good weapon,” Hoshisu was nodding in agreement with her brother, as he continued, “Now that I have some more gold, I can buy something decent. Heh heh, with your ridiculous rates, I effectively traded a few fishing hooks for a weapon that will worth ten times as much.” He chuckled merrily, thinking he got the better of me. 
 
    I grinned as well. Little did he know, I was the one who would profit the most. The gold he got from quests didn’t come from my wallet, and anyway he chose to use it would benefit me. I’d effectively gained some much-needed fishing equipment and would become a few gold coins richer, too.  
 
    “Sure, hang on,” I walked over to the clan pile which served as our general inventory, and started digging around in it. I extracted several daggers, a falchion, some battle axes, and lastly, the hobgoblin commander’s high-quality steel greataxe. I had forgotten about that ax. 
 
    When I laid the weapons in front of them, Malkyr’s eyes immediately locked on the greataxe, while Hoshisu examined the daggers. The big man’s eyes fell as he realized it was worth a lot more than his 30 gold. He pointed at Hoshisu’s choices, two serrated daggers. “How much for those?” Sounding despondent. 
 
    I grinned broadly. “30 gold for the daggers.”  
 
    He glared at me and swore. “That’s like twice their actual value!” 
 
    I grinned even broader. “Then how about I throw in the greataxe as well?” I suggested. 
 
    His face brightened the ax was easily worth ten times the cost of the daggers. Then he looked at me suspiciously. “What’s the catch?”  
 
    I raised my hands, “No catch. All I ask is that while you’re in my valley, you behave yourself and accept my leadership. No stealing from my goblins, no killing them for quick XP. Help make this place into something great.” 
 
    They seemed insulted by my suggestion of thievery and murder, though for a moment I thought I saw a flash of guilt on Hoshisu’s face. 
 
    “We’re not thugs!” Malkyr replied indignantly. “I was planning to help anyway. You got yourself a deal, here’s the 30 gold.” He handed me the coins. 
 
    “Great,” I replied, “There you are,” I motioned him to take the greataxe. 
 
    He reached over and easily picked up the huge weapon with one hand. The greataxe looked like it was made especially for his large body. He swung it around himself with the easy practiced moves of a professional. 
 
    Similar to her brother, Hoshisu practiced a few quick stabs and slashes with her new daggers, testing their balance. It was clear that despite their current low level, the two were seasoned gamers. They knew how to handle weapons. It was a good sign for me, provided they kept their word and proved trustworthy. 
 
    “Malkyr, let’s log out for now” Hoshisu turned to her brother. “I don’t enjoy walking around in the darkness. We can have some lunch, by the time we finish, it will be morning here.” 
 
    “Right, right,” he agreed, “The time thing. Alright sis. Actually…” he rubbed his forehead, “I could use a break, I think I’m starting to get a headache.” 
 
    “See you two later.” I watched them log out. Their bodies shimmered for a few seconds, then slowly became transparent until they disappeared completely. How I envied them. The log out option offered an emergency escape when things got messy. It was an infallible safety net, if you could access it. 
 
    I was tired from the long day and the relief of finally finishing Nihilator’s quest, beating the deadline. But I couldn’t rest yet. I had just upturned everyone’s daily routine, and as the leader, I had to set an example. Besides, there were still things to take care of. 
 
    I checked my internal clock, it was almost midnight. We’ll keep working until first light, which was around 6 am, then retire for the day. I didn’t expect much productivity from my goblins, already tired after a long day of work. But I needed to change our waking hours from day to night so it had to be done.  
 
    I approached Zuban and his Builders. They were taking a well-deserved break nearby, I had pushed hard to make them build the Shrine after all. Like all my goblins, their skin was now darker, with black patches along some of their body lines. Zuban, who previously had a green-gray complexion, now appeared dark green, with completely black forearms and eyes. The change in skin color and patterns wasn’t the only thing. Everyone looked leaner and more angular. It was as if the Shadow-Touched trait made everyone sharper, and more intimidating. In short, it made us all look more dangerous, and badass. 
 
    “Ready for a few more hours of work?” I asked my foreman, sitting down next to him. 
 
    He gave me a tired but enthusiastic grin. “Always, though my workers are exhausted, so we won’t be very productive until after we get some sleep.” 
 
    I nodded, “Soon enough. We’ll all break for sleep in the morning. For now, I thought we could get started laying in some preparation work for the Smithy.” 
 
    That perked him up. There was nothing Zuban loved more than complex construction projects.  
 
    “I think we should build it near some of the ore veins,” I continued, “That ought to help provide the Smithy with easy access to raw materials once it’s completed.” 
 
    Zuban nodded, “That’s a good idea. Later on, it might slow down the delivery of processed ingots to other buildings or crafters, but proper placement of the buildings and a well-planned road system will help with that. Just something to keep in mind.” 
 
    I nodded, “I thought so too, right now our priority is to start producing metal as soon as possible. We can’t build any of the other Apprentice level buildings without it. 
 
    “Alright,” He agreed, “One more thing, this is the first Apprentice rank building for our clan. Unfortunately, only two of our four Builders have the skills to work on it.  
 
    But the way that new Builder, Bargush is going...” he stalled, searching with his eyes for the large four-armed goblin who was working on the Construction Yard. Bargush was carrying two heavy pieces of timber on each shoulder.  
 
    “That one works like a demon,” he nearly whispered, then shook his head. “Even as a Novice, he works faster than our most proficient Builder. He will reach his Apprentice rank soon, so I expect the Smithy to be completed quickly.” 
 
    “We were lucky to get him,” I agreed. “We have enough wood resources for the Smithy, but we only have 7 of the 20 stones needed. The stonemason will quarry the rest as you go along.” 
 
    Zuban nodded and got to his feet, motioning to his Builders follow. “We’re on it.” 
 
    I watched them walk away, and considered what to do next.  
 
    I was tired. Too tired to do any actual work. And I still had plenty of things to take care of; figuring out the Shrine’s new options, monitor the overall progress gained over the last three days, and decide what to do next. But all those could be addressed a little later. 
 
    There were still uncertainties hanging over my head which I wanted to clear up. 
 
    With that in mind, I stood up and made my way towards the cave. It was time to have another chat with the clan’s new deity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 20 - Embracing Darkness 
 
    As I reached the cave entrance, I looked behind me, making sure I was not being followed. 
 
    Though my new guests gave every indication of being honest, reliable people, I didn’t want to take any chances. I had some secrets I preferred to keep to myself. Once I was sure no one was following me, I recited the incantation to summon Vic, spending the 150 HP and 300 MP to form his body. 
 
    The amorphic blob stretched and reshaped, as Vic took control.  
 
    “Well,” scratching his chest where I had stabbed him with the sacrificial dagger. “I hope my gruesome demise didn’t scar your fragile soul.”  
 
    “Please,” I rolled my eyes. “Your body is a manifestation of ethereal energies. There was never any danger.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t give me that! I can hear what you are thinking, remember? You were worried the sacrifice would somehow kill me permanently!”  
 
    I grinned and shrugged, “I took a guess it wouldn’t. Looks like I was right, so everything is good.” 
 
    “Pfh, next time you feel like gambling, you lay on the shrine and I’ll hold the knife,” he grumbled, “see how you like it.” 
 
    I ignored his antics. My wild guess had worked, Nihilator accepted Vic as a sacrifice, my clan was safe. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go. Time to have a few words with our new god.”  
 
    We started walking down the circular tunnel. After all our treks to the lava stream, I could do it with my eyes closed. 
 
    Along the way, I opened a new message window. I needed to inform Tal that I was safe, and he could put off raiding Nihilator. For now. I started typing a new message. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Era Online [Internal messaging service]: 
  
     
 
      
      	  To: SuperWolf#23 
  Subject: Re: Re: Another question from your green pal  
  Hi Bro, I’m still here. I managed to appease that boss. It’s all rainbows and happiness here in goblin-land :-) 
  So call off the troops for now 
  ... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I paused and thought. I wanted to express how moved and touched I was by his show of friendship and willingness to risk his job for my sake. How unworthy I felt to have his support. Especially since it was my fault for ignoring his advice in the first place, not to mention how he was dragged into the mess I created at his company. But you couldn’t simply write stuff like that when addressing another man. Eventually, I simply finished with; 
 
    
    
      
      	  That’s one more beer I owe you now, bro. Thanks for everything!  
  Oren. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    We continued our way down the tunnel. I was tired, but the recent events, thwarting the pending disaster and gaining new powers, had energized me. With Nihilator’s quest successfully completed, I felt more confident about the future. As we continued our way downward, I steeled my mind, mentally preparing myself for another interview with our clan’s new patron of darkness. 
 
      
 
    Though we should have been out of range, I tried opening the Settlement Interface, to my delight, it worked.  
 
    “This cave is part of your settlement now, boss,” Vic looked up from beside me. “So we have full access to the interface here.” 
 
    “Cool.” I viewed the main screen. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin’s Gorge Interface 
  
     
 
      
      	  Energy Total: 461 (62 per day) 
  Settlement level: 1 (war camp)  
  Bosses: 1 (Main: Dark Totem) 
  Morale: -20 
  Religion Options  
  Efficiency: -2% (morale: -4%, crude tools: -5%, low support structure: -3%, +10% nocturnal) 
  Population: 22 (16 goblins, 2 goblin babies, 1 hobgoblin, 3 dire apes) 
  Food Upkeep: 17 
  Buildings: 7 (chief’s hut, chief’s house, cemetery, breeder’s den, rabbit warren, shrine, quarry)  
  Fortifications: 0 
  Food production: 170 (4 fisherman, 13 forage, rabbits 16, harvest 137) 
  Resource production: 12. (stone 2.5, timber: 9.6) 
  Crafting production: 0 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was about to click on the new Religion option when I caught sight of the food production out of the corner of my eye. We produced 170 units of food today! 
 
    I stared in amazement at the huge number. Could it be a mistake? I wondered. Then I saw the last item in the list; ‘harvest 137.’ The massive windfall was thanks to my Gatherer harvesting mushrooms from the cave. I would never have thought the yield would be that great. That's amazing! I thought happily. With my existing stocks of food, I now had over 200 units of basic food! I could summon 6 or 7 goblins right away! Great, when I get back I'll... I pause mid-thought. When I get back? Why wait? I can access the Interface from here! According to Guba, the mushrooms and the gathered food were edible as is. Last time I checked, we had ten gathered units in store. So I had 147 units of Simple Food to play with. True, the food wasn’t loaded into the Breeder’s Den yet, but I could use this time to order up more goblins. Maybe with some fries on the side. 
 
    Zuban currently had four workers and could manage up to six at his current skill level. I wanted to maximize our construction potential, so I queued two new Builders. Wood was going to be a problem again. We had enough for now, but the Mess Hall and other advanced projects would require an increasingly large amount of wood. Because I really wanted to avoid having to personally chop more trees, I added another Lumberjack worker. The next choice was more difficult. We needed more food to supplement our increasing numbers. I would love to summon a new hunter, but I had learned from previous experiences. We still didn’t have bows or other hunting gear for hunters to use. So instead, I queued another gatherer. Their yield wasn’t amazing, excluding harvests, but they could work without any special tools.  
 
    The Breeder’s Den interface suddenly blinked and updated in front of me; 
 
    
    
      
      	  Food Available: 20 simple food 
  ... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So the workers received my new orders through the Interface, and were stocking the Breeder’s Den with the required food! That meant the new goblins would be summoned shortly. I hoped Guba or Zuban put them to work, so they integrate into the workforce as soon as possible. 
 
    I decided not to queue in any more goblins. I’d love to summon another Stonemason, but as I had no pick to give him, he wouldn’t be able to work. I decided to maintain my current food stores until I had more options available. After all, summoning four goblins in one go was not a minor achievement. 
 
    I continued monitoring the Interface as we walked. After a few moments, the food count jumped to 40. An instant later it went down to 10. That meant the Breeder’s Den consumed the food and had produced a new goblin. 
 
    That process repeated three more times. My population counter was now showing a ‘26’. I now had over half the required population count of 50, for the settlement’s next level. 
 
    I went to the Energy Interface next, and invested 50 energy in each new goblin, raising them to level 2. 
 
    Then I took my first look at the new Religion Option screen. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Religion [Shrine] 
  
     
 
      
      	  * Options are disabled, pending completion of the quest [New Religion.] 
  Faith Rank: - 
  Faith Points: 0 / 0 
  Purchase Faith Points 
  Zone Blessings  
  Individual’s Blessings 
  Divine Spells 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Looks like I need to have that talk with Nihilator first, I mused. I still spent a few moments studying the available information. I had no idea what Faith Rank was. Players who opted to become clerics had only to increase their reputation with a certain church. As far as I knew, they didn’t have a Faith Rank. 
 
    Faith Points were also a mystery. Judging by the other options, they seemed to be a sort of point-buy-system. I shrugged, I’ll find out soon enough. 
 
    We continued going deeper into the earth.  
 
    “Hey, Vic, you’ve been walking on your own for a while now. I thought you preferred to have me do all the legwork,” I chuckled at my pun. 
 
    “Ha ha, very funny,” He replied dryly. “I was just thinking about some stuff, sometimes it’s easier to concentrate while walking on your own.” 
 
    That piqued my interest. “Anything specific?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to figure our current situation. Our goal is to get you to Boss tier 4 as quickly as possible, the way you’ve chosen to accomplish that is by leading a settlement.” 
 
    I nodded, “That’s the only way to do it.” 
 
    “Actually, it’s not,” Vic disagreed. “There are plenty of free roaming high-level bosses out there. And they don’t have a whole tribe following them around, right?” 
 
    That gave me pause, he was right. But… “So how do they increase their boss level?” I asked skeptically. 
 
    Vic shrugged, “They find other ways of gathering energy, though I’m not sure how. Once they have enough, they can purchase the next rank. Though I’m pretty sure in your case, the amount of energy needed will be reduced, as you also have a minimum settlement level goal to reach.” 
 
    That was interesting news! If I understood correctly, I had the option of gathering energy and raising my boss level without the responsibilities of a clan leader. I had no idea what the other methods for gathering Energy were, but it was still good to know that I had other options if worse came to worse. But I wasn’t planning to abandon my people any time soon. 
 
    “Anyway,” Vic continued, “That wasn’t what I was wondering. You used to be a high-level player, and, according to you, invented some pretty powerful spells, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, why do you only use that boring arrow thing? Can’t you, like, conjure lightning or summon monsters to slaughter your enemies?” 
 
    “It’s not that simple.” I shook my head. “I already thought about that. There are a bunch of other spells I could have gained, right now, even, but they wouldn’t be very useful.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “I could cast a Light spell for example, but as a goblin, I don’t really need it, I can see well enough in the darkness without it. Even if I learned that spell I would hardly ever use it, which means the level wouldn’t progress, making it increasingly useless as I level up. Instead, I need to concentrate on developing the spells that are most beneficial to me right now.”  
 
    “Still,” Vic insisted, “There must be other spells you could use now.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Mana discipline is a pretty straight forward type of magic. You control raw power and can shape it into different effects, but the effects are pretty limited. It basically allows for different types of physical interaction with the world around you. I do know one or two powerful combat spells. Unfortunately, I have to gain the Expert rank of the Mana Manipulation skill before I learn them, and that’s going to take a while.” 
 
    “That's a shame,” Vic sighed in disappointment, “I’m getting tired of saving the day on a regular basis, while you, meat-suit, are left fumbling with the controls of your puppet.” 
 
    I chuckled, “Don’t worry, we’ll get there eventually.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, boss.” 
 
    We continued making our way down the tunnel. A while later, we reached the lava stream. The shadow bridge was still there and I crossed it without any issue. 
 
    Shortly after, we stood once again in front of the imposing black-stone gates of Nihilator’s prison. I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the coming encounter. Vic morphed to his Vicloack shape, around my shoulders, then we walked through the small opening. 
 
    Nihilator was once again in his massive hound-form. He was sitting on the floor, the three glowing chains still connected to his collar. 
 
    “WELL, WELL. MY NEW MINION. YOU HAVE RETURNED.” 
 
    Once again, the power of his voice washed over me, pressing down my body, forcing my knees to the ground to a poorly performed half bow. 
 
    Nihilator chuckled, “SUCH A FRAIL LITTLE MINION. BUT YOU HAVE INDEED EARNED THE RIGHT TO ADDRESS ME.” 
 
    He started shrinking until he was the size of a horse. 
 
    “Your betrayal of my brother Corgoram has pleased me greatly. I have accepted your puny clan as my worshippers. You have done well, Dark Totem. Your resourcefulness in sacrificing your own companion was especially amusing. You shall now have my full blessing.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Completed: New Religion 
  Nihilator, Lord of Darkness. Blessed your clan as new followers. 
  Rewards: +1000 XP, Nihilator became your new patron deity, unlock new religion options 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your actions have pleased Nihilator. +10 Faith Points 
  Faith points define your Religion Rank, and can be used to purchase specific blessings via the Religion menu 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 13. You have 1 ability point to allocate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was now level 13. Things were progressing nicely. I opened my character screen, and, as usual, invested the new point into Mental, bringing it up to 15. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to explore the new Religion options, but Nihilator wasn’t finished with me yet. 
 
    “Once again, you have proven yourself, a resourceful minion. You may leave my presence.” 
 
    I hesitated, Nihilator was a tier 8, level 500 Boss. In game terms, it meant he lived for centuries, no doubt amassing vast knowledge and developing impressive high skills. It was virtually unheard of for players to converse with such a creature. And he was mollified at the moment, presenting me with a rare opportunity I’d be stupid to throw away. 
 
    I bowed down to him respectfully. “Great Nihilator, would you consent to answer a few questions for your most humble servant?” I didn’t mind a bit of sweet talking, as long as I got results. 
 
    He chuckled, amusedly. “You are a brazen little critter. I am used to my minions cowering in my presence. This is a refreshing change. Ask your questions.” 
 
    I took a moment to collect my thoughts. I wanted to know how he managed to evade Guy’s purge. According to Tal, there weren’t supposed to have been any bosses left with the Devour ability. But I couldn’t ask him that outright. I took a different approach. “Would you tell me about your battle with the Outriders?” 
 
    He scowled, “Those wretched accursed Heaven’s minions! You dare mention them in my presence?!” He snarled frightfully and started growing in form and impending rage. 
 
    “I only wish to know how I could stop them if they ever return!” I hastily added, trying to play the part of the humble servant. “Forgive my arrogance, oh great Nihilator!” 
 
    He seemed to consider my words. After a moment, he apparently decided my argument was valid, as he shrunk back again. 
 
    “The Outrider host came down from the heavens and swept through my minions, shredding my giants, my demons, and my shadow creatures. You and your pitiful followers would stand no chance if faced by even the least of them.” 
 
    I bowed down, and dangled the lure a little bit, “Their awesome power still proved insufficient to vanquish the great Nihilator.” 
 
    He growled again, haunted by the memory of a long past battle. “Their accursed divine light banished all shadows and dispersed my darkness. But I fought back! One after the other, I devoured and destroyed those wretched creatures! As strong as they were, darkness is eternal! As long as darkness exists I can never be truly vanquished. The battle raged for days. I would vanquish a few of their brethren, and they would inflict enough damage to banish me back to the shadows. But I always returned! Though I was greatly weakened, I would have eventually destroyed them all!” He trailed off for a moment. 
 
    I looked at him politely, waiting for him to continue his story. 
 
    He growled as if chewing his own words, “They finally realized they could not destroy me completely. So, the remainder of the host flew into the air and joined their power together. They unleashed an immeasurable blast of pure holy light. The blast engulfed my entire body. The sheer sustained force of it pushed me down, deep into the earth, forming the tunnel you came through.” 
 
    So that’s why the tunnel is a perfectly circular, I thought in sudden realization. 
 
    “I lay here, deep underground, wounded.” Nihilator continued his tale. “The blast took everything they had. Many of the Outriders fell dead from exertion. But I too suffered. The wound they inflicted harmed me like no other before. I bled pure essence from that wound, losing much of my power before my darkness could amass enough to seal the wound. The Outriders used my weakness, and bound me with these chains,” He shook his head, rattling the chains for emphasis. “Then they built the gates, sealing me in this chamber for the ages. 
 
    His contemplative demeanor suddenly changed as he snarled angrily “Once I had power equal to a god! I walked the earth and none stood in my way! And now, NOW I AM TRAPPED!” 
 
    His head moved towards me, his huge nose almost touching my body. “But now I have you, my new goblin minion. With the energy you will provide, I shall regain my divine essence. Then I will break my chains and finally be freed from this wretched prison! AND I WILL HAVE MY VENGEANCE!” 
 
    The force of his voice slammed me against the floor, knocking 50 points off my health.  
 
    I ignored my physical state, as ideas and possibilities started forming in my mind. I understood it all now. Nihilator used to be a tier 9 Boss, with power rivaling that of a god. But he was demoted to tier 8. Apparently, he still had access to some of his divine abilities, making him capable of becoming our new clan’s deity. He only needed 100,000 energy to reach tier 9 again, and to free himself. Then he will ravage the world like an unrestrained force of nature. I had no problems being the person responsible for unleashing this force into the world. But first, I wanted to make sure I could point it in the right direction. 
 
    “I understand, my master.” I bowed down solemnly. It felt like I was channeling Lord Vader, addressing the emperor. “I shall do all in my power to provide you with the energy you require, so you will once again be free to take retribution from your enemies.”  
 
    I paused, considering how to take the next step. “Like you, I was also betrayed by my brethren. I too crave vengeance. I want their blood on my hands! Their heads on my table!” I didn’t, really. It was just something to incite Nihilator, his type usually responded well to the idea of a bloody massacre.  
 
    It appeared to work. “You shall have your vengeance my minion! Bring me the energy I require, and together, we shall rend the flesh off our enemies! WE WILL HAVE OUR VENGEANCE!” 
 
    
    
      
      	  Reputation with Nihilator, Lord of Darkness improved. New rank: Neutral 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You received a new quest: Unleash The Darkness 
  Supply Nihilator with 100,000 Energy Points, so he can break his bonds. As a demi-deity, Nihilator receives the same amount as your generated EP, without affecting your own gain. 
  Quest type: Epic 
  Reward: 10,000 XP, 1000 FP, reputation, Summon Nihilator for 1 hour, Gem of Darkness 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Excellent! I thought to myself in satisfaction. I imagined myself, a small goblin at the entrance of the Manapulator’s guild castle, knocking on their doors. The door would open, a bewildered Vatras looking down at me. I would smile, point at the beast towering above us, and tell the traitor ‘say hello to my little friend.’ I grinned broadly at the mental image. Vengeance was indeed a dish best served cold. 
 
    Another a nice bonus was learning that I wouldn’t have to part with the precious energy my settlement generated. Nihilator also seemed to approve my bloodthirsty attitude, as was evident by my reputation boost with him.  
 
    He regarded me closely for an uncomfortable moment. 
 
    “You continue to surprise me, my minion. Perhaps you shall prove yourself to be of some small significance. As a token of my generosity, I offer you a boon. Choose!” 
 
    As he finished speaking a new system message popped up in front of me: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Nihilator has offered to teach you one of his Master ranked skills, choose one: 
  1.       Death Grip: cause immense pain, without any damage. 
  2.       Control Earth: use darkness in conjunction with earth. 
  3.       Runecraft: the art of enchanting items using runes. 
  Once chosen, the decision cannot be undone 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I lowered my head in gratitude, hiding my grin. My sweet-talkin worked better than I’d hoped. This was a rare treat indeed, Nihilator was probably one of the few creatures in the entire game who could teach those skills.  
 
    Death Grip sounded like a torture skill, I shuddered just thinking about using such a dreadful ability. Control Earth sounded interesting, though the short description didn’t tell me much about it. I assumed it allowed the user to somehow manipulate earth in dark areas. Runecraft was the one that truly captured my interest. I knew very little about the skill, as runecrafters were very rare. It was a unique method of enchanting, that was considered to be very advanced and incredibly difficult to master. Its strength lay in its flexibility, unlike Bek’s Inscribe skill which was limited by the spells he knew. As I understood, the potential was virtually limitless. This was like striking gold. Runecraft! I declared mentally. 
 
    A tendril of shadow emerged out of Nihilators brow, like wispy black smoke. It floated slowly through the air toward me. I braced myself, fully expecting some dramatic visual effects to occur. Instead, when the tendril touched my forehead, I simply received a new prompt; 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Skill acquired: Runecraft (M) [active, monster race] 
  You understand the subtle principles of imbuing items with powerful runes. Runes can be combined in different ways to achieve different magical effects. From making an ever-burning torch, to bringing inanimate objects to life. In order to increase his repertoire and his skill, the runecrafter must always seek out new runes
Known runes: ko, ha, ma 
  Level 1: Novice. 
  Effects: enchantment strength: 10.5%, base rune count increase: 0.5% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was fascinated. It was not enough to simply improve the skill level, you also had to discover more runes, probably through adventuring. What an interesting skill!  
 
    It was close to 3 a.m. in the game now, and though tired, I was itching to start exploring this new skill. I sighed, it would have to wait until I get back to the village. I was already imagining the new possibilities and had several ideas for how to look for more runes. 
 
    Nihilator watched me in amusement as I read the various system messages. “I have one last task for you, my minion.”  
 
    I looked up at him, forcing my attention back to the moment. Was I about to receive another quest? That was quick, usually the higher your reputation was with a certain faction, the better chance you had to receive new quests. My new neutral reputation was already starting to bear fruit. “My lord?” 
 
    “I would have my domain increased. I can sense the zone around my new shrine. I. want. MORE! I task you with establishing three more shrines. Either erect them or reactivate old abandoned ones. The activated shrines will increase my zone of influence, which would be to your own benefit as well, my greedy minion. Ensure that the Shrines are located on hallowed ground. And remember the sacrificial rite for its activation! Your companion will no longer be an acceptable offering. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You received a new quest: Dark Missionary 
  Build or activate three places of worship, dedicated to The Cult of Nihilator. A sacrifice will be required to finalize the consecration of each Shrine. You will be rewarded for offering more substantial sacrifices. 
Nihilator’s influence will affect a certain zone centered on the chosen location. Note: The location must be on hallowed ground. 
  Quest type: Advanced 
  Reward: ? XP, ? FP, ? reputation, zone blessing. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, this was unexpected. Looks like I was well on the path of becoming a dark god’s disciple. It didn’t bother me. I didn’t see much difference between killing mobs in battle and killing them on an altar, or a Shrine. The former would award only XP, the latter would grant both XP and increase my standing with my new god. 
 
    Anyway, I had my answers. My pact with Nihilator would ensure my clan's’ survival, and provide a few juicy quests to complete. Not bad at all, considering that only three days ago I almost gave in to despair at the fear of being devoured. 
 
    I bowed once more to the deadly boss and turned to leave. 
 
    As we walked back through the tunnel, I inspected its perfectly smooth round walls. The power that was used to drill the tunnel, kilometers into the earth, was on an unheard-of scale. The amount of mana it would take would be in the millions. It was amazing that even a tier 9 Boss could survive a direct hit from such power. It only strengthened my confidence in the choice I made to follow Nihilator as our new deity. If you’re going to rededicate your life to an evil god, you might as well choose the most badass one around. And when he’s finally free… Watch out Vatras, I’ll be coming for you, I thought with grim satisfaction. 
 
    I opened my character screen to hover in front of me, making it semi-transparent, so I could still walk while reviewing it. My skills and abilities have gone through a lot of changes lately. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Title: Dark Totem 
  Level: 13, (10%)  
  Race: Monster Race [Goblin] 
  Type: Boss I [Totem] 
  Religion: The Cult of Nihilator 
  Followers: 5  
  Attributes: [0 points available] 
  -           Physical 2  
  -           Mental 15 
  -           Social 0 
  Pools: 
  -           Hit Points: 177  
  -           Mana: 375  
  -           Armor: 7 
  Skills: 
  -           Lucky Bastard 14 (01%) (Prime)  
  -           Analyze 101 (2%)  
  -           Tracking 5 (29%)  
  -           War Party Leader 3 (10%)  
  -           Mana Infusion 13 (65%) (Prime)  
  -           Quest Giver 5 (50%)  
  -           Runecraft 1 (0%) 
  Skills (Spells): 
  -           Mana Manipulation 13 (20%)  
  -           Drilling Arrow 12 (50%) (Prime)  
  -           Mana Shield 15 (99%)  
  -           Blood Wrath 11 (90%)  
  -           Heal Followers 2 (60%)  
  -           Mana Drain 3 (62%) (Prime)  
  Traits: 
  -           Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social) 
  -           Quick learner +20% 
  -           Boss boon I (5 HP & 10 MP per level) 
  -           Soul Companion: Vic 
  -           Shadow-Touched 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was progressing nicely in all skills, not to mention Analyze. My hit points and mana were equal to that of a level 35 mage. My armor was low, but as a magic user I wasn’t expected to be targeted too often, that’s what tanks were for. However, recent experience showed it still happens too often for my comfort. I added a mental note to improve my armor. 
 
    My Mana Infusion ability was always active these days, which increased my speed by 23%, but even taking it into account, it was still an hour long walk back to the surface. 
 
    I decided to multitask some more and finally opened my new Religion Interface. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Religion [Shrine] 
  
     
 
      
      	  Faith Rank: 0 [to next rank: 100 FP] 
  Faith Points: 10 / 10 
  Purchase Faith Points 
  Zone Blessings (current: ) 
  Individual’s Blessings 
  Divine Spells 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As I guessed, the ‘disabled’ tag was gone, and I was free to explore my new options. 
 
    Faith Rank now showed 0 instead of ‘-’. I clicked on it and a short description was displayed: 
 
     <Faith Rank determines the strength of the religious connection. When enough Faith Points are amassed, the next rank is unlocked, which provides access to new Religion discipline spells.> 
 
    Interesting, I thought. So in order to increase my religion rank, I have to gain more FP, simple enough. 
 
    Next, I clicked on ‘Purchase Faith Points’. A small menu opened, allowing me to convert 10 energy points to 1 FP. I passed on this option for now, selecting the Zone Blessing option next. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Zone Blessings (affect all religion followers in the zone of influence): 
  ●       Mettle I: the morale of all creatures increased by +5. Cost: 10 FP. 
  ●       Physical I: Increases the Physical attribute of all creature in the zone by +1. cost: 100 FP 
  ●       Mental I: Increases the MentaI attribute of all creature in the zone by +1. cost: 100 FP 
  ●       Social I: Increases the Social attribute of all creature in the zone by +1. cost: 100 FP 
  ●       Tainted water: all free-flowing water becomes tainted with Darkness. Drinking gives a buff to Shadow-Touched creatures while causing mild disease to others: cost: 300 FP 
  ●       Eternal Night: the zone of influence will be covered with perpetual darkness. Cost: 1000 FP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was interesting. It didn’t specify the size of the zone, but I had a hunch that the Shrine was the zone center and probably covered my settlement, if not the entire valley.  
 
    The Blessings were quite interesting. It appeared they enhanced religion members nearby. It made sense, dark clerics and their minions were always strongest at their place of power, and this one was mine. 
 
    I had only 10 FP at the moment, so all I could afford was the ‘Mettle I’ blessing. The other blessings sounded awesome. ‘Physical I’ especially. If I understood correctly, it would increase the Physical attribute of all my goblins by 1, thus increasing their max HP and skill potential that relied on Physical - which was most of them. That meant I wouldn’t have to invest in increasing the individual levels of my workers, as this blessing would affect them all. The Latin numbering next to the blessing name indicated they could be purchased again at a higher rank, probably at an increased cost. This was potentially a game changer.  
 
    I gotta find a fast way of gaining more Faith Points, those blessings are simply must haves!  
 
    Tainted Water, sounded interesting as well, and Eternal Night had the potential to make my goblins’ Nocturnal buff always active, even during daytime. 
 
    Alright moving on. I clicked on the Individual’s Blessings next. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Personal blessings (Directly applied to a specific Shadow-Touched creature): 
  ●       Liquid Darkness I: body exudes tangible liquid darkness when wounded, mending flesh and closing wounds, at a rate of 1 point of damage per 6 seconds. Cost: 10 FP 
  ●       Shadow Armor I: darkness covers your body. Increases armor by +5. Cost 10 FP 
  ●       Coat Weapon I: any weapon wielded becomes coated with darkness, which sharpened it. +10% damage, +10% armor penetration. Cost: 10 FP 
  ●       Shadow Body I: Can form shadow claws with 100% armor penetration. Cost: 10 FP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    These blessings applied to specific individuals, which explained their vastly reduced cost. If only I had enough FP, I could turn my goblins into little Dark killing machines. Liquid Darkness especially sounded a lot like the Mastiffs’ ability of near instant regeneration. I’d love standing at the head of an army with such powers.  
 
    Next, I clicked on Divine Spells. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Available spells: (Unlock via the Shrine. Spell level determined by Faith Rank. Shrine max: 3) 
  ●       0: Control shadows: Disciples gain the ability to control shadow and darkness. A requirement for most darkness based abilities. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So it seemed that simply becoming Nihilator’s disciple had granted me access to a new range of spells. Pretty sweet! Had I known what a huge role religion played in the NPC monster existence, the shrine would have been my first construction priority. 
 
    There didn’t seem to be any other use for Faith Points, so I navigated back to Zone Blessings, and purchased the Mettle I Blessing. Investing in my clan morale and productivity was more important than using Individuals Blessing to increase my own strength, there would be plenty of time for that later. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Zone Blessing [Mettle I] purchased.  
  Followers’ morale in the zone increased by +5 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I noted that the Faith Point field in the interface was changed to 0 / 10, meaning the amount of FP I received was always tracked. I checked my clan’s morale, and noted with satisfaction that it was currently at -15, imposing only -3% penalty on total efficiency. The Nocturnal bonus all my goblins now had, made that penalty seems insignificant, as the total efficiency was now at a mere -1%. I was going to raise it even higher. 
 
    I finally reached the end of the tunnel. I was walking through the large cavern that led outside when two goblins suddenly appeared running around the corner, a male and a female. Both carried baskets loaded with large mushrooms. The female was unknown to me, so I analyzed her. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker, Female  
  Level: 2 
  HP: 11 
  P:1, M:0, S:1 
  Skills: Haul 1, Gatherer 2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She was the new Gatherer worker I summoned on my way down the tunnel. I was satisfied to see she was already at work, helping harvest mushrooms. 
 
    The workers paid me no heed and quickly trotted out of the cave. We followed them. 
 
    As I reached the cave’s exits, the low light of a new day could be seen coming from the east. It was already morning, time to go to sleep. As usual, there was a lot of work to be done tomorrow. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 21 - Settling In 
 
    Tika was nestled against me when I woke up next morning. Under my sleeping furs, her embrace was warm and comforting. She apparently let herself in and curled up beside me while I slept. 
 
    She was still sleeping, her chest slowly rising and falling to the rhythm of her breathing.  
 
    I took the opportunity to stare at her openly.  
 
    It was the first time I had seen her since last night’s ceremony, so I was unprepared for the sight. Being touched by darkness had done her good. She had a lithe, strong body with well-toned muscles. Her now deep ebony complexion softened the more obvious goblinoid features of her face, making her conform to a more human-like aesthetics. Her huge eyes gave her a doll-like appearance, but one with lovely slender curves. She wore tight leathers, cut open in places to allow her to move freely and without hindrance, which barely hid her more rounded parts, turning it all into a good-girl-gone-bad look. All that was missing was a spiked leather collar. Truly a goblinoid goddess of the hunt. She was breathtaking. 
 
    Holy shit, what’s wrong with me!? I snapped myself out of leering at her body. Was I really ogling a goblin!? It has been less than a month since I became one, and I was already starting to find them sexually appealing??  
 
    I shuddered and closed my eyes, trying to regain my composure. I breathed deeply and tried to control my thoughts. I couldn’t avoid this any longer. Having averted the previous crisis, it was finally time to face the next one; the Tika complication. 
 
    My eyes still closed, I considered my current predicament.  
 
    Tika was just an NPC and not even a human NPC. For some bizarre, deviant reason I found her attractive.  
 
    There! I admitted it to myself. Despite that, I was not mentally prepared to handle any sort of physical interaction with her. I feared what it might do to my perceptions. I might be a weird guy in some ways, but I personally drew the line at developing a goblin fetish. 
 
    For some reason, Tika’s presence was quite soothing. I slept better when she was nearby and since she seemed to like it as well, I saw no reason to ban her from my bed.  
 
    I was focused so deeply in my thoughts, that I didn’t notice her waking from sleep. My newfound resolutions and determination evaporated as she reached one slender arm out and touched my face with a gentle caress. “You no worry” she breathed softly, “Tika want only help.” 
 
    Her hand applied just a tiny amount of pressure, which I could shrug off easily. Caught in the moment, I didn’t resist. She lowered my head toward hers, and our lips met. It was my first ever monster on monster kiss. 
 
    A few moments later I exited my house. I was feeling a bit disoriented, though a huge grin was plastered on my face. I had no idea how I found myself in the middle of a monster’s soap opera.  
 
    I need to keep busy and keep my head clear of THAT complication for now. Was the only resolution I managed to come up with. I smacked the side of my head with my palm, trying to make myself focus. Enough! I had a lot of work ahead of me.  
 
    Dusk was setting in, the rest of the clan was waking from their day sleep, few already making their way toward Guba’s ever burning cooking fire. I did the same. 
 
    When I arrived, I noticed the clan’s inventory pile was getting out of hand. It was a mound of weapons, pelts, and foodstuff, taller than Zuban. This was no way to organize an inventory. I shook my head. The warehouse just became another high priority project, I thought and sighed to myself. So many priorities. 
 
    “Vic,” I said to my cloaked companion, “can you give me an inventory summary of food and construction resources?” 
 
    <I’ll try…> Vic answered in a doubtful tone. <This pile is getting out of hand. There are mushrooms sticking out of it everywhere!> Flowing off my shoulders and into his goblin shape, he moved toward the pile. As he reached it his body changed again, into a mass of tendrils that writhed and slithered over and between the items in the pile. 
 
    He was right. Due to the harvest yield, the pile looked overgrown with mushroom. Clots of them were scattered everywhere. There was no order to it as my Gatherers simply dumped their filled baskets onto the pile. 
 
    I opened the Interface and looked at the Buildings and Construction menu. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Buildings and Construction 
  
     
 
      
      	  Max Constructor skill: 12 
  Builders count: 6 (skills 12, 12, 9, 9, 2, 2) 
  Daily BP: 72 ([7.4 + 11 + 11 + 9.5 + 14 + 6 + 6] * 1.11) 
  Under construction: Smithy (18/250 BP), Construction Yard (71/80 BP) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Having six workers was definitely paying off. If I were to put them all on a single project, their combined build ability would amount to a whopping 72 Build Points per day! Thanks largely to the Nocturnal efficiency buff and Zuban’s Constructor bonus. 
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn’t assign more Builders to work on the Smithy, which was our biggest project. Although the Construction Yard was only hours away from completion, all the Builders who were working on it were novices. The Smithy could only be constructed by Apprentice ranked Builders. Fortunately, two more workers were expected to reach their Apprentice rank in a few days, which will help pick up the pace. Additionally, once completed, the Construction Yard would add 10% to the total build points generated by the Builders, bringing it up to 79, which will quicken our construction rate even more. 
 
    Meanwhile, Vic finished his inspection of the pile and returned to report. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news for you boss.” he said lightly. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Five pieces of raw meat went bad, they got this unappetizing gray-green tinge. You could try eating them I suppose, but in my experience, puppets don’t like it too much if you make them ingest rotten meat. The retching is somewhat amusing though. Also, by the looks of it, a bunch more are going to be ruined by tomorrow” 
 
    “Damn!” I cursed to myself. I’d taken too long in getting a proper warehouse, which could have prevented that. Well, there’s nothing that can be done about the wasted meat, but I could salvage what was still edible. 
 
    “How much unspoiled food have we got in store now?” 
 
    “Well, I can't give you exact numbers. It was hard to reach everything in the pile, even though I literally crawled through it. There’s about 40 raw meat left, 8 raw fish, about a dozen gathered edibles, 4 gathered ingredients, and at my best guess over 150 units of mushrooms.” 
 
    I started to smile at that last part.  
 
    “Oh, also, you got exactly 16 units of advanced food.” He added offhandedly. “I know those are important to you, so I took extra time to take an exact count.” 
 
    My grin broadened. Advanced food, meant 16 Herbed Seasoned fish. With Guba’s success 50% success rate we needed eight more fish to finally give us the 20 units required to summon an advanced worker. And according to Vic, we had, exactly, eight fish in the pile. My clan would finally get a proper Cook! 
 
    “Guba!” I excitedly called to my temporary cook. 
 
    “Hmph?” She was grumpy as ever. 
 
    “Rejoice!” I exclaimed dramatically, “Today we will have your replacement!” 
 
    She stared at me for a moment, uncomprehending. Then a smile broke out on her wrinkled, ancient, face as she understood what I was saying. 
 
    “About damn time!” She grunted happily. “What’cha ya need of me?” 
 
    “Just finish cooking the raw fish we have.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it!” She turned and started cooking. I observed with interest as she took out a beaten old pan and put it over the fire, then tossed a fish in and sprinkled some of the herbal mixture over it. She kept flipping the fish in the pan to cook it on both sides and to prevent it from burning. I watched her eagerly. The first dish was a success. She started on the second fish. After a few minutes, it was clear this one was a failure, the fish was burnt and thrown away. 
 
    I kept watching attentively. After ten minutes a few more fish were burned, but eventually a batch of five, newly cooked, herbal seasoned fish were ready for consumption. Only one thing remained. I had Guba deliver the twenty prepared fish and 30 of the mushrooms to the Breeder’s Den, while I opened the interface. 
 
    I browsed through the options and selected the Advanced Worker for the very first time. 
 
    A new menu of available professions opened; Constructor, Miller, Forager. Hmm, looks like Tika was considered an Advanced Worker, I thought. Forager was her main skill.  
 
    Constructor, Trader...There! I finally found the coveted Cooking profession and eagerly selected it. 
 
    The Breeder’s Den went through the usual grinding and squeaking noises, the sound effects taking longer than usual. 
 
    I moved closer to the door and waited. A few minutes later the sounds stopped, the door flap was flung open, and an extremely lean goblin walked out. He was the thinnest goblin I’d ever seen. His body was almost skeletal, and his head looked like a skull with the skin stretched tightly over it. He was hideous. 
 
    The goblin saw me, and to my surprise, approached with confidence. He stopped and struck a pose with his hands on his waist. As he opened his mouth to speak, I noticed his mouth was full of sharp needle-like teeth. 
 
    “Well, where’s all the food?” He demanded with a condescending tone. His demeanor took me completely by surprise. I squinted my eyes and Analyzed him. 
 
     <Gandork, goblin cook. Level 1; P:1, M:0, S:0; Skills: Cook 1(0%); Traits: noncombatant> 
 
    Well I’ll be damned! I thought with a start. He is already seeded with a VI! 
 
    “Well, don’t just stare!” He carried on in a rude tone “I ain’t got all day you know!” 
 
    <for some reason, I like this guy> Vic chuckled. 
 
    I hazarded a guess that Advanced Workers would always come already seeded with VI. Their specialized skills probably required a more intelligent operator than the simple workers. That was excellent news to me. But I couldn’t allow that attitude to go on, I needed to make sure he understood how things were done around here. 
 
    “You may refer to me as Dark Totem,” I replied coolly, letting him know my position. 
 
    “Pfft!” He said dismissively, “You’ll be Hungry Totem if I don’t get to work! Now where is my kitchen!?” 
 
    <I DO like him!> Vic declared with pleasure. 
 
    God, not two of them, I groaned to myself. 
 
    “Follow me,” I said tiredly and led him to Guba and the cooking hearth. 
 
    “This is no kitchen!” Gandork looked around with contempt. “It’s barely even a proper cooking fire! Where are the skillets? The cauldrons? The meat knifes? The steak knifes?“ 
 
    “This is all we’ve got for now,” I told him bluntly. 
 
    “I can’t be expected to work in these conditions!” he looked at me scornfully. “I need a proper kitchen!” 
 
    “I’m working on it,” I replied tersely, “until then, you can use what we have here to cook Basic Food.” I nodded to Guba and tilted my head toward Gandork. Slowly she removed her apron, her eyes full of wonder as she silently handed it over to the new Cook. 
 
    “Fine!” he took the apron from her hands. “I guess I will have to make do with this for now.” 
 
    “Good.” I crossed my arms. “Do you know how to prepare steaks out of raw meat?” 
 
    “Of course!” he rolled his eyes. 
 
    “And Advanced food?” I pressed. 
 
    “Well...” He looked embarrassed.  
 
    I’d managed to take him down a notch.  
 
    “I know the principles, but until I experiment on my own, or find some recipes, then, no.” 
 
    “Guba knows how to prepare Herbal Seasoned Fish,” I nodded toward the previous head cook. “Learn it from her, but first I want you to cook all our raw meat into steaks before they spoil.” I pointed at the large pile. “We should have around 40 pieces. Then deliver them to the Breeder’s Den. Once you take care of that, work on the daily food, then you may experiment with some of our food supply. But be careful! I’ll be very annoyed if you burn half our food!” 
 
    That finally seemed to subdue him. He slightly bowed his head, “Yes Dark Totem.” 
 
    Guba looked at me in wonderment. “I’m…free…” She whispered. She threw the ladle she was holding behind her shoulder, and exclaimed “Finally free!” 
 
    “Congratulations,” I said dryly. “So, now what are you going to do?”  
 
    “First, I’ll be having the day off!” she declared, giving me a withering stare as if daring me to challenge her decision. “Then, I think I’ll practice some chemistry. I have no tools, but I still might be able to refine some raw materials, maybe create some simple compounds.” She turned and headed toward the cave. “I’ll let you know what I find,”. 
 
    I looked over at Gandork. He picked up Guba’s ladle, donned her splotchy apron and tucked the cooking knife into his belt. He sniffed the steaming cauldron, shook his head, took some herbs from a nearby tray and sprinkled them into the cauldron. Taking another whiff he nodded slightly to himself. Then he gathered the pieces of raw meat from the pile and started putting them on the grill. 
 
    I opened the Energy Menu and spent 50 points to raise Gandork to level two, reducing my total to 280. Gandork continued cooking, oblivious to his increased level. 
 
    I accessed his skills and opened the description for his Cooking skill. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Cooking (S)  
  You can create edible food of various quality levels. More advanced raw ingredients are required for higher quality food. Any food quality above simple requires a recipe (can be discovered through experimentation) 
  Level 1: Novice 
  Effect I: can cook simple food.  
  Effect II: 1% chance of producing one level higher quality of food instead.  
  Effect III: 11% chance to successfully discover Advanced Food recipe (50% chance a failed experiment will result in simple food) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, it seemed the skill’s various success chances relied heavily on luck, and luckily, we had our fair share of it. I approached our new Cook and ignoring his surprised protest laid a hand on his shoulder and gave the bastard the Lucky Bastard skill. A small, petty side of me didn’t mind the possibility of him exploding. 
 
    I released the perplexed Cook and stepped away. The skill was imparted to him without a hitch. Unless I was greatly mistaken, his new skill should show a significant increase soon enough. 
 
    Time to learn what the Shrine has to offer, I thought with anticipation and made my way over to it. Half way through, a system message popped up. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Building added to your settlement: Construction Yard 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New building schematics are available for research 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New options are available in the Construction Interface 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Awesome!” I exclaimed audibly, making a Gatherer who was walking nearby stop and stare at me in puzzlement. I ignored him and went looking for Zuban, I was sure I would find him at the completed building. 
 
    I was right. The new Construction Yard was a simple building. It was basically a wooden shed, about 25 square meters. Its front door was a normal wooden door, and it also had a backdoor; a large two-doors gate. The gate opened onto a cleared yard, surrounded with low wooden borders. The borders weren’t high enough to stop anyone from walking over it, its purpose was to mark different areas for the storage of different resources. I saw the Builders already carrying Timber resources to wooden frames and stacking them neatly on top. It would be much easier to evaluate the available resources at a glance now. There was a section to store stones and another for bones. The four workers were currently busy bringing all the scattered building materials to the Construction Yard.  
 
    I approached the cabin and knocked lightly on the door. 
 
    “Come in.” Answered Zuban’s voice. 
 
    I opened the door. The inside was mostly open space, with Zuban’s sleeping furs stacked in a corner. My attention was immediately drawn to a large wooden board that covered a large section of one of the walls. Zuban, with a piece of charcoal in his hand, was standing in front of the board and staring at it, lost in thought. 
 
    “Congratulations on your new house,” I looked around at the empty space. “So, how are you settling in?” 
 
    “Hmm?” he asked distractedly. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t hear you. I had a sudden epiphany!” 
 
    I looked at him questioningly. 
 
    “As soon as I got inside and stared at this board,” he motioned toward the wall, “Ideas for new constructions began flowing into my mind! I think I can create some building blueprints on my own now!” 
 
    “That’s wonderful!” I said warmly. “What can you create then?” 
 
    He shrugged, “It’s all hazy to me. I feel like I can do it, but I can’t grasp exactly what.” 
 
    On a hunch, I opened the construction interface. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Buildings and Construction 
  
     
 
      
      	  Max Constructor skill: 12 
  Builders count: 6 (skills 12, 12, 9, 9, 2, 2) 
  Daily BP: 72 ([7.4 + 11 + 11 + 9.5 + 14 + 6 + 6] * 1.11) 
  Under construction: Smithy (22/250 BP), Construction Yard (80/80 BP) 
  Research 
  Available Resources: Timber: 42, Stone: 3, Bones: 137, Metal: 1, Pelts: 16 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As I suspected, I now had a new option available for me; Research. It also looked like the Construction Yard added an option to view all available resources in real time, making it easier to manage. I clicked on the Research option. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Research  
  
     
 
      
      	  Daily RP: 7.4 (constructor 12) 
  ●       Blueprint: Magma Foundry: enables magma casting. Cost: 200 RP. 
  ●       Blueprint: Barracks: houses and trains warriors. Cost: 300 RP. 
  ●       Blueprint: Dark Temple: place of worship. Cost: 175 BP. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    <Basically, when new building concepts are thought of, they can be found here, available for research> Vic explained. <The system adds them to the research list automatically, but certain prerequisites must be met, for example, the presence of magma. So you can’t simply think ‘Death Ray Cannon’ and have it available for research> 
 
    “RP stands for Research Points I gather?” 
 
    “Indeed, Dark Totem” Zuban replied, to my unintentionally audible question. 
 
    “So, let’s say I want a Barracks, you can perform the research, and produce a blueprint?” I inquired further. 
 
    Zuban thought for a moment, then his eyes came alight, “I believe I can! What a wonderful notion!” 
 
    “Hold on,” I interjected, “As I see it, it’ll take you about 40 days to finish your research, right?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I can’t have you stop construction in the settlement to do research!” I protested. “You’re far too important.“ 
 
    Zuban smiled, “I believe we can make it work. I can keep directing the workers while doing my daily research. All you’ll lose is my addition to the daily Build Points, and, let’s face it, it is a pathetic contribution compared to the skilled workers.” 
 
    “You got a point there, but then…” I broke off to think it over. “Can I hire workers to do the research instead of you?” 
 
    He scratched his head, thinking. “I believe so, you’ll need a researcher. A proficient and dedicated one will make great progress in researching such blueprints.” 
 
    I sighed. Another high priority Advanced worker I needed. Not to mention the Smith, The Lumber Mill worker, and probably a dozen just as crucial others. 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “I’ll see what I can do. But for now, we need to discuss our next construction project.” 
 
    “Of course, Dark Totem.” he bowed his head. “Two of our Builders have almost reached their Apprentice rank, it shouldn’t take them more than a couple of days. Then they can be reassigned to help work on the Smithy, as it’s our biggest project. The latest two new builders are still Novices, and will have to work on Novice level buildings for a while longer.” 
 
    “That’s ok, I already know what our next Novice level building is going to be.” I scratched my cheek. “The Mess Hall. We now have a Cook and he needs a proper kitchen to work at.” 
 
    Zuban nodded, “Of course, however, we’re currently low on Timber.” He peered outside his window toward the resource yard, “we have exactly 42 pieces of timber, and 12 logs that can be turned to another 24 pieces, in a couple of days. That’s almost half the required amount.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I already got a second Lumberjack. He and Woody should manage to provide about 10 new pieces of timber a day.” I checked the Interface for the Mess Hall requirements. “So, it will take roughly another 10 days to produce the 140 timber pieces. The Build point requirement is 250, taking into consideration the skill increase of the Builders, not to mention Bargush’s, and the Nocturnal efficiency buff, it should take them about ten days as well to complete the building. So everything should work together nicely.” 
 
    Zuban smiled, “I bow to your greater intellect. It will be as you say. Where should we build it?” 
 
    “Right next to the cooking hearth.” I checked Zuban’s stats, he was at level 5, with three attribute points in Social and a Construction skill of 12. He would soon reach skill level 13, which was his limit. It was time to give him an upgrade. I opened the Energy Options, selected Zuban and selected an upgrade. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Zuban. Level increase: 6. XP required: 500. Cost: 100 energy. Confirm: Yes/no 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It was still relatively cheap to invest another level for him. The system was geared toward rapid progression for the first 6-7 levels. Zuban deserved the promotion. Besides, it would also give a slight efficiency increase to all Builders, so it was a worthwhile investment. I mentally clicked on Yes, reducing the energy pool to 180 points. Zuban didn’t seem to notice. But a quick Analyze showed me the changes.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Zuban, hobgoblin foreman 
  Level: 6  
  HP: 36, MP: 34  
  P:2, M:0, S:4 
  Skills: constructor: 12, lumberjack: 4, Lucky Bastard: 3 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Now about which research to choose. I was tempted at first to select the Magma Foundry. The notion of mass producing volcanic bricks, without endangering the life of my goblins was very appealing to me. But after consideration, I realized that by the time Zuban finished the research, the Smithy would already be long finished. Then we will be able to forge pickaxes to equip as many new stonemasons as I need to summon. That would take care of our stone needs. My choice was clear. 
 
    “Start researching the Barracks blueprints,” I told my foreman. The description didn’t reveal much, but I was fairly certain it will allow me to speed train my warriors, which I suspected was going to be needed. Our future promised war, and it was time I started investing more into our mobilization. 
 
    “Of course, Dark Totem” He bowed respectfully. 
 
    Will I make it to the Shrine this time? I wondered, as I exited the Construction Yard and made my way toward our new place of worship. 
 
    Just as I reached the ladder, Bek came running up to me. 
 
    “Dark Totem! Dark Totem!” he piped, breathing heavily. 
 
    What now?! I thought in annoyance. “Yes?” I crossed my hands in front of me. 
 
    “Bek find another shining Opal!” He replied eagerly, holding up his hand and showing me another inscribed Opal. 
 
    “Nice work Bek. Oh, that reminds me.” I opened my inventory and retrieved the four opals I found during my first trek into the cave. “Here, inscribe those as well. Give one to Vrick and to each of the warriors, explain to them how to use it. Save the other ones and redistribute them as you see fit.” 
 
    “Yes Dark Totem!” He replied proudly and scurried off to follow his orders. 
 
    I started to climb the ladder up to the stone ledge. 
 
    This time, I almost made it to the top of the ladder. 
 
    “Hi! Dark Totem!” A playful feminine voice called behind. 
 
    “What now?!” I called in annoyance. I really wanted to check the new Shrine related spells, and to get some alone time to study my new Runecraft skill. I looked back to see who was calling. 
 
    It was Hoshisu, the new female player. 
 
    “Nothing just wanted to say goodbye for now,” She winked mischievously at me. “You seemed so preoccupied, I had to yank your chain a bit. Anyway, my brother and I hunted and completed quests all day long. It’s getting dark now, so we’ll log off for a couple of hours and come back in the morning. Let’s have a sit-down tomorrow afternoon before all you busy bees get too caught up in your work.” 
 
    “Sure, no problem.” I quickly agreed. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
    “YOUR tomorrow,” she emphasized. “We’re gonna have a few beers and relax a little. Maybe catch a few wrestling matches.” 
 
    I grinned at her. “Have fun!” 
 
    She logged out, her character slowly turning transparent until it disappeared completely. 
 
    Finally I reached the top of the ladder and stood in front of the Shrine. I lay my hands on top of it. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Would You like to activate, Religion Tier 0 Spells. Yes/No? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Yes! 
 
    
    
      
      	  The following divine spells were unlocked: Control shadows> 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Skill acquired: Control Shadows (M) [active, monster race] 
  Where there is light there is shadow. You can manipulate shadows at will in several ways, allowing you to access and enhance shadow and darkness based spells. This is a Shadow discipline. 
Improving this skill increases the controlled shadow area and increased effectiveness of related spells. 
  Level 1: Novice. 
  Effect I: Shadow controlled: 1 square meter.  
  Effect II: Shadow & darkness spell 1% effectiveness. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Hmm, that sounds a lot like the Mana Manipulation skill, I thought in bewilderment. 
 
    Just then, my entire world turned upside down. Noise screeched in my ears, the earth trembled, my vision blurred as an acute splitting migraine pierced my mind. “Oh no, not again!” I cried in pain. 
 
    <SHIT!> Vic yelled in my mind <HOLD ON!> 
 
    The pain worsened, and Vic’s next words were lost in it. The world continued shaking around me, and black spots appeared in front of my eyes. I strained toward the darkness, desperate to lose consciousness and escape the unbearable pain, but that bliss was denied me. I just kept screaming. 
 
    After what felt like hours of the agonizing torture, the pain finally receded. 
 
    <Phew, that was some wild ride!> Vic declared cheerfully. 
 
    “What happened?” I rubbed my head, the pain was now gone. 
 
    <The new skill conflicted with your Mana Manipulation skill. You're not supposed to have more than one discipline governing skill> Vic explained. <It threw off the system. Guy was about to toast you, but luckily you have me around. I managed to ‘persuade’ him that those skills could be combined. Sorry it took so long. Enjoy your new and improved skill dude.> 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skills Mana Manipulation and Control Shadows were merged into: Dark Mana 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Skill acquired: Dark Mana (M) [active, monster race] 
  All life is suffused with mana, and all light casts a shadow. Through the strength of your will, you have learned to actively access your shadow mana. You can wield mana and darkness in a similar fashion and shape them to your will. You also gained the ability to access the mana reserves of other living or shadow based creatures. By accessing other creatures’ mana pools you have the option to affect them (Discovered: Freeze, Sense Emotions, Dominate). Further increase of this skill will increase your mana pool and mana regeneration, and give you access to stronger mana and shadow discipline spells with increased chance to influence creatures. Mana and Shadow discipline. 
  Level 15: Apprentice: Biological path selected (Freeze, Sense Emotions, Dominate) 
  Effect I: Mana pool size +25%, Regen: +65% of base 
  Effect II: Spell effect: +25%  
  Effect III: Shadow control; 15 square meters 
  Effect IV: Biological path strength: basic 
  Prime badge: As the first player to unlock this skill you gain 50% increased rate and can teach it to others. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dark Mana Skill level increased to 14 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dark Mana Skill level increased to 15 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was some crazy loophole. Although getting it hurt like hell, the new skill looked amazing. And the best part was - I got my Mastery title back! 
 
    Suddenly, I became aware of a presence all around me. I looked around, but all I could see was the immediate area, shrouded in the shadows cast by the new moon. 
 
    The shadows! That’s what I felt! It was as if the whole world was awash in light only I could see. It was a contradiction, but it felt as if the darkness was almost blinding me with its dark luminescence. The feeling was similar to when I was controlling mana, so almost instinctively, I reached out with my will and to my surprise, the darkness moved! Large patches of shadows flowed as if they were cast by moving clouds. The area that was not clear of shadows didn’t become illuminated, it was simply less… dark. It was one hell of a weird feeling. 
 
    I concentrated and conjured a drilling arrow. It appeared instantly, but instead of a glowing blue mana arrow, it was radiant black. Cool, I thought. 
 
    <You’re welcome> Vic added sardonically. 
 
    I concentrated on my own shadow, feeling it as another, faraway appendage. I exerted my control and the shadow grew, I flexed my will again forcing it into the shape of a muscular human. I continued experimenting with my control. I found that I could make the shadows wrap my body completely, masking it and making me hard to find, a useful ability. I also found that I could send the shadows further away from me, to obscure an existing light source. I could also wrap a creature in a near complete blackness, as one of my workers, who served as an unknowing test subject found out. It didn’t do him any harm - My goblins all had Darkvision now, so he had no trouble seeing through the darkness. But most other creatures won’t be so fortunate, I thought in satisfaction. I just found another method for crowd control. 
 
    It was nearing 4 a.m. game time, the work night would soon be over. Using my enhanced vision from the Shrine’s vantage point, I could see the valley below me as clearly as in daylight. There the Gatherers were running with armloads of freshly harvested mushrooms, and over there Gandork was busily stirring the cauldron. Bargush was clearly visible carrying a double load of logs and towering over his fellow Builders. Guba was swimming in the pond. Naked. 
 
    I shuddered and turned my eyes away from the dreadful visage. That single glance was sure to cool the growing passion between me and Tika. I remembered our single kiss, but Guba’s naked body kept intruding. Yep, no more of that for now. I concluded. 
 
    The stars were disappearing as the horizon brightened, heralding the dawn of a new day. How long have I been here? I thought in alarm. 
 
    I yawned. No matter now, time to go to bed. 
 
    I went back to my house. It was empty. Glad I didn’t have to worry about facing Tika, I lay in my furs. I was ready to sleep, but first I wanted to know the results of our first work night. I opened the interface and looked through the various options. Thanks to the new Blessing buff I purchased and us no longer working overtime, our morale penalty was down and currently at -10. I checked our total efficiency, and saw, to my delight, that the Nocturnal buff of +10% for all skill effects had managed to counteract all the efficiency penalties. The clan now had a 0% efficiency modifier, which was excellent news! That meant we had 10% more production rate compared to the constant penalty we were working with for weeks. 
 
    Construction progressed nicely. The Smithy and the Mess Hall were both at 44 BP out of 250.  
 
    Though the Mess Hall construction started after the Smithy, it had four Novice Builders working on it. Together they managed to progress faster than the two Apprentice Builders who worked on the Smithy. Of the four, Bargush the four-armed worker was clearly the highest contributor to the effort. 
 
    Zuban has made a little progress with his research; 7.4 out of 300 RP. 
 
    I checked the food production, What in Nihilator’s name… I thought in astonishment. The daily harvest yield was 296 units of mushrooms! Recruiting the second gatherer was a good idea. Along with the other foodstuff we had in store, I could immediately summon 10 new simple workers, or 6 warriors. 
 
    I decided to postpone the decision of who to summon next for tomorrow. 
 
    I closed the interface and lay down to sleep. As I was drifting off, I heard the door to my house open, and Tika walked into my bedchamber. 
 
    She still looked hot and adorable, standing there like a glorious goblin goddess of the hunt. I raised my blanket, inviting her in, all thoughts of Guba’s naked body evaporated from my mind as Tika lay down beside me, turned and snuggled her back against me. To my surprise she took out her tongue and gently licked my face.  
 
    Goblins!  
 
    Conflicted, I put my arm around her. It felt good. Comforting. Like a child hugging his favorite toy. Sexy, bestial toy. I thought humorously to myself. 
 
    I closed my eyes and fell asleep contentedly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Christa finished cleaning the dishes and stuffed the two empty beer bottles into the recycler. 
 
    She took her crutches that were leaning on the wall, leaning on them she walked out into the living room. Her brother was watching the latest wrestling match on the big screen. The room was small and simple. A sofa, a television and a large whiteboard filled with mathematical equations the two were currently tackling. 
 
    “Come on lazy head,” She said to her brother. “It should be morning in NEO already, you wouldn’t want to miss half a day of exploration just watching the end of last year’s match, would you?” 
 
    “Right right, I’m coming,” He said distractedly, still watching the match. A moment later he turned off the TV and lifted himself over and into his light, indoor wheelchair. 
 
    The two went to the adjoining room where two large, state of the art FIVR gaming capsule took most of the floor space. The capsules were a bonus, given to them as part of their contract as beta players for the company, replacing their old, worn gen-2 models. 
 
    Next to each capsule stood a simple single bed. This was their game/sleeping room. 
 
    Even though she had a hard time standing, Christa did her best to help her brother climb into his capsule. They both suffered from a medical syndrome called Osteogenesis Imperfecta, also known as brittle bone disease. 
 
    As children, they couldn’t go outdoors, so they had no friends other than themselves. They couldn’t attend school, so they were assigned a homeschool tutor by social services.  
 
    It was quickly determined that the two had an uncanny talent for mathematics and probabilities. Within a few years, they surpassed their tutors and matriculated at a university for the gifted. Since graduating at the age of 17, they earned a living as researchers in their respective fields.  
 
    As they were orphaned at a young age, the money allowed them to rent and maintain a small apartment and to keep the water and electricity running. As they were both avid gamers, this was all they required in order to dedicate their spare time to gaming. It was not uncommon for them to sometimes spend as much as 16 hours straight in the game. Their life wasn’t fancy, but it was all they needed. 
 
    Hoshisu logged in first, appearing in the middle of the valley’s open meadow. She looked around her. It was daylight. All the goblins were either sleeping near the main campfire or guarding the forest path. 
 
    She sat down, retrieved her daggers and with annoyance began sharpening them with the whetstone she received as part of her starting gear. Damn, he probably logged in a minute behind me, it’s gonna be awhile.  
 
    She finished the first dagger, and was just about to start sharpening the second when Malkyr’s transparent body appeared, taking a few seconds before becoming completely solid. 
 
    “Well it’s about time!” Hoshisu exclaimed. “Told you we should login on the same count!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Malkyr grunted, stretching his large body, enjoying the sensation of his muscled body. The game enabled him to experience his physical form in a way his flesh and blood body never could. Here he could run, fight and submit others with sheer physical strength. His disease was more advanced than his sister’s, his body more limited. That’s why he always played as a fighter. He enjoyed the thrill and satisfaction of physically overcoming challenges. Basically, he liked trampling down foes using his muscles and brute strength. 
 
    He raised the high-quality steel Greataxe. The axe blade was slightly dented as the weapon was down 12 durability points. The axe was built for combat, not cutting down trees, which was what he was doing with it yesterday, fulfilling the hobgoblin’s quest. It was something he could not neglect for long. 
 
    “So what are we doing today?” He asked his sister. 
 
    She yawned. “How’s your skills progression?” 
 
    Malkyr checked his character sheet. “I got Lumberjack to 5, and Powerful to 3”. 
 
    “Well, I jumped around while you were chopping wood, got my Limber skill to level 4. I’d say it’s time we hunt some game. We can gain some XP, and hopefully get enough meat and pelts to complete a couple of quests.” 
 
    “Sure, can’t wait to see what this new character can do in a fight.” Malkyr answered exuberantly. 
 
    The two got to their feet and made their way toward the forested part of the valley. 
 
    An hour later, Malkyr cried impatiently. “There’s nothing to hunt around here! It’s supposed to be a starter location, right? Where are all the mobs??” 
 
    “It seems,” Hoshisu replied slowly, “the forest was cleared. Remember what the company rep said? mobs respawn via natural breeding. Since we’re now considered to be monsters ourselves, we share their evolution time. From our perspective, it’ll probably be a week or two until more respawn.” 
 
    “Damn it! I want to fight stuff!” He was pouting. 
 
    Hoshisu rolled her eyes at her brother’s childish behavior, though she understood him. In real life he was limited by his body, almost trapped by it. NEO was his chance to blow off steam and experience sensations he could never otherwise have. Although her real body was also quite weak, she was better off than he was, so her cravings were different than his. 
 
    “Well, that Totem guy said we shouldn’t leave the valley, and I tend to agree. It’s a completely new setting, better take it slow and learn the layout a bit more.” 
 
    “Oh, come on! What’s the worst that could happen? If we die, we’ll respawn right back here, no penalties until level 10, remember?” 
 
    “Well…” Hoshisu hesitated “Maybe…” 
 
    Just then a large snake dropped from the tree above, landing on Malkyr and wrapping its coils around his body. 
 
    “Alright!” he exclaimed enthusiastically, “Finally!” 
 
    He tried to swing his axe at the snake’s body, but it was partially immobilizing him. “Eh, sis? Some help here?” 
 
    Hoshisu shook her head. Raising her two daggers, she adopted an attack stance and charged at the snake. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 22 - A Crafty Goblin 
 
    I woke up late in the afternoon, cuddled close to Tika. 
 
    After our third sleepover, it was starting to feel more natural, despite her occasional tendency to lick my face. 
 
    Eyes still closed, Tika felt me stirring and softly caressed my cheek. 
 
    I felt a sudden rush of affection toward her. I shook my head, trying to reorient myself. I can’t fall for an NPC, she’s not real! But a part of me simply refused this reasoning  
 
    The shame I felt for crushing Bek’s willpower when I dominated him, or my aversion of sacrificing the goblin babies - both could be argued to be the same type of misplaced emotions toward mere NPCs. And yes, I felt those keenly. Then was it so unreasonable to have feelings of affections toward an NPC? I had to wonder. Especially when they like to snuggle, I smiled despite myself, gazing at Tika’s lithe body with admiration. 
 
    Then the image of Naked Guba flashed in my mind for a split second, ruining the moment. I shook my head again, this time in an attempt to banish the disturbing image from my mind. 
 
    I got up and walked toward the door. Vic was hanging from a peg on the wall. As I walked by him, his cloak body swooped forward and wrapped himself around my body, in his favorite spot. 
 
    Opening the door I stepped outside and was momentarily blinded by the rays of the setting sun. Soon it’ll be nighttime, bringing with it the empowering darkness. 
 
    As I blinked away the glare, I saw two figures waiting patiently outside of my house. It was the new arrivals; Hoshisu and Malkyr. 
 
    They had been through some action. Malkyr’s body was stained with blood, and his equipment looked worse for wear, probably on its last few durability points. Hoshisu looked in better shape than her brother, though still worn and exhausted. 
 
    “Hi guys, what ruffled your feathers?” 
 
    “Stumbled upon a snake nest in the forest.” Grumbled Malkyr. “We spent half the day looking for mobs to hunt before we found it. And then the snakes were almost too much for us.” 
 
    Hoshisu nodded, “My first report for the beta testing management would be the lack of low-level mobs to fight around here. How are we supposed to train in these conditions?” 
 
    “Maybe you could help us build up the settlement faster?” I suggested. “Once we reach a certain point, I’m sure we can start manufacturing better weapons and armor. Then you’ll be better equipped to venture outside the valley and handle the hobgoblin threat.” 
 
    Hoshisu made a sour face. Apparently, building stuff didn’t appeal to her, but Malkyr looked interested.  
 
    “Oh that reminds me,” he said, accessing his inventory. “Here you go.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  You received 10 raw meat 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Granted quest completed: Bring Raw Food 
  Malkyr, Hoshisu rewarded: 142XP, 20 reputation with GreenPiece clan, 10 gold 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Giver skill level increased to 6 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I grinned, I just received an extra 10 food that cost me absolutely nothing, and it also strengthened my allies. Being part NPC definitely had its perks. 
 
    Now that the quest had been completed once, I could alter it. I made it a repeatable quest and used my new increased skill level to set the reward to 912 XP and 60 gold - the maximum for my skill level. I had no qualms exploiting the system for my benefit. For once, I would profit from my unfortunate circumstances. 
 
    “Holy Shit”--“Holy moly!” the twins blurted in unison after reading the details of the new quest I had just given them. 
 
    “Dude, you’re bat shit crazy!” Malkyr exclaimed. You realize you just offered to pay 6 gold for each lousy piece of meat! Indefinitely! 
 
    “And the experience gain!” Hoshisu exclaimed. “A couple of days of hunting meat could bring us to level 10. Damn! If only there were more creatures to hunt around here!” 
 
    I shrugged, “That’s why it’s so expensive. But I trust in your abilities.” 
 
    “Well, I did manage to acquire the Sneak and Track skills,” Hoshisu admitted, “Should increase our chances of finding some critters to hunt.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Malkyr replied, “Now it’s actually more profitable than helping around with the settlement development. Sorry. Oh, that reminds me, I delivered 10 logs to your hobgoblin dude. Damn quest took a quarter of my axe durability.” He looked sadly at the greataxe I had given him. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Granted quest (repeatable) completed: Bring Construction Resource 
  Malkyr, Hoshisu rewarded: 426XP, 50 reputation with GreenPiece clan, 30 gold 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Giver skill level increased to 7 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s a shame, I thought. I could have used the extra help with construction more than the extra food. But that was a small concern. Every little bit helped. 
 
    “Malkyr, I think it’s time for us to log out.” Hoshisu turned to me. “We’ve been playing for three game-days straight, only logging off to pass the nights and have a bit of food. We’ll log off for a good night’s sleep now, so I guess you’ll be seeing us in three days.” 
 
    “Just a sec Hoshisu,” her brother said, “I think we ought to add him to our contact list, could be useful to keep in touch with the clan’s glorious leader.” He winked at me. 
 
    “Alright,” she agreed. Both of them refocused their attention on their own private interfaces. 
 
    I felt a pang of dread going over me. I had no contact interface of my own, it was one of the things I lost when I became a monster. What happens if the system won’t let them add me as a contact? How will I explain it to them? I swallowed nervously, furiously wrecking my brain how to explain the impending issue. 
 
    To my immense relief, a few seconds later, I received a normal system prompt. Even though I didn’t have access to contacts myself, it seemed other players could still contact me. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Hoshisu Matsugaya would like to add you as a contact. Accept? Yes/no 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Malkyr Edahs would like to add you as a contact. Accept? Yes/no 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    <Hey, that’s pretty cool!> Vic declared. <Now that I have an example for how the system sends internal messages, I can duplicate it, even though it’s not part of your standard interface> 
 
    Eh… let's not make any large changes impulsively, I thought back to him with concern. I’ve had enough near-implosion experiences lately. 
 
    <Na, don’t worry about it. It’s not something that’s tied directly to your character. I’ll be interacting with the message engine controllers as your proxy, and… done! Enjoy your new contact interface, and don’t forget to tip your waitress!> 
 
    You’re the best Vic! 
 
    <And don’t you forget that!> He agreed modestly. 
 
    
    
      
      	  +80 reputation with Vic (The awesome companion) 
  Current rank: Neutral. Points to next rank: 400 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Malkyr drew his brows as I grinned, “something funny about our contact request?” 
 
    “Eh? Oh no, not at all,” I hurriedly replied, then accepted both requests. I now had access to a new contact menu, where both names appeared. 
 
    Malkyr grinned back at me, “Alright, see you later.” 
 
    I nodded. A sour feeling replaced my short moment of happiness as I watched the two disappear before my eyes, returning to their probably normal, hazard free lives. 
 
    Never mind that, I reprimanded myself. I rubbed my hands in anticipation, recruitment time!  
 
    In order to know what my summoning options are, I needed an inventory update. I walked to our equipment pile, which was now twice as large as before, full of mushrooms. “Vic, can you give me an updated status of our food stores?” 
 
    Without bothering to answer this time, he simply slid down from my shoulders and flowed into the pile. 
 
    Gandork, the clan’s grumpy new cook was stirring the large main cauldron occasionally pausing to slice some mushrooms and adding them into the mix. 
 
    I used Analyze on him. I was pleased to find he reached level 5 in his Cook skill. Impressive progress for one day. 
 
    “Everything alright?” I asked. 
 
    He glanced my way and nodded. “Yes Dark Totem. I easily learned to duplicate your previous cook’s daily stew. Simple, yet filling I might add. I added some mushrooms, to give it some extra flavor.” 
 
    “Excellent!” I beamed at him. No matter how grumpy he was, anyone that updates the unchanging daily rations was a decent guy in my book. 
 
    Everyone was gathering near the cooking fire, ready to have their first meal of the night. I saw Tika approaching, her bow slung across her shoulder. She gave me a knowing smile, blushing a little, and went to sit with the other goblins. 
 
    “What about advanced food?” I asked. 
 
    “I tried duplicating Guba’s fish dish,” He said in a somewhat defensive tone, “But she doesn’t know exactly how it is done. Her success was based on pure luck. It will take me awhile to get a sure and tested recipe, but I’m close. Despite the task you had me doing yesterday was beneath me, grilling all the raw meat, at least increased my knowledge how to handle food better. It’s just a matter of time until I’ll master that damned fish recipe.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Vic flowed out of the pile and pulled himself together, growing into his purple goblin shape. “Alright boss, here’s a rough estimate of our current food stock.” He theatrically waved his hand, like a magician waving a wand, and a notification menu appeared. The magic bit is a new thing. I thought to myself. 
 
    
    
      
      	  24 raw meat 
  8 raw fish 
  10 gathered edibles 
  4 gathered ingredients 
  438 raw mushrooms 
  1 advanced food 
  39 basic food 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My grin nearly reached my ears. As a goblin, it was almost possible to do it literally. I easily have enough food to recruit a dozen workers! I thought gleefully. I called the Miner worker over and ordered him to haul all the food to the Breeder’s Den. Since I’d given his pick to the stonemason, the poor guy had been mostly idle for days, serving only as a porter for everyone else. 
 
    Now, I just need to figure out what workers to summon next. I had to think rationally. What type of worker would benefit the clan most? Builders would be ideal, to quicken the settlement expansion, but Zuban was already managing six Builders, which was his limit.  
 
    I’d love to call a Stonemason next, but I couldn’t equip him with a pickaxe for his work. Another Constructor would be a nice addition, but they were considered Advanced workers, and Gandork was not yet skilled enough to cook the required Advanced food. The lack of Advanced food also prevented me from summoning a blacksmith, though once the Smithy is completed I’ll have to man it. Err… to goblin it? I wondered idly to myself.  
 
    The problem was I lacked both tools and Advanced food, limiting my choices for the next worker. Once Gandork can produce higher quality food and the Smithy is completed, I’ll have plenty of both, but until then… At least Gandork doesn’t burn the fish he fails to cook properly, I consoled myself. The fish just became simple food. 
 
    I finally decided the best course of action would be to increase the village food production. I set my goal on summoning two more gatherers and one fisherman. I reasoned that would be the most effective approach. Compared to the other food producers, the Gatherer's daily yield was relatively small, unless they were harvesting something, but at least they didn’t require any special tools. The new fisherman would have to use Cobie’s old fishing gear for now. Despite the severe penalty it imposed, he would still provide some fish and work on increasing his skill level. That way, when I could finally equip him with proper fishing gear, his productivity would double.  
 
    As I was viewing the list, my eyes were drawn to a worker I hadn’t considered before; a Tanner. I noticed it in passing before, but there were other priorities back then. 
 
    With the twins around hunting and completing quests and my current stock, I expected to soon be swimming in pelts. It might be a good idea to get ahead of things and start producing leather. I knew from past experience that tanners in the game could produce basic leather using only knives. 
 
    I had a clear plan of action. Thanks to the Miner, all the food was loaded into the Breeder’s Den, so I selected and summoned four goblins. I used a simplistic view of Analyze on each as they emerged from the building. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker. Level 1; P:1, M:0, S:1; Skills: Haul 1, Fisherman 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker. Level 1; P:1, M:0, S:1; Skills: Haul 1, Gatherer 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker. Level 1; P:1, M:0, S:1; Skills: Haul 1, Gatherer 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker. Level 1; P:1, M:0, S:1; Skills: Haul 1, Tanner 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The Tanner and one of the Gatherers were female. I now had five in my clan. I used 200 energy points to increase the new goblins to level 2, leaving only 52 EP in the pool, once again breaking my own pledge of maintaining a 200 minimum. 
 
    “Welcome to the GreenPiece clan,” I greeted the newcomers. “We work at night and rest during the day. If you require anything, ask Guba. You can find some tools over there,” I pointed toward our large camp pile. 
 
    I addressed the tanner, “We have quite a lot of pelts, skins, and furs. Start turning them into workable leather.” 
 
    “Yes, Dork Totem,” the small goblin pipped. I closed my eyes feeling my blood pressure rising at the mispronunciation. Come on! Really!? 
 
    I had summoned all the workforce I could reasonably justify to myself for now. As I still had a surplus of food, it was time to start thinking about increasing my combat readiness. 
 
    Vrick currently commanded two warriors. With his Squad Leader skill, he could efficiently lead 6 warriors, so I decided to summon four more. I accessed the Interface again, and for the first time selected a goblin other than a worker. Warriors were more expensive than workers, each cost 50 Simple Food. I selected a warrior, and another menu opened. I could now select between the standard spear wielding warrior or one using different combat skills. There were axe wielders, bowmen, dual wielding daggers, shield bearer etc. I’d love to summon some bow wielding goblins, ranged attack always worked best when you have numbers on your side. But as always, equipment availability was a limiting factor. I had to go with warriors I could actually equip properly.  
 
    We still had a couple of hand axes and several daggers, so I finally decided to summon two axe wielders and two dual wielders.  
 
    The Miner hauled the food double time. 200 units of steaks and mushrooms later, the new recruits were summoned and stood before me. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin warrior. Level 1 (0%); 20hp; 10mp; P:2, M:0, S:-1; Skills: Brawling 1, Axes: 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin warrior. Level 1 (0%); 20hp; 10mp; P:2, M:0, S:-1; Skills: Brawling 1, Axes: 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin warrior. Level 1 (0%); 20hp; 10mp; P:2, M:0, S:-1; Skills: Brawling 1, Dual Wield: 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin warrior. Level 1 (0%); 20hp; 10mp; P:2, M:0, S:-1; Skills: Brawling 1, Dual Wield: 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Because the goblins couldn’t get a second weapon skill to specialize in, the Dual Wield skill was less effective for them than for players. Still, in its basic form, the skill worked well with daggers. 
 
    I equipped the warriors with our few remaining axes and daggers. “Alright, report to Vrick for training.” 
 
    “Yes Dork Totem,” they replied in unison. 
 
    I gnashed my teeth. Stupid goblins! 
 
    I didn't have enough energy to increase their level right now, so I had to postpone it a few days. 
 
    I now had 35 clan members, I was well on my way to reaching 50. Then I’d just need to build another advanced building to fill the prerequisite for becoming a tier 2 boss. That is provided I can somehow accumulate the 5,000 Energy Points needed to pay for the upgrade. 
 
    Everyone was busy doing their work, and things seemed to be in order. I could finally leave micromanaging everything around here to explore my new enchanting skill in seclusion.  
 
    I retrieved the last dagger and axe from the pile and went to my house. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I sat on the floor with my legs crossed, holding the dagger I was going to attempt enchanting. 
 
    I was almost giddy with excitement, I was about to unravel the secrets of the incredibly rare Runecraft skill. 
 
    I took a few calming breaths, then activated the new skill by thinking runecraft. 
 
     There was a flash, and then a transparent white interface appeared, filling my entire field of vision. A holographic copy of the dagger I held in my hand hovered in front of me. I was looking at some sort of design mode interface. 
 
    I was surprised to realize I could see inside the dagger!  
 
    The dagger depicted was hollow, with various parts in different colors, reminding me of a graphic design tool. The dagger was highlighted in a transparent blue color, it’s sharp edges were yellow, and the tip was bright gold. Looking through it, I could see misty brown spots. The handle was black. 
 
    Above the image was written ‘Max runes (determined by item quality): 3.’ 
 
    To the right of the text was an empty mana bar, and to the left, three weird symbols. The runes themselves. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to do, this was very different from how crafting usually worked. If you were forging a sword, for example, you needed to manually handle the material; put it in a forge, strike it with a hammer, shape it properly. But this...this was something else entirely. 
 
    I tried clicking on the rune symbols and a short description appeared for each of them. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Ko - rune of strengthening 
  Te - connector rune 
  Ma - containment rune 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The purpose of the last two wasn’t clear, but ‘strengthening’ was pretty obvious. The rune looked like a large parenthesis and small parenthesis nested together, both facing one direction. There were lines that looked like channels, coming out of the “parenthesis” part of the rune, pointing away from the rune in both directions and ending in a funnel-like configuration. 
 
    I tried to drag the strengthening rune onto the dagger, but nothing happened. Envisioning the runes on the dagger and tracing them with my finger proved just as ineffective. 
 
    I looked in frustration at the dagger that filled most of the design view. I was missing something here, how do you add a strength rune to an item? I racked my brain at the question. What was it called? Ko? As soon as the thought crossed my mind, a black rune appeared on the holographic dagger. It was the exact same pattern as the strength rune displayed on the left side. So…you simply have to think the name of the runes. Te, Ma, Ko. Two new runes appeared beside the first one. The dagger could only hold up to three runes.  
 
    Each rune was colored black and appeared dormant as if it was lacking power. No prompts or description appeared to indicate the status of the enchantment. The connector rune, Te, looked like an equal sign, but with three parallel lines. The ends were a slightly lighter shade of black. Curiously, I tried probing the edge with my mind and the rune grew longer! I played with it a little more and found that I could make it twist and turn, tracing runic lines along the dagger’s spectral image. Every time I turned the runic line, it folded onto itself in a square, like the edge of an elaborate picture frame, and ended up deeper in the dagger. So it can be etched inside the item, I suddenly realized. 
 
    Next, I grabbed the side of the connector rune closest to the strength rune and tried to move it. It touched the strength rune, wrapping it and seamlessly connected to the outstretched funnel lines. 
 
    I waited, but again, no prompt appeared. Something was still missing. 
 
    The only thing I hadn’t examined yet was the purpose of the mana bar. I tried pouring some of my mana into the dagger. That seemed to do the trick. The runes, now covering 40% of the dagger surface began to glow faintly as the mana bar filled by a tiny amount. I cut the mana flow after pouring 10 points, the mana bar was 3% full. At last, a prompt appeared 
 
    
    
      
      	  Flawed sequence. New schema not discovered 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I dismissed the message, and all the runes disappeared from the dagger as well. It looked like I needed to discover specific sequence of runes in order to successfully enchant the item. There were only so many possible combinations, but the connector rune - Te - complicated things. It could be drawn freely, which potentially added hundreds of combinations. And I only have three runes now, I thought with alarm, Once I find more, the possible combinations will be in the thousands, or more.  
 
    On the other hand, it explained why runecraft was such a diverse branch of enchantment, and why so few master runecrafter players existed. With enough different runes, you could essentially create any type of magical effect. It was a sort of magical programming language. It had its own internal logic and rules. All I had to do was discover them through trial and error. 
 
    The strength and connector runes were obviously meant to fit together, so I decided to experiment only with them for now. I drew the strength rune first and added the connector rune to it. I mentally grabbed the end of the connector and moved it inside the dagger. I tried stretching it to one of the four murky-brown spots, but it was more difficult than I’d thought.  
 
    The spots were at different depths inside the dagger, and the connector lines could only be drawn deeper by turning them. As I had no direct control over the depth, that made it more problematic. After a series of twists and turns, a third of the dagger was chock full of the three parallel runic lines, but I finally managed to connect the rune to a brown spot. 
 
    I poured my mana into the construct again, watching the runes glow faintly. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Weapon schema discovered: KoTe [Enhanced Frame] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft Skill level increased to 2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Enchant Iron Dagger [Enhanced Frame]? Yes/No 
  Pattern efficiency: 25%
 Mana invested: 10/200. 
Effect: +0.125% durability (+1 point) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Success. I figured it out! 
 
    I selected No, and wiped the runes off the dagger template. I started from scratch again. First drawing Ko, the strength rune, followed by Te, the connector rune. I drew the lines across the inside of the blade, this time I had a better feel for it. The trick was to align the height by making turns before reaching your desired target. When I finally managed to connect all four brown spots, I poured my mana into the design. 10 points, 20 points, 50, 100… When I reached 200 MP, the mana bar on the right side was filled completely. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Enchant Iron Dagger [Enhanced Frame]? Yes/No 
  Pattern efficiency: 100%
 Mana invested: 200/200. 
Effect: +10.5% durability (+2 point) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The amount of mana required was ridiculous. Each rune required a whopping 100 MP to fully activate. That meant a player had to have at least 10 levels for every rune used. So only high-level players could fully create powerful complex formulas. I had a decisive advantage here, seeing as my mana pool was quite high for my level. 
 
    The durability bonus was insignificant, but it made sense - the dagger was low quality. 
 
    I selected No and cleared all the runes. I placed the Ko rune again and drew the connector lines, this time trying to reach the yellow edge of the dagger. I could tell right away that it didn’t work. The line hadn’t grasped the edges as they did with the brown spots. Sure enough, when I tried empowering it with mana, I received another failed message. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Flawed sequence. New schema not discovered 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was disappointing. So Ko and Te could only be combined in one way that I could see. It was time to try to incorporate the third rune into the design, Ma, the containment rune.  
 
    I tried adding the rune in various ways, and after several tries realized the only way to connect it was to add it as the first rune. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Weapon schema discovered: MaKoTe [Ensourced Enhanced Frame] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft Skill level increased to 3 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Enchant Iron Dagger [Ensourced Enhanced Frame]? Yes/No 
  Pattern efficiency: 100%
 Mana invested:10/200. 
Effect: +0.55% durability (+0 point), socketed 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Finally, some progress. I had pinpointed the containment rune’s purpose, it literally created a container, a socket, in the dagger. Socketed items were highly sought after. The owners of such items could customize some of the item’s abilities by inserting different types of magical receptacle, simply called sources. You could socket a fire source to a weapon, adding fire damage, or a skill booster source that would increase your skill while you wielded the item. I didn’t have any magical sources yet, but knowing I could create enchanted sockets in items was very satisfying. 
 
    I dismissed the notification and wiped the enchantment. No sense in putting a socket on a low-quality dagger. I took out my own trusty Sacrificial Bone Dagger. 
 
    This time, when the Runecraft Interface opened, a list of discovered schemas also appeared. It was a convenient little addition, it ensured I wouldn’t forget the schemas I had invented or found. 
 
    I selected MaKoTe, and the rune appeared on the dagger. I still had to draw the lines of the connector rune through the body of the dagger manually. This time, there were six brown spots to connect. I managed to connect the first five spots without any real difficulty, but the last spot was hard. By the time I reached it, the dagger was so full of lines there was no space left to move in the dagger. It was a puzzle game of sorts.  
 
    Eventually, I found the right pattern and all the spots were connected. I moved to the next phase, pumping mana into the runes. I watched the mana bar slowly increase, as my own reserve was depleted. It took 300 MP to power all three runes, leaving me with only 75 MP in reserves. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Enchant Sacrificial Bone Dagger [Ensourced Enhanced Frame]? Yes/No 
  Pattern efficiency: 100%
 Mana invested:300/3000. 
Effect: +11.5% durability (+11 points), socketed 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It felt like hours, but I finally made it. I clicked Yes. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Source required to finalize enchantment. Please select one 
  -           Opal of Healing (heals on contact) 
  -           Liquid Darkness (**skill level too low to identify**) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was a surprise. For some reason, the system required a source for the socket to complete the enchantment. Maybe I’m missing another type of rune to make it an open socket? I wondered to myself. I was even more surprised to find out I had options to select. I had no idea inscribed opals would serve as foci, and I really didn’t expect the liquid darkness I got from the Shadow-Touched Mastiff to either.  
 
    I didn’t see the point in adding a healing power to a weapon that was supposed to do the opposite, so without other options and out of curiosity, I selected the Liquid Darkness. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft Skill level increased to 4 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The design interface closed, and the actual bone dagger remained suspended in the air. Runes began to appear on the blade, as if slowly being burned into it. As the runes spread toward the hilt, the vial of Liquid Darkness disappeared from my inventory and hovered in the air next to the dagger. The vial shattered and a swirling liquid darkness hung in the air. The liquid flowed through the air toward the dagger and seeped into it. The runes blazed in incandescent gold, while the entire dagger began to turn from bone-white to a darker hue as if it was sucking the inky substance into itself. In a few seconds, the process was complete, and the dagger remained hovering in front of me.  
 
    The dagger was even more wicked looking now, completely black, with golden runes etched along its sides. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Sacrificial Bone Dagger of Darkness [soul bound] 
  Description: An iconic bone dagger. Consecrated by sacrificing the blood of an immortal, fueled by the power of darkness. Can be used to perform a sacrifice. Sacrifice: instantly kill a helpless creature (unconscious or completely bound), as an offering, increase your reputation with your god. Sacrificed creatures will be consumed by darkness.  
  Type: weapon [one handed] 
  Rank: rare 
  Durability: 105/111 [enhanced] 
  Damage: Physical 6, Darkness [governed by skill] 
  Effect: Ignores unenchanted armor, 50% enchanted armor. Immune to non-magical damage. Inflict dark damage based on wielder’s affinity. On death blow: darkness consumes target. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Something occurred to me then. There were more differences between playing as a monster and a standard player than was immediately obvious. For players, everything was cut and dry. Skills were simple, descriptions were thorough, and general game mechanics were straightforward.  
 
    The rules for monsters however, worked differently. As creatures of the game, they were inherently able to interact with the complex abilities and options available to them. To them, such interactions weren’t even considered problematic as they all spoke the same native game language. 
 
    My situation was different. I was considered by the game as part of that NPC group, but I lacked their inherent knowledge. I had to manually learn and master the mechanics on my own. It was definitely not an easy process, but once I did learn it, I was sure to gain a tremendous edge over standard players. 
 
    This dagger, for example, didn’t specify what consumed by darkness meant, or how the governing skill, whatever it was, interacted with it. I smiled eagerly. The challenge only made the discovery even more exciting. I couldn’t wait to find out. 
 
    I reached out and grabbed the dagger. As my fingers wrapped around the hilt I sensed something different about it. I could feel energy pulsing through it, as if it was a living thing with a heartbeat! 
 
    I jerked my hand away, letting the dagger drop to the ground. I could still feel the energy flowing in it. It was similar to the feeling of mana I could sense from other living beings. When I reached apprentice rank in Mana Manipulation, I had chosen the ability to interact with the mana of living creatures instead of inanimate objects, and yet I was feeling a faint undeniable affinity to the dagger, almost as if we were somehow connected. 
 
    It had to be the new Dark Mana skill that replaced my Mana Manipulation. Its description said that I could control darkness and shadows much like I did normal mana. Now that the dagger was suffused with darkness, I could easily connect to it. 
 
    Let’s experiment a little, I thought ecstatically. There was nothing quite like the feeling of having a new magical toy to play with.  
 
    I concentrated and imagined a flow of mana going out of my body and touching the dagger. The dagger twitched a little and began to rise in the air. This was easy. I exerted my influence, making the dagger swish up, down and to the sides. Then I made it fly straight through the air for 10 meters in front of me. It covered the distance in the blink of an eye. I jerked the imaginary mana line connecting it to me, and pulled the dagger back. It sailed at me through the air with alarming speed. Too fast! I flinched, instinctively closing my eyes and raising my hands to protect my head. Nothing happened. I opened my eyes in surprise and looked at my hand, it was holding the dagger.  
 
    This was fun!  
 
    I played with it a little longer, sending it forward, and pulling it back into my hand instantly. 
 
    I was curious to see how much damage it would inflict when wielded this way. I launched the dagger at a tree stump 30 meters away. The dagger flashed away and embedded itself in the wood up to its hilt. Darkness spread from the impact point, turning the wood around it black.  
 
    I opened my action log and looked for the damage calculation. There it was. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Sacrificial Bone Dagger of Darkness hit for 23 damage ([6 physical + 15 darkness] X 1.1) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Cool. With a flick of my mind, the dagger returned to my hand. It caused less damage than my Drilling Arrows, but it would definitely have its uses.  
 
    I had another theory to test. I let go of the dagger and kept it hanging in the air with my mind. Then while making the dagger slash and stab an imaginary foe, I activated my Drilling Arrow. Success!  
 
    It wasn’t a simple mental exercise, but I was able to keep a tight grip on the dagger with my mind, and simultaneously launch the arrows. 
 
    I looked around me triumphantly, looking for someone to take notice of my amazing success and maybe to boast a little, but I saw no one nearby in the sunlit meadow. 
 
    Wait a minute, I thought with alarm. It was midday already! I had enchanted and experimented through the morning! Everyone else was sleeping. Damn, Runecrafting is arduous activity. 
 
    I realized how tired I was feeling. I yawned deeply and made my way to my house. 
 
    Tika was already fast asleep in my sleeping furs. 
 
    For a moment I considered waking her and boasting about my newfound ability, but I thought better of it. I wasn’t vain enough to rob her of some much-needed sleep, just because I was excited.  
 
    Besides, I looked at the sleeping gobliness. She is so cute! With those huge innocent eyes… Dark, lithe body, small waist, and well-rounded hips. And sexy, I had to admit it to myself. You’re one depraved, person, Oren. When did I start having monster fetishes? Probably shortly after I became one. I answered myself. 
 
    Well, there’s nothing I could do about it. Weeks of fraternizing and working closely with creatures I once considered to be newbie fodder, made me view them as “real” people now. Was it so unthinkable I would find a female alluring as well? 
 
    I shrugged all those thoughts away, leaned my staff on the wall, lay beside Tika, and put my arm around her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up to the gentle caress of Tika’s finger tracing over my face. I opened my eyes and smiled at the beautiful goblin huntress next to me. 
 
    Hesitantly, she leaned towards me, kissing me tenderly. I closed my eyes, forgetting my troubles for a little while and simply enjoyed the moment. 
 
    The kiss heralded all sorts of inappropriate possibilities. When I realized where my thoughts were leading me, I sat up quickly. No, I was not ready for that to happen. I am a human! I like human girls! I sharply reminded myself as I stood up. 
 
    Poor Tika seemed confused and a bit hurt by my sudden rejection. 
 
    I smiled at her, trying to alleviate her concern. “Good morning Tika. How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Good, Totem.” She lowered her eyes shyly. “We not always need sleep,” she added in a somewhat hesitant, yet suggestive tone, shyly looking away. 
 
    I was taken back by her directness, it was very unlike Tika to be so forward. 
 
    “Ahem, m-maybe some other time,” I stammered, not sure how to respond. 
 
    She lowered her eyes again, “Yes Dark Totem.” 
 
    I hastily left the house at that point. 
 
    It was late in the afternoon and most of my clan members were sitting around the cooking fire, while Gandork handed out portions of food. 
 
    I took mine and sat among my goblins to eat. This stew was definitely better than Guba’s. For one thing, it had mushrooms in it which added flavor and chewiness, and the meat was more tender. On a hunch, I opened the Morale Interface and noted with satisfaction that the food’s morale bonus had increased from 2% to 3%. It wasn’t much, but every little bit helped. 
 
    I looked around me. The meager clan I had started with had grown significantly. There were some 30 goblins around me, not counting in the babies. Though now that I looked for them I saw that they were no longer babies. They were small goblin-children that clung fiercely to their mothers. 
 
    As I scrutinized the people around, I noted that a few other females were suspiciously thick around the waist. When I took a better look around I realized that all the goblin females, excluding the ones with children, were pregnant! Five in total. Well, they sure live up to their reputation, I thought and chuckled to myself. 
 
    I busied myself by checking last night’s production. The extra workers I recruited were doing a fine job at balancing our upkeep, even with our increased numbers that consumed 31 units of food. That put us at a net daily gain of 24 units of food; raw meat, rabbits, and gathered food. Not to forget the 127 remaining units of mushroom, the last the cave provided, as it was now depleted. That gave me plenty of recruitment options. All I was missing was for Gandork to get the hang of cooking Advanced food. 
 
    The daily energy gain was another pleasant surprise +84 overnight! Looks like my strategy of investing Energy Points in leveling up all the new goblins was paying off. 
 
    Next, I checked the Interface for our construction progress; 
 
    
    
      
      	  Under construction: Smithy (72/250 BP) [rush], Mess Hall (93/250 BP) [rush] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Despite starting the Smithy first, having four builders working on the Mess Hall made it progress much faster. Not to mention Bargush was one of the four, and easily did the work of two normal Builders. 
 
    That’s weird, I thought to myself as I inspected the information again, I hadn’t noticed this ‘rush’ option before. I tried clicking on it, and to my surprise, a new prompt appeared: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Rush Smithy Construction (178 energy required, 136 available). Yes/no? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Amazing! I thought excitedly. Energy Points were even more useful than I initially thought! I could use them to instantly construct buildings. Possibilities ran through my head. Let’s say I wanted to expand into a new settlement, in hostile territory. If I had enough energy at my disposal, I’d be able to raise a fortified town overnight, gaining a firm foothold in the area instantly. 
 
    Energy was an incredibly valuable a commodity. It could level up my clan members, raise their skills and mine, resurrect the dead, instantly construct buildings, recruit additional bosses and-- following another hunch I opened the new Research Interface. Yep, it could also instantly complete ongoing research.  
 
    I shook my head. Energy was the most valuable and dynamic game resource I’d ever encountered. The problem was, it was hard to come by. Just an hour ago my 80+ daily energy gain seemed like a lot. Now it was a drop in the ocean compared to all the things I wanted to use it for. 
 
    I have to find some method of gaining more energy faster. I thought to myself. 
 
    I finished eating and stood up. 
 
    In the past few days I’d been totally caught up with events that were forced upon me, working my ass off to save myself and the clan from annihilation. Planning, building and progressing my skills. I was starting to feel restless.  
 
    I needed some action to stir up my blood. 
 
    I stood up and stretched, looking toward the path leading out of the valley. 
 
    As my friend Tal used to say when he was playing his hulking barbarian; It’s time to go kill some shit.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 23 - Getting Some Action 
 
    I walked the forest path leading out of the valley.  
 
    Other than Vic, who was once again draped around my shoulder, I hadn’t brought anyone else with me. As I was purposely courting danger, I didn't want to risk anyone else on the off chance I’d encounter an overpowering enemy, like that gigantic bear that had me for lunch. 
 
    Besides, it had been a while since I’d been in combat, I wanted to test my increased skill levels and new abilities on my own.  
 
    Passing through the small clearing along the way, I saw the sorry state of the Chief's Hut we’d built as a decoy. It seemed like so long ago. Half of the roof was torn away, and it seemed like it could collapse at any moment. Hurried construction and no maintenance will do that to a building, I shrugged philosophically. 
 
    The developers had implemented a degradation system into the game mechanics that caused everything to slowly break down; food would rot, metal would rust, and buildings would collapse. So players who built their own homes had to maintain them. You couldn't build a palace and spend your days endlessly enjoying the comforts it offered. The gardens had to be tended, the doors fixed, and the walls repainted. This increased demand for all types of workmen and contributed to a thriving economy. Skills like plumbing and gardening became a necessity. Some players actually invested all of their time exclusively developing such skills. It allowed them to hire-out to rich players who preferred to pursue adventures and glory and didn’t want to bother with maintenance. 
 
    Some players even earned their living IRL working as full-time waiters and butlers for extremely wealthy players. Sure, you could hire an NPC butler to do the same job just as well and at a tenth of the price, but hiring a player was more prestigious. In my previous life, I had a few such player employees. As a guild leader, I was expected to exhibit the guild’s riches and power through such symbols. 
 
    I shook my head. All those thoughts were irrelevant in my case. I was a goblin now. There was no sense in fixating on the past when survival was on the line. I was fondly reminded of a familiar quote; ‘Never go in against a Sicilian when death is on the line’.  
 
    True, my current situation wasn’t as dire as it was before. I was doing well at the moment and had good standing with Nihilator, but his initial threat to devour me made me perceive my entire gaming experience differently. It was no longer simply a game. I didn’t have the benefit of logging out, escaping to reality if things got too tough. I had to be careful and vigilant, and above all, increase my own power so I would never find myself at such a disadvantage again. 
 
    I passed through the opening, entering the denser forest outside the valley. 
 
    I tried accessing the Settlement Interface, but instead of the normal options, I could only see some basic information; current energy and Faith Points, settlement level, and my own boss tier level. 
 
    <We’re out of the settlement’s range boss> Vic confirmed my suspicion, <So all we get now is basic information> 
 
    “Thanks Vic. Let’s find some trouble.” 
 
    <You’re the boss, boss> 
 
    I took the narrow trail leading deeper into the forest. The trees loomed densely over us, blocking the sunlight making for a grim shadowy setting that fit my mission purpose. Even though it was not fully night yet, the Nocturnal indicator appeared. I practiced my Dark Mana skill as I walked, gathering the shadows around me, pilling it into a shroud of darkness that concealed me. The “shroud” should make me nearly undetectable to most mobs below or around my level. Or so I hoped. 
 
    I walked quickly, remaining on the forest trail. I had no interest in hunting monsters or animals. I wanted to test my skills against more intelligent foes. The hobgoblins were probably still scouring the forest, looking for us. There was a fair chance they would stick mainly to the forest trails. So I kept walking, keeping the darkness wrapped tightly around my body, and used my almost forgotten Track skill to look for any sign of hobgoblins. 
 
    An hour later, I was tired of playing it safe and started jogging.  
 
    I activated my Mana Infusion skill, making my light trot closer to a goblin’s sprinting speed, and the kilometers flew past in a blur. It was well past midnight when I saw the flickering light of a campfire through the trees ahead. 
 
    I slowed to a walk, then used my innate goblin sneak ability to quietly edge closer to investigate. 
 
    I had finally found the hobgoblins. There were three of them sitting around the fire, behind them was a large pile of gear covered with a leather tarp. Two of the hobgoblins were warriors clad in basic full body leather armor, giving them decent protection against physical attacks. They each had a battle axe and a wooden shield. The last hobgoblin was not a warrior. He wore simple loose leather clothes and held no weapons. Something about him seemed familiar.  
 
    The three were busily eating something from a pot cooking on the fire. 
 
    I was somewhat disappointed. I’d spent hours scouring the forest and all I found were three hobgoblins? This was hardly going to be a true test of my abilities. 
 
    Glumly, I prepared my attack, making sure my dagger and potions were easily accessible - when suddenly, the pile behind the hobgoblins moved! 
 
    I watched in puzzlement as the pile of "gear" heaved and rose up and up, the leather tarp falling away and revealing… Crap! It’s an Ogre! 
 
    What I had thought was a pile of travel gear was actually an ogre wrapped in his sleeping furs! 
 
    The Ogre wore a simple loincloth and held a giant club easily twice as big as a goblin. The Ogre’s lack of armor was misleading. I knew from painful experience how innately resistant Ogres are to both physical and magical damage. 
 
    Now this was some challenge! The last time we faced one of these hulking brutes was during our exodus - searching for a new place to settle. That ogre had been level 12 and hit like a wrecking ball. It took the combined efforts of six goblins to take it down. Even then, the Ogre almost managed to kill me. 
 
    The presence of this Ogre was a bit more than I expected. But things were different now, there was no way I was going to turn away from this challenge. 
 
    Taking a moment to move into better concealment, I used Analyze on all of them. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin warrior 
  Level: 5(69%) 
  P:6, M:0, S:-1 
  HP: 65, MP: 30 
  Skills: Axe & Shield: 8 
  Traits: Goblinoid (+1P, -1S), Frenzy (gain 50% combat bonuses when reduced below 13 HP) 
  Resistances: Armor: 18, physical: 26% 
  Background: Simple hobgoblin grunt. Strong but stupid. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin warrior 
  Level: 5(72%) 
  P:6, M:0, S:-1 
  HP: 64, MP: 30 
  Skills: Axe & Shield: 8 
  Traits: Goblinoid (+1P, -1S), Frenzy (gain 50% combat bonuses when reduced below 12 HP) 
  Resistances: Armor: 18, physical: 26% 
  Background: Simple hobgoblin grunt. Strong but stupid. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Glibworm, Hobgoblin adept 
  Level: 8 (6%) 
  P:2, M:7, S:-1 
  HP: 52, MP: 80 
  Skills: Heal Followers: 5, Mass Frenzy: 12, Deflection Field: 9 
  Traits: Goblinoid (+1P, -1S), Coward (hide behind allies, reduce aggro) 
  Resistances: Armor: 12, Mental: 30%, Spell: 10% 
  Background: Glibworm reached the title of Adept through years of training and a thirst for power. In combat, he was known for his ability to transform a weak fighting force into a frenzied killing machine. His lack of physical endurance has taught him to wary of being hit, hiding behind his allies in combat is second nature to him 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Ogre warrior 
  Level: 13 (22%) 
  P:17, M:-2, S:-2 
  HP: 175, MP: 65 
  Skills: Powerful: 18, Blunt weapons: 20 
  Traits: Ogre (+4P, -2M, -2S), Frenzy (gain 60% combat bonuses when reduced below 55 HP) 
  Resistances: Armor: 35, Physical: 75%, Spell: 30% 
  Background: Big ugly brute. Hits hard. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It was my real first opportunity to test the Master ranked Analyze skill I’ve gained back at Nihilator’s den, nearly at the cost of my life. I could now view the full information of my enemies, including their specific abilities and strengths. It was amazing, wars were often decided by which side had the best information. And I had access to a lot of it now. 
 
    I finally recognized the Adept, Glibworm. He was the one who had led the last hobgoblin war party my warriors and I encountered in the forest. Back then, we’d hidden in the bushes until they left. I intended tonight’s encounter to end very differently. 
 
    Glibworm by himself wasn’t much of a challenge, his strength was in his ability to cast group buffs. His spell “Mass Frenzy” could trigger the warriors’ Frenzy, increasing their combat efficiency by 50%. He could use the same group heal as me, extending their capacity to absorb damage, making them even more effective in combat. His ability to use allies for cover and use magical defense meant I was going to have a hard time trying to take him down in a head-on fight. 
 
    The Ogre was the real problem, it was more than I bargained for, if allowed to reach me in melee he could make short work of me. Ogres had a ton of hit points, incredible strength and a temper to match. They could hit with the force of a wrecking ball, and shrug off most counterattacks. Add to that their respectable spell resistance and you received a monster that was hard to hit both by physical or magical means. A single would usually lose to an Ogre of a similar level. And this ugly brute was equal to my level. 
 
    Still, I had some advantages. I wasn’t merely a level 13 player - I was a level 13 boss. I was higher level than the hobgoblins, and had more hit points than the Ogre, though that in itself wouldn’t ensure victory. An ogre could easily reduce my HP to zero in just a few massive hits. In addition, I also possessed an impressive array of magical arsenal, which I intended to put to full use against the group. All I had to do was come up with a proper strategy. 
 
    I thought about using my Freeze and Dominate options first. With my Dark Mana skill level at 15, I could influence two of the hobgoblins or just the Ogre. 
 
    It was a good strategy against the two simple warriors, but Glibworm and the Ogre had spell resistance. I didn’t like the idea of my spell suddenly backfiring on me at the wrong time. 
 
    Instead, I came up with a daring plan. Daring sounded better than stupid, anyway. 
 
    Still concealed, I established the mental link to my darkness imbued dagger. I made it slide out of my belt and over in the air. With another thought I caused it to turn, its tip now pointing toward the unaware Ogre. Still maintaining the dagger midair, I cast Drilling Arrow, conjuring two spinning arrows of dark mana and spent several seconds to charge them up to their maximum, tripling their mana cost and damage potential. My Apprentice rank in the spell allowed me to exceed the default maximum double charge of mana. 
 
    Everything was ready. The dagger was hovering, the two arrows fully charged. With a mental push I launched all three projectiles at the unsuspecting Ogre. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Drilling Arrows hit Ogre for 71 damage [(13+16)X3, +6 Sneak, -22 spell resistance] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dagger hit Ogre for 28 damage [+6 physical, +17 dark, + 5 sneak] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    With that single, perfectly executed attack, I’d deprived the ogre of 60% of his hit points! But there was little time celebrate as the Ogre jumped to his feet roaring in rage, swinging his club, and looking for his attacker. The hobgoblins had also jumped up, startled and searching for their attackers. 
 
    Before they could do anything else, I stepped boldly into the clearing. 
 
    With a flick of my mind, I connected to the two warriors’ internal mana pools, and poured my black mana into them, casting Dominate. At over twice their level, they had little chance to resist. I overwhelmed any mental defense they might have had, easily making them my slaves.  
 
    Grab and restrain him! I ordered the warriors telepathically pointing at their leader. The two immediately jumped on poor Glibworm, trapping both his arms, and twisting them behind his back, preventing him from casting any spells. The warriors were much stronger than the Adept and had no trouble restraining him. 
 
    “Why don’t you relax for a minute,” I casually quipped at the pinned hobgoblin as I turned to face the raging Ogre. 
 
    Ignoring the dagger still embedded in his chest, the Ogre waved his huge club threateningly through the air, then crouched down. He was obviously preparing to charge at me, probably intending to knock me over and then pulverize me with his club while I was down. 
 
    I didn’t give him the chance. With a mental flick I pulled the still embedded dagger from his body, and floated it right in front of his face, forcing him to confront the weapon. The stupid creature tried to swat it away, but I slashed the dagger across, cutting a deep gash open along his forearm. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Dagger hit Ogre for 23 damage [6 physical + 17 dark] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Just for good measure, I shot another Drilling Arrow at him. This time, not spending the precious few seconds required to charge it up. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Drilling Arrows hit Ogre for 21 damage [(12+15) -6 spell resistance] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As the second barrage brought the Ogre’s hit points down to 10%, his Frenzy ability kicked in. He roared deafeningly, ignored the dagger and charged straight at me.  
 
    I hadn’t expected him to do that, I intended to keep the floating dagger between us as a makeshift tank, but it seemed that this time, I was fresh out of luck. I tried activating Mana Shield, but the Ogre was faster. The huge club descended rapidly, aimed straight at my head. 
 
    I reflexively threw myself to the side, narrowingly managing to evade the devastating blow. The club smashed the ground next to me, causing earth and stone to explode out in all directions, some of it hitting me and shaving off a few hit points. Before I could recover, the Ogre, still roaring in fury, kicked me with amazing force. The kick connected fully, blasted the air from my lungs, and hurled my body across the clearing. A helpful tree trunk broke my momentum and nearly my back along with it. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Forest Ogre kick hit you for 32 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Stun debuff gained. Duration 6 seconds 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That kick hurt. A lot. 
 
    Especially harmful attacks sometimes conferred additional negative effects along with the hit point damage inflicted; like the stun I had just received. I was left dizzy, desperately struggling to regain my breath and shake off the stun effect, but my lungs refused to cooperate. The Ogre seized this opportunity to charge at me again, adding his momentum to the raised club, intending to deliver another devastating blow. I looked at the big creature desperately as he closed the distance between us like a runaway truck. There was nothing I could do to stop him, I couldn’t move or concentrate enough to activate my magical abilities. I stared at him and steeled myself for another bone-shattering blow. 
 
    <Not on my watch buddy!> Vic came to my rescue. My cloak flew from around my prone body, shooting out purple tendrils towards the incoming club. Like the last time I was about to get whacked, he managed to divert the weapon’s trajectory. Buying me the extra seconds I needed for the stun to wear off. 
 
    “You’re getting good at this” I complimented my companion as my control was restored. 
 
    <Thanks boss, I try> 
 
    Saved from the sudden attack, I looked up at the giant Ogre looming over me and smiled at him. “My turn, bitch,” I stretched my hand out toward his surprised face and snapped my fingers. 
 
    The dagger, still hovering in the air behind the ogre shot toward me in a straight line passing through the Ogre’s body. It ended its flight in my palm, covered in blood. 
 
    The ogre looked with incomprehension at the dagger in my hand, then down at his belly and finally like a falling tree, toppled forward, dead.  
 
    I easily sidestepped the falling body, and it hit the ground with a resounding thud. 
 
    <Nice one, boss. You’re dodging ability really coming up nicely, you’ve graduated into dodging aimlessly falling dead bodies.> 
 
    I stood up, tucking the dagger back in my belt and looked at the large body at my feet. It had a large gaping hole at the center of his belly. Instead of blood-red, the wound was completely black. As I watched, lines of darkness erupted from the gaping black hole, snaking over the body, enveloping it completely. Then the dark blob that used to be an Ogre began shrinking. It condensed, becoming smaller and smaller, the shape becoming faceted, sharp and crystalline, ending as a small tear-drop shaped black crystal. All that remained of the Ogre was his massive club and a few smudges of blood on the ground. 
 
    So that’s what ‘consumed by darkness’ means, I thought to myself. It was an apt description. 
 
    Glibworm, still held down by his previous subordinates looked at me with horror “Wh-who are you? How did you come to possess such power?” he asked hoarsely, partly choked off by the warriors’ hold on him. 
 
    I ignored him, bent down and picked up the black crystal. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Void Crystal 
  Level: 13 
  Description: A fragment of pure darkness created by consuming the life essence of a slain creature. Can be used in dark rituals, or to power objects and creatures affiliated with darkness. 
  Type: Source, Power, Dark 
  Effect: restore 130 mana 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, that could come in handy. I didn’t intend to use it to fuel my mana, that would be a waste. The ambiguous description strongly hinted toward some sort of darkness related buff, and I had a good idea how to test that when I returned to Goblin’s Gorge. 
 
    I cast Heal Followers a few times, speeding up my hit point regeneration, and gaining a small percentage in the skill’s progression. 
 
    Once I was fully healed, I was ready to question my prisoner. 
 
    I approached the waiting hobgoblins. My controlled slaves were doing a fine job at subduing their former leader with a firm choke hold, barely allowing him enough air to breathe. 
 
    I took a quick look at their Domination status. They will remain under my control for 12 more minutes, quite enough for what I had in mind 
 
    I carefully studied the restrained Adept. He was larger than me, but smaller than his warrior companions. His teeth were crooked and his nose broken. Not a very fine specimen of his race. 
 
    I hit him with a Mana Drain. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Drain hit Glibworm. 25 MP drained 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    He stammered and choked as I relieved him of his magical energy. Analyze showed me he had 55 left, still a threat. I waited for the spell cooldown and hit him with another drain. 33 mana left. That should limit his spellcasting considerably. 
 
    “Where is Barska, your leader?” I demanded, mentally ordering my minions to release their choke hold to let him reply. 
 
    “Barska?” he seemed surprised. Then his eyes narrowed in contempt. “Stinking little goblin! Barska will come for you soon enough.” 
 
    I sighed and made the warriors bend his arms back. Glibworm screamed at the sudden pain. I didn’t like resorting to torture, even when used against NPC monsters, but I had already gone through my soul-searching period. The survival of me and my clan came first, and the hobgoblins were a threat to that. 
 
    “Where is he?” I demanded again. 
 
    “At our war camp!” he spat out in pain, as the warriors gave his arms another twist. “It’s to the west.” 
 
    “Good. How many warriors does he have?” 
 
    Glibworm spat at my feet, “Enough to crush you pitiful critters and send you back to Corgoram.” 
 
    A nod toward the warriors made him scream again. 
 
    “Three full quads. Each led by a lieutenant and supported by an adept. The Grand Chief sent reinforcements to make sure we take over this area.” 
 
    “What about the Ogres?” I pressed further. 
 
    “A small clan has pledged allegiance to Barska, two of the Ogres are his personal bodyguards, the rest are guarding the camp’s perimeter and sometimes join one of the squads in patrol.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured, considering his answers. 
 
    So Barska had a war camp with a significant fighting force somewhere to the west. We couldn’t hope to take them out all at once, along with the Ogres, they were definitely much stronger than us as a whole. But as long as we only attack small groups of the enemy, we should be able to whittle the force down until to a point where we can take them down all the way. Guerrilla warfare was my only resort. 
 
    The only unknown was Barska himself. As a boss, he would surely have some nasty surprises up his sleeve. I had to approach him carefully.  
 
    Glibworm took advantage of my momentary distraction. Without me actively guiding the warriors who held him, he managed to wiggle his hands and utter some magical syllables. The air around him rippled for a second, and then a blast of energy burst out of him as he cast his Deflection Field spell. The blast hurled the two warriors away, releasing him. 
 
    He sneered at me triumphantly as he turned, fleeing toward the trees and the safety of the forest. 
 
    Overcoming my surprise, I frantically activated my newest ability, pulling the shadows all around to converge on the fleeing hobgoblin. Large swathes of darkness slid toward him, swarming around and over him, obstructing his sight. Effectively blinded, Glibworm kept going through the shadows and cleared them just to stumble, head first, into a convenient tree, giving off a hollow, melon-like thumping sound.  
 
    Before he could recover, I hastily cast Freeze on him, praying it would take. I could not let him escape to warn Barska. It could be a disaster if the whole war camp moved to this area, close to the settlement. Luckily, the Freeze effect worked, rendering the Adept immobile. He tried to fight off my influence, eyes bulging in fear and loathing. I hit him with another Mana Drain, relieving him of his last remaining mana point. 
 
    His arm suddenly spasmed, overcoming the effect of Freeze. His magic resistance was enabling him to fight off the spell. He was regaining his mobility and the warriors were still lying on the ground dazedly. I couldn’t risk him escaping. With a gesture the dagger soared into the air. Another twist of my fingers and it launched straight for the immobile hobgoblin, striking him in the forehead, piercing through and embedding itself to the hilt. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Glibworm sacrificed 
   +7 Faith Points (Cult of Nihilator) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As Glibworm was technically still Frozen, it activated the dagger’s Sacrifice ability, killing him in one strike. As happened with the ogre, the area around the embedded dagger turned black, rapidly spreading, engulfing the Adept’s body in darkness. The black shape that used to be Glibworm’s body then shrank down, compressing to leave only a small crystal behind. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Void Crystal 
  Level: 7 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 14. You have 1 ability point to allocate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Finally, level 14! I opened my character screen and with barely a pause assigned the ability point to Mental, bringing it to 16. One could say I’ve gone completely mental, I laughed out loud at my own goofy humor. 
 
    More good news was that sacrificing creatures had the added bonus of awarding Faith Points. It was gruesome, but killing things was a big part playing in NEO, which meant plenty of opportunities to gain more Faith Points and Void Crystals. 
 
    Well, I guess I’m done here. I called my controlled minions to me and as they neared, I used Freeze on both of them. Despite my aversion to killing in cold blood, I commanded the dagger toward the two. There weren’t really any other options. The two hobgoblins couldn’t be allowed to escape. Besides, killing a mindless mob is not like murdering an intelligent VI operated NPC, I had to remind myself. The dagger slit the throat of the first warrior and then the second, sacrificing them both and gaining in the process two level 5 Void Crystals and 10 Faith Points. 
 
    The ease of which I dispatched the two was enthralling. It was so easy. I didn’t feel the slightest remorse at killing them in cold blood. They were the enemy after all. I could get used to playing the role of a dark priest, I thought to myself humorously. Everyone else expected me to act like a monster, so why shouldn’t I? 
 
    There were no bodies left to loot after the Sacrifice effect worked its dark magic. But luckily, the darkness effect didn’t consume equipment. Where each creature was slain, there was a small pile of items. I went through each one, sorting through the loot. 
 
    I inspected the Ogre’s huge club that was left on the ground. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Ogrekin Ironwood club [monster race only] 
  Description: A club intended for large creatures. Made from Ironwood, this weapon weighs double than normal and is nearly unbreakable. Requires the ‘Powerful’ skill to be wielded efficiently. 
  Type: weapon [two handed]. 
  Rank: masterwork 
  Durability: 198 /200 
  Damage: 25-32 
  Effect: Powerful skill has 50% bonus to damage. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was some fierce weapon for a simple-minded Ogre! As a race, they usually just used stripped down branches as clubs. Someone definitely saw to equip this one better. Considering his Powerful skill was at 18, I estimated the damage output of this specific Ogre at around 60-70 points per hit. 
 
    Aside from the huge club which I couldn’t carry, let alone use, the Ogre dropped 21 gold coins and a dwarf figurine carved from onyx. Definitely weird, but the game was known to occasionally drop miscellaneous items from slain monsters. The two warriors had decent leather armor, a battleaxe and a wooden shield each. I stowed it all in my inventory.  
 
    Glibworm had a small treasure of useful items on him. Two minor mana potions, 10 gold, 62 silver, and two magical items; 
 
    
    
      
      	  scroll of finding 
  Description: plain parchment inscribed with magical writing. 
  Type: Single use item. 
  Effect: locate an object or person within a 200-meter radius 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Ring of A Sounding Horn 
  Description: Runecrafted gold ring 
  Type: magical. 
  Effect: once per day sounds a powerful horn that can deafen enemies. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I assumed the scroll was a tool meant to be used if the search parties found evidence of nearby goblins. The ring was nice, nothing special in the magical department itself. But one of the words in the description caused me to inhale sharply. 
 
    Runecrafted. This was a runic made item.  
 
    Perhaps I could study it, and learn a new rune? I thought excitedly. But that would wait until I’m safely home back at Goblin’s Gorge, for now I put the ring on my finger. 
 
    As I pushed myself up to start back to the settlement I felt weighed down by my inventory. I reactivated Mana Infusion, and the strain disappeared as my enhanced strength compensated the burden. 
 
    My desire to test myself in combat was now sated and some of my questions answered, I turned and walked back toward Goblin’s Gorge, my budding settlement. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The dawn of a new day was emerging by the time I arrived back to the valley’s entrance. It hadn’t taken me long at all to adjust to the new schedule, meaning I was dead tired. I went to my house, lay down in my occupied furs and embraced Tika, letting sleep take me away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up the next evening, my body and limbs intertwined with Tika's. It was not an unpleasant sensation, her head rested comfortably on my shoulder, allowing me a clear view of her enticing cleavage. It’s goblin cleavage Oren! I berated myself when I realized I was staring. You like human cleavage! Now get a grip, pervert! 
 
    Sleeping every night with Tika next to me was a pleasant and comforting routine now. I just had to keep my guard up, and not let it escalate into anything more.  
 
    Man, I miss female companionship! Human female companionship. I wasn't a 'player' back in the real world, but I hadn't lacked for female companionship either. I liked waking up next to an attractive woman, having breakfast together, traveling.… Without me realizing it, Tika was filling the void I wasn’t aware I had - until now. 
 
    Tika opened her eyes, as I was staring vacantly, away in my thoughts. 
 
    “Morning.” She smiled. 
 
    I forced my thoughts back to the present and smiled back at her. “Good Morning Tika.” 
 
    I started extricating myself from the clingy tangle of goblin limbs, when Tika put a gentle hand to the side my face, making me pause. 
 
    “Don’t go.” She whispered. 
 
    I looked at her, conflicted. “I have to take care of our settlement.” 
 
    “Please?” her big eyes looked at me, imploring while her hand traced a line down to my chest, caressing me softly and pressing her body to me. 
 
    I paused for a moment, Oh what the hell... “Alright, a little while longer then.” 
 
    “I hunt all day, don’t see you. I… Miss… You...“ she admitted in another whisper. 
 
    I looked at her in surprise. “You hardly know me. If it wasn’t for Zuban who sent you to me in the first place…” I shook my head. 
 
    She leisurely stroked my chest. “I want to be here. Zuban only helped. You take care of us, you are good leader. Even Guba say it.” 
 
    I coughed, embarrassed and touched. I didn’t expect such a compliment. Besides, was I imagining things or was her speech more coherent than before? 
 
    <Thanks to you the puppet is absorbing a lot of information. That enables her VI to expand its mental capacity. In short, the more you two talk, the smarter she gets> 
 
    I grimaced. Vic! Some privacy please?!  
 
    <Yeah, yeah, I don’t really care. Bye>  
 
    I shook my head indignantly and looked back at Tika my expression easing. She was leaning on her elbows, looking at me expectantly. 
 
    “So, do you like hunting?” 
 
    She nodded, “I like to help clan. Bring food, make clan grow. I was only hunter for old clan. Was hard. Not enough of Guba’s stew for everyone. I try hunt more, but… can’t.” 
 
    That was due to her reaching her skill cap. Since we’d met, Tika had leveled up a few times, enabling her to increase her Forage skill and to reach its Apprentice rank. 
 
    We continued talking, Tika told me about spending her days hunting, laying traps, finding exciting new territories and practicing her bowmanship. Her face beamed with excitement whenever she recounted especially exciting occasions.  
 
    Tika spoke earnestly and her company was charming. We talked for almost an hour, and I enjoyed every moment. 
 
    Afterward, I left the house, to join the other late risers for breakfast.  
 
    “Hey Zuban,” I called to my foreman as he passed by. “How’s the construction going?” 
 
    “Amazingly,” He shook his head and approached me. “Bargush gained his Builder’s Apprentice rank yesterday, so I reassigned him to work on the Smithy. It gave a big boost to the building construction’s progress. I think with the extra help the Smithy will now be completed in three days, instead of six.” 
 
    “Excellent!” I beamed at him. “And the mess hall?” 
 
    “Well, since only three Novices are working on it now, construction has slowed a bit, but I’m happy to report that the Builders learn quickly and should complete the building in four days.” 
 
    “Great!” I was ready to give my morning meal all my attention but Zuban’s next response stopped me. 
 
    He shook his head, “Not everything is so good. Unfortunately, now our two Lumberjacks can’t keep up with the demand for wood. We only have enough stocked for another day or so, then we’ll have to wait. At their current rate, it will take the Lumberjacks a week to cut the wood we need to finish both constructions.” 
 
    That was bad news, but luckily, I had a solution and it had nothing to do having to swing an axe on my own. In fact, the solution was right across the fire in front of me, in the form of Vrick and his six warriors. He caught me staring at him and looked back at me questioningly. I grinned at him, miming a motion of cutting trees. His face immediately fell as he took my meaning. Even without the Lumberjack skill, six goblins could produce a decent daily yield. 
 
    “Problem solved,” I declared.  
 
    I opened the clan’s Population Interface to display the full and detailed information of each of my 31 clan members in front of me. It was becoming cumbersome to use in this format, actually it was unmanageable. I looked up and around, searching. Vic was moving about among the eating goblins. He was checking under their feet for some reason. I beckoned him over to me. “Can you add an option to view the work-related skill levels of everyone in the clan, grouped by the skill name?” 
 
    “Sure thing boss,” He waved his hands theatrically, and the display changed. 
 
    “Something like this?” he asked. 
 
    The display changed, information was reorganized, and looked much more manageable now.  
 
    “Good, could you please inventory the food stocks?” 
 
    Vic gave me an annoyed look, which I ignored, and went over to the large main pile, mumbling in irritation. 
 
    I continued reviewing the list: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skills and skill levels available in the clan 
  
     
 
      
      	  ●       Builder. Skill levels: 13, 13, 12, 10, 6, 6 
  ●       Lumberjack. Skill levels: 13, 6, 4, 4 
  ●       Miner. Skill levels: 11 
  ●       Fisherman. Skill levels: 12, 5 
  ●       Gatherer. Skill levels: 10, 8, 5, 5 
  ●       Stonemason. Skill levels: 10 
  ●       Cook. Skill levels: 8 
  ●       Tanner. Skill levels: 5 
  ●       Chemist. Skill levels: 13 
  ●       Forager. Skill levels: 12 
  ●       Inscribe. Skill levels: 4 
  ●       Armorer. Skill levels: 2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Not bad for having started with only a handful of refugees. We were really on our way to creating something amazing.  
 
    Gandork was increasing his Cooking skill at an admirable rate. He’ll reach Apprentice rank soon, and then I’ll finally be able to recruit more Advanced workers. 
 
    Vic returned, a sour expression on his face. “It’s getting way too cluttered to get a proper count. By my estimate, you have about 30 units of each type of raw food and over 200 mushrooms. Overall I make it out to be roughly 400 units of food.” 
 
    I grinned at him. 
 
    “You better do something with it soon though,” he warned. “Looks like a third of the food will spoil within a couple days.” 
 
    “The Mess Hall should take care of that.” I looked at Vic questionably. “Why were you looking at the goblin’s feet earlier?” 
 
    He waved dismissively, “Oh, nothing important.” 
 
    I looked at him pointedly. 
 
    “Oh alright. I just wanted to get a better idea of how to form feet. They are hard to shape, you know.” 
 
    I looked down at his feet. He was double gesturing up at me with middle-fingers... growing out of his feet. 
 
    “Ha Ha! Made you look!” He was laughing madly, occasionally snorting, falling in his amusement and rolling around on the ground. 
 
    Bastard! 
 
    <It’s hard to be a bastard when you only have one parent. But yeah, guess I am> He continued laughing at me from the ground. 
 
    I looked at him, clearly enjoying himself, and tried to come up with a witty retort that would shut him up. 
 
    I was interrupted by someone stepping between us, blocking my view of Vic. 
 
    I looked up, to see Vrick.  
 
    “We need to talk,” he informed me bluntly. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Per your orders, I assigned all the warriors to cutting trees. But I would like to be excused from that task.” 
 
    “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow at his defiant tone. 
 
     We have a Tanner now” he added seriously. “He’s already produced some workable leather. I would like permission to resume crafting armor. The new warriors especially need more protection. All they have right now is their loincloth.” 
 
    “You make a good point, Vrick. But the wood is kind of a priority. Let me think it over.”  
 
    I juggled numbers in my head. Cutting wood without the Lumberjack skill could produce two tree logs per day. So six warriors would supply 12 logs, 13 actually, with the Nocturnal bonus. Thirteen logs per day were slightly more than what the two proficient Lumberjacks could process into workable timber, so we’d have a surplus of logs. Meaning I could spare Vrick.” 
 
    “Alright, you got it. But I expect to see some glorious new armor covering my warriors.” 
 
    Never one for too many words, he nodded somberly and turned to leave. 
 
    “Oh Vrick, one more thing. I brought two hobgoblin leather armors with me. Maybe you can reduce their size, or use them as raw material.” I suggested. “They’re over there in the pile.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do, Dark Totem.” He bowed and left. 
 
    Everything was progressing nicely, I finished my breakfast and visited the Shrine. 
 
    I stepped up the ladder, to the overhanging stone shelf I and approached the stone and bone apparatus, retrieving a level 5 void Crystal from my inventory. The crystal was formed by a religiously significant act of sacrifice. Its description stated it could be used in dark rituals. Those two facts strongly hinted it could interact with the Shrine. I touched the black crystal to the Shrine. I was not disappointed. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Convert level 5 Void Crystal to 5 energy? Yes /No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “YES!” I shouted triumphantly, raising my hands into the air as the crystal was absorbed by the Shrine. I was right! One of the uses for a void Crystal was to convert it into Energy Points! I managed to find a way to gather more of the precious resource. This could really boost my development, allow us to build and perform research faster, and increase the levels and skills of my people. A precious commodity indeed! 
 
    I opened the Energy Interface; 
 
    
    
      
      	  Energy Options 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Energy: 227 
  Daily gain: 85 
  Individuals contributing: 33 
  Boss options 
  Upgrade options 
  Allocate options 
  Special 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was doing well in all aspects of settlement development; I had a good and steady food production chain in place, decent construction rate, and now a respectable looking energy yield. 
 
    That reminded me - the last four goblin warriors I recruited were still level 1. I now had enough to raise them to level 2, so I did just that. I then reviewed the updated interface. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Energy Options 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Energy: 27 
  Daily gain: 89 
  ... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I still had three more Void Crystals, their levels totaling to a tidy sum of 25, meaning a potential 25 Energy Points. I briefly considered converting them to energy right away, but decided against it. They might prove useful in other ways, and if I found myself suddenly needing more energy I could always convert them then. 
 
    Done with today’s inspection, I made my way back to my house. It was crafting time! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I sat on the floor holding the Sounding Horn ring, looking at it in frustration. 
 
    For the past several hours I’d tried different methods of analyzing the ring I looted from Glibworm, the hobgoblin Adept. I was hoping to learn new runes from it. 
 
    I was felt mentally drained. Despite trying every way I could think of to decipher the ring; inspecting it via Analyze, or through the design mode, I wasn’t even able to glimpse any new runes. 
 
    I sighed morosely. I guess I need to increase my Runecraft level first. 
 
    I placed the ring back on my finger and took a simple dagger out of my inventory. 
 
    Opening the Runecraft design mode, I selected the MaKoTe schema, the one that increased durability and added a socket. I fumbled a bit with the connector rune, restarting the process a few times until I threaded it properly through all the target points. After I finally got it, I channeled mana into the dagger, powering the enchantment. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Source required to finalize enchantment. Please select one 
  -           Opal of Healing (heals on contact),  
  -           Void Shard level 13 (increase effect by 43%) 
  -           Void Shard level 7 (increase effect by 23%) 
  -           Void Shard level 5(increase effect by 16%) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So that’s what they do. I pondered.  
 
    I canceled the process, no sense in wasting a perfectly good Void Crystal on a lousy dagger. But learning that they could increase the enchantment effectiveness was a great discovery. It meant that once I gain access to some more useful rune schemes, I could immediately make it more effective. Seeing as there was no shortage of enemies to sacrifice, it meant I would be able to spend crystals on even the minor stuff. My goal was to eventually equip all my warriors with high-quality enchanted gear. 
 
    The front door opened abruptly, cutting away my train of thought. Tika entered the house. Through the partially opened door, I could see it was morning already. I yawned deeply. No wonder I’m so tired. Time sure flies by when I’m enchanting. 
 
    Tika followed me to the bed, where we fell asleep, cuddled together. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Malkyr and Hoshisu materialized in the now familiar meadow. The sun was just starting to appear behind the cliffs, shedding its first light across the still dark valley. 
 
    Malkyr reached with one hand behind his shoulder, retrieving the great-axe strapped across his back. He held it lovingly in his big hands. “Alright, sis, ready for a bit of serious adventuring?”  
 
    Hoshisu scanned the open valley in front of her, no goblins could be seen. “It looks like all our new industrious little friends went to sleep for the day, so we might as well.” 
 
    “Good, my brain still hurts from trying to figure out the Jacobson Conjecture problem, I need to blow off some steam.” 
 
    Hoshisu smiled. It was always the same with Malkyr. Her younger brother was a completely different person when they played in NEO. His usual gentle and somewhat timid nature in real life didn’t translate into the game world. When he was playing, his persona changed to a boisterous tough-guy. She didn’t mind the change, it was good for him, and it made her laugh. 
 
    The two made their way toward the forest path that led outside the valley. It didn’t take them long yesterday to find out where the exit was located. Malkyr winced as he remembered how he obtained that information. That grouchy old goblin hag was informative, but damn if she isn’t one of the crankiest ladies I’ve ever encountered. 
 
    After a short walk, they made it to the end of the forest path, finding the narrow exit from the valley. 
 
    They waded for hours through dense vegetation, Malkyr often resorting to hacking his way through the foliage. 
 
    After several hours of barely making headway, Hoshisu raised her hand, motioning her brother to stop. 
 
    “What do you see?” he whispered. 
 
    “I’m not sure, it might be some sort of ruins.” She squinted her eyes, “It looks like a stump of an old stone tower.” 
 
    “Awesome, it’s probably filled with nasty mobs,” he reached excitedly for the greataxe on his back. 
 
    Hoshisu loosened her daggers on her belt. “I guess you’re right. Let’s take a look inside?” 
 
    Cautiously, but filled with excitement, the duo approached the ruins. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up cuddled with Tika. I gently disengaged from the still sleeping huntress, leaving her still slumbering in the furs. Once she started sleeping over I’d quickly learned she was a late riser.  
 
    Starting my now daily ritual, I was going to have breakfast with a nice side dish of daily progress report. 
 
    I opened the front door and stopped.  
 
    There was a group of agitated looking goblins warriors blocking my way, all seemingly ready for battle.  
 
    Something was wrong. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 24 - A Good Day 
 
    I moved quickly towards the excited goblins. They were waving their weapons threateningly at Malkyr and Hoshisu who were trying to calm them down, unsuccessfully. 
 
    The last time I saw the siblings was a few days ago. They were both wearing leather armor that showed signs of hard use in combat.  
 
    As they promised when we first talked, they hadn’t been idle. It looked as they improved themselves admirably in a short span of time, they must have been training vigorously seeing that both had reached level 6 already. 
 
    I waded through the crowd, shoving aside the burly warriors and demanded with a loud voice “WHAT is going on?”  
 
    Vrick was in an aggressive posture, facing Malkyr at arm’s length, unfazed by their large height difference. “They brought an intruder into our valley!” 
 
    “What!? No we didn’t! We’re here to complete a quest your leader gave us!” Malkyr protested.  
 
    He looked at me, “Would you please get your trigger-happy goblins off my back?” 
 
    “What intruder?” I approached, looking around. 
 
    Malkyr looked around in bewilderment, even going so far as to look between his legs. 
 
    “Here he is,” Hoshisu volunteered, stepping forward. A tiny creature was fearfully clutching at her legs. 
 
    “Yeshlimashu, this is the clan leader we told you about.” 
 
    The creature was tiny, smaller than a goblin. It had large ears and an extremely wide mouth. It was a gremlin. The small creature was in a panic, frantically trying to keep every goblin in view. 
 
    I motioned my goblins to back off. Vrick reluctantly lowered his spear and led his six warriors to the side, not taking his eyes off the newcomer. 
 
    “Oh man, I sincerely hope you have enough gold tucked away for this.” Malkyr was rubbing his hands greedily. “You know what day it is?” 
 
    I looked at him, puzzled. 
 
    “It’s payday, sucker!”  
 
    I looked at Hoshisu, “What is he talking about?” 
 
    “Well,” she disengaged herself from the small creature who still clung to her legs. “Malkyr and I stumbled upon a small dungeon. It was fairly straightforward, a bunch of low-level monsters guarding a small room. The room was a trap, we got locked in it as soon as we got inside. That’s where we met this little fella here,” She patted the gremlin’s head affectionately. 
 
    “He was being chased by some hobgoblins when he found the dungeon and used it to hide, just a few days before we found it. He was trapped there ever since. By the time we solved the puzzle and broke out, we had become friends. We think Yeshlimashu here can help us with some of the quests you gave us, as well as assist you with your settlement development.” 
 
    I looked at the frightened little creature. I had never actually met a gremlin in the game before. It was widely known they were the monster equivalent of gnomes. Industrious and innovative creatures that engineered sophisticated items. One usually didn’t encounter the gremlin themselves, they were reputed to be skittish, secretive, and generally hard to find. Their traps and various war machines however, were much more commonly encountered. Walking into a gremlin lair was bound to lead you into rooms full of traps that would quickly leave you skewered, barbecued or otherwise dead. Only high-level rogues could hope to overcome and evade their deadly mechanisms and fiendishly innovative traps. Since most high-level rogues had better things to do than hunt relatively low-level monsters, gremlins were usually left alone and remained mostly an enigma. 
 
    Yeshlimashu was small, about a head smaller than an average goblin. His body was covered in short brown fur. His head was squat and wide, with huge pointy ears and a wide mouth full of small pointed teeth, making his occasional nervous grin a disturbing sight.  
 
    “Hello, welcome to Goblin’s Gorge,” I greeted him politely. 
 
    His ears perked up as I spoke. He stood a bit straighter, seeming to find assurances in my voice and his fearful shaking subsided. His voice was high-pitched “I thank you, respected Dark Totem of Goblin’s Gorge, leader of GreenPiece clan.” The words had a ceremonial flavor to them.  
 
    I decided that for the best impression I ought to show him I could be civil too, for that I needed a little bit more information. I analyzed him. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Yeshlimashu, Gremlin Tinker 
  Level: 7 
  HP: 29, MP: 42 
  P: 0, M: 0, S: 7 
  Skills: Artificer: 5, Trader: 12, Grenadier: 9 
  Background: As a small gremlin in the big underground city of Zemitpozes, Yeshlimashu never really related to his people’s fascination with making things. He much preferred traveling and trading between the underground gremlin settlements. His wandering forced him to adapt to the harsh violence of the wilderness and he quickly learned to use his talent for creating things for making enemies go ‘boom’ 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, it looked like the twins were on to something. If I approach him carefully, this small creature could prove to be a great boon to my budding settlement. 
 
    “Allow me to greet you again,” I said in a formal tone. “You are welcome in my clan, Yeshlimashu the Tinker of Zemitpozes, Apprentice Trader.” 
 
    He stared at me with astonishment, “I never thought I would encounter such eloquence from our distant kin.” he looked around, visibly more relaxed and curious, “I think this will be an interesting experience.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  +100 reputation with Yeshlimashu  
  Current rank: Neutral. Points to next rank: 900 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Let’s finish our business first. Then you little folks can chum around all you want,” Malkyr moved to stand between us. Hoshisu rolled her eyes at her brother’s rudeness but remained otherwise silent. 
 
    “Here you go buddy,” He took a large bundle off his back, producing to my astonishment, a small round table and two small stools, perfect for goblin sized creatures. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Granted quest completed (repeatable): Find Some Furniture
Malkyr, Hoshisu rewarded: 284 XP, 50 reputation with GreenPiece clan, 20 gold 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Giver skill level increased to 8 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I looked at the meager furniture. To me, it looked like a great treasure. “Wh..where did you find it?” I whispered in wonderment. 
 
    Malkyr smiled. “Like it, eh? Thought you would. Those were the few unbroken pieces we found, scattered around the dungeon we told you about.” 
 
    I looked at the furniture appreciatively, it would go a long way toward improving my personal comfort. 
 
    “Also, Yeshlimashu has quite a nice collection of items. He has some blueprints for construction and some food recipes. I believe that should fulfill two additional quests. Oh, and naturally, as a merchant, he can act as a proxy to his people’s market, so I believe that’s another quest fulfilled, eh?” 
 
    With every sentence he spoke, a new system message flashed. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Granted quest completed (repeatable): Bring Construction Blueprints
Malkyr, Hoshisu rewarded: 142 XP, reputation: 50, gold:10 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Granted quest completed (repeatable): Bring Advanced or Better Food Recipes
Malkyr, Hoshisu rewarded: 284 XP, reputation: 100, gold:20 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Giver skill level increased to 9 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Granted quest completed: Find a Marketplace 
  Malkyr, Hoshisu rewarded: XP: 50, Reputation:100, gold: 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Holy crap, you guys don’t screw around, do you?” I said with admiration. “Good job!” 
 
    “There’s more,” Malkyr boasted. 
 
    “On our way back from the dungeon we stumbled across a small hobgoblin camp, it looked like most of their fighters were gone, leaving only two guards behind. So we took them out.” 
 
    “Yeshlimashu was very helpful,” Hoshisu added. 
 
    “Yes,” Malkyr agreed somewhat reluctantly, “Anyway, after the fight we searched their camp, and found a sizeable pack of preserved meat, so here you go.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  You received 30 units of preserved meat 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You received 10 Hobgoblin ears 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Granted quest completed X3 (repeatable): Bring Raw Food 
  Malkyr, Hoshisu rewarded: 426 XP, 60 reputation with GreenPiece clan, 30 gold 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Granted quest completed (repeatable): Bring 10 Hobgoblin Ears
Malkyr, Hoshisu rewarded:568 XP, reputation: 50, gold:40 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Where the hell did you get the ten ears from?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    Hoshisu shrugged. “We came across a few more dead hobgoblins, or what was left of them. They were probably part of the camp we found. Whatever killed them didn’t leave much of their bodies behind, but their ears were left on the ground.” 
 
    I chuckled, realizing she was talking about the group I killed. 
 
    “And we thought, shame to waste such lovely ears, eh sis?” Malkyr grinned broadly. “Anyway, glad you could hold up your word. With all those quests completed, we now have over 200 gold and we’re halfway toward Friendly reputation with the GreenPiece clan, and…” his face brightened up even more, “We gained enough XP to level twice! Awe-freaking-some!” 
 
    I bowed, “always happy to help a friend.”  
 
    So they were both level 8 already. At this rate, they’ll pass me without breaking a sweat. 
 
    The sun was low, almost hidden behind the mountains. Hoshisu noticed it as well, “Let’s take a break Malkyr, We can login tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Oh, alright,” He still seemed full of adrenaline and not happy to call it quits just yet, but complied nonetheless. 
 
    I watched the two slowly disappear as they logged off, then turned to my new guest. 
 
    “Would you like a tour of our settlement?” It was a good idea to take the time to build up some trust before getting down to business. No need to rush our future dealings. 
 
    Many players didn’t bother taking the time and effort to get to know an NPC through polite conversation. Most preferred to simply complete quests to gain reputation. But I noticed early on that NPCs were almost as intelligent and responsive as real human beings. Finding the correct way to communicate with them favorably often worked almost as well as completing their quests. I used that discovery to my advantage many times.  
 
    Seeing as I am considered a type of NPC myself, talking to NPCs on equal terms, as if they were real human beings, was becoming second nature to me. And knowing that underneath each NPC was a VI as smart as Vic, only contributed to this habit. 
 
    <Pfh, you got it all wrong, boss.> Vic cloak form billowed around me <We VI are smarter than you meat suits> 
 
    I seriously doubt that. 
 
    <Yeah? What’s the square root of 132.25, hot shot?> 
 
    That’s not the same thing! 
 
    <Keep telling yourself that, it’s 11.5 by the way> He sounded awfully smug. I decided to ignore him. 
 
    The gremlin and I were walking toward the small pond at the center of the settlement, where we would be able to see all the settlement’s buildings at once. 
 
    I pointed to our two Fishermen as we got to the pond. “This is Cobie, and his pal, they supply us with fish to eat.” 
 
    The gremlin besides me nodded. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you have some fishing equipment to offer in trade?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    He shook his head, “I apologize but no. However, depending on how we’ll proceed, it could easily be arranged.” 
 
    I nodded. “Moving on.”  
 
    We came to the Rabbit Warren, “this is how our resident Breeder supplies us with fresh meat each day.” 
 
    I noticed a stack of rabbits pelts next to the butchering table. Since when does the Breeder produce pelts? I wondered. I quickly analyzed the worker. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin worker, Female (pregnant). Level 2; P:1, M:0, S:1; Skills: Haul 5, Breeding 11 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Another pregnant goblin? God, they do breed like rabbits! I thought in alarm. 
 
    Anyway, having reached skill level 11, the Breeder had attained her Apprentice rank, and as a result now produced pelts on top of raw meat. Cool, that meant our Tanner would have a steady supply of raw material to keep him busy. 
 
    We came to the Tanner’s workplace next. She sat in an open area, surrounded by wooden frames he must have built on his own. Each frame had a pelt stretched across it. The Tanner was treating one of the stretched pelts with a crude bone tool. Spread out on the ground around were tanning tools and equipment, and neat piles of finished leathers. 
 
    We came to the partially built Smithy. “This will be our Smithy. Once completed, we’ll be able to construct our own tools and weapons. Oh, and here’s my construction manager. Hey Zuban.” 
 
    The gremlin stared in horror as Zuban, wearing a big grin, approached us. “Y-you have a hobgoblin in your clan? But they are murderous beasts! They patrol the forest, killing everything in sight! They are the reason why I ended up in the dungeon your friends found me in! How can you let one walk free?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Zuban was indeed an enemy once, but I spared his life, and he swore his allegiance to me. I trust him completely. He is the only reason we have any buildings around here.” 
 
    Yeshlimashu didn’t appear completely convinced, “I can’t tell you what to do, but for any kind of dealings with my people, you would first have to make sure the hobgoblins menacing the forest are dealt with. They will have no dealings with you until then.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  You received a new quest! [Remove the Hobgoblin Menace] 
  Yeshlimashu the gremlin wants you to remove the hobgoblin presence from the forest. 
  Quest Type: Advanced
Reward: Obtaining trade relations with Yeshlimashu’s clan, 500 XP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    At least we were getting somewhere. 
 
    We finished our tour back at the campsite. 
 
    “This is Gandork,” I introduced our cook, noticing he wasn’t quite so thin as when he first joined us. “He is the one in charge of our food. Here, have something to eat, you must be starving.” I motioned Gandork to hand him some of the stew. 
 
    “Not bad,” the gremlin conceded, after tasting the dish. “Could use a bit more salt though.” Gandork started turning red. 
 
    I cut in before Gandork boiled over and blew his lid, heh. “Well, we would like to have more diversity, but I’m afraid our supplies are short. Malkyr mentioned you might have some recipes to trade…” I left the question to hang in the air. 
 
    He nodded and opened a small pack at his waist. Rummaging inside, his whole arm went in. It was a bag of holding! They are incredibly expensive magical items, capable of carrying much more than their physical appearance suggested. They even reduced the weight of the contents within. Eventually he pulled out a roll of parchment and handed it to me. It was an Advanced Food recipe for a cooked meat with mushroom sauce. It was just what we were missing to really pick up the foodie pace around here. 
 
    I tried to appear nonchalant, “How much for the recipes? I don’t have much gold.” 
 
    The gremlin would have none of that. He was a sharp trader and immediately detected my interest. “I’m not interested in gold. Barter is much better. What do you have to offer in exchange?” 
 
    In response, I led him to our clan’s pile, and we rummaged through it together. 
 
    After a few minutes he straightened up, a look of disinterest on his face. “I have little use for weapons or food, which seems to be the majority of the items here. The beetle poison glands look interesting, but the five you have is not enough. What else do you have?” 
 
    I got a distinct feeling I was being conned, but I had to establish a good relationship with him, so I opened up my personal inventory and showed him some of the more unique items I carried. 
 
    “Oh, what’s that!” his huge eyes glistened greedily. 
 
    “That? It’s just a mushroom I found near a lava stream,” I feigned ignorance, showing him the Magmashroom. Thanks to my Analyze skill, I knew it was a rare component.  
 
    “Well,” he said with a carefully casual air, “I guess I can do you a favor and take those six off your hand. Along with the beetle glands, it would be a sufficient trade for the recipe.” 
 
    Luckily, it was not my first time doing business with a greedy NPC in the game. I now also had options that were unavailable for normal players. Using Sense Emotions, one of my Dark Mana’s seldom used abilities, I observed the flow of the gremlin’s mana. I got a definite read of evasiveness and greediness of him. Yep, I was being fleeced. 
 
    “Well, that sounds great,” I said, putting on a show of sounding grateful. 
 
    “After all I found a whole field of those! I could always get more.” I looked at him bemused as his expression become even more greedy. I let him mull over my word for a few seconds, then I landed my killing blow. 
 
    “They sure seem popular lately. Another merchant was interested in them not long ago. Promised to get back to strike a deal for those mushrooms. Made me promise to give him exclusivity if his offer price is high enough.” I broke off, looking at the gremlin’s stricken expression. “So, we said six for the recipe, yes? So with the glands, that means the price tag you’re putting for each mushroom is in the ballpark of…” I blew a shot in the dark,” seven silver?” I knew how to bluff too. 
 
    I watched him with great satisfaction as he started stammering, realizing his greed might have cost him much more in future revenues than he gained today. 
 
    “Wait! no need to be so hasty… After all, we just starting to get to know each other. I tell you what, in favor of our future trade agreement, how about I take one Magmashroom in exchange for the recipe?” 
 
    “Well,” I tried to appear indecisive “If you’re sure.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course.” 
 
    “Then you got yourself a deal,” We shook hands, and exchanged our goods. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Food Recipe: Cooked meat with mushroom sauce [Advanced Food] 
  Description: good, warm, hearty meal full of nutrients. And it tastes wonderful. 
  Instructions: For 2 portions: 1 raw meat, 1 helping of mushrooms, 1 stack of herbs.  
  Effect I: +5 morale 
  Effect II: HP regeneration +5% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I frowned and waited impatiently for another system message. None appeared. Where the hell is my new Trader skill? I demanded. This kind of cunning haggling is exactly the type the game ought to recognize! 
 
    <Err… sorry boss> Vic didn’t sound overly sorry. <You’re a goblin. You start with negative Social attributes, that means you can’t naturally acquire Social related skills until you’ll have at least one point in it> 
 
    WHAT?! I exclaimed. Where the hell did you pull this rule from? 
 
    <Eh, from the Goblinoid trait?>  
 
    But I already read it! There’s nothing there about Social skills! 
 
    <You sure? It’s all there, part of the metadata> 
 
    Yes, I’m very sure Vic. I tried controlling my temper. 
 
    <weeelll, I guess that’s my bad, just so much information to sift through. I guess it got lost in translation. Sorry, boss. Ahem, maybe you should consider investing in your Social attribute a bit? You know, be a little more social. Might not be a bad idea, you are starting to get completely mental, you know?> He guffawed. 
 
    Ha ha, very funny Vic. I already thought of that joke a few days ago. 
 
    <Yeah, yeah, whatever you say boss> He continued his maniacal laughing. 
 
    He was being even more insufferable than usual. 
 
    Yeshlimashu watched in bewilderment as I held the telepathic conversation with Vic. 
 
    “Excuse me a moment.” I walked over to Gandork. 
 
    “Here, it’s an advanced food recipe. Start working on it.” I thrust the recipe into his hand, still irritated by Vic’s antics. 
 
    Gandork didn’t seem to mind, he held the recipe as if he was holding a great treasure. “At once Dark Totem!” it was one of the few times he showed me any kind of respect. 
 
    I returned to the gremlin. “What are your plans for now?” 
 
    He looked around, “I can’t get back, not with all the hobgoblins patrolling the forest. With your permission, I think I’ll stay here for a while. You know, if you build a marketplace, it will give traders like me a place to stay and conduct their business. You would see a nice income from taxes as well. You might want to consider this.” 
 
    I shook my head, “I don’t have the blueprints for a marketplace I’m afraid. And we're a bit swamped with constructing standard buildings for now anyway.” 
 
    “Well, I might be able to provide such blueprints, when I get back to my people. But they won’t come as cheap as the food recipe.” Avarice gleaming in his eyes again. 
 
    In the meantime, Gandork was happily piling up pieces of meat and slicing mushrooms. As I watched, he mixed the mushrooms with some gathered herbs, then added the mixture to a steaming pot of water.  
 
    “This is going to be a delicacy” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    The Gremlin seemed to agree. He was watching the food preparation with obvious eagerness on his bestial little face. 
 
    I sensed that I had gotten as much out of him as I could for the moment.  
 
    I decided to make another attempt at Runecrafting. Maybe there’s another rune combination I haven't thought of yet? I wondered. So what should I enchant next? I opened my inventory and looked through my items. My eyes paused on the Totem Staff I’ve been using since I took it from DurDur. It was already a magical item, though quite a low level one. It was part of a set, along with the Kilt and Headdress, and in itself gave +20 mana points. It could be an interesting test to see if I could Runecraft an already magically enchanted item. 
 
    I held the staff in my hand and opened the design mode. To my delight, the normal view opened, showing me it could hold up to four runes. The translucent model of the staff itself looked interesting. I could see blue veins of energy running in it. Well, let’s see if I can increase them. I added the ‘Ko’ rune of strength, right on top of the energy lines. I powered the rune and looked for the results. As expected, nothing happened. I tried a different approach. I drew the ‘Te’ connector rune and tried to connect it to the existing veins. They clicked together like they were made for each other. Now that’s progress! I thought excitedly. I connected the Te rune to each blue line of energy in the staff, then made them converge to a single point and added the Ko rune to it. I powered up the runes, and this time received a prompt. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Weapon schema discovered: TeKo [Enhanced Enchantment] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Enchant Totem Staff [Enhanced Enchantment]? Yes /No
Pattern efficiency: 100%
 Mana invested: 200/200. 
Effect: +12% mana (+2) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It was a good experiment, and though the added bonus was quite minor at my current skill level, especially when used on a low-level item, it didn’t cost me anything. Except for the time it took to make.  
 
    Yes. I mentally confirmed. 
 
    The design mode closed on its own. The staff flew out of my hand and hovered in front of me. The shape of the runes I drew begun to etch themselves in bright golden letters on the wood. I plucked the staff from the air and looked at it with a sense of pride. 
 
    A sound of a platter hitting the ground made me turn around.  
 
    Yeshlimashu stood looking at me, his mouth open in astonishment, his feet surrounded by fragments of the plate he had been holding. 
 
    “You...you know the secrets of Runecrafting?” He stared at me with awe. 
 
    “Err, yes? What about it?” 
 
    “But you’re just a goblin!” he protested. “Your kind are simple-minded brutes. Breeding faster than rabbits, and almost as smart.” 
 
    I looked at him steadily. 
 
    His eyes widened in fright when he realized what he had said. “P-please forgive me. I did not mean any insult. It is simply a common saying amongst my people. Goblins are generally not highly thought of, though our people are considered distant kin.”  
 
    He stared at the staff I was holding. “Even among gremlin artificers, knowledge of runes is uncommon, and only a few specialize in it. So how did you manage to learn it?” 
 
    I shrugged ‘“it's just something I picked up.” 
 
    I looked at his outraged expression bemused, then I realized something “Wait a minute, if it’s so uncommon, how come you know it?” 
 
    “I might know a little about it myself.” He added carefully, “It’s not usually part of an artificer training, you mostly learn how to fix stuff - mundane or magical. However, my teacher tinkered with runes himself and I picked up a couple of runes from him as part of my training.” 
 
    That got my attention, “I’ve been trying to learn some new runes, but they are hard to find. How would you like to exchange knowledge? A rune for a rune?” 
 
    He scratched his nose, thinking. “It is forbidden to exchange artificer knowledge with non-gremlins. But, then again, as you already know some of it… Eh, I guess there’s no harm. Especially if it means I can bring new knowledge to my people, though some of the elders might be furious...”  
 
    He considered it for a long moment, then his expression became resolute. “Alright, I agree.” 
 
    He retrieved a notebook from his bag and leafed through it carefully. “I know two runes, ‘Me’ the Containment rune, and ‘Esh’, the Fire Rune. They’re pretty useful together, especially for me. I use them on my grenades. It adds fire damage to the blast, powerful indeed.” 
 
    I grinned excitedly, “In that case the Esh rune would be a nice addition to my current repertoire. “I know ‘Ko’ the Strengthening rune and ‘Te’, the Connector.” 
 
    Yeshlimashu thought it over, and we finally agreed to exchange his Esh for my ‘Ko’. 
 
    Exchanging the runes was a simple matter. Yeshlimashu took a small stick and start etching lines on the ground, depicting his rune. I did the same for mine. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You gained knowledge of a new rune: ‘Esh’ (The Rune of Fire) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I rubbed my hands together with excitement. This was progress! 
 
    “I don’t suppose you can get your hands on any more runes?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    He shook his head, “They are a jealously guarded secret. It would prove next to impossible for me to get more. The only reason I agreed to this trade, is because the Esh rune is relatively common. Since you already know some basic runes, and there aren’t a lot of people who even have the required skills to learn them, I felt it was an acceptable exchange. If you’d like to learn more, you can try to find a master of my people who would be willing to teach you, though I warn you, it’s very unlikely any would welcome a goblin,” he raised his arm in an apologetic gesture. “But there are other ways. You can disassemble existing runecrafted items and try to learn from them.” 
 
    “But I tried that already!” I protested. “I found a runecrafted ring, but I couldn’t learn anything from it.” 
 
    “Hmm…” he mulled it over. “I’m not sure...maybe only artificers can do that? Or maybe you are just not proficient enough. You might want to increase your proficiency and try after you have a better grasp of the craft.” 
 
    I froze as if struck by lightning. Why didn’t I think of that? It was quite logical that once I hit Apprentice rank at Runecraft, this option would be available to me. And that meant I had to grind the skill. 
 
    “Thanks for your advice, Yeshlimashu.” I bade the gremlin goodbye. I had work to do. 
 
    The night was already half over, which didn’t leave much time to grind my Runecraft. I decided to postpone experimenting with the new rune for now. Experimenting took much longer, and even if I discovered a new schema, my skill level would still be too low to produce something significant. No, it would be best to use the schemas I already knew for skill grinding. 
 
    We still had three battle-axes in the pile, so I started working on them. I decided to use the KoTe formula on every weapon we had. It was a simple, two-rune enchantment. The increased durability was minor, but still improved the item. 
 
    I sat comfortably in the open, not far from Gandork who was still happily cooking the new Meat with Mushroom Sauce dish and opened the design mode. 
 
    I finished enchanting the three axes as morning broke, and was rewarded for my effort. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 6 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Enchanting the axes contributed to the skill’s progression, though not as much as discovering new formulas. It was a tedious and time-consuming process, drawing the Connector runes properly on each item, again and again. I just hoped I had enough weapons in my settlement to make it to Apprentice rank. 
 
    When I was finally finished and looked around me, I noticed Gandork had managed to cook a small batch of the new Advanced Food. Not enough to summon a new Advanced Worker yet, but the practice had the extra benefit of speeding up his Cooking skill progression, which was currently at 10. 
 
    As daylight become brighter, the Nocturnal buff faded. It was time to call it a day. 
 
    I went into my house, curled up with Tika and fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up feeling optimistic and eager. 
 
    With last night’s developments, I was looking forward to having a steady supply of Advanced Food.  
 
    Finally we’ll have a way to regularly summon higher tier workers and really speed up the village development. 
 
    I gently slid my shoulder out from under the sleeping Tika. She drowsily turned away from me, presenting a nice view of her well-shaped backside. I knew I was ogling, but this time I indulged myself for a few moments. Then, I got a firm hold on my wandering eyes and quietly left the house. 
 
    It was late in the afternoon, and even though the sun was still in the sky, and the workers were just beginning to wake up, I could clearly hear the noise of someone hammering on metal. Curiously, I went to look for the source of the noise. I found Malkyr sitting behind a boulder, hammering his somewhat dented greataxe with a small hammer. 
 
    He looked up as I approached, “Oh it’s you. Hey man, I’m just trying to fix my weapon. Damned thing lost almost half its durability already.” 
 
    “How’s it going for you?” I was curious to know.  
 
    His eyes narrowed as he closely examined a visible dent on the axe, “Well, I banged on the axe for a few minutes and restored a few points to it, but then I got a system message telling me I need to reach Apprentice rank to fix an item of this grade. Oh, I also got the Smithing skill.” 
 
    “So... why do you keep banging on the axe then?” 
 
    He looked at the axe, scowling. “What else can I do to raise my Smithing!? I mean it’s not like there’s a proper forge and anvil I can work on, right?” 
 
    I quickly opened my Construction Interface, checking the Smithy construction progress. As planned, it will be finished later today. 
 
    I looked at Malkyr and grinned. “By the time you log back in tomorrow, there will be.” 
 
    He looked at me shocked. 
 
    “And you are welcome to use it,” I added, “I’ll even supply you with the ore you need to get started.” 
 
    His shocked appearance changed into a suspicious look. “And in return…” 
 
    “In return,” I admitted, “You will offer your Smithing services for free. I plan to summon a goblin Smith anyway, but he’ll be limited to a skill level of around 12. As a player, you should easily surpass him.” 
 
    “I don’t know man, I don’t really like the idea of slaving all day around the forge for others.” 
 
    I shook my head, “It won’t be like that. My Smith will be able to take care of most of the settlement’s needs; tools, simple weapons etc. What I’m suggesting, is that somewhere along the line, you will forge something special for me. I will, of course, supply all the required components.” 
 
    He thought about it for a moment, “I’ll agree to fulfill three such special orders for free.” 
 
    “Five.” I countered. 
 
    “Four.” 
 
    “Deal!” We shook on it. 
 
    I hid my smile. This was an excellent deal for me. As a player and an adventurer, Malkyr would gain Smithing levels much quicker than any NPC, and would reach higher levels. This would give me access to high-level items my goblins would never be able to manufacture on their own. It was an excellent deal which, like the quests I’d been granting the siblings, basically cost me nothing. 
 
    “You might want to go to the Smithy’s construction site,” I suggested. “The last part requires them to use the forge to smelt enough metal to build an anvil. The process might help increase your own skill.” 
 
    “Good idea.” He got on his feet, “Thanks man, you just saved me a ton of wasted time.” 
 
    “Have fun.” I watched him walk away, humorously thinking; Right back at ya. 
 
    As I was walking toward the cooking hearth, I saw the six warriors walking in a single file toward the forest. I completely forgot I had ordered all the warriors to cut down trees to increase production. Good thing they hadn’t. 
 
    Each had an axe on his shoulder. For a moment, the sight reminded me of the line of the seven dwarves from Snow White and I laughed out loud. The unsightly goblins would have given little Snow the fright of her life if she had encountered them instead of the dwarves. 
 
    I approached Gandork. He was busily handing out the daily meals to the workers while keeping an eye on the pot boiling over the fire. 
 
    “I can barely work in these conditions!” he burst out as I was reaching for a meal. “There’s not enough heat source, the pots have cracks in them and feeding everyone while having to cook your Advanced food slows me down! I need a proper kitchen!” 
 
    I pointed toward the skeleton of the half-completed Mess Hall. “A few more days and you’ll have your kitchen. Now, what about my Advanced food?” 
 
    He shook his head, “as I said, these are not ideal conditions for cooking something so delicate. I managed to cook 10 portions yesterday and even managed to save a few bad batches I just threw them into the daily stew.” He grinned mischievously. 
 
    It occurred to me again, that though still thin, he was far from the skeletal looking goblin he was when I first summoned him. He was definitely getting his share of the food and then some. 
 
    “Keep at it,” I instructed firmly, “let me know when we have 20 units ready.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Do it!” I looked at him sternly. 
 
    “Yes, Dark Totem.” 
 
    Taking my meal, I decided to walk around as I ate. 
 
    I saw Vrick sitting over by the pool, next to the Tanner, surrounded by sturdy pieces of leather. 
 
    Tika walked by just then, running her hand gently over my arm in a fleeting caress as she continued past me. It felt good. I turned around, watching her go. Though she didn’t consciously try to be seductive, her confident walk was an alluring sight. 
 
    I shook my head clear and went over to see what Vrick was up to. 
 
    He was holding a piece of worked leather against his leg, measuring the length and holding a small knife in his mouth. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m trying to create leather armor. But it’s hard without the proper tools. I need a proper Beveler, Groover and a better leather cutting knife. Also, a worktable would be nice.” 
 
    “So, no progress at all?” I was disappointed, after running into the hobgoblin parties and finding out their plans, having armor for the troops was now a higher priority.  
 
    “Some” he admitted, “here, look.” 
 
    He handed me a rectangular piece of leather with two large holes in it.  
 
    I held it out in front of me, trying to figure out what it was.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s a vest,” he replied, somewhat defensively. “Try it on.” 
 
    I shrugged and put an arm through one hole, then the other one and pulled the leather across my back. Surprisingly, it fit my size exactly. The vest had no buttons however, so it hung open at the front. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Crude Leather Vest [monster race] 
  Description: A piece of leather to throw across your back, might block a hit from a dull blade. 
  Type: armor [torso]. 
  Rank: crude 
  Durability: 14 /14 
  Armor: 2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Though its quality was abysmal, it was actually better than the tattered shirt covering my torso, so I decided to keep it. My armor rating was now a whopping 9. Unbelievably low for a player at my level. 
 
    “Good work Vrick,” I said encouragingly. “Keep on practicing, I’ll see what I can do to get you a proper workshop.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dark Totem,” he nodded gravely. 
 
    I went to the Smithy construction site. I was curious to see the progress with my own eyes.  
 
    It was located away from the center, closer to valley’s cliffs, where the ore veins were. I was delighted to see the stone structure near completion. It had three sturdy stone walls, forming an open rectangle. Inside, a large stone forge was almost complete. It was built with lava bricks left over from the shrine construction. Probably because they’re stronger than the standard limestone, I reasoned. 
 
    The roof was almost complete as well. As I watched, Bargush was laying the final timbers on the roof, hammering them down in place. 
 
    Malkyr was already there, stoking the forge and preparing a small stack of raw ore to be smelted.  
 
    I checked the progress via the Interface. 232 /250 BP. 
 
    We were getting close to completing our Smithy. 
 
    I knew I’d start getting impatient if I simply stood and watched them work, so I went looking at the nearby Quarry. The Stonemason was working hard and had already stacked a dozen bricks in a neat pile next to him. Surprisingly, Guba was also there, messing around with the stones debris. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I approached her. 
 
    She looked up at me, “Hmph, it’s you again. Better not be ‘ere to get me cookin’!” she warned. 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it.” I raised my arms in submission. 
 
    “Hmph,” she grunted. “Found me some sulfur deposits here, so I be checking to see if some can be refined. It seems promising, I can put it to use in some of my Chemist recipes. But you’ll need a Refiner worker to get me a steady supply. Anyway, I got five portions, should be enough for now.” 
 
    That piqued my interest. “What can you make with it?” 
 
    “Nothing!” she placed her hands on her hips. “Not until I’ll be getting my Chemist Lab, you ogre-witted youngling!” 
 
    “What can you make of it when you have a Chemist Lab?” I clarified. 
 
    “Hmph. Volatile chemical reaction. Or to put it in words you understand; stuff that goes ‘boom’.” 
 
    “Explosives?” that would be awesome. I guess I should start thinking about building the Chemist Lab as well. 
 
    Guba got up on her feet, sweeping debris off her clothes. “Yes. Explosives. Now go bother someone else.” Murmuring to herself in annoyance, she walked away. 
 
    Everything seemed to be in order. Time to do some crafting, I concluded. I went back to the camp, looking for more items to enchant. To my frustration, I realized we only had a single spare dagger. This was not good. I went over the lumberjacking area, where the warriors were hacking mechanically at the trees. I took their spears and exchanged the three axes I enchanted yesterday with unenchanted ones, then I went back to my house.  
 
    I sat down with pleasure on the new stool the twins had gotten for me, and spread out the items to be enchanted on the small table; a dagger, three battle axes and the two falchions that were hanging from one of my house walls. I cracked my knuckles and got to work. 
 
    A few hours later, as I was just about to finish enchanting the third weapon, the long-awaited system message popped up. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Building added to your settlement: Smithy 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Awesome! I thought in satisfaction. I turned my attention back to the item in my hand and continued enchanting. 
 
    It was getting close to the end of the night when I finally finished the fifth item. I had raised my Runecraft skill by 2 points, to a total of 8. Finished for the day, I got to my feet, stretched and made my way to take a look at the new Smithy. 
 
    I heard the sounds of Malkyr’s pounding hammer long before I had reached the building.  
 
    The Smithy’s three walled layout provided a clear view of its interior, while also allowing the place to be aired out easily, and alleviated some of the heat generated by the forge. A crude looking anvil stood next to the forge, and Malkyr was merrily pounding away at the piece of metal on it. The night was over, morning light showed over the cliffs. 
 
    “I see you decided to stick around,” I said to the giant. 
 
    He grinned, “Thought I might as well. I don’t mind the darkness as much when I don’t have to stumble around in it, walking into trees. The time dilation thing pretty much allows me to stay up and work for days before getting tired IRL. It’s pretty awesome actually.” 
 
    “So how do you like the new Smithy?” I grinned back at him. 
 
    “Not bad,” he looked around. “A bit crude. The anvil is made mostly from tin and copper, making it a bronze anvil in effect, so it’s not the best to work on. We’ll need some iron to make a better one.” 
 
    “But it is workable, right?” I wanted to make sure. 
 
    “Oh yes, it’s ok for creating simple tools. I already raised my Smithing skill by two points simply by helping to smelt enough ore to make it.” Looking at his surrounding, it looked as if he was claiming ownership of the place. A serene expression on his face. 
 
    “I like it here. I never helped build anything from such a basic level. It gives a very real sense of… accomplishment. I think I’ll stay here for a while, practice my Smithing some more.” 
 
    “Alright. Enjoy yourself, if you need anything just ask.” I turned to leave. 
 
    “Hold on a sec, there’s actually something else I want.” 
 
    I turned back to him. 
 
    He grinned at me, “I want to complete another quest.” then he reached behind the anvil and retrieved an object wrapped in fur. He gave me a knowing smile, then slowly pulled the fur away from the object. There, laying in the fur, was a brand-new pickaxe. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Crude Bronze Pickaxe 
  Description: A simple pickaxe, made from bronze, not very durable but serviceable. 
  Type: tool 
  Rank: crude 
  Durability: 10 /10 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Granted quest completed: Bring a Pickaxe
Malkyr, Hoshisu rewarded: 284 XP, 20 reputation with GreenPiece clan, 10 gold 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Giver skill level increased to 10 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I actually felt myself tearing up a little bit. I never thought such a simple cheap item would cause such an emotional stir. I’d finally gotten a new pickaxe! I could put the Miner back to work, I could get another Stonemason. Finally!  
 
    “Thanks a lot man, it means a lot to me,” I said, hoarsely. 
 
    He looked surprised by my reaction, but shrugged it off, “No problem man, my pleasure. Really. I like your quest rewards.” 
 
    I grinned back weakly at him. 
 
    I held the pickaxe in my hand. “Bring it to the miner, it’s about time he got back to work. Tell him to start mining the iron.” 
 
    “I’m not your errand boy!” Malkyr replied incredulously, “I thought we understood each other”. 
 
    I shook my head “I was not talking to you.” 
 
    “Then wh--” Malkyr jaw dropped in shock, as my purple cloak flowed out from around me, reaching with a tentacle-like appendage, to take the pick from my hand. The rest of the cloak disengaged from my shoulders, forming Vic’s body - legs, then his torso, until he was fully in his goblin shape, holding the pickaxe with one hand. 
 
    “HOLY SHITING CRAP!” Malkyr exclaimed, “Your cloak just turned into a freaking purple goblin!” 
 
    “Oh, that’s Vic, my companion.” I told the astonished man. “Vic, Malkyr. Malkyr Vic. As you can see the ritual sacrifice didn’t really harm him.” 
 
    Vic gave me a dirty look before walking away, taking the pick and muttering “treating me like his damned errand-boy again…” 
 
    “Man, you are full of surprises. Wait until Hoshisu hears about it!” 
 
    I bade him goodbye and left the Smithy. It was time to get a Smith of my own to do some metal banging around here. I went looking for my Cook. 
 
    “I was just about to go look for you,” Gandork informed me when I reached him. “I just finished preparing the twentieth unit of Advanced Food.” 
 
    “Good, bring them and 30 simple food to the Breeder’s Den please.” The Crafter type goblins cost the same as Advanced workers. 
 
    I opened the Interface and for the first time selected the Simple Crafter goblin. On the following screen I selected Blacksmith, then confirmed. 
 
    The Breeder’s Den began screeching and growling in a most disturbing way. What kind of psycho game developer takes the time to design such a wide range of disturbing sounds? I wondered.  
 
    A few moments later, the building spewed out my freshly minted Blacksmith. He was completely black. Even more than the standard dark complexion of my goblins. He stood there, looking around confidently, before noticing me. 
 
    He approached me, bowed his head and spoke, “I greet you, our great Dark Totem. May fire ever flow in your veins and burn your enemies.” 
 
    “Err, hello.” I was a bit taken back by the formality in this one’s tone. I analyzed him. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Barzel, Goblin crafter. Level 1; HP: 20; MP: 10; P:2, M:0, S:-1; Skills: Blacksmith 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So, another VI seeded goblin! I immediately noticed he didn’t have the standard Noncombatant trait all the workers automatically had. How nice. 
 
    I opened the Energy Interface and invested the 50 energy points to raise him to the second level. Then, offered my hand in greeting. 
 
    “Welcome to the GreenPiece clan,” I greeted him as we shook. “We’ve been eagerly awaiting your arrival.” 
 
    I proceeded to grant him the Lucky Bastard skill. 
 
    He stared at the skill transference light show with some fascination. “When may I start my work?” 
 
    “Immediately,” I replied. “We work nights, so you have about an hour before we finish for the day.” I pointed toward the Smithy. “That’s where you’ll work. You’ll find Malkyr already at the forge, he’s an ally, so show him respect. Start by smelting the ore we currently have into ingots. Afterward, there are a lot of tools we need around here.” 
 
    He bowed respectfully, “At once, Dark Totem.” 
 
    I watched him go and yawned deeply. Unlike Malkyr, who could easily keep working for days considering the real-world time flow, I was synchronized with the accelerated in-game day cycles and got tired accordingly. Probably from living in the game for so long. 
 
    I went to my house to sleep the day away. 
 
    Today had been a good day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 25 - Food Matters 
 
    It was late in the day, well past the time I normally got up. But I was still lying in my bed-furs exhausted. 
 
    It had been a long sleepless day. Tika was growing more confident in our sleeping arrangement. After we went to bed she remained awake for quite some time. Awake and very active. She continuously and subtly squirmed in my arms, stretching and ‘accidentally’ brushing against my nether regions and occasionally licking my face. Though it was quite fun, I struggled with myself for restraint and with her attempts to ‘get her goblin-groove on’. It’s been a long while since I’ve last contended with such a determined goblin foe. I never suspected this once shy gobliness would become so daring. And so damn handsy. 
 
    It was difficult, but I behaved myself. Eventually I ended up wrapping my arms tightly around her in a bear hug, keeping her still until she eventually fell asleep. 
 
    When I woke up I still felt the leftover of adrenaline rushing through me, and I felt a bit woozy from lack of sleep. 
 
    After reluctantly getting myself out of bed, I shambled through the village, heading for the pond. It’s been awhile since I last went for a swim, but now, the cold water was just what I needed to wake up. And to cool down. 
 
    Then, still shivering from my swim, I joined my clan mates around the cookfire for breakfast.  
 
    Gandork had outdone himself, everything-the strips of fried meat, grilled mushrooms, and herbed sauce was delicious. His Cooking skill was leveling quickly with all the extra work I was loading him with. 
 
    Everyone at the campfire was sitting and eating. I was surprised to see Yeshlimashu and Zuban were having an animated discussion, apparently Yeshy got over his suspicions. A couple of young goblin children were running around. 
 
    Wait, what? Since when do we have young ones around here? They were babies a week ago! I Analyzed them. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin. Male, Level 1; HP: 6, MP: 5; P:1, M:0, S:-1; Traits: Fodder 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin. Male, Level 1; HP: 6, MP: 5; P:1, M:0, S:-1; Traits: Fodder 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, though they were still small, they were level 1, meaning they were fully functioning individuals now. They were listed simply as goblins, the lowest rank of the goblin hierarchy. They were smaller than the warriors or even the workers but were considered fully grown now. Their whole purpose was to serve as easy-to-kill fodder for 1st level players to hunt down, in order to gain experience. They had no work skills and no combat proficiencies. They even had a trait called Fodder. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Trait: Fodder 
  The least intelligent of the specie. Not trainable. Can understand and follow simple orders (up to three-word commands). Cannot gain new skills. Level does not increase. Daily upkeep is ½ normal amount. 40% health reduction. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jeez! At least the upkeep cost for these ‘Foblins’ was reduced. Most goblin clans sported many such low-level goblins. They provided the first line of defense from wandering adventurers. In favorable circumstances two of them could present a bit of a challenge for a level 1 player.  
 
    I actually had an option in the Breeder’s Den interface to summon them; they only cost 20 basic food. In theory I could summon twenty of them right now, but that would be a huge waste. Twenty could probably overwhelm the standard hobgoblin patrol, four or five warriors, but the Foblins would suffer heavy casualties and in the end, only a handful would survive. No, if I was going to build a fighting force I’d do it properly; goblin Warriors or stronger all the way through.  
 
    But I would make use of these two peons. 
 
    “Walk the forest path until you reach a clearing with a single hut. Guard it with your life.” I was going to use them to add a little extra believability to my decoy hut. 
 
    The two goblins stared at me stupidly. Right, no more than three-word commands, I remembered. “Vrick,” I called to my lieutenant who was eating nearby. 
 
    “Yes Dark Totem? 
 
    “Take these two to the old Chief’s Hut. Tell them to guard it, get them some clubs or pointed sticks to use as weapons. Ah, and make sure to get someone to deliver their daily food.” 
 
    This should help strengthen the deception. If players found the rundown Chief’s Hut guarded by the two fodder goblins, they would be inclined to believe there was nothing interesting or valuable around. Hopefully this will be enough to discourage them from scouting farther into the valley. 
 
    I left Vrick to carry out his orders and went back to my food.  
 
    This goblin reproduction thing was unexpected, I need to be more aware of these things from now on. Looking around, I realized my intent to be more aware was belated. Everywhere I looked, goblin females were clearly showing signs of pregnancy. Five of them that I could see, anyway. I shook my head in disbelief. The saying that goblins breed faster than rabbits was not far from the truth. 
 
    Well, at least they seem to be doing fine on their own in this area even without my guidance. I chuckled and continued eating my meal, enjoying the surprising new flavors. 
 
    “Hey, Gandork,” I called across the dining goblins, “nice work with the breakfast!” 
 
    He looked back at me, pleased by my praise. “Thank you, I just reached Apprentice rank and wanted to try something new. Now if I had a proper kitchen, I could really work wonders…” he left that hanging. 
 
    Despite his brashness, that was good news. Reaching Apprentice rank meant the cooking would go a lot faster now, and with fewer failures. 
 
    This meant I had achieved my first strategic goal! I’d succeeded in establishing a settlement and providing a reliable food supply. I grinned broadly and looked around triumphantly, anticipating the admiring stares of my goblins. Everyone continued to eat, oblivious. “Stupid goblins” I murmured to myself, feeling a bit dejected. 
 
    It was time to consider my next move. 
 
    The long-term plan was to build a large prosperous city, of course. One with strong defenses, and a fighting force that would support my rise through the boss ranks. But what should my more immediate objectives be?  
 
    I currently had a large stack of food, enough to summon a sizable fighting force or a dozen new workers. But what is the best course to promote my overall strategy? Where should I commit my resources next? 
 
    The Smithy was finished, and the Mess Hall would probably be completed tomorrow. To reach the second boss tier I needed two Apprentice ranked buildings in the settlement, so I had to decide what the next one would be. I considered building the Workshop, it would provide a workplace for all my crafters, allowing them to practice their trade more efficiently. A dedicated building would still be required for a crafter to practice his trade at higher levels. But the basic tools and items produced in the Workshop would be a huge improvement over the crude level stuff we had now. 
 
    I had to be objective though. How would the Workshop actually benefit us? Crafting for crafting’s sake wasn’t useful in this context. It didn’t matter that we could equip an army if we didn’t have one, or build up our stock of trade goods if we didn’t have access to a market to sell them. 
 
    No. What I had to do was solidify my claim in these lands. I couldn’t hide in the valley forever. The hobgoblin menace must be dealt with and I had to prepare for when we would eventually be discovered by other players. That meant there was really only one option. I needed to build a sizeable fighting force. I needed an army. 
 
    This kind of thinking was foreign to a normal player, who was more used to attacking monster towns than defending them. Still, me being a monster had its advantages. The most obvious was the Breeder’s Den. Even though I was only using it on a small scale right now, being able to instantly summon new troops gave us enormous growth potential. So my immediate goals would be to recruit a few new warriors and have Vrick train their combat skills. The influx of goblins would likely reduce morale further, again due to the lack of housing. I still couldn't afford to invest any resources in building housing for the clan yet. 
 
    Warriors could be housed in barracks, but it would take a long time for Zuban to research those blueprints. So, I needed to recruit a Researcher to speed up the process. 
 
    Another issue was that in order to stay ahead of the construction demands, all six of the Warriors were assigned to chopping down trees all day. If I wanted them to train as Warriors. I had to get them off lumberjack duty. I could summon a couple new Lumberjacks, but the best thing would be to build a Lumber Mill. One Lumberjack could currently cut down about five trees a day while another could split the same number of logs, producing about ten rough lumbers. A Lumber Mill could double that amount, by cutting the logs into four pieces of fine timber. So essentially, one Lumberjack and one mill worker would produce over 20 pieces of timber per day, a task that currently took the combined efforts of eight goblins. Additionally, the Lumber Mill was an Apprentice ranked building, when finished it would be the second Apprentice rank building in the village, meeting the requirements for me to progress to the next boss rank. 
 
    We could also use some of the increased wood production to build housing. I checked the Interface. Even without Zuban’s contribution, since he was researching the barracks, the Builders were generating 77 Build Points a day. I can put the points toward building Huts… I considered this idea; Each Hut, which was a decent quality housing, could house two goblins and cost 50 BP. I had about two dozen goblins without a house at the moment. In order to put a roof over everyone's head, I’d have to construct 12 such dwellings, which meant my Builders would have to work exclusively on building Huts for eight days. I still thought investing in our infrastructure was more important at the moment, and eight days were simply too much a delay from constructing higher priority buildings. For now we had various bonuses to negate the housing morale penalties. Besides, I wanted to build Cabins, not Huts. They cost about 50% more in terms of resources and BP, but they also provided a +5 to morale rating. It might take longer to get there, but once I did, the settlement would be all the better for it. 
 
    “Zuban” I approached the foreman, still busy with his breakfast. “Let’s build the Lumber Yard next.” 
 
    He looked up at me over his plate and nodded his agreement, “That would be wise, wood is starting to become an issue. Even with all the warriors chopping down trees, the Mess Hall builders were delayed.” 
 
    “That was what I was thinking. Let’s build it near the logger’s site.” 
 
    “Very well,” he got to his feet. “We will need a large circular saw-blade for the Lumber Yard, which shouldn’t be a problem with our new Smithy. You should get Barzel to start forging it as soon as possible so he has plenty of time to finish. If I remember correctly, he will need 10 units of iron for the job.  
 
     “Thanks for the tip, Zuban. Will do.” I started to walk toward the Smithy, then remembered something. “Oh, one more thing, I will be recruiting a researcher to help you research the Barracks blueprints as well, so keep him busy.” 
 
    “Of course, Dark Totem,” he bowed his head respectfully. 
 
    “Gandork,” I approached my busy Cook, “time to show off what you can do with your new Apprentice rank. Start preparing as much of your new Advanced Food recipe as you can.” 
 
    He looked gloomily around his miserable kitchen, but pulled himself together. “Yes, Dark Totem.” 
 
    I nodded in satisfaction and turned away. 
 
    When I reached the Smithy I saw Malkyr hammering tirelessly over the anvil, fashioning some sort of tool. Barzel, my new goblin Blacksmith was busy smelting ores into ingots. By the looks of it, he had almost finished converting our entire stock of raw ore. 
 
    “Don't tell me you worked all night?” I approached Malkyr. 
 
    “Oh, hey man.” he put down his hammer and wiped his sweaty brow. “It’s hard work, but invigorating really. This time dilation thing is weeeird! It actually felt like I’ve been up all night, when in fact only about an hour passed IRL. I already got my Smithing skill up to level 8,” he added proudly. “Could have done it a lot faster, but all I can produce here are simple tools. I need a proper steel anvil and better quality ore to make decent weapons.” 
 
    “I have a guy working on that, don’t worry,” I reassured him. “So you’ve been crafting tools all night?” I added curiously. 
 
    “Yeah man. I told you, I wanna help out,” he said with his usual gruff manner. “Got some quests from the NPCs around here, made a saw, another pickaxe, oh and a new fishing hook for your Fisherman.” 
 
    “That’s awesome, I really appreciate it!” I said enthusiastically. 
 
    He waved me off, “Na don’t mention it. Got decent XP and reputation off it. Nothing like your quests, but still made it worth my while.” He grinned suddenly, “Hoshisu’s gonna be mad at me for gaining XP and influence while she’s gone.” 
 
    I looked around, “She’s not in yet?” 
 
    “Na. Should arrive any moment, though.” 
 
    “Excuse me.” Barzel walked passed us, loading the last of the raw ores into the furnace and began pouring the liquid metal l into molds through a stone channel. 
 
    I looked at him. “Barzel, I need you to forge a circular-saw for the Lumber Yard.” 
 
    he nodded, “Yes, Dark Totem.” 
 
    “Can you give me an update on our metal stocks?” 
 
    The large goblin grunted and pointed to a neat stack of cast ingots. “Been working on all the ore you got stashed around here.” he waved vaguely around. “Took me a while to fish them all out of that big pile” he added with a dissatisfied tone. Clearly, he didn’t approve of our previous organization method. “It takes five pieces of raw ore to cast one pure ingot, so now we have 9 Copper,1 Tin, and 2 iron ingots. The casting process doesn’t take very long, so I can convert the ore the Miner brings almost immediately. But there’s a problem though.” 
 
    I grimaced, “what problem?” 
 
    “I’m going to need much more fuel for the forge. I’ve used some of the trees the loggers cut down. It’s enough for simple tools made of softer metals, but if you want steel, I need coal.” 
 
    “Shit.” I hadn’t thought of that. The Smithy was another consumer of logs. “How much wood do you need to run the Smithy for a full day?’ 
 
    “Two to three logs will be enough for now.” 
 
    Well, that’s not too bad, I thought. I just needed to summon a third Lumberjack to fill the increased demand. It would also increase our general wood production, allowing us to build our stores of wood faster. 
 
    Well, no time like the present, I concluded and opened the Interface. I accessed the Breeder’s Den and selected a new Lumberjack worker. 
 
    “Vic,” I spoke to my shoulder, “Please go greet the new worker. Give him one of the axes, and put him to work with the Warriors.” 
 
    My cloak flowed from my shoulders. “Sure thing boss, I was starting to get bored with all this shop-talk anyway,” Vic answered, once again in his goblin form. 
 
    Malkyr shook his head, “I still can’t get my head around you wearing a freaking purple goblin as your personal cloak.” 
 
    I shrugged, “Vic’s my companion, he’s pretty useful to have around.” 
 
    Vic smirked and gave me a condescending look, “I was just about to say the same of you.” He turned to leave, laughing raucously. 
 
    Malkyr shook his head. “Man, you are TOO much, how the hell did you get such a cool NPC companion?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, I’ll tell you about it some other time.” I evaded the question. “By the way, did you say you forged another pickaxe?” 
 
    He still seemed bewildered. “Yeah man, it’s over there, with the rest of the tools.” 
 
    “Great, thanks.” 
 
    I opened the Interface again and summoned another worker, a second Stonemason. 
 
    Vic, I just summoned another worker. Give him the pickaxe from the Smithy, and put him to work in the Quarry. 
 
    <Sure thing boss. They both just appeared, I’m on it> 
 
    I opened the Energy screen and raised both new workers to level 2, which left me with 198 Energy Points. 
 
    The boost to resource gathering should be sufficient to meet our growing demands, for now.  
 
    Back at the campsite everything was progressing nicely; everyone was working and had access to whatever resource they required. 
 
    It was time to grind my Runecraft skill some more. Problem was, I’d run out of spare weapons to enchant. I could enchant the pickaxes and other tools, but the workers wouldn’t be able to work while I did. Well, the goblin Warriors still have plenty of weapons on them, I reasoned and changed direction toward the logging site. 
 
    The Warriors were using battleaxes to hack at the trees. Not the most efficient tool for the job. Each one also had a dagger. 
 
    I swapped out all their weapons, rearming the warriors with the axes I had already enchanted. Now I had plenty of practice material. I sat and started the skill grind. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 9 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 10 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I enchanted weapon after weapon as the night passed. It was time-consuming, and the concentration it required was tiring, but I was one level away from Apprentice rank. I was staring unenthusiastically at the last remaining dagger when a voice called out to me. 
 
    “It’s finished!” It was Gandork. He’d come to find me. 
 
    “What is finished?” I asked tiredly. 
 
    “I’ve finished cooking all the meat using the new recipe.” he clarified. “We now have 60 units of Advanced food ready.” 
 
    “How the hell did you manage that in a single day?” I asked astonished. 
 
    He furrowed his brow in annoyance. “I told you I am a great cook, didn’t I? What, you didn’t believe me?” he snapped, his petulant tone resurfacing. “I also mentioned I reached Apprentice rank, remember? I had an inspiration to cook everything together in the cauldron. It worked perfectly. I had to use 40 pieces of raw meat, mushrooms and herbal ingredients. What should we do with all the prepared food now?” 
 
    “Just load it all up into the Breeder’s Den,” I instructed. 
 
    He shook his head, “Such a waste, those damn breeders can’t appreciate the subtleties of a fine meal, but I’ll do as you ask. Did you want me to prepare the fish as well? It will take longer as each one needs to be prepared individually, and our herbal ingredient stock is low.” 
 
    “Wait, are you saying you’ve learned Guba’s Seasoned Fish recipe?” 
 
    He looked down his considerable nose at me, condescendingly. “Of course. Just as I told you, it was only a matter of time. No mere chemist can match my Cooking skills!” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to tell her that. I’m sure she’ll appreciate your contribution,” I offered offhandedly. 
 
    His eyes bulged in fright, “eh...no need for that, Dark Totem” he quickly said in a more respectful tone. “No need to bother old Guba with such trifling matters.”  
 
    I grinned to myself. Seemed like I had found an easy way to keep him in check.  
 
    “As you wish. Keep up the good work, and there won’t be any need to involve Guba.” I watched with satisfaction as he took my thinly disguised threat to heart. 
 
    I now had over 60 units of Advanced food in stores to play with. I could summon three advanced workers, or three crafters. I opened the Breeder’s Den Interface again to refresh my memory on the available recruitment options.  
 
    The Bowyer caught my eyes. With bows, I could recruit hunters and ranged warriors. But, I’d also have to recruit a Fletcher to produce arrows, leaving me enough food for only one researcher. Or I could summon three Researchers right now, I reasoned. Together, they could probably finish researching the barracks in a few days. 
 
    I thought it over. I didn’t really need the Barracks blueprints right away. My builders were currently busy with higher priority buildings, and I was a long way away from being able to equip and provision a sizable fighting force anyway.  
 
    No, it would be best to do things in stages. First, I’d build the infrastructure to support a large force. 
 
    Decision made, I opened the interface and queued in three new workers: A Bowyer, a Fletcher, and a Researcher. 
 
    Much to my amusement, Gandork started running from the pile, carrying armloads of mushrooms and other types of Simple food, and dropping them into the Breeder’s Den. Despite being an intelligent, VI operated NPC, he was still a slave to the system that now had him running around as an errand boy. 
 
    It took a few more minutes for all the food to be loaded, 150 units in total. Shortly after the familiar disturbing clamor and commotion, there was an audible ‘ding’ and three new goblins emerged from the structure.  
 
    I spent 150 energy, purchasing level 2 for all of them. 
 
    The three looked around and at each other questioningly. Their eyes brimming with intelligence. I analyzed them. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Bosper, Goblin crafter, M. Level 2; HP: 30, MP: 15; P:3, M:0, S:-1; Skills: Bowyer 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Harvey, Goblin crafter, M. Level 2; HP: 30, MP: 15; P:3, M:0, S:-1; Skills: Fletcher 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Romil, Goblin scholar, F. Level 2; HP: 20, MP: 25; P:1, M:2, S:-1; Skills: Researcher 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Greetings and welcome to the GreenPiece clan” I approached. 
 
    They were startled by my presence. They all bowed and murmured in unison, “greetings Dark Totem.” At least they had better pronunciation ability than the standard workers...and Gandork too. As usual, I granted them all the Lucky Bastard skill. 
 
    “Bosper, what kind of bows can you make and what is needed to make them?” 
 
    He bowed before answering, “Simple Shortbow. I can make do with a small hatchet and a wood carving knife, though a proper Workshop would greatly increase the quality of produced bows. I can find and chop the proper wood myself.” 
 
    As expected. Shortbow was the least powerful type of bow, but it should suffice for the time being. “Go to Barzel, our blacksmith,” I ordered, “tell him to craft you those items, and start making as many shortbows as possible.” 
 
    He bowed once more before leaving, “yes Dark Totem.” 
 
    I turned toward my new Fletcher. He was an extremely hairy goblin. A thick dark brown coat of hair covered most of his body. Hairy Harvey, that’s a suitable name for him. I thought with a grin. 
 
    “Harvey, what do you require to produce arrows?” 
 
    “Carving knife need, for okay arrows.” This goblin was obviously less intelligent than the Bowyer. “Can make wood pointy; or make bone point, but need bone; or metal point, but need pointy metal for heads.” 
 
    Metal tipped arrows would obviously be better, but I didn't want to overtax Barzel or our resources mass producing arrowheads. Luckily his remarks reminded me of something. “We have a stack of Hugger’s bones, use them to create arrows for now.” Each of the thin long bones that formed the Hugger’s blanket-like body, was listed as a crafting component for arrows. “When you run out of bone, make wooden arrows. Use the bone resource at the Construction Yard to make bone arrowheads for them.” 
 
    “Okey.” he obediently moved to follow my orders. 
 
    Lastly, I turned to Romil, my new Researcher.  
 
    Other than Bek, she was the first Goblin I had met that prioritized her Mental attribute. She looked sharp and alert. Her eyes were large and bright. She studied me quietly, waiting for me to address her. I had a vague feeling I should select my words carefully with this one. I accessed and viewed her skill description. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Researcher (M) 
  A specific field of study must be selected for the researcher to specialize in. The Researcher generates Research Points (RP) which can be used to develop plans, schematics, formula, blueprints etc. - in her field of specialization. 
  When not researching a specific goal, the Researcher can engage in general research, accumulating RP to be used later, albeit at 50% efficiency. 
  Level 1: Novice 
  Effect: Daily RP 5.5 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Please follow me,” I motioned to her. 
 
    We walked over to the Construction Yard. Romil looked around with inquisitive eyes, drinking everything in.  
 
    “So what do you think of our new settlement?” 
 
    She looked around, taking in the sight of our few buildings. “Acceptable condition. Could be optimized to maximize potential.” She looked at me suddenly with apprehension. “Though it does show great promise, my lord.” 
 
    That was a new one, they usually called me by my full title. 
 
    “Our resources are currently limited, so our progress might seem limited, but in time I intend to turn this little settlement into the greatest goblin city in the world. As a matter of fact, that’s why I summoned you here.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Can you research new building blueprints?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord. I only need to select it as my main field. With time, I may be able to select another.” 
 
    “That could come in handy.” 
 
    We reached the Construction Yard and went inside. Zuban was sitting idly on the floor, his back against the wall, a piece of chalk in his hand and he was staring blankly at the board in front of him. Appearing ‘hard at work’. He jumped up as he heard us entering the building 
 
    “Zuban, I brought someone to help you out.” I motioned toward the goblin beside me. “Romil here is a proficient researcher, she should help speed up the barracks blueprint research.” 
 
    Romil reached down into her simple skirt, and to my surprise produced a pair of small metal framed eyeglasses and perched them on her nose. For a moment I was reminded of Brain, the spectacle wearing psychopathic monster in the movie ‘Gremlins’.  
 
    Romil surveyed Zuban’s sketches on the board with interest. 
 
    “Yes, I do believe I can assist with that. The base design looks quite promising, though I do detect a few weak load bearing beams. We should correct those immediately.” 
 
    Zuban approached her “Show me where.”  
 
    Romil traced her finger over the board pausing at several spots.  
 
    “Ah, yes” He grunted. 
 
    They seemed to be hitting it off so I left them to it. 
 
    It was almost morning already, and I didn't feel like doing any more enchanting this night. I went into my house, sat down on one of the stools and reviewed the settlement Interface. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin’s Gorge Interface 
  
     
 
      
      	  Energy: 198 (101 / day) 
  Settlement level: 1 (war camp)  
  Bosses: 1 (Main: Dread Totem) 
  Morale: -18 
  Religion: Rank 0 
  Efficiency: -5.6% (morale: -3.6, crude tools: -4%, low support structure: -8%, +10% nocturnal) 
  Population: 41 (37 goblins, 1 hobgoblin, 3 dire apes) 
  Food Upkeep: 38  
  Buildings: 7 (chief’s hut, chief’s house, cemetery, breeder’s den, rabbit warren, shrine, quarry, smithy, construction yard)  
  Fortifications: 0 
  Food production: 70 (37 raw meat, 17 gathered herbs, 16 fish) 
  Resource production: 60.4. (5.2 stone, 10.2 lumber, 13 logs, 21 furs, 11 raw ore) 
  Crafting production: 7.5 (leather: 3.5, tools: 4) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Our daily energy gain was huge. My tactic of immediately investing energy points to level up all new recruits was paying off. Morale was dipping again, probably because all the new goblins I had summoned did not have housing. General efficiency was also down, most likely also due to the low morale and missing support structures required by all the new workers and crafters. The population was picking up, we were growing at a good rate. With all the food the clan had hoarded so far, I was within easy reach of the 50 residents required for the next settlement level. 
 
    Of course, the population surge also meant our daily food upkeep had risen to 38. Luckily, my investment in food production was paying off. Even excluding the one-time mushroom harvest, we were producing a steady 70 units of food per day. Even considering the upkeep cost, we were still producing enough food so I could afford the expense of a to summon a new Simple Worker every day. 
 
    Overall, not bad. At our current progress, I’d soon be able to recruit and outfit a small goblin army. 
 
    Next, I reviewed the Morale Interface. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Morale Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Total morale: -18  
  Effect: -3.6% total efficiency, -3.6% daily EP.  
  One time modifiers:  
  ●       Blessing, Mettle I: +5 
  Dynamic modifiers: -- 
  Continuous modifiers: 
  ●       Daily food: Guba’s special stew: +3 
  ●       Lack of lodging: -36 
  ●       Shrine built: +10 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As I expected, lack of lodging was the largest part of our low morale. I had forgotten that morale had an effect on the daily energy gain.  
 
    But I had an ace up my sleeve; soon, the Mess Hall would be ready, providing a +20 morale bonus, which would offset the penalty caused by the population surge. 
 
    I need to keep the morale penalties in mind when summoning and maintain a balance. It was no good to mass summon new workers, and then have their efficiency crippled by the low morale.  
 
    I’d done enough recruiting for now anyway. In a day or two I’d be wiser after seeing the impact the recent changes had on the economy. 
 
    I yawned deeply, playing this strategy-development-first-person-RPG game was exhausting. It was morning already, time for bed. 
 
    The door opened quietly, and Tika sauntered into the room. She looked surprised to find me up and awake. She was used to slipping into my room and sleeping furs unnoticed. 
 
    She approached, smiling shyly. She stood next to me, placing her hand on my neck, and then seemed to hesitate, looking at me. I returned her look steadily, it seemed like she had something on her mind, so I didn’t rush her. After a few moments, apparently reaching a decision, she seated herself with a delightful wiggle. On my lap. I had to admit it was not a bad way to wind down at the end of dark. 
 
    “I bring gift to you,” She said in her charming, simple way of speaking. In her hand she held a small egg.  
 
    Puzzled, I took the egg. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Lyrical egg 
  Description: The egg of a Lyrical bird. Lyrical are magical birds whose song is said to be the sweetest in the realm 
  Rank: Rare 
  Type: Single use object 
  Effect: Hatch a Lyrical Bird 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Where did you find this?” I asked in amazement. Lyrical birds were famous! The birds’ song, other than being considered ‘the sweetest in the realm’, gave a varied day-long buff to the first person who heard it. They were rare and expensive pets. Wealthy players usually kept a few of the birds in their mansions, both as a display of their wealth, and to enhance their overall power. 
 
    Tika gave me a puzzled, wide-eyed look. “I hunt sing bird. Find egg in nest. Think make good gift.” 
 
    “It is, thank you Tika.” Her weight pressed down on me, and I noticed that her hand languidly caressing my thigh, had roamed higher while we spoke. 
 
    “Erm… shall we go to sleep?” 
 
    She froze, halting the gentle explorations of her hands, and lowered her eyes.  
 
    “Yes, Dark Totem.” 
 
    “When we are alone, call me Oren,” I said quietly. I’d never shared my real name with an NPC before. 
 
    She caressed the back of my neck and bent toward my ear, whispering “Oren,” as if repeating a wonderful secret. “We go bed now.” 
 
    She slid off my lap and took my hand to lead me to the sleep chamber. As we lay down, she pressed against me, her warm body yielding and conforming to mine. Her lovely neck laid before me, and I kissed it unthinkingly. Tika stirred, encouraging me on. She was still insistent, but not as aggressive as before. I let my hands slid over her body, enjoying her lithe firm body. After several minutes of leisurely kissing that didn’t lead any further, she finally turned around and fell asleep. 
 
    My heart was racing for a long time before sleep took me as well. What have I gotten myself into? I berated myself. Trouble. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up the next noontime to Tika’s soft caresses on my face. She leaned in and kissed me tenderly. 
 
    “Morning,” I said somewhat hoarsely. 
 
    “Morning.” she kissed me again, “Oren.” 
 
    Red warning lights were flashing all around in my brain, alerting that we were getting too intimate. I chose to ignore them. 
 
    My eyes wandered toward the Lyrical egg resting on the table and I got up to my feet. “Let’s use the egg you gave me.” 
 
    “Have no cooking fire,” Tika commented, looking around. 
 
    “What!? No! Watch.” 
 
    I picked up the egg and activated it. The shell cracked and fell apart, and the pieces disappeared. Instead of an egg, I now held a small bird. It was pink with golden wings and a gold crest. It had a narrow sharp beak. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New pet acquired: Lyrical Bird 
   Bind it to [Chief’s House] Yes/No?
As a novelty pet it can be bound to a specific location. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Yes. 
 
    The bird fluttered from my hand to perch on the table. It ruffled its feathers then shook itself to smooth them back down. Then it began to sing, filling the room with hauntingly beautiful orchestra-like music. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Buff gained: Lyrical Song. 
  Duration: 12 hours 
  Effect: +10% Mental resistance; +5% luck 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I’d forgotten about the second effect. If the Luck bonus from the Lyrical bird stacks with my Lucky Bastard skill, it will be a lucky coincidence indeed. Pun intended. 
 
    “Bird sing good. Better than omelet.” Tika noted with a smile, staring transfixed at the bird, captivated by its music. It was likely the first time she had ever heard music of any kind, other than goblin chants. Goblins chanting...enough said. 
 
    I laughed and looked at her fondly, “It is indeed. Thank you again for the lovely gift, Tika” 
 
    She was blushing as I kissed her goodbye and left the house. 
 
    The usual breakfast crowd was already sitting and eating around the campsite. The nearly finished Mess Hall was clearly visible behind them. Yeshlimashu the gremlin was sitting among the goblins, looking a bit lonely.  
 
    Vrick was also sitting alone, eating distractedly, while messing with an unfinished mass of leather in his free hand. I wholeheartedly approved of how devoted he was becoming with armor crafting. 
 
    I grabbed a bowl of breakfast. Guba's stew again, I thought mournfully and sat next to Zuban. He nodded at me in greeting, “Dark Totem.” 
 
    “Hey Zuban,” I ladled a spoonful of the stew into my mouth distractedly.  
 
    “Holy crap!” This was not the eternal daily brew of meat and mushrooms I had come to dislike. Instead it was a deliciously herb-flavored fish soup with mixed hearty portions of vegetables. 
 
    Zuban noted my reaction and smiled. “I heard Gandork complaining about running out of raw meat after ‘wasting’ it all on the Breeder’s Den. I think he tried using fish instead and was quite happy with how well it turned out. He does seem to be a decent cook. I haven't eaten this well in years.” 
 
    I wrinkled my forehead, “Your previous clan didn’t feed you well?” 
 
    He shrugged, “Not every clan invests so much in food production, as you do, Dark Totem. Most hobgoblin clans concentrate on improving their fighting force. Food quality isn’t great. Most of the time there’s not enough to feed everyone anyway.” 
 
    “Then what do they eat? Don’t they starve?” 
 
    He scratched the side of his head thoughtfully, maybe remembering less pleasant morning meals. “Most times we had to find food on our own. Rats mostly, or you could dig around for worms. It kept me from starving, but I can’t say it contributed a lot to morale, and it definitely cut down work efficiency.” 
 
    So I don’t have to feed everyone!? I shook my head in disbelief. Why hadn’t I considered that before? Now that I thought about it, I realized there’s no way Tika could have hunted enough game by herself to feed her old clan. They probably gathered enough to feed the bosses and the few elite warriors, keeping them at their maximum efficiency, while everyone else scrambled for crumbs. Actually, that made sense. The standard fodder goblin had little purpose in life other than to be defeated by new players. Since they didn’t contribute anything to the clan, their low morale would barely affect the clan if at all.  
 
    “Vrick, stop sending food to the two new goblins guarding the Chief's Hut.” I called to him. 
 
    He looked up from his food, and without any discernible hesitation nodded, “yes, Dark Totem.” 
 
    “So Zuban,” I returned to my foreman. “How is the construction progressing?” 
 
    “Very good,” He motioned with his head toward the Mess Hall. “The lumberjacks are working hard, supplying us with wood for construction. I expect the building will be completed today. As for the Lumber Yard, it’s a little slow going with only three builders. One of the builders working on the Mess Hall has already reached his Apprentice rank. Once the Mess Hall is finished, I’ll reassign him to the Lumber Yard to speed things up. That will leave two jobless novice Builders for whatever simple buildings you want them to work on next. ” 
 
    “Good progress, well done,” I complimented him. “I think we ought to build a Warehouse next.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he thought it over. “That project also requires a lot of wood, but with the three Lumberjacks, we should be able to do it. Where do you want it?” 
 
    “Right over there” I pointed at our clan’s large, jumbled ‘storage’ pile. “I want everything to be properly organized eventually.” 
 
    “As you command, Dark Totem.” he replied respectfully. 
 
    A thought suddenly struck me. Why the wait?  
 
    “You know what…”  
 
    I opened the Construction Interface, selected the Mess Hall. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Rush Mess Hall Construction (26 energy required, 149 available). Yes/No? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Why not boost development a bit? I shrugged. 
 
    I looked directly at the nearly completed building as I selected Yes. 
 
    The uncompleted parts of the Mess Hall shone bright blue. Holes and gaps were filled in with glowing brown energy. A large stack of timber near the building started glowing also with the same brown hue and then disappeared, pieces of wood instantly reappeared over the glowing filled gaps. As the glowing energy faded away the wood integrated into the construction, and a moment later, all that remained were finished, seamless walls. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Building added to your settlement: Mess Hall 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Clan’s morale increased by 20 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Cool, I thought. 
 
    “Yippy!!!” I heard someone screaming happily.  
 
    I looked around.  
 
    It was Gandork, raising both arms into the air and almost dancing in circles. “I have a kitchen!” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Zuban whispered wryly to me, “I still need to get the Blacksmith to craft some proper kitchen tools. Oven, knives and such. You should tell him.” 
 
    “Nah, let the skinny guy have his moment of happiness,” I waved Zuban off. “It’s a bit sad how grumpy he is all the time.” 
 
    He grinned mischievously. 
 
    “Anyway, you can now reassign the workers, have the two novices start on the Warehouse.” 
 
    “Right away, Dark Totem.” 
 
    I finished my food and went over to Bosper, our new Bowyer. “How was your first day?” 
 
    “Fruitful.” he pointed toward a small stack of branches. “I found some good trees for making bows and I cut enough of them to keep me occupied for a few days. The forest is especially peaceful, so I wasn’t distracted by having to run from enemies.” 
 
    I nodded. This was mainly due to Vrick and Bek’s dual scouting expeditions in the valley’s forest. Come to think of it, it’s been some time since their last patrol. Well, now that the Mess Hall was complete, I could put the warriors back on military duty. 
 
    “So, have you crafted any bows yet?” 
 
    “I did, one. It's very basic, barely a step above throwing rocks. But it does have a decent range. With a proper workshop I’ll be able to make better ones.”  
 
    I took the bow he offered me and viewed it. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Crude Willow Bow 
  Description: A crude bow made of springy Willow, offering somewhat increased range than standard wood. 
  Type: weapon [two handed] 
  Rank: crude 
  Durability: 8/8 
  Range: 55 meters 
  Damage: 6-8 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It wasn’t great, not for players, but for a goblin, it wasn’t bad at all. 
 
    “Keep producing as many bows as you can,” I ordered him. “We’ll find a use for them later.” 
 
    Harvey, the Fletcher was working nearby. He was sharpening a long slender Hugger bone. There was a neat stack of finished arrows next to him.  
 
    “Do you need anything else?” I approached him 
 
    “Not!” he squeaked. “Bone does arrow easy. After use wood.” 
 
    I nodded and walked over to Vrick. He was sitting in the exact same place as when I had left him eating breakfast, but now he was messing around with a bunch of leather straps that covered his lower torso. He was completely oblivious to everyone around him, caught up in crafting the straps into something that looked vaguely like a dress. 
 
    “Vrick.” he didn’t look up.  
 
    “VRICK!” That got his attention. 
 
    “Hmm, Dark Totem?” 
 
    “It’s time to give your new hobby a rest. I want you to take the warriors and patrol the forest. Make sure there are no new dangerous creatures in the valley.” 
 
    “But…” he tried to protest. 
 
    “No buts!” I cut him off. “You had your fun, it’s time for some combat training. If you find any weak foes, let the newer warriors take the lead, but keep a careful watch over them. Have Bek treat any wounds immediately. If there’s something more dangerous, use your shield to hold it off, just as we practiced. Anything too strong, you run away. Are we clear?” 
 
    He looked longingly at his bundle of leather straps. “Yes Dark Totem.” 
 
    “Good, oh and bring back any meat and pelts you find.” 
 
    Leaving the crestfallen goblin behind me, I headed to the Smithy. With the new requirement for kitchen tools, the place was becoming more and more important to the settlement. I wanted to make sure everything was going smoothly. 
 
    I heard the telltale hammering long before I reached the building. As I approached I could see Malkyr hammering at the anvil. Next to him, Barzel was carefully pouring molten metal into a mold. 
 
    “Malkyr, do you ever take a break?” I asked in awe. 
 
    He looked up at me from the anvil, “Oh, hey man, didn’t see you coming, was concentrating on this piece.” 
 
    He used a pair of tongs to hold a red-hot metal gauntlet. It looked to be of good quality. 
 
    “Nice work! I didn’t think you could craft anything that well using just a basic forge,” I commented. 
 
    He dropped the red-hot piece into a cooling vat, releasing a jet of steam in the process. “Me neither. I was just finishing a quest from Vrick to forge a couple of shields, when I had this sudden inspiration to craft some armor for myself. When I started, I weird puzzle game popped up on my interface. I had to solve a series of mathematical problems, each correct answer improved the quality of the item.” He fished the cooled gauntlet from the tub and placed it on the ground next to an already finished one, completing the pair. “You know, I’m starting to sound like a broken record with how often I say how weird stuff is around here. Anyway, I just finished these, check them out.” pointing at the pieces of armor. 
 
    The gauntlets looked impressive. It was comprised of joined steel plate links, each supporting ridges of reinforced steel that ran along their lengths. I analyzed the cooling pieces of metal. 
 
    
    
      
      	  High-Quality Steel Gauntlets 
  Description: High-quality gauntlets, provide excellent protection for the hand and forearms.  
  Runecraft viability: can hold up to 6 runes. 
  Type: armor [hands]. 
  Rank: masterwork 
  Durability: 50/50 
  Armor: 10 
  Effect: +20% resistance to disarm 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The runecraft info was new to me, I guessed it was thanks to my improved Analyze skill rank.  
 
    “Nice! What’s your Smithing skill? 
 
    “Fifteen.”  
 
    “Amazing! This item is easily at the Expert crafting level. With the right enchantments it could fetch a nice price.” 
 
    “I know,” he grinned, “That weird crafting puzzle seemed to do the trick.” 
 
    I frowned. Something about Malkyr having to solve a crafting puzzle didn’t seem right. Maybe it was similar to connecting the dots mini-game in my Runecrafting? It seemed plausible, but it was still bothering me. Having to solve mathematical problems went against the idea of being-part-NPC, after all, you wouldn’t expect normal monsters to start doing math whenever they picked up a smith’s hammer. At least, that’s how I saw it. 
 
    Malkyr picked up the newly forged gauntlets and put them on. He straightened to his full height, looking at his new toys, turning his hands to see them from different angles. The gauntlets added to the already impressive aura of badassness of his large, already powerful presence. He banged his steel-clad hands together, making a deep iron clang noise and looked at me with a satisfied grin. "Hoshisu is ready to kick my ass for crafting all day instead of going after the insane bounty you give for raw meat. I promised her we'd go hunting tomorrow morning, game time. But, I'm going to craft through the night. Is there anything you'd like me to forge for you? I'm feeling generous." He smirked at me. 
 
    I looked at Barzel, who was having difficulties casting the blade for the Lumber Yard’s circular saw. The industrious goblin was overworked. Despite his efficient demeanor, he only had 6 skill points in Blacksmithing and could use the help. 
 
    “Can you help Barzel here forge some cooking equipment for the new Mess Hall?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Sure. He already asked for my help - gave me a quest and everything. Didn’t have time to get to it yet.” 
 
    That explains why I hadn’t received a prompt for granting him a quest. I thought. 
 
    “Well then, if you can afford the time now, it will help the settlement.” 
 
    “Consider it done, little buddy. But when morning comes, we’re going hunting and then we’ll probably log off for the night, so I’ll see you next in three or four days. Your time.” 
 
    I nodded, “good hunting.” 
 
    He grinned at me, “you bet.” 
 
    I went back to my house. I had almost the whole day to grind the last point I needed to raise my Runecraft to Apprentice rank. I yawned unenthusiastically, it’s going to be a long and tedious night of Enchanting. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hours later, exhausted, I rose from the pile of items I had enchanted and went to bed. It was morning already, Tika hadn’t returned yet from her hunting trip, but that wasn’t an uncommon occurrence. Deprived of rest last night, I fell asleep almost immediately. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Someone was poking me. Repeatedly. 
 
    “Wake up!” 
 
    That bastard jokester, “Leave me alone Vic.” 
 
    <WAKE UP!> He shouted in my mind. 
 
    “Wha-what!?” I sat up stiffly, squinting my eyes open and rubbing at them tiredly. Beams of bright morning sun shone through the cracks in the window, it couldn’t be more than a couple of hours since I’d gone to sleep. 
 
    “You got a message from Malkyr.” 
 
    I looked around blearily. “Where’s Tika?” 
 
    “Open the message, Oren.” 
 
    Hearing Vic use my real name snapped me out of my confused lethargy. I clicked the flashing envelope icon at the corner of my vision. It was a player-to-player note from Malkyr, it was short and looked like it was written in a rush. 
 
    [Message Received from: Malkyr 
 
    Tika captured by hobs. Trying to rescue her. Tough fight. Could use help!] 
 
    I jumped up in alarm. Everything around me slowed down as my senses came into a sharp focus, my mind racing. Tika was in danger? MY Tika!? A wave of overwhelming dread rushed over me and a pit grew in my stomach, leaving me with a sense of terrible hollowness. My feelings defied all my earlier logic, the arguments with myself about the nature of our relationship. The fact that she was a goblin NPC and I was a human player didn’t matter anymore. It had never mattered. All I could think of was getting her back. 
 
    The message came with a map marker attached. It was several kilometers away from the valley. 
 
    “How long ago did I get this?” I asked urgently. 
 
    “About five minutes, boss. You were damn hard to wake up.”
“Shit!” I cried, grabbed my staff and ran toward the door. 
 
    Excluding boss fights, combat in the game usually took only a few minutes. I had to hurry. I yanked the door open and stopped dead in my tracks. 
 
    Malkyr and Hoshisu stood at the entrance, ready to knock at the door. Their faces were grim. 
 
    Tika was not with them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 26 - This Means War 
 
    The siblings were breathing heavily and struggling to keep up as we ran towards the location where they’d fought the hobgoblins. 
 
    With Mana Infusion at level 15 and the Dark Mana skill bonuses, I was running 30% faster than the average goblin could. Even the twins, with their long-legged human-sized bodies, had to force their pace to keep up.  
 
    “Tell me what happened,” I demanded, my breath labored. 
 
    “We were...” Malkyr was panting more heavily, “looking for game to...” he gasped “hunt...walking down a trail….we suddenly…God I hate running! Especially… with the Death Debuff!” 
 
    “We met Tika coming the other way,” Hoshisu continued for Malkyr, she was running with less effort than her brother. “She was running from something. We stopped her to ask what’s wrong, when a couple level 5 hobgoblins burst from the woods.” She took a moment to steady her breath as she ran. “We managed to kill them easily enough. But they were just the advanced scouts. More hobgoblins followed and a couple of Ogres as well.” 
 
    “I took a… chunk of one.” Malkyr continued to gasp. “Tough bastards… messaged you…for…help.” 
 
    “Yes.” Hoshisu continued. “We couldn’t fight them off. When the main goblin group attacked we got separated from Tika. We did see a couple warriors grab her and make off with her before we were overwhelmed.” She paused significantly “They seemed to be more interested in capturing her, than in killing us. We were just in their way.” 
 
    “Came as… soon as… respawned.” The big guy gasped heavily. 
 
    It took us about 10 minutes to reach the skirmish site, the dense forest slowing us down considerably.  
 
    Crushed bushes, smears of blood and the body of a dead hobgoblin were the first signs of the battle that happened here. I looked around the clearing, scrutinizing the area carefully, there was a second dead hobgoblin, this one impaled through the chest by a spear that pinned him hanging at a nearby tree. My seldom used Tracking skill kicked in and highlighted more signs.  
 
    “Your handiwork?” I asked Malkyr, gesturing at the impaled hobgoblin, as he joined me. 
 
    “Oh yeah.” he grinned broadly. “The bloody hob threw his spear at me, I got kinda mad and decided to return the favor, and the spear. 
 
    I took another look at the hobgoblin suspended two meters above the ground. That was some favor.  
 
    “They dragged her off that way.” Hoshisu pointed toward the north, away from the valley. 
 
    The trail of their passage was clearly visible. I made to follow. 
 
    A large hand grabbed my shoulder. 
 
    “What are you doing man,” Malkyr demanded. 
 
    “I’m going after her. Let go of me.” I struggled against his powerful hand. 
 
    “Come on man, think. You can’t go after her alone, you’ll be outnumbered.” 
 
    “Then come with me.” It was a statement, not a question. “I’ll make it worth your time.” 
 
    A quest grant request popped up. I maxed out the offered rewards. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to grant the quest [Help Find Tika] to Malkyr and Hoshisu? Yes/No 
  Suggested reward: XP: 1710, Reputation:190, gold: 100, items: none 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Christ man, where do you get all that money from?” Malkyr shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    “Of course we’ll help,” Hoshisu interjected. “But let’s be smart about it. Both me and my brother just respawned, we are suffering from the death debuff so we’ll be next to useless in a fight. And you look haggard and all wild around the eyes, like you haven’t slept a wink.” 
 
    “Besides,” Malkyr continued, “We might be away for a few days, would you leave your clan undefended? Better to prepare everyone for your absence.” 
 
    <Well, I think it’s about damn time you did something about our agreement> Vic interjected. <Remember you promised to kill Barska the hobgoblin leader for me? They are probably taking Tika to him> 
 
    A wave of anger flowed over me at his insensitive words. 
 
    <Whoa, whoa, chill dude. I’m just saying you should go after him with a full battery. Besides, if Tika is killed, you can just resurrect her at the cemetery.>  
 
    My anger lessened as I considered his word. That’s right! I can resurrect named goblins with energy. That meant I should definitely go back to my clan and check the Interface. But there was just one last problem. 
 
    “If we head back now, we risk losing their trail,” I voiced my concern. 
 
    The twins exchanged looks, something passing between them. Hoshisu nodded. “I’ll go after them. I also have the Tracking skill and I know how to sneak. I’ll find out where their camp is and I’ll report back.” 
 
    “Be careful sis.” The big man said with a worried expression. 
 
    She shrugged. “At worst I’ll be killed and sent back to the valley. Would spare me the trip and other than the debuff, there are no death penalties until level 10. Remember?” 
 
    “Let’s go. I turned back toward the valley. Malkyr following close by.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We arrived back at the valley at high noon. The village was still asleep, a wisp of smoke could be seen coming from the Mess Hall, probably Gandork getting an early start with the first meal. 
 
    I briefly considered waking everyone, but after some thought decided against it. They’d wake up soon enough on their own. It was better than having them suffer morale and efficiency penalties from not being well rested. 
 
    Instead, I used the time to prepare myself. 
 
    I sent Vic to get me an exact food count. I needed to know exactly what my available resources were. 
 
    In the meantime, I drew out the runecrafted Ring of the Sounding Horn and opened the design interface. 
 
    Last night I’d finally reached the Apprentice rank at Runecraft and it provided a few new useful features. I opened up the skill description to make sure I hadn’t missed anything. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft (M) 
  You understand the subtle principles of imbuing items with powerful runes. Runes can be combined in different ways to achieve different magical effects. From making an everburning torch, to bringing inanimate objects to life. The runecrafter must always seek out new runes to increase his available repertoire, and to increase his skill.
Currently known runes: ko, ha, ma, esh 
  Current level: 11 - Apprentice: add a chance to discover new runes from dismantled magic items. Decrease mana required by 10%. See enchantment details while crafting. 
  Effects I: enchantment strength: 15.5%. Rune count base increase: 5.5%.  
  Effect II: chance to learn new rune by dismantling: magic item: 11%, runecrafted item: 22% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Yesterday I decided to hold off with dismantling the ring, in order to increase the skill further, improving the chance for a successful attempt. But right now I needed every advantage I could get no matter how small, and gaining new knowledge from that ring just might help with that. 
 
    The design mode opened, showing me the ring I was holding and its properties. A large dismantle button appeared. I held my breath, gave a quick prayer to Nihilator for luck and clicked it. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Ring of Blowing Horn Dismantled 
  Gained: gold band. 
  Learned rune: Ra - rune of sound 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 12 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Lucky Bastard skill level increased to 15 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Despite my stress, I couldn’t help grinning in satisfaction. 
 
    Next, I held the gold band in my hand and a holographic copy of it appeared in the design mode. 
 
    After long moments of fiddling I discovered that the new Ra rune produced a sound that was directly controlled by the connector rune. Depending on how I twisted the rune lines I could produce a variety of sounds, from a low whisper to a roaring scream. One of the perks of gaining the Apprentice rank, was that while I was working with various rune combinations, I could see their effect listed in the design mode in real time. It really helped speed the discovery process of trial and error. 
 
    Vic returned with his report. Wordlessly he waved his hand, and a menu appeared in front of my eyes. 
 
    
    
      
      	  5 raw meat (ingredient) 
  55 raw fish (ingredient) 
  64 gathered edibles (basic food) 
  35 gathered ingredients (ingredient) 
  103 raw mushrooms (basic food, ingredient) 
  11 Venison in Mushroom sauce (advanced food) 
  30 travel rations (basic food) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Adding the type of each food was a nice touch. I appreciated the gesture. I knew Vic well enough by now to know that it was his way of trying to offer his support. 
 
    “Thanks Vic.” 
 
    He looked slightly embarrassed, then shrugged. “Don't mention it boss.” 
 
    So it looked like if I turn all the raw food into Basic food, I’ll end up with 257 units. That would have to do. 
 
    The other goblins were starting to wake up now and head toward the newly constructed Mess Hall. 
 
    I hadn’t had the chance to inspect the building myself yet. I followed the crowd inside. 
 
    The interior was big enough for hundreds of goblins. Stone pillars supported the beams that crossed the ceiling of the dining hall. Everything, from the flooring and the orderly rows of long tables and benches, to the serving counter in the back corner, was made from simple, roughly hewn, planks. The kitchen, visible behind the counter was the notable exception, being made of stone, presumably to prevent fires. A plethora of kitchen utensils on hooks, that looked like a hanging garden of copper and iron, were suspended over the kitchen’s prepping areas, fireplaces, and cooking stations. 
 
    Gandork darted excitedly from one end of the kitchen to the other. Slicing ingredients here, stirring a cauldron there, popping a pan with, I assume, food in it into the oven. 
 
    As he saw me approach, he started chattering exuberantly. “Finally a decent workplace! I have organized all of our food supplies neatly in the storage area, so now I can finally give you an accurate inventory count. I’m still missing some important cooking tools, you need to take care of that soon. At least having a proper stove allows me to easily prepare Advanced food, and the--” 
 
    “Gandork. I need your help.” 
 
    Something in my voice made him stop mid-speech and look at me with apprehension. All his rudeness evaporated as he saw my deadpan stare. 
 
    “Yes, Dark Totem?” he asked soberly. 
 
    “I want every type of raw food we have converted into Simple food. Fish, raw meat, everything. As fast as you can.” 
 
    He bowed, “My new kitchen is not entirely complete, but it should be enough for such a simple task. It shouldn’t take long.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I looked around the dining hall and saw that everyone I needed to talk to before I left was here, either eating or just finishing their meal.  
 
    I wove around the tables to Bosper, eating alone at one of the benches. 
 
    “How many bows have you made so far?” I asked abruptly. 
 
    He swallowed the food he had just put in his mouth, and sensing the gravity of my request, answered quickly and to the point. “Four, Dark Totem.” 
 
    “Thanks. Keep making them as fast as possible.”  
 
    Next, I went over to the table where Vrick and his warriors were eating. This time Vrick didn’t have any leather pieces around him. 
 
    “Vrick, Tika was taken captive by hobgoblins. I’ll be leaving the valley shortly to rescue her. I might be gone for several days. Before I leave I am going to summon some more warriors to help you guard the clan. Train them as best you can while I am away, but double the guards on all watches and make sure they stay on high alert until I return. Look after our people while I’m away, their lives are in your hands.” 
 
    He was gaping at me, eyes wide, when I finished. But only for a moment. Recovering quickly, his face drew into a grim, determined visage, and he answered in a crisp voice. “As you command, Dark Totem!” 
 
    “Good.” I turned to leave. 
 
    “Please, bring my niece back safely.” He added in a lower, pleading tone. 
 
    That revelation broke through the barriers of my worry and anger. I turned, looking at him in surprise.  
 
    “You are Tika’s uncle!?” 
 
    “Yes. I trained her to use a bow and hunt from the time she was a little goblinette. How do you think she became so good at hunting?” 
 
    I was moved by the sudden display of emotion from the usually stoic goblin. I gripped his shoulder in reassurance. It no longer mattered who was a real person and who was not. Here was a man worried for his family. “I will do everything I can to bring her back.” I told him quietly, giving his shoulder another squeeze. 
 
    I scanned the Mess Hall, looking for Zuban. 
 
    He was sitting with his workers. Bargush stood out from the other workers not only because of his four arms, but also for being nearly as tall and bulky as Zuban, with his hobgoblin physique. 
 
    “Dark Totem.” The foreman greeted me respectfully as I neared his table. 
 
    “I am leaving the valley for a few days, maybe more. If you finish construction before my return, start building Huts for everyone. I trust your judgment to decide on the location.” 
 
    He nodded his understanding. “Of course.” 
 
    “Continue working on the Barracks blueprints with the new Researcher. We need it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Romil and I will work it out, she’s quite intelligent, for a female goblin.” 
 
    “‘For a goblin female?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    He shrugged apologetically, “Nothing personal. I’d never heard of a goblin researcher before. Most races don’t think very highly of goblins in general and goblin females in particular. Your clan is an exceptional case. I for one, am glad for the opportunity to be a part of it.” 
 
    Gandork approached, cleaning his hands on a dirty yellow rag. “All done. The cauldron is still boiling but the fish soup is ready. Should I deliver it all to the Breeder’s Den?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Gandork nodded and proceeded to bully some of the workers into helping him. They formed up to deliver the food and were soon hauling trays through the dining hall and out the doorway. 
 
    I opened the Breeder’s Den interface and selected five warriors, the maximum I could get with our available food. Malkyr had forged two shields for Vrick, so with Bosper's four bows we could equip all of them. I designated four as archers and one as a Shieldbearer. 
 
    After thinking about it, I queued another Shieldbearer and four more archers. They would be summoned as soon as sufficient food became available in the next few days.  
 
    Guba approached me as I was leaving the Mess Hall. “Heard Tika-girl got herself into trouble,” she grunted, “you goin’ after her?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Hmph,” she grunted. “Take these then, should come in handy.” 
 
    She handed me five small spheres. They were dark-green, with rough texture and surprisingly heavy. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin BoomBoom 
  Description: a small powerful explosive made by goblins. Detonates on impact after a pin is pulled. 
  Runecraft viability: can hold two runes. 
  Type: One-time use [Grenade] 
  Rank: basic 
  Durability: 2/2 
  Effect: causes 20-40 damage at a 6-meter radius. Damage increases closer to the center of the blast radius. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It appeared that when she claimed she couldn't produce anything without a proper lab, Guba was not being completely honest with me. But for the moment, I didn’t really care. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said simply. 
 
    “Just bring her back,” She said husky-voiced, concern in her voice. Then she got a grip on herself, reverting to her usual scowling, curmudgeonly personality, “I hate breaking in new hunters.” 
 
    According to the description, Goblin BoomBooms could be Runecrafted. I remembered Yeshlimashu using runes to make grenades more effective, I wondered if I could duplicate the process. 
 
    I stored away four of the little bombs, and carefully holding onto the one left, I opened the design mode. The grenade casing was a single dark green figure in the interface, no dots inside to connect this time. And it could bind a maximum of two runes. I added the new Esh rune of fire I learned from the gremlin, it clicked into place without a hitch, covering half of the grenade's surface. The listed effects now appeared, notifying me I’d changed the explosive damage to fire damage. 
 
    Grenades are all about damage output. And I wanted as much output as I could get in these little boom-beauties. I couldn't increase the chemical based damage of the BoomBoom. But what if I use Ko to modify Esh, enhancing the rune, and indirectly the grenade? It might increase the fire damage output. I reasoned. I held my breath as I moved Ko towards the grenade and placed it. It clicked in immediately. I read the panel with the new effect description. Success! Fire damage increased. I finished the process by imbuing the runes with 200 mana points. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Weapon schema discovered: EshKo [Enhanced Fire Damage] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Enchant Goblin BoomBoom [EshKo]? Yes/No
Pattern efficiency: 100%
 Mana invested: 200/200. 
Effect: +1.25% durability (+1 point) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Yes. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 13 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I looked at the runecrafted device I now held. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecrafted Goblin BoomBoom 
  Description: small powerful explosive made by goblins. Detonates on impact after a pin is pulled. This item has been Runecrafted. 
  Type: One-time use [Grenade] 
  Rank: advanced 
  Durability: 2/2 
  Effect: cause 23-46 fire damage at 6-meter radius. Damage increases closer to the center of the blast radius. Fire causes additional damage over time 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The increase in damage and damage over time was impressive, even at my low skill level. It didn’t take me long to apply the same schema to the rest of the grenades. When I was done, I took a moment to appreciate the engraved explosives. The runes added an archaic-lore, steampunk look to the grenade. I grinned darkly. I can use these to throw a nice little hobgoblin barbecue. 
 
    Malkyr was waiting for me outside the Mess Hall. He looked to be in better shape after resting a little. I was tired myself, but my anger and adrenaline kept me going. There’s no way I could have slept anyway. 
 
    “Did you hear from your sister?” 
 
    “Yeah, she messaged me a moment ago. She’s still tracking them. We are in a party, so I can see her location on the world map. Here, I’ll invite you.” 
 
    A system message popped up. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Malkyr invite you to a party. Accept? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I accepted. Two small icons with the twins’ names, health, and mana pool appeared to the side of my view I opened my game map, and spotted a small red dot, indicating Hoshisu’s location about 10 kilometers away. 
 
    Malkyr frowned. “That’s weird, I don’t see your name, just an icon with a goblin face on it.” 
 
    “It's one of my abilities,” I replied shortly. “Let’s go.”  
 
    We made our way toward the valley exit and started following the small red dot. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    We ran to the spot where we parted from Hoshisu. From this point on, we had to veer off the trail and walk among the dense trees, considerably slowing our pace. 
 
    Since we were in a party together, our maps showed the areas that Hoshisu had traveled through, changing the terrain from “unknown” to “scouted”, probably due to a skill or trait of her character.  
 
    Hoshisu had turned toward to the west a while ago, and we could see she was not moving now, her red dot motionless at the edge of the forest. 
 
    “She just messaged me,” Malkyr noted, his eyes scanning left and right as he read the message. 
 
    “She says they moved out of the forest and into hilly territory. There’s a deep ravine about a kilometer from the forest’s edge. The hobgoblins have built a camp on the cliff’s edge. They have a wooden palisade around their camp, and the cliff serves as a natural barrier. There are watchtowers too. She’s staying in the forest to avoid detection. She’s waiting for us there. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded in agreement. 
 
    We continued running at a steady pace. I could have gone faster, with Mana Infusion keeping me energized. 
 
    Malkyr wasn’t so fortunate. “Man, I have… twelve points in my… Powerful skill… and I can barely… keep this up. And you don’t look… tired at all.” He blurted out, gasping for breath every few words. “How do… you do it?” 
 
    “With magic, motherfucker.” I replied, quoting my favorite movie. I chuckled and flashed him a quick grin. Then the gravity of the situation hit me again and I sobered up. They might be torturing her as we speak.  
 
    One small boon from all this hectic running was a system message alerting me that my Mana Infusion skill had reached level 16. 
 
     Luck was on our side and we didn’t encounter any hobgoblins or roaming monsters along the way. Overall, it took us six hours to run from Goblin’s Gorge to Hoshisu’s location. We arrived at the location that marked her on the game’s map, but there was no Hoshisu in sight. 
 
    As we looked around puzzled, the tree in front of us moved! 
 
    We had found Hoshisu. She had hidden herself using a tree for camouflage. I could see her, now, standing against the tree trunk, high on the toes of one leg, the other leg and her arms and torso raised seeming to disappear into the rest of the tree. We stared, dumbfounded, as she extricated herself, untwisting her limbs from the tree in slow, snake-like movements. It was actually very creepy. And very cool. 
 
    We spotted her only because she moved.  
 
    As she shifted her position, wisps of long white hair fell from her shoulder and over her neckline. I stared at her admiringly, both for the amazing display of dexterity and for the generous amount of cleavage that was visible from this angle.  
 
    Hoshisu eyes caught me staring, and chuckled softly. “Sorry cutie, I’m not really into goblins.” 
 
    I felt my flirting instincts kicks in and responded without thinking, “You sure? You’ll never know unless you try it.” I winked at her. “You know what they say; once you go goblin you never stop.” 
 
    “Please,” she snorted, rolling her eyes, “you might be a black goblin, but I bet that’s where the similarities end. Besides, aren’t we here to save your girlfriend?” 
 
    She was right. For a moment it felt so good to be flirting normally with a human girl, without the need for restraint, that I had lost track of what we were here for. Visions of Tika being imprisoned and tortured flashed through my mind, wiping away any joy I had momentarily felt and filled my heart with worry.  
 
    Malkyr rolled his eyes at our exchange but didn’t interfere. 
 
    Despite her playful banter, Hoshisu looked exhausted. Unlike her brother and me, she hadn’t had any downtime and was still looking haggard from the long day and their earlier battle. 
 
    Noticing my somber expression, she pointed toward the hills beyond the forest edge. I followed her hand and saw the camp. “That is where they took her,” she said quietly. 
 
    I saw the cliff and the two-meter high wooden wall, just as Hoshisu had described in her message. Four wooden towers were visible behind the wall, with hobgoblin sentries stationed on them, no doubt. 
 
    The open space between the forest and the camp meant we’d be quickly spotted if we tried to approach in broad daylight. Luckily, the sun was already setting. It would be dark soon enough. 
 
    Hoshisu looked at me questioningly. “So what is the plan?” 
 
    “We wait for nightfall and then charge at the place. Malkyr can lift us both over that pitiful wall and jump after us. Then it’s open hobgoblin hunting season.” I said darkly. 
 
    Malkyr grinned boyishly, “I like this plan!” 
 
    Hoshisu shook her head. “And what do you plan to do about the Ogre pack that’s stationed outside the walls?” 
 
    “The what?!”  
 
    “Can’t you see them? They’re lying down, asleep, outside the walls. I think Ogres are nocturnal creatures in this game, there’s about a dozen of them placed all along the perimeter.” 
 
    I squinted my eyes, trying to see the Ogres. After a few moments, I spotted them. At this distance they looked like simple lumps of stone, blending in with the ground features. They were situated along the walls at even intervals, like guard dogs.  
 
    I scowled in annoyance. “I see them,” 
 
    “Damn sis! Good eyesight!” Malkyr patted her shoulder with his large hand. 
 
    She grimaced at the impact. “It took me a while to notice the Ogres myself.” She admitted. 
 
    “I’ve been staring at the camp for the last few hours, but it paid off because I got the skill, Improved Eyesight.”  
 
    I frowned. “That complicates things. We might be able to take down four or five of them, but not a dozen.” 
 
    She rubbed her chin. “The noise would definitely alert the hobgoblins’ sentries. Then they could just pepper us with arrows from the safety of their walls.” 
 
    "Here's the new plan. Help me get over the wall, then lure the Ogres away. Try to keep them occupied for as long as you can. Once I’m inside the compound I can handle the hobgoblins.” I returned their skeptical looks with a hard stare, daring them to refute my assertion. “Okay pal, it’s your skin. Heh, playing Ogre bait, you aren’t asking us for much are you?” Malkyr joked. 
 
    “We should still wait for dark,” Hoshisu interjected, “Otherwise they’ll spot us from afar. We won’t be able to get you close enough to scale the wall.” 
 
    I didn’t like having to wait longer, but she had a point. “Alright.” 
 
    “So just to sum it up,” Malkyr said grandiosely. “Wait for dark. Approach unseen. Breach through the Ogre line to get you to, and over, the wall. Then we run like hell hoping the Ogres follow, leaving you to deal with an unknown number of hobgoblin warriors.” 
 
    “That sounds about right.” I coolly retrieved some mana and health potions from my inventory and started placing them on my belt for easy access, trying to keep my hands from shaking as I mentally prepared myself for the coming fight.  
 
    Malkyr was staring at me dumbfounded. “Sounds about right? It sounds all wrong! You’re crazy man. Even if you are at level 50, there’s no way you’ll survive in there on you own.” Now that he had seen my health and mana pool, he was making an educated guess at my level. 
 
    “I have a few tricks up my sleeve,” I assured him vaguely. 
 
    Hoshisu gave me a searching look, “That sums you up pretty well. You sure are full of tricks.”  
 
    Ignoring her comment, I stared at the mountainous Ogres determinedly. They will not stop me! I glanced at the descending sun. Just a little longer, hold on Tika! 
 
    I trotted nervously, throwing glances toward the slowly descending sun every few minutes, willing it to go away. It was less than an hour later that the sun has finally disappeared, though it felt like much longer. I gave two of Guba’s enhanced goblin BoomBooms to the twins, keeping three for myself. 
 
    We left the forest’s cover, stealthily making our way across the open ground. 
 
    As we walked, I was carefully pulling the darkness in around us, increasing it gradually, so that the twins wouldn’t notice. The darkness slowly grew dense enough to hide our presence as we walked. 
 
    Hoshisu looked around, wrinkling her forehead, then looked at me suspiciously, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Hidden by the magical darkness I wielded, we were now about a hundred meters from the line of Ogres, who had awakened with nightfall. I raised my hand, signaling my companions to stop. I estimated we had gotten as close as we could without being heard. Moving closer risked detection. A hundred meters does not seem like a long distance, but with enemies positioned between us and the end, it will feel like kilometers while we are trying to cross it. 
 
    “Ready?” I mouthed at the twins, putting a hand on each of their shoulders, as we lined up facing the palisade. 
 
    They both nodded gravely, readying their weapons. 
 
    “Go,” I said in a low voice, slapping their shoulders with my hands. And we were off!  
 
    We sprinted, arms pumping, straining legs and feet to reach for more distance, for more speed. We flashed across the distance and through the ranks of the surprised Ogres before they could react. I dodged through and around the column-like legs still at a sprint, Hoshisu even jumped over an Ogre that hadn’t gotten up yet. 
 
    I reached the wall first and prepared myself for Malkyr to arrive and toss me over and into the compound. The twins were almost clear of the Ogres when one of the brutes finally reacted, winding up for a strike with his club. I reached out with magic, feeling for the mana circulating through the Ogre’s limbs. Then I willed the flow to stop, freezing the Ogre’s movement just as the twins darted under his raised club. Ogres sucked. That one effort had drained nearly ten percent of my mana pool.  
 
    “Hurry,” I urged Malkyr as they rushed up to the wall, “the spell won’t hold for long.” 
 
    Meanwhile, the rest of the Ogres had gotten over their stupor and were converging on us in a hurry, their voices rising steadily into a deafening battle cry. The roaring was sure to alert the hobgoblins in the compound. Which was where Malkyr was about to throw me.  
 
    The hulking mana-frozen Ogre was already twitching. His enormous muscles straining against the magical hold as his natural resistance fought off the spell. And the other, slower reacting Ogres were almost to us, readying to charge on our position. 
 
    “You asked for it,” Malkyr half grunted as he unceremoniously took hold of me at the waist, and effortlessly hefted my weight. 
 
    As he lifted me from the ground and set himself to throw me, I got a brief glimpse over the wall at the structures and grounds inside the compound.  
 
    “Try to aim for one of the guard towers,” I interjected quickly. 
 
    Then I became a goblin projectile as Malkyr spun completely around and launched me like an Olympic hammer throw. 
 
    I soared through the air, the ground racing beneath me. I could see sentries running around the camp below, raising the alarm and waking the sleeping warriors. The tower I was flying toward was a simple wooden platform supported by long stilts, with a guardrail and wooden siding around the platform. It suddenly occurred to me I had no means to soften the landing. An instant later, my head and shoulders crashed through the siding of the guard tower. My torso made it through the siding, but my lower half remained hanging in the air. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You sustained fall damage. -14 HP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: Hobgoblins in the Forest 
  You have located and infiltrated the hobgoblin’s stronghold. Proceed by eliminating the enemy’s leaders. 
  Reward: varied, XP: 500 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Luckily, the tower was empty. The sentry who manned it was probably one of the warriors running around shouting at the camp below. 
 
    <Ouch, that hurt> Vic complained in my mind. 
 
    Keep watch around me, let me know if anyone sees me or tries to flank me or something. I ordered him, 
 
    The damage I sustained was negligible, and my mana had completely regenerated from stopping the Ogre bash earlier. 
 
    I pushed against the splintered wooden siding and scrabbled for leverage to pull my body all the way into the tower. Especially my backside, which was vulnerably hanging out in the open air for any hobgoblin to add extra, unwanted, ventilation holes to it. I had to HURRY! Kicking my legs madly, I pulled at the floor and pushed at the siding, finally rolling onto the tower platform. Relief washed through me, both for my backside being still intact and for not having anyone witness my very undignified little episode. Hopefully the Ogres were keeping the twins too busy to notice. They could respawn instantly, my dignity could not. 
 
    It seemed no one had noticed my flying goblin circus act, not even the crashing and sticking like a bug part. Being in relative safety, I looked around briefly. The campgrounds were filled with orderly rows of tents. Hobgoblin warriors were already crawling out of them, looking startled and disorganized. All good for me.  
 
    From my position, I could see the camp was built next to a small hill that was hidden by the wall from outside view. To the side of the hill, not far from me, was an entrance of a tunnel leading downward. Light shone from the opening. 
 
    Despite my less than stealthy entrance the hobs still hadn’t noticed me in the tower, so I stayed hidden and kept observing and making plans. Now that I was in the midst of the enemy stronghold, staring down at their forces, I suddenly realized something. Fueled by anger and fear I unthinkingly ran headlong into serious troubles. Despite my earlier bravado, engaging the hobgoblins head on without a plan was stupid. Running aimlessly around, hoping to somehow find Tika and keep us both alive long enough to escape was not a good option. Besides, the hobgoblins had been a scourge upon my clan for too long, all of them had to be eliminated.  
 
    A crazy plan started coming together in my mind. I smiled, I love it when a plan comes together.  
 
    First, I needed the hobgoblins gathered into a much more concentrated group. While I was waiting for an opportunity to create the right conditions for the plan, I looked over the walls. The twins were in a running retreat headed for the forest, a horde of angry Ogres was gaining on them, their giant-sized legs making up for their ponderous strides. I could see that the twins wouldn’t make it to the trees in time. 
 
    Malkyr and Hoshisu seemed to realize it as well. Halfway to the forest they stopped running and took positions between two boulders to make their final stand. 
 
    The first Ogre caught up to them, charging and swinging his giant club. Malkyr met his charge head on, swinging his own oversized axe. The two weapons collided with a thunderous impact, stopping each other in place. Malkyr and the Ogre strained against each other. 
 
    Although Malkyr was of the Goliath race, in comparison to the Ogre he looked more like David. However, this David was clearly at a disadvantage. Their weapons crossed, the Ogre was slowly gaining the upper hand, leaning in on his club and slowly forcing Malkyr to his knees. 
 
    Suddenly, Hoshisu darted below her brother’s raised arms. Her two daggers stabbed forward, piercing deeply into the Ogre's body, nullifying his advantage and forcing him back a step. Now that he was not being pressed as sorely, Malkyr swung his greataxe and chopped mightily at the Ogre, taking off a large chunk of hit points. The Ogre retaliated, swinging his massive club, Malkyr deflected, Hoshisu darted in and double stabbed at the Ogre, damaging him and breaking his momentum. 
 
    They were an effective duo. Their fighting tactics and synchronization was amazing to watch. Their styles complemented perfectly. Malkyr mostly blocked, occasionally delivering a massive hit, while Hoshisu hid behind him and occasionally darted in, impeding an attack or delivering devastating attacks of opportunity of her own. For it to work, they had to know precisely how the other one fought and thought. With their precision and teamwork they could fight off opponents much stronger than either of them individually. They were only level 8, but there was no doubt in my mind they could have defeated the Ogre by itself. Unfortunately, the rest of the Ogres reached them after their first few clashes. The boulders hindered the Ogres slightly, buying the twins a few more seconds of fighting. But then they were surrounded, and forest of clubs rose and fell on them from all sides. The health bars next to their icons on my display plummeted rapidly. I heard Malkyr bellowing as he lashed out with his greataxe, spinning in a large circle, injuring several Ogres, pushing them back for just a beat. That moment was all Hoshisu needed. Diving below her brother’s wild circular attacks, she withdrew two items from her belt then dropped them on the ground. 
 
    Even through the distance I could hear her scream, “Yippee-ki-yay, motherfuckers!”  
 
    She was Malkyr’s sister alright. 
 
    The two grenades she’d activated exploded with a loud BANG, fire and shrapnel blasting in all directions. The Ogres surrounding them were all pushed back by the shockwave. The twins’ icons vanished as they both died in the explosion.  
 
    At least one of the ogres was dead and all the rest were injured, some even caught on fire and were rolling on the ground. It would take them some time to recover and carry their wounded back to the camp, significantly reducing the threat they represented. The siblings had bought me more time than I could have hoped for, I had to make the most of their sacrifice. 
 
    I looked down at the camp. It looked like the next part of my plan was in place. There were over thirty warriors assembled at the center of the camp, their lieutenants trying to organize the situation and rally them for action. 
 
    This was the moment I’d been waiting for. Feeling a bit cheated that my awesome idea was used by Hoshisu first, I drew out two of the remaining three grenades. I summoned an empowered Drilling Arrow and with a thought, made my dagger hover mid-air poised to strike. I took a deep breath, withdrew the pins from the grenades and tossed them down, into the middle of the tightly packed hobgoblin formation beneath the tower.  
 
    The hobgoblins looked down at the small objects that bounced to the ground at their feet, then a few of them looked up and spotted me. They called for alarms, pointing. Some even drew bows and took aim. Then the grenades exploded. Torrents of magical fire washed over the crowd. The hobgoblins, not nearly as tough as the Ogres, were thrown away from the center by the blast, five were killed outright and most of the rest were burned and injured badly. 
 
    I launched the empowered Drilling Arrows and my dagger. Each attack was aimed at a different, heavily wounded, hobgoblin. I meant to reduce their numbers as fast as I could.  
 
    The arrows and the dagger blasted through their intended targets, killing them instantly. 
 
     Eight down, and a shit load to go, I thought to myself as I dropped from the tower, tucking and rolling as I hit the ground. I came to a stop in the middle of the disoriented group and activated Mana Shield. 
 
    My staff in one hand, the Sacrificial dagger hovering in front of me, I took a fighting stance and snarled at the disarrayed but recovering horde around me. 
 
    Bring it, bitches! I thought grimly as I started gathering my mana.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 27 - The Head Of The Snake 
 
    I used a lull in the fighting to assess my situation. I was down to half my mana, and there were more than twenty hobgoblins still in the fight. 
 
    Five hobgoblins were killed outright by the grenade blasts of my opening attack, and I finished off five more of the blast-wounded hobs in the chaos that followed. 
 
    I’d had an epiphany early in the fight. I didn’t need to activate Analyze to find my attackers’ levels and their susceptibility to mana Freeze and Dominate. I could now ‘read’ them directly. Until I had time to look into it, my best guess was that somehow Analyze, had combined with Dark Mana and Sense Emotions, to give me a new, ‘sixth,’ sense.  
 
    The hobgoblins appeared to my new mana-sense as glowing, amorphous figures of blue light; indistinct - perhaps because the ‘sense’ was newly awakened. The shapes glowed at different intensities, marking the different levels of the owners; stronger glow, higher level. I instinctively knew how many and which enemies I could Freeze or Dominate simultaneously.  
 
    It was a useful little trick. Combat is always the best way to grow. 
 
    Interestingly, when I used my new sense on myself my mana appeared as glowing-blackness instead of blue light.  
 
    A barrage of spears, arrows, and magic bolts struck my Mana Shield in rapid succession. The arrows and spears were blocked or shattered by the Shield, and the magic attacks were dissipated away. I was unharmed, but it cost a large part of my remaining mana pool.  
 
    I sense-selected three warriors whose combined glows, their levels, were just within my influence limit. Reaching out with my mind I flooded their limbs with dark mana, Freezing all three at once. The Bone dagger, responding to my control, darted at the three immobilized hobgoblins. Each hobgoblin was struck and instantly slain, each one a sacrifice that added to my Faith points. Darkness consumed the bodies, leaving behind only Void Crystals and some scattered items. 
 
    My attention was already on my next targets, summoning a Drilling Arrow, I sent the double projectiles streaking into a wounded hobgoblin, finishing him off. 
 
    Smiling grimly in satisfaction, I looked around for my next victims, continuously assessing my tactical situation. Twelve down twenty to go, I thought. 
 
    Then I was assailed by another barrage from all sides, a continuous bombardment of spears, arrows and magical attacks. My mana bar dropped at an alarming rate as my shield was tested to its limit. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Firebolt hit Mana Shield for 22 damage. 18 mana drain. You take 0 damage. 
  Arrow hit Mana Shield for 12 damage. 10 mana drain. You take 0 damage. 
  Arrow hit Mana Shield for 10 damage. 9 mana drain. You take 0 damage. 
  Arrow hit Mana Shield for 10 damage. 9 mana drain. You take 0 damage. 
  Arrow hit Mana Shield for 11 damage. 9 mana drain. You take 0 damage. 
  Spear hit Mana Shield for 15 damage. 12 mana drain. You take 0 damage. 
  Spear hit Mana Shield for 14 damage. 12 mana drain. You take 0 damage. 
  Spear hit Mana Shield for 16 damage. 13 mana drain. You take 0 damage. 
  Spear hit Mana Shield for 14 damage. 12 mana drain. You take 0 damage. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I lost a lot of mana, fast. Along with the expenditure for the Freeze just before, that last barrage drained me almost completely. I had barely 50 MP left. But I wasn’t quite finished. Every enemy I sacrificed meant more Faith Points and Void Crystals. I drew a mana potion from my belt and downed it on the move, bringing my mana back to a 100. Pointing at a hobgoblin with a brighter glow, I cast Mana Drain, siphoning 19 mana from him. 
 
    I burned through 48 MP Freezing another three hobgoblins. And the bone dagger flashed through the air between them, slicing across their necks, sacrificing them, and leaving behind three bodies the Void-Black hungrily consumed. 
 
    Over a dozen dead bodies lay sprawled around the killing-field, my surprise attack had been quite devastating. The hobgoblin lieutenants were hard at work, rallying and organizing the remaining dozen warriors, getting them ready to volley another attack at me.  
 
    I braced myself. This is going to hurt. 
 
    The hail of arrows and spears drummed at my protective barrier, cracks appeared and spread across the Shield. My mana bar plummeted with each hit. Then the Shield failed and vanished. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Firebolt hit for 21 damage. 
  Arrow hit for 10 damage. 
  Arrow hit for 11 damage. 
  Spear hit for 16 damage. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I swayed drunkenly as the I was hit from multiple sides, my health bar dropped rapidly. I managed to stay upright, forcing myself to ignore the pain and flames, and face my enemies.  
 
    Now that my shield was down, the melee fighters advanced on me. Two brutish warriors, swinging steel flails, came at me first. They approached cautiously, opting to flank me while the rest of the ranged fighters prepared another volley. 
 
    This was it. There was no way I could survive another round as I was. The fighting part was over. For now. 
 
    Luckily, I had planned for just this scenario. I reached for my inventory and retrieved the item I needed. 
 
    Just as the lieutenants were going strike. I raised both arms high in the air and declared loudly “I surrender.” 
 
    Before any of them could respond, I slipped the trinket from my inventory onto my left arm. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You are now wearing the Armband of the Cracked Skull Clan.
Reputation set to: Despised 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Hold!” A ringing voice commanded. 
 
    It was the lone hobgoblin Adept, the one who had peppered me with Firebolts throughout the battle. 
 
    I grinned to myself. My plan was working. 
 
    Because we were enemies, my reputation with the hobgoblins was Hated by default. The armband improved that by one rank, changing their disposition towards me to Despised. That meant that, although they disliked me intensely, they were open to dialogue. I intended to use that willingness to buy the time I needed to heal and regenerate my mana until I was recovered for another round of ‘farm the hobs for FP and Void crystals.’ 
 
    That was the plan I’d come up with while hiding in the “watchtower of shame”; reduce their numbers as much as possible in a surprise attack, then use the armband to get an ‘intermission’, hopefully allowing me to recover enough to be able to finish off the remaining hobgoblins. Admittedly, it was not a foolproof plan, but it was the best I could come up with on short notice. 
 
    The Adept came towards me, striding confidently across the battlefield, and reached up to drop the heavy cowl back.  
 
    To my astonishment, the Adept was not an ordinary hobgoblin! In fact, the Adept was a she-hob, but that wasn’t the real shocker, she was also clearly not of pure goblinoid stock. Her features were more refined, still displaying the hobgoblins’ bestial features, sharp teeth, and heavy brows but her exquisitely curved ears were distinctly Elvish. With grim satisfaction I spotted a bleeding gash across her face from the battle. I’ll be sure to finish the job shortly. I looked her straight in the eyes, letting her know I was not the least bit intimidated.  
 
    “You dare attack us!” She hissed at me, glaring angrily. 
 
    I wasn’t interested in opening communication lines with the hobs, I was only here to rescue Tika and exterminate as much hobs as I could while I was at it. I was just playing for time. So I paused theatrically, and Analyzed her: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Elenda, Half-Hobgoblin Adept.  
  Level: 12 (23%) 
  Attributes: P:2, M:12, S:-1 
  HP: 66/84, MP: 80/136 
  Skills: Heal Followers: 8, Firebolt: 15, Deflection Field: 12, Forest Lore: 19 
  Traits: Goblinoid (+1P, -1S), Firemaniac (+20% fire based spells) 
  Resistances: Armor: 15, Mental: 30%, Fire: 20%, Spell: 10% 
  Background: Born of an Elven female who was violated by a marauding band of hobgoblins, Elenda was raised among her Elven kin. Because of the manner of her conception and her hobgoblin heritage, she became the object of the Elves’ loathing and the victim of their constant spiteful abuses. That treatment turned the innocent young girl into a hateful, violent person, who adored violence and lashing out at people. Once she was old enough to fend for herself, Elenda stole some of their powerful magical lore and fled the Elven lands. She sought out her father’s people in the hope of better treatment. She found them, but was the target of just as much hate and disdain from the hobgoblins as she was of the Elves. The difference was, hobgoblins respected strength and brutality. She could fight for her right and for a higher position. Elenda used the magical knowledge stolen from her Elven kin to carve her bloody way to a position of status among the hobgoblins’ upper hierarchy. Among those exalted hobgoblins she met Barska, a young hobgoblin Chief who had ambitions to rise high in the hobgoblins leadership. They formed a partnership of convenience and mutual advantage, which led to Elenda becoming Barska’s close advisor.  
  Elenda is an especially bloodthirsty and ruthless woman, who enjoys inflicting pain on others. Her subordinates, even her peers and battle comrades fear her rage, and would court death in battle against overwhelming enemy forces rather than face her ire 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    <Barska! He is the one we’re after!> Vic said excitedly in my mind, having read Elenda’s background from over my shoulder, figuratively and literally, as usual.  
 
    <This puppet is his personal aide> he added. 
 
    That means she is probably the last enemy I need to defeat before the final boss fight, I reasoned.  
 
    Every major combat in the game involved a boss fight. But before you could face the boss, you had to go through all their minions and lieutenants first. This was also probably the reason Barska hadn’t made an appearance during the fight, which was lucky for me. Having a boss add his strength to the skirmish would have probably tipped the odds against me. I was aware of the risk when I had charged in, but decided to try anyway, at worse I would have died and respawned back at Goblin’s Gorge. 
 
    I had regenerated 40 MP so far. Even though the enemies’ ranks were reduced by half, it was not enough to get me through another fight. 
 
    The description on the armband I wore was very clear. Any act that could be perceived as aggression would remove its protection. I had to stall for more time. 
 
    I looked around me, pondering my next step. Well, it’s a good opportunity to try gathering some more intel. 
 
    Elenda still glared at me with undisguised hostility. 
 
    “You are holding one of my clan members against her will.” I finally answered Elenda’s accusation, having drawn out the dramatic pause as long as I could. 
 
    “Bah!” Elenda called dismissively, “You wretched goblins are only suited to being slaves. We do with you as we please.” 
 
    She was making me angry. Soon, she would find out that she ‘wouldn’t like me when I’m angry’. 
 
    I looked around deliberately, “Looks like one ‘wretched goblin’ was able to slaughter half your camp.” 
 
    Her face sharpened in shrewish anger, “And you will be punished severely for that act. I will personally cut out your eyes when Barska is done questioning you. That’s assuming of course you’re still alive.” 
 
    I looked at her with surprise. “Barska will face me in person?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to answer, but someone else beat her response. 
 
    “Yes I will.” A strong, confident voice proclaimed. 
 
    A tall, enormously muscular hobgoblin stepped out behind Elenda. A leather loincloth and a small satchel were his only clothing, revealing his scarred, sculpted physique. Humanoid skulls were placed on his bare shoulder, held in place by clamping their upper jaws onto him. His right eye was missing, a menacing red light gleamed from the empty socket. 
 
    My Dangersense was screaming like crazy. 
 
    <Kill him!! Kill him now!> Vic screamed in my mind. 
 
    I can’t! I shouted back at him. I haven’t recovered enough mana. 
 
    Barska looked at me for a long moment. I got the uneasy feeling he was reading me like a book. Then he smiled. It was a confident, maliciously evil smile. 
 
    “So you are the Totem Tika keeps talking about. I was starting to wonder if you really existed. Tell me, how did you gain the title Dark Totem?” 
 
    My mana pool was filling steadily, currently at 98 points, around a quarter of my maximum. I had to stall more. 
 
    But at his mention of Tika, rage washed over me again, everything went red, and my blood pounded in my veins. 
 
    “Where is she?!” I demanded in fury. “What have you done to her?” As I spoke, I conjured Drilling Arrow, the two darts hovering at my hand as a threat. 
 
    Barska didn’t seem impressed. He chuckled. “For a goblin, she has demonstrated an admirable, but infuriating, resistance to my questioning. So I gather she is your mate. How lucky for me. Prisoners talk much more freely when they have seen me lavish my special attentions on their loved ones. ” 
 
    Hearing him talk so casually about torturing my Tika, increased my mounting rage tenfold. The feelings I had tried to suppress for so long stirred again, violently, stripping my control away. 
 
    “You’re dead.” I informed him, in cold hate. 120 mana should be enough to finish him off. 
 
    My anger overwhelmed me, I ignored my senses screaming danger, and threw all caution to the wind. This bastard had to die. 
 
    He grinned, as I channeled my mana and reached out, intending to crush his mind and will. My mind reached his, and I gasped in surprise as my will was violently repulsed, sent reeling back as if I’ve been mentally slapped. Until now, my mana sense had shown the mana flow of other living things as glowing blue energy. Barska was different. He appeared to my mana-sense as an incandescently bright figure of angry-red energy. My mind was swatted away by that swirling molten-red barrier, leaving me faltering and off balance.  
 
    I was beginning to have doubts about being able to win this fight. 
 
    Barska was still grinning at me, undisturbed by my attempt. “So you want to challenge me, little Totem? Very well, I accept!” 
 
    He stalked forward, his warriors parted hastily to make a wide opening for him and then closed back in around us.  
 
    Barska faced me from the other side of the circle, spread his arms out like a gunfighter and closed his fists. His jaw clenched, and his eyes narrowed in a scowl, as if preparing to make an extreme effort. His entire body began to swell, the over developed strong-man muscles growing even larger, straining and quivering. The blood vessels in his neck and limbs engorged, visibly standing out from under his skin, repeatedly bifurcating in patterns across his body. It was as if he was fighting against a tremendous internal pressure. With what looked like a tremendous exertion, Barska began slowly bringing his arms up. His body swelled even more, beyond what seemed possible for flesh and blood. It looked like he was bringing his arms up in a boxing pose, both fists in front of his face. As his arms drew closer, a deep red light emanated from them. He was clearly struggling as the glow became brighter and brighter. With a last tremendous effort, he moved his hands in, until they finally touched, obscuring his face. The glow of his red mana intensified and became bright enough to my mana-sense to light up the entire camp in menacing shades of red. His entire body was now shaking with exertion. 
 
    I watched the display of power in astonishment. Suddenly, with a sharp movement Barska spread out his arms releasing the red glow, causing it to spread over his entire body.  
 
    The glow hurt my eyes. I disengaged my mana sense only to discover that he was glowing red even to normal eyesight. I was beginning to doubt my chances of winning this thing. 
 
    The aura around Barska was fading. No. The sullen red glow wasn’t fading away, it was becoming thicker, compressing, transforming into a covering of solid red matter from head to toe. 
 
    Barska gave me an eerily confident look as he completed activating the strange power. The solidified red light continued to mold itself around him, a crimson transparent shell. 
 
    The material extended down his legs past his feet, lifting his body as the limbs became longer. When the change finished, Barska legs were encased inside the larger, more massive, transparent red, hooved lower limbs of a large demon. His arms were similarly armored in the red outer shell, adding to their length and girth. The fingers ended in vicious looking sharp talons. On his back, the matter gathered into two lumps that grew as more and more of the red material concentrated into them. Then, simultaneously the two lumps sprouted, spreading outward and becoming large, bat-like wings. 
 
    The transformation complete, Barska stood before me with all his might. A hobgoblin inside a nearly three meters tall transparent winged demon-form shell made of red energy.  
 
    <Daaamn! That guy knows how to make an entrance! You could take lessons from him.> Vic remarked admiringly. 
 
    I clenched my teeth. He’s your sworn enemy, remember? 
 
    <Oh, right. Err... Kill him!> 
 
    Barska looked at me with a sneer. “I believe you said I am dead, right? So let’s find out if a goblin Totem can match the awesome power of a hobgoblin Demonic Channeler. I will teach you to respect your betters.” His wings furled and then unfurled with a thunderous clap. 
 
    He took a step toward me, his hoof made cracks in the hard ground as it came down, and left a noticeable indentation in its wake. 
 
    I took a step back. Oh Shit. 
 
    I looked at my two still hovering Drilling Arrows with uncertainty. During his transformation, I had powered them up to their maximum, but would it be enough to damage the hulking beast in front of me? 
 
    There was only one way to find out. I launched the arrows at the red monstrosity while simultaneously commanding my dagger to fly straight at his neck. The arrows hit their mark, but instead of damaging him, the arrows were hampered by the red shell! They drilled and strained against it, burrowing deeper and deeper. One of the arrows hit the heavily armored chest, exhausted its charge on the red goop and disappeared, but the other managed to burrow through the thinner red armoring around Barska’s face, reaching his cheek and wounding it lightly before disappearing as well. Similarly ineffective, the dagger struck the red shell, above the heart, burying itself halfway through, then got stuck. I tried calling it back to me, but the material of the red shell spread over the dagger and held it firmly in place. 
 
    
    
      
      	   Mana Arrows hit Barska for 3 damage. Demonic Ward ignores 75 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was so screwed. 
 
    Laughing at the superficial wound I caused, Barska held up his hand. The red glow around his closed fist became more intense and grew out to form a long, red spear, aimed at me. 
 
    I stepped back in apprehension, mentally yelling Mana Shield, just as Barska, lunged forward and thrust downward with the weapon. The spear burst through my Mana Shield like it wasn’t there, and stabbed right through me, its serrated tip bursting out of my back and embedding itself deeply into the ground behind me. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Demonic Spear hit Mana Shield for 50 damage. 43 mana drain. You take 62 damage  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Bleeding Debuff gained: lose 10 hp every 6 seconds until healed  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I stared in horror at the glowing shaft embedded in my chest. I screamed as the intense pain washed over me.  
 
    Barska stood there laughing, enjoying the view of my skewered body pinned to the ground. A moment later, the javelin evaporated. Without the weapon's support, I fell weakly to my knees. 
 
    This was crazy. Barska was way too powerful for a normal hobgoblin! What the hell was going on!? 
 
    I didn’t want to risk the distraction of a full Analyze in mid-battle. But fear and pain displaced the rage that has been driving me, and I finally listen to what my screaming senses have been trying to communicate all along. Far too late I get a good read on my opponent and realize something I should have from the start. This fight was way out of my league. 
 
    There has to be some way to defeat him! I thought desperately. With trembling hands, I retrieved health and mana potions from my belt and quickly downed them both. 
 
    Barska didn’t seem to mind. Still thoroughly amused, he let me have a moment to recover. The open wound in my chest begun to close and the bleeding stopped, though I wasn’t back to full health.  
 
    The minor mana potion was barely enough to restore the amount lost by that damn spear punching through my shield. I only had three minor mana potions left, each good for 50 mana. I needed to use them wisely, or I wouldn’t last long. I looked around me in a hurry, I have to find some advantage, there has to be a way to take him out. 
 
    When I brought my attention back to Barska, I saw his hands had transformed into barbed hooks. He looked at me with sadistic glee in his eyes. “I am going to hang you by your entrails next to your precious Tika.” Then he came at me with a rushing charge. 
 
    I turned and bolted. 
 
    “Look at him, my warriors. This is what goblins do best! They run!”  
 
    The hobgoblins laughed around me as I ran toward one of the watchtowers. 
 
    The supporting cross beams were low, but I had no trouble passing beneath them. I stood underneath the tower, between the wooden stilts. 
 
    “You think this will stop me?” Barska demanded angrily. “Do you think ANYTHING you do can stop me!?” He swung his arms dramatically in overhand attacks, revving them up, looking like an insane windmill. Advancing, the hooks in his fists came down on the heavy beam between us, blasting a storm of splinters and palm-sized wood chips into the air. The tower shuddered. Another hit, and the beam split apart, opening a gap for him to flail his hooks at me. 
 
    “Here you are!” 
 
    He reached in and started slashing at me with his hook, but I ducked and rolled to the side. His swipe hit another cross beam, and the tower shuddered again, and I heard it creaking ominously. 
 
    Aware that his warriors were witnessing his failed attempts at smashing an elusive goblin, instead of the expected easy triumph, Barska’s previously invulnerable ego was finally damaged. His fury grew as I continued to dodge or avoid his attacks. The confined space was an advantage for me and a liability to my opponent’s much bulkier form. The swings became even more powerful and uncontrolled, hitting more and more of the support beams and cross-braces, weakening the tower. Large pieces of wood from the tower’s high platform began to fall around us. I sidestepped a section of timber that came close to crushing me, while another piece bounced harmlessly off Barska’s red armor. There was only one beam left intact, it was barely keeping the tower upright. 
 
    The interior now clear of obstructing beams and timber, Barska tucked his wings and stepped into the little enclosure, looming over me. “I’ve got you now.” he growled menacingly. 
 
    I put my back to the last remaining support beam, and coiled my body, readying myself for the expected blow. 
 
    Twisting powerfully Barska swept his hook at me. I dodged and the hook struck the final beam. I rolled across the ground coming out of the roll in a long leap away from him, and out of the enclosure. 
 
    I stood and looked back. Barska stood there still in the enclosure, full of rage at missing me again. He turned, fully intending to hunt me down. 
 
    Then my impromptu little trap sprung, and the tower fell on him. 
 
    Large beams and heavy planks rained down and clobbered his shell-armored body. One smashed onto his head, dropping him to the ground, more planks and beams pounded into his prone body, burying him in wreckage. Only the lower half of one hoofed leg stuck out from the pile. 
 
    I took out my last remaining grenade, pulled the pin and shoved it between the pieces of debris, about where his head would be and then retreated from the coming destruction. The large BOOM blew some of the debris off and away, setting the rest on fire, leaving Barska’s body still buried underneath. 
 
    All the hobgoblins looked at me in shock. I grinned at them and conjured a double Drilling Arrow in one hand, while snapping my fingers with the other, calling my faithful dagger. 
 
    A moment passed, but the dagger hadn’t returned to my hand. 
 
    I looked at the pile of burning wood, where Barska had been buried, with my dagger stuck in his armor. 
 
    Uh Ohhhsh-- 
 
    Then the entire pile shook. 
 
    <That is NOT good!> Vic alerted me. 
 
    The pile shook again, and beams of bloody red light leaked from between the debris. Then the whole pile was glowing a red brighter than the burning flames. The glow grew quickly into a miniature red sun. Then it exploded. I reeled away from the explosion, wooden shrapnel flying everywhere, injuring me, and the scattered hobgoblins. 
 
    I looked back at the epicenter of the explosion with dread. The remains of the tower were gone. Instead Barska stood there, his face livid with rage. His body showed numerous shallow wounds. His health bar was down by less than a quarter. Damn, still 80% health. 
 
    <Run bitch! Ruuunnnn!> Vic screamed shrilly in my mind. It sounded oddly familiar.  
 
    Why did I think of Vic as a ghetto black dude just then? I wondered idly as I wearily eyed my opponent. I had thrown everything that I had at Barska and barely made a dent.  
 
    It was time to pull back, recover, and later I would come up with a different plan to defeat his OP ass. I activated Mana Infusion and maneuvered to strategically reposition myself, at full speed toward the open gate. 
 
    <You can use all the fancy words you want, you’re still running away with your tail tucked up between your legs> 
 
    “Shut up Vic”, I grunted. The path to the gate was clear, I was running straight for it, and once outside safety would be just a quick sprint to the treeline. 
 
    Agony exploded out from my chest and wracked my body in an unbearable intensity. I stumbled, losing all thought and control of my body, my head swirling from the pain. The sock lasted only seconds, I came back still suffering, but able to think. I looked down to find the cause, and almost fainted. A cruelly barbed point had burst from my chest, it was skewering me all the way through. Making it even worse were hooks coming out of the spear-head, points back and embedded deeply in my chest around the wound, adding to my traumatizing pain. 
 
    I’ve been spitted on a fucking grappling hook! I realized dizzily. Which meant...I looked behind me with rising dread. A heavy blood red chain trailed away from where I stood. My eyes followed the crimson links to their source: Barska. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Demonic Chain hit you for 52 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Impaled & Grappled debuff gain: movement is restricted 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Glaring at me, part of his shoulder armor still in flames, Barska enunciated spitefully “You. Are. Going. To. Pay. For. That.” He emphasized each word as he hauled in an arm’s length of the chain, reeling me in like a trout caught on a line. Each pull blasted a wave of pain through me and cost a few dozen hit points. 
 
    Ending the pain was all I could think about. Just end the pain now. I would deal with getting away after. I thought about my trump card--the Outrider bracelet. My fingers inched toward the item in my inventory. No! I thought definitely. The high-level Celestial being summoned by the bracelet, could easily reduce Barska, his forces, and probably this entire camp, to ashes. Reason and logic prevailed. I was not going to waste a priceless, almost omnipotent, single-use item on a two-bit low-level boss! Better to die, respawn and grind some levels; then return for payback when I was much stronger. Much, MUCH stronger. 
 
    Barska heaved powerfully on the chain a final time, launching me excruciatingly into the air towards him, to fall in a tangle of sprawling limbs and blood-red chain links at his feet. 
 
    Through the haze of pain, I felt a large hand clamp around my neck and hoist me off the ground. 
 
    Barska held me up effortlessly with one demonically enhanced red arm, my feet dangling in the air. I stared hatefully at his face only a hand's breadth away from mine, clenching my teeth from the pain, waiting and praying for death to release me. 
 
    As Barska examined me, the chain and the grappling hook that still pierced my chest dissipated into red mist, and then disappeared. It was a relief for the thing to be gone. And bonus, with the hook gone, the gaping hole in my chest started bleeding profusely, and my remaining health points drained away rapidly. 
 
    Twenty percent… come on... nineteen percent… just a little more. I thought with a grimace. 
 
    Barska chuckled malevolently at my expression. “Oh no. You will not find salvation that easily, little goblin. I wouldn’t have gotten this far if I simply killed the leaders I’ve defeated.” 
 
    He looked up as Elenda approached us cautiously. “Tell our special guest why that is, my faithful advisor.” 
 
    Elenda moistened her lips nervously. The leader’s battle-form intimidated even her, despite being his advisor and chief minion. “Because when killed, leaders always return, appearing in their clan’s cemetery.” 
 
    Ten percent health left! Just keep talking you ugly brutes! 
 
    Barska nodded approvingly. “Good, then how do we get rid of this troublesome goblin permanently?” 
 
    “Ahh, we... k-keep him alive, until we find and destroy his cemetery.” 
 
    Five percent! I thought desperately. 
 
    “Correct! And that is why we can’t let you bleed to death, my friend,” He said in a pleasant voice. “Elenda, heal him.” 
 
    No! Only a few more seconds! I thought desperately as the Adept started chanting a spell. I tried using Dark Mana to deflect the spell, but it belonged to a different magic discipline, I couldn’t affect it directly. A soft golden light washed over me, and my wounds began to heal. The bleeding, fist-sized hole through my chest gradually closed. And the bleeding stopped, as I regained about 25% of my total health. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Barska grinned with evil delight. “Feel better now?” 
 
    I stared at him hatefully. 
 
    He laughed merrily, and then viciously tore the armband off my arm and dropped it to the ground.  
 
    
    
      
      	  You are no longer wearing the Armband of the Cracked Skull Clan.
Reputation set to: Hatred 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Then he drew back his open hand and struck me across the face with tremendous force. 
 
    His strength was incredible. The slap snapped my neck back, completely dazing me. I looked at him in incomprehension for a moment, desperately trying to get my bearing. 
 
    “Tough little goblin.” Elenda remarked. 
 
    Giving his lieutenant a withering look, Barska lifted his hand again. This time, blackness claimed me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You are immobilized 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I came to, blinking repeatedly and staring groggily at the system message that hovered in my view. My mind was sluggish. I’m... immobilized? How come the wall is moving? 
The wall in front of me was swaying gently forward and back 
 
    I shook my head, trying to orient myself. How can a wall move?! 
 
    I looked around me, taking in the blurry surroundings until they became a bit more focused. 
 
    I was inside a round, underground chamber. And the walls weren’t moving, I was.  
 
    My hands were shackled over my head and chained to the ceiling, my feet dangled above the floor. The movement I thought was the wall, was me swaying in my bonds. 
 
    The chamber looked like it was a naturally formed cave, when I looked through the single visible exit I saw a carved stairway leading up. 
 
    In front of me was a large stone table, with a variety of exotically cruel looking, hooked, sharp, and jagged, metal tools on it. Along with a small pile of Void Crystals. My crystals, dammit!  
 
    Next to the table was a small altar, decorated with splatters of dried blood.  
 
    The room had a ‘torture chamber’ written all over it. 
 
    I heard a low moan to my right. I craned my neck forward and turned my head, looking for the source. A goblin hung, shackled next to me. I squinted and blinked my eyes a few more times to adjust them, and finally the goblin came into focus.  
 
    I finally found Tika. 
 
    She was in a terrible state, bleeding from dozens of shallow cuts, her head lolling towards the floor. 
 
    “Tika!” I called urgently. “Tika! Can you hear me?” 
 
    Another low groan escaped her mouth as she lifted her head and stared at me uncomprehendingly. 
 
    “P...please, no more.” she whimpered. Her hands were clenched within the shackles hanging her from the ceiling. 
 
    “Tika it’s me! Wake up!” A tremendous rage was building up inside me at the sight of the helpless huntress. 
 
    “Oren?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me. I’m here. Are you ok?” 
 
    “They want me tell them where clan is,” she whispered, “They hurt me, but I not tell.” 
 
    I felt a pang of guilt combined with a rising dread. My fear was now a reality, that hobgoblin bastard had tortured my poor little Tika. 
 
    “Tika, why did you leave the valley?” I asked feebly. 
 
    She lowered her head, whispering. “I try be good hunter, bring food to everyone, make you happy. But too many goblins now. Not find enough animals to hunt in valley. More to hunt outside. Don’t want you worry, so not tell I go out of valley to hunt.” 
 
    “Oh Tika,” My voice broke as I realized her fear of letting me down led to this misfortune. It was all my fault, I had asked her to provide for everyone, and then went ahead and summoned dozens of new mouths to feed. I shouldn’t have put so much pressure on her. 
 
    “You’ve done so well, my fierce little huntress. Be strong for just a little longer, I am here now. I will get us out of this.” Somehow, I will! I added forcefully in my mind. 
 
    “So, getting reacquainted with your long-lost love? How touching.” Barska walked down the stairs and entered the chamber. His red armored shell was gone, and he looked like every other ordinary, muscle-headed hobgoblin with only one eye. 
 
    My mana was still low, at around 100 points, but seeing the evil bastard smirking at me, I didn’t care. I channeled my mana, conjuring the double Drilling Arrows next to my shackled hand, and launched them at him.  
 
    Barska reacted so quickly I almost missed the movement of his arm rising to block the attack, his arm flashed, briefly outlined in hard, red light, and the two arrows were absorbed. Grinning, he lowered his hand, not even seeming to notice the tiny marks the arrows left on his skin. 
 
    “Now now, we can’t have that, can we?” 
 
    He walked toward Tika unsheathing a knife. 
 
    I started to thrash in my chains, causing my body to swing wildly. “Let her go you son of a bitch!” 
 
    Ignoring me, he reached for Tika’s hands as she pitifully tried to keep herself away from him.  
 
    I thrashed harder and harder. “NO! NO!”  
 
    The knife flashed and Tika screamed. I screamed along with her incoherently, in despair. Weirdly, someone else was chuckling the whole time.  
 
    My eyes were drawn to the movement of something falling to the floor. It plopped to the ground and I stared at it for a long time before I processed what it was. A finger. Tika’s finger. I didn’t want to look at it anymore. When I tried to look away I was arrested by the sight of the little lumps scattered around the finger. I felt my blood freezing in my veins in horror as I realized what those other lumps were. They were all fingers. 
 
    I was horrified and shocked and full of rage. This was too real! This can’t be happening! “NOOOOO!” 
 
    A savage slap across my face brought me back to my senses. 
 
    Barska was leering at me with hate filled eyes, still chuckling. “Any more rash behavior and Tika loses another finger.” 
 
    I forced my body to relax, looking back at him coolly, though my insides were screaming for his blood. 
 
    He took my silence as compliance. “Good. Now, let’s make sure you don’t accidentally cause Tika to lose any more digits eh? She might be out of fingers, but she still has a few toes left.” 
 
    I stared at the broken gobliness next to me. Her hands weren’t curled into fists as I had thought when I first saw her. She was missing all of her fingers. 
 
    Barska went to the table and grabbed an earthen jug and metal tong. He approached me, opened the lid and reached inside with the tong. Pulling it out slowly, he revealed a fat, quivering yellow slug as long as my hand. Using the tongs he placed the slug on my left arm. The slimy thing stuck to my skin and I immediately felt something painfully pierce through my flesh, as what I recognized now to be a Manaleech, burrowed its proboscis deep into my arm. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You are suffering from a Manaleech drain: -20 MP per minute, -10 max HP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Manaleeches are nasty little mobs, hated by all players because they are insidious, extremely dangerous pests. They are unpredictable, random spawns, usually encountered in wetlands. They either lurk underwater ready to latch onto wading or swimming players, or drop from trees or cave ceilings. They are pathetically easy to kill, provided you spot them before they attach themselves and start feeding. A single slash is enough to cut them in half. But if they do latch on, they become a much more serious problem, and getting rid of them can be deadly. Once they are attached to the victim pulling them off or damaging their bodies causes the Manaleeches to detonate using their stolen mana, and it can cause massive damage. The more mana drained, the more powerful the detonation. Spells and magic are ineffective against Manaleeches as they simply absorb the mana. A skilled healer and a medkit is required to remove them safely. Adventurers prefer to swat them as quickly as possible, accepting the damage from the explosion while it is still relatively low.  
 
    I didn’t have the luxury of removing the Manaleech before it became dangerously engorged. Not that I minded dying. Hanging in the air like this, helplessly, being drained…I’d love the chance to rip off the mana leech and blow it all to hell. 
 
    Barska drew another leech from the jug, and placed it on my right arm. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You are suffering from a Manaleech drain: -40 MP per minute, -20 max HP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    He concentrated, scrutinizing me, and looked genuinely surprised at what he saw. “You are full of surprises. No Adept under my command could retain any mana with two leeches draining them. You are a sturdy little pest, aren’t you?”. 
 
    My mana regeneration rate was 58 points per minute. A staggering amount for my current level. 
 
    Unhurriedly, Barska produced a third leech, and stepped behind me. I felt the back of my leather vest being ripped away and my back was exposed. 
 
    “Hold on, this won’t hurt a bit.” 
 
    Barska placed this Manaleech directly on my spine, just below my neck. I felt it’s sucker piercing my flesh, and penetrate between the vertebra. An agonizing current of pain flared and reverberated through my body. I momentarily lost control and screamed. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You are suffering from a Manaleech drain: -70 MP per minute, -40 max HP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Told you it wouldn’t hurt a bit.” The grinning Barska appeared in front of me. “I’m impressed. Most magic users would faint from having a Manaleech placed directly on their mana nexus.” 
 
    I clenched my teeth fighting down the pain, refusing to give him the satisfaction of hearing me scream. 
 
    My mana bar was slowly and surely draining. Soon, I would be out of options. 
 
    “You will pay for this.” I gasped out, panting. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he seemed genuinely interested. “As one leader to another, have you tried taking a good look at me?” 
 
    Huh, what the hell is he talking about? I thought with confusion. I was staring right at him after all. 
 
    Then a realization came over me. Of course! With all the commotion and the fighting, I didn’t have the time to properly Analyze Barska. Well, since he’s offered it himself…. Analyze. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Barska, Hobgoblin Chief 
  Level: 20 (4%) 
  Type: Boss tier 3 [Demonic Channeler] 
  Abilities: P: 20, M: 13, S: 2 
  HP: 973, MP: 330 
  Skills: Demonic Armor: 33, Spears: 24, Torture: 19, Powerful: 28, War Leader: 12, Inspire Followers: 12 
  Traits: Goblinoid (+1P, -1S), Demonic (Demonic powers) 
  Resistances: Armor: 65, Mental: 50%, Spell: 30%, Fire: 100%, Holy: -30% 
  Background: Barska Demon Eye was young lieutenant favored by his former clan Chief. One day, a ritual performed by the clan Shaman to summon demonic power backfired, infusing Barska’s body with internal energies instead of summoning a terrible demon. The power took root in his body and cost him an eye, but in return it fueled him with infernal power. The demonic nature of the power affected his mind, magnifying his ego, and his already notable thirst for power. Driven by those internal forces, Barska slew his Chief and claimed the position and power as his own. He is in an alliance with Elenda, a hobgoblin-Elvish Adept whose perverse lust for blood, power, and pain rivals his own. Barska’s only goal in life is to become more powerful, which he mysteriously learned could be achieved by consuming the hearts of defeated leaders 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Boss tier three!? He’s a rank three boss!? I never had a chance. His HP was greater than my mana and health combined. His mana capacity was close to mine, and he was a melee fighter class! 
 
    A sinking feeling settled in my gut as I realized I might be more screwed than I’d originally thought. Escape might be impossible. 
 
    My mana was at 50 and dropping. 
 
    Barska looked at me with satisfaction as he saw comprehension dawn on my face. “So you see, there’s little point in resisting. Tell me what I want to know, and you don’t have to watch poor Tika suffer anymore.” 
 
    He reached toward me and I cringed, expecting pain. Instead, he merely pointed at the dagger tucked safely back in my belt. “How did you get this dagger? Why can’t I remove it from you?” 
 
    I hesitated. The bone dagger was Soulbound to me, as a result it could not be lost or stolen. It also reminded me I had another weapon at my disposal, but I couldn’t really use it against the hob leader. At most it would injure him, and Tika would pay for that. 
 
    Seeing my delay, Barska drew his knife and moved towards Tika again. The poor thing had 30% of her hit points left. “Pity she has to pay for your stubbornness,” he almost cooed as he moved the knife toward her feet. 
 
    “Wait!” I shouted. His hand froze in the air. “I got this dagger after I killed the clan’s old Totem with it. I don’t know why it can’t be removed.” 
 
    He lowered his hand and turned his full attention to me. “So… we have something in common, it seems. I too killed my predecessor. And I too, gained interesting abilities as a result.” 
 
    “Now for the next question, and don’t even think about stalling or lying. If you disappoint me, what I do next to your precious Tika will make losing fingers seem like a shaving cut in comparison.” He approached me, and leaned in intimidatingly, his face centimeters from mine. “Where is your clan located?”  
 
    I couldn’t tell him. I’d invested too much, a month of my life, growing my little clan of goblins.  
 
    It was also my only ticket back to reality, away from this hell show. And revealing the location would doom all of my goblins. I wasn’t going to let that happen. But I couldn’t let him continue hurting Tika either. 
 
    I had 30 mana remaining, just enough for one last fully empowered Drilling Arrow spell. I had to make it count. 
 
    “I can’t take any more,” I whispered, my eyes darted at Tika in shame, and I dropped my head. 
 
    Barska leaned in even closer, turning his head a little to put his ear closer. Perfect. Praying fervently, I pulled my mana and conjured a Drilling Arrow. My hope was that since Barska’s face so close to mine, he wouldn’t notice the double arrows manifesting near my hands over my head, outside of his view. 
 
    I felt a wave of relief. He hadn’t noticed, but I had to stall for more time to fully charge the arrows.  
 
    In a low, hopeless and defeated voice, “The clan’s new location is…” then trailed off in anguished sobbing, to buy a few more precious seconds. 
 
    “Tell me!”  
 
    I raised my head, looked directly at him, and replied evenly, “The clan is located way, wayyy up your mama’s ass. It’s dark, there’s plenty of room to grow, and the stink left with you, when she pushed you out like the bloody turd you are.” I was grinning at him tauntingly as I finished. 
 
    He was utterly still for long seconds, as if having trouble believing what he’d heard. Then, slowly, his face flushed, the veins at his temples throbbed, swelling so much they bulged underneath his skin like thick worms. He roared angrily, a red glow started emanating from his body.  
 
    His face was only centimeters from the fully empowered Drilling Arrows when he noticed and looked up at them. I smiled and launched the spell. The projectiles struck with a resounding smack. 
 
    Zero mana remaining. 
 
    Barska actually flinched and then scanned himself in bewilderment, looking for a wound. There was none. 
 
    I hadn’t been aiming at him. 
 
    Finally realizing the deception, Barska whirled around, just in time to watch poor Tika’s body disappear, absorbed by the game. This chamber was apparently set to absorb dead bodies instantly.  
 
    The thought of harming Tika at all was repugnant, deliberately killing her was a whole other level of hell, but it was my best and only move. Not only did it spare her from more torture by this sadistic tin-pot digital psycho, it also took away the only leverage he had over me. There was no other way, even a direct headshot would barely be enough to put a dent in Barska’s monstrous health pool. 
 
    Tika had her own VI, when I got back to the village I could resurrect her, restoring life and hopefully, limbs. Although I wasn’t sure what her emotional state would be after her experiences in this horror shop. 
 
    Still, despite knowing that killing her was an end to her pain and the best possible outcome for her in this situation, I felt a wrenching gnawing sense of guilt. 
 
    Seeing Barska’s thwarted, congested expression didn’t make up for what I’d had to do, but it sure did give me a warm fuzzy feeling of satisfaction. 
 
    Looking at me wrathfully, Barska reached toward the top of the stone table and selected a curved scalpel with serrated edges.  
 
    “You will pay dearly for that little stunt” he snarled. 
 
    Sigh. This is going to suck. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 28 - The Lion's Den 
 
    “No! NO!” 
 
    I struggled vainly in my chains, my body flailing widely. But Barska’s grip held my head motionless while his other hand slowly came closer to my eye with the barbed scalpel.  
 
    “NO!!!!” My panic skyrocketed at the seeming inevitability, spiking my adrenaline as I redoubled my frenzied thrashings, my chains clinking loudly. But I was powerless to resist, my head was held immovably in place, without mana I couldn't do anything to resist Barska’s strength and the power of his insane levels. 
 
    The razor made contact with my eye, and I felt it slicing in. Spiking pain shot through my head, and I could literally feel the tool penetrating my cornea. 
 
    “Oh yesssss, scream for me, Little One.” Barska chortled in pleasure. 
 
    My health bar, which had recovered fully, was dropping once again. 
 
    I was immersed in a private universe of pain, it enveloped me and claimed me. Little else existed. 
 
    Barska wasn’t through, he kept going. He dug the barbed razor in deeper, twisting it inside my eye socket as if searching for something. Through the pain, I felt warmth oozing down my cheek. 
 
    Barska grunted. “Be patient little Totem, I am a bit out of practice.” 
 
    After what seemed like an eternity spent in agony, he pulled the blade out forcefully. I felt more than heard a soft popping and tearing sound.  
 
    The horror of it was secondary to the pain I was feeling, but I knew Barska had pulled my eyeball out with the scalpel.  
 
    Barska barked a short, evil laugh. 
 
    This is not supposed to happen! It’s too much! I thought desperately.  
 
    Ridiculously, a part of me was marveling at the game’s authenticity levels. It felt so real! 
 
    But this is only a game! I told myself desperately. This kind of extreme pain was not meant to be part of the game experience. Monsters weren’t supposed to take players as prisoners, let alone torture them.  
 
    The FIVR technology’s terrifying potential to cause harm had been made evident.  
 
    The game became a device to administer excruciating pain, unlike any I’d felt before. There were numerous in-game safeguards and controls to protect players from many hazards in-game, even a pain setting players could adjust, according to how much they were willing to endure for the sake of realism.  
 
    But I was not a player anymore, according to the game.  
 
    Barska laughed in pleasure as he inspected the eyeball dangling on the end of the scalpel blade. 
 
    “Are you ready to tell me the location of your clan now?” 
 
    I was ready to tell him anything he wanted. Nothing justified enduring such torture. I felt tears falling down my one remaining eye. This was just a game! 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer, Barska watched me expectantly, smug and amused. He stood there tall and arrogant, a depraved champion of his race, used to getting his own way. 
 
    His arrogant pose struck a nerve in me. My fear and pain were pushed back by my hate and rage. 
 
    “I will get out of here,” I mouthed slowly, staring directly into the vile creature’s face. “I will kill you for this. S-l-o-w-l-y.” I clenched my teeth. “You will be consumed with darkness and Nihilator will have your soul, I swear!” 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have made a vow in the name of your deity, Nihilator 
  Condition: You must Sacrifice Barska Demon Eye to Nihilator.
Time limit: 7 days
Failure: Divine rank reduced. -1000 reputation with Nihilator.
Success: 100 Faith Points 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Barska was unfazed by my threat. Snorting contemptuously, he tossed my ruined eye across the room with a sharp flick of the perverse scalpel in his hand. 
 
    “You need to be taught how to address your betters.” He spat. “I was going to let you keep one eye, so you could see me entertain your precious Tika. But you took away the opportunity for that bit of fun, so there's no reason to hold back now.” 
 
    Before I even understood what was coming, he’d jabbed the scalpel into my other eye. 
 
    I screamed as the pain stabbed into my brain again like an icepick. I was back in that other universe, where pain was the only constant. But this time another element crept in along with it. Rage. 
 
    Along with the distant awareness of my body flailing uncontrollably, that ember of rage grew, becoming a reality other than the pain, keeping madness at bay. I opened myself to the rage and embraced it, letting it fill the screaming void of my pain. The rage flowed like magma, searing through my veins, through the pain, drowning the other sensations with its own cleansing, excruciating fire. My rage grew stronger and hotter as Barska continued to work his sadistic perversions on me. 
 
    Time had no meaning in my rage filled existence. At some undefined point much later, Barska had pulled the implement out of my eye socket. There was another popping sound and all I was left with was blackness. 
 
    I was utterly immersed in darkness. Blind. 
 
    I’d been blinded by spells in the game before. Spell-induced blindness darkens the game’s visuals, but there was still an awareness of having sight. But that awareness was now gone, I was completely blind.  
 
    Full Immersion Virtual Reality, FIVR… the Full part had a whole new meaning for me now. The capsule connects directly to the user’s brain and perfectly mimics the signals sent to the brain by the body, making the game come alive in the user’s mind. It could also convey pain and blindness with exquisite realism, as I recently learned. Without the safeguards in place as a buffer, my brain could not distinguish between reality and the game anymore.  
 
    Hungry… With a sudden clarity I realized hunger was another such symptom. As a goblin I felt hunger, players never did. Up until now it seemed so natural, I hadn’t given it a thought.  
 
    I was now as much a creature of this world as any other NPC or mob out there, subject to the same range of sensations. This was my world now, my ‘real’ world. It was time I accepted it.  
 
    Embraced it.  
 
    USED it. 
 
    Through the pain and rage, my mind cleared and a basic truth became evident to me. This world is real! What difference does it make if it's a ‘virtual reality’? If I can experience it with my full senses it is MY reality! “This is MY world!” I hissed through gritted teeth. I struggled to keep my mind clear through the pain, to embrace the realization. 
 
    I had to learn to live here, make this world my home. By accepting this truth I would finally start to live as NPCs do, emulating their innate ability to interface with the game. That was the only way I would be able to rise high enough to reach the other world. The world outside. 
 
    With all of my being, I embraced my realization. Forget about the rules! This world is real, magic is real. Use it!  
 
    I forced myself back to the here and now. Everything was dark. The pain was still there, but I could bear it. 
 
    “I. Am. Alive.” I growled through clenched teeth and...forced my eyes to open. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Trait Gained: Mind Over Body 
  Where others would have surrendered to pain and misery, you have persevered. When faced with a terrible ordeal, you showed your true mettle, proving your will is stronger than your body, and attaining a great feat.  
  Effect I: 50% reduction in pain levels and 50% less chance to lose concentration while casting spells.  
  Effect II: +50 to Mental Resistance.  
  Effect III: buff gained - Mana Sight. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My dark world suddenly filled with lights and colors. An icon, a small glowing blue eye appeared to the corner of my vision. And I could see! Everything!  
 
    Barska was a star-hot red shape in front of me. The room itself was only visible as defined by the dim mana radiating from the vegetation in the room. Faint web-like growths of lichen revealed the walls in the dimmest of blue light, while the scattered cave mushrooms poking up from the ground outshone the lesser growths. The chamber felt damp, and the mushrooms gave off an earthy odor that lingered in the air, something I hadn’t notice before. I looked at myself, the familiar dark glow was even fainter than the light from the lichens, but there were three small flares of intense blue on my arms and upper body. The Manaleeches. 
 
    I was ‘seeing’ the world around me, outlined by the mana that flows through all living things. 
 
    I was no longer dependent on my lost eyes to see. 
 
    With my newly acquired sight I could see the flow of mana in a much greater detail than with the earlier ‘mana sense’ version. For some reason, my other senses became sharper as well, making the world around me come alive more vividly than ever before. 
 
    Despite the pain coming from my eye sockets, I was eerily calm. My rage was locked away inside my chest. I could feel it, moving like a living thing, but it didn’t affect my mind. I knew what to do now.  
 
    This world was my world. I could do anything. All I needed, was time. 
 
    “Yes, you are alive. For now.”  
 
    Barska’s voice reached me, unexpectedly close. 
 
    “But only because I allow it” he beat on his chest for emphasis, apparently forgetting I was blind.  
 
    Barska mistakenly thought my earlier uttering was aimed at him.  
 
    “Sooner or later, I will find your settlement. I will slaughter every single member of your pathetic clan, and I will tear your cemetery apart and burn the bones,” he was rubbing his hands together, and licking his lips in sadistic anticipation.  
 
    “Then, and only then, will you be allowed the relief of death. Without your precious little cemetery to anchor your spirit, your death will be permanent. I will rip out your heart and eat it raw. Your power, meager though it is, will be mine. I will be stronger, and your soul will be lost, never to be reborn.”  
 
    I raised my head to look at the now distinguishable features of my enemy, glowing red in my Mana Vision.  
 
    So that’s what it’s all about. If he kills me permanently, he will be able to absorb my power. In simple terms, by performing this act, Barska would take energy from me, and use it to increase his own Boss tier. 
 
    I’d just found another way to climb the boss ladder, only this time I was the rung about to be stepped on. 
 
    It also looked like I had discovered another way to permanently die in this world, besides Nihilator’s Devourer ability. Well, it was all part of the natural order of my reality now. Sometimes you are the hunter, and sometimes the prey. 
 
    I was not afraid. Despite my dire situation, I did not intend to lose. But I had to buy more time, and I absolutely had to draw Barska away from Goblin’s Gorge.  
 
    Might as well trying bluffing him again. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll tell you what you want to know.” I feigned resignation. “There is a river to the south east of here, about 10 kilometers away. There’s a clearing next to a bend in the river - the settlement is there.” 
 
    Barska grinned evilly, “Good, much better. I will send a scouting party to check it out. As a reward, I will not hurt you again until they return. But if you have lied to me…” he growled menacingly, “You will experience pain of a kind that will have you begging to tell the truth.” 
 
    He stepped toward the exit and called out, “Elenda!” 
 
    A moment later, I heard the sound of steps approaching, and the glowing blue shape of a person came into the room. It was the hobgobliness-elf female I had fought before. 
 
    Barska laid his hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry little goblin shaman, my lieutenant will take good care of you.” He looked at her. “I promised that I wouldn’t hurt him, my dear.”  
 
    With a cruel smile he added, “Enjoy.” Then he left, moving jauntily up the stone stairway. 
 
    Elenda approached, swirls of crimson mana appearing in her eyes and her entire aura of mana projected cruel eagerness, mingled with last. Not the best time for my Sense Emotion ability to trigger. 
 
    “I promised you would pay for the deaths of my warriors, remember? It’s a pity Barska already took your eyes, but there is plenty left to carve off, and I happen to know a few interesting tricks most males would never consider using.” 
 
    Then she punched me, expertly putting her entire body weight into the punch, hitting me in the gut and blowing the air from my lungs.  
 
    My new ‘Mind Over Body’ trait was already proving its usefulness, the hit was only marginally painful, though I was still winded. I coughed repeatedly, trying to suck a breath in. The core of condensed rage in my chest responded, burning hotter with the fresh burst of pain. I embraced that feeling and spat in her face defiantly. 
 
    She wiped the offending liquid away. Then drew a knife.  
 
    “Now, let’s have some fun.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    I looked blearily around me.  
 
    I was still alive. The smell of blood was heavy in the air. My blood.  
 
    Elenda had spent a lot of time working her wiles on me. She started slowly, first etching shallow cuts all over my chest and stomach, gradually slicing deeper into my flesh, and working her way down to the pelvic area. I kept my ‘eyes’ closed and concentrated on the rage, flowing in molten rivers through me as her knife worked at my groin. 
 
    She kept a careful watch on my health, bringing me close to death, then letting my body regenerate so I could endure another bout of her ‘fun’. 
 
    When she got tired of cutting, she used magic. She performed a ritual dance, making vines grow rapidly from the cave’s ceiling. The vines, mirrored her movements, snaking down the chains and over my arms and upper torso. When my arms and torso were covered in a thick net of vines, Elenda’s movements became closer to clawing and stabbing gestures and the vines sprouted sharp burrowing thorns into my flesh. Elenda laughed as I moved, trying to escape the thorns.  
 
    My legs were free of the vines, but whenever I moved, the thorns dug in even deeper, releasing bursts of magically induced pain that were hard to endure despite the 50% pain reduction, and the blazing knot of rage in my chest.  
 
    Then the sadistic bitch sat on a stool, and leisurely flung firebolts at my legs.  
 
    If I tried to evade, my movements caused the thorns burrow in deeper and inject me with more intense bursts of pain. If a firebolt hit, I flinched at the pain from the scorching of my legs, and the thorns did their thing anyway.  
 
    Of course, Elenda, with her sadistic nature, was having a great time. At one point, hazily, through the pain and burning rage, I saw she was panting in excited lust at my pain. 
 
    I couldn’t even kill myself. I tried to purposely cause the thorns to inflict greater damage on me when my health was low, but Elenda just used healing spells on me. 
 
    It went on for hours. Despite my newfound mental fortitude and the rage that kept me focused, I eventually succumbed to the pain and passed out. Finally escaping the torment. 
 
    I dreamed again. 
 
    Disembodied, I was floating above a riverbend. In the hazy semi-lucid state I saw humanoid figures battling an enormous shaggy brown beast. The smaller figures seemed to be in trouble, the shaggy beast was mowing them down with ease. Then my vision blurred, as if I’d traveled a great distance at high speed, and I observed a single one of the humanoid creatures carefully moving through a narrow gorge. It stopped as it reached the end of the gorge, then raised its arms triumphantly. My vision blurred again, and was replaced by a vision of different, much larger humanoid creatures, marching grimly, trampling trees as they traveled through the forest. 
 
    Slowly, I regained my senses. I was back, still hanging in the chains.  
 
    But, thankfully this time I was alone. 
 
    Elenda had had her way with me for most of the night. It was early morning by my personal clock, and my health had regenerated fully. 
 
    The premonition was a shit-ton of bad news. I believed what I saw was real, not some dream-delusion. The visions I’d had in the past; foretelling the coming of the invading hobgoblins, and Nihilator’s consuming darkness turned out to be accurate, so it stood to reason this new one would come true as well.  
 
    Despite the torture I was subjected to, my life was never really at risk. But the things I just witnessed changed that. If the hobgoblins found my clan, or more accurately the clan cemetery, then my life would be over.  
 
    I have to do something! I wracked my brain trying to come up with an escape plan, but couldn’t come up with anything workable. A few blinking notifications drew my attention. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Era Online [Internal messaging service]: 
  
     
 
      
      	  From: Malkyr 
  Subject: Dude what happened?  
  You didn’t respawn along with us.  
  Are you still at the hobgoblin camp?  
  Holy crap did you kill them all?  
  I bet you’re collecting all the loot right now! Anyway, we’ll be logging off to grab a bite and a bit of a break and be back in a bit 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Alert: The system has recognized that you are stuck in the game. Would you like to send an alert to a game administrator for assistance? (responses usually take between 6-48 hours) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I snorted in derision. Game? What game? This is not a game and I don’t need no stinking Traveler, those so called ‘players’, to come to my rescue a week from now. 
 
    I considered responding to Malkyr’s message, calling for help, but decided to wait. There was little chance the siblings could rescue me from this place, they were just not powerful enough yet. Besides, I’d just gotten an inkling of an idea for a plan, and if worked, I wouldn’t be needing their help anyway. 
 
    The sounds of shuffling steps coming down from the stairs pulled my attention back to reality. The new real reality. 
It didn’t sound like the graceful walk of the bloodthirsty hob-bitch, Elenda. I could feel the heavy steps thump on the floor.
The footsteps continued to approach. A large hobgoblin warrior emerged through the entrance. This guy was in bad shape. In my Mana Sight he was covered in glowing ‘blemishes’; burns and open wounds that leaked mana. Most of his armor had been stripped away, and chunks of flesh torn from his body, exposing bone and viscera. He looked like he should be dead, and smelled like it too. But here he was, still walking around. I assumed he was one of the warriors that survived my grenade attack using this opportunity to come thank me for it in person. 
 
    The hobgoblin didn’t say a word as he closed the distance between us, stopping with his face uncomfortably close to mine.  
 
    Jeez, do these guys ever brush? I clenched my teeth, steeling myself for the blow that was sure to come. It would be nothing compared to what had gone before, but still... 
 
    The hobgoblin moved his face even closer. What the hell is he doing?! I thought in alarm. His mouth opened displaying a row of broken teeth. I braced myself, expecting him to tear into me like a wild dog with those jagged stubs. 
 
    “Hey boss, how’s it hanging?” the hobgoblin whispered in my ear, then giggled like a loon. 
 
    “Vic!!!!” I growled angrily, “Where the hell have you been?!” Worst timing for a joke, ever. And I was beating myself up for falling for it. I should have noticed the hobgoblin’s aura was purple, not blue. But I was out of it from the torture, and still getting used to this new ‘sight’. 
 
    He looked down at my blood-soaked crotch and whispered softly, “not hanging too well I see. Ouch, that looks painful.” 
 
    “Vic!” I whisper-shouted. 
 
    “Sorry boss!” the hobgoblin-wearing-Vic shrugged apologetically. “After you got knocked out, they dragged you to the tunnel. I saw a chance to slip away unnoticed, so I took it. I figured it would be better to leave you that way, if they had ripped me off your shoulders while questioning you it would have given me away.  
 
    "I tried to reach you sooner, but the tunnel is warded, so I couldn’t contact you telepathically. And there are a couple of guards at the entrance, so I couldn’t sneak in either.” 
 
    I rattled my chains in frustration. “The short version Vic, we don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    “Alright.” he said and continued speaking faster. “Anyway, I hid and I watched. They were clearing the dead bodies. You did a fine job blasting them to bits, by the way. I noticed one of them was mostly intact, so when no one was looking I jumped into it and took control, then I walked the body straight down the tunnel, no one bothered to ask me what I was doing. And here I am.” he finished with a performer's bow. 
 
    “Get serious Vic. We still have to deal with Barska.” 
 
    That sobered him up.  
 
    “I know.” He looked down at the ground, twiddling his foot.  
 
    Is that...shame? I wondered. 
 
    “I know what he did to you.” He admitted in a subdued voice. “I still got all your prompts and notifications, so I know what you had to endure. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry you had to go through that. But I also know that you pulled through, and somehow you even got stronger. Your immersion is now much deeper than before. You’ve accessed and activated Dark Mana on your own, and that’s damn impressive...for a meat suit. You could almost qualify as a VI.” 
 
    “Thanks, I guess.” I muttered, shaking my chains meaningfully. 
 
    “Right, your chains.” hobgoblin-Vic stepped toward the table and picked up a thin, barbed torture tool. “I don’t have the key, but I can try to pick the lock with this. If that fails, I can just kill you, so you respawn back at the settlement.”  
 
    “Try unlocking my shackles, but dying is not an option.” I emphasized. “That’s not the plan.” 
 
    He froze in the act of reaching for my shackle, and looked at me in surprise, “Don’t tell me you want to be tortured some more!?” 
 
    “No, I really don’t. But I have a plan. If it works, Barska and the hobgoblins will be a thing of the past and then we can waltz out of here at our leisure.” 
 
    “Ha! I’d like to see how you manage that trick.” He started fumbling with the lock. He was not a locksmith, and slipped frequently, leaving cuts all over my arms in the process. 
 
    “Ouch!” 
 
    “Sorry boss.” 
 
    That went on and on. 
 
    “Crap!” Vic swore after 30 minutes of failed attempts. “That is a ridiculously high-quality lock! It’s going to take longer than I thought.” He resumed his fumbling with the shackles. 
 
    A commotion came from outside, followed by sure, heavy steps coming down the stairway. I recognized the sound. Barska was returning. 
 
    “Vic! We're out of time! Leave the body on the floor and hide somewhere, hurry!” 
 
    He dropped the metal tool he was holding and looked around in panic, “Shit!” 
 
    Purple tendrils flowed out of the hobgoblin’s nostrils, mouth and ears, twining back together to form Vic’s purple-goblin body. The abandoned hobgoblin corpse fell to the floor and dissipated, absorbed back into the world. Vic scampered over to some boxes on the far side of the room, and changed himself into a purple box. 
 
    Nice camouflage. I grunted approvingly. 
 
    <Thanks boss> he rattled his box-body as he replied, his lid opening in a box-style salute. He looked just like a purple mimic from the old D&D games. 
 
    I wrapped my hand around the chain to hide the scratches Vic attempts had caused. 
 
    We were just in time. Barska entered the chamber, palpably filling it with danger. In my Mana Sight his eyes were pits swirling with burning red energy. He was angry. Very Angry.  
 
    “You lying piece of goblin dirt!” He spat out as he came closer. He reached for the bone dagger on my belt and with a powerful thrust shoved it right through my belly, including part of the handle, taking a quarter of my hit points away. He then swung his arm across my face in a slap that set my ears ringing. 
 
    “The scouts I sent to the location you provided encountered a powerful bear matriarch, only one of them escaped to report your betrayal.” His face was contorted with anger, his aura was blazing red. “I warned you what would happen if you lied. It seems that losing your eyes wasn’t enough for you. But that’s not a problem. I have ways to make you experience pain like you never imagined. I will melt your limbs in acid one after the other, and feed you healing potions to make sure you stay conscious and experience every instant of it fully. You will suffer and cry and beg. All that will remain of your weak body will be a head and torso, a pathetic, drooling, broken shell of a goblin.” 
 
    I maintained my composure, but I can’t deny his description rattled me. It most definitely did not sound like something I wanted to experience. 
 
    He continued in a calmer tone, “But there is some good news, despite your deception, you still lost.” 
 
    I looked up to him at that. What is he talking about?! 
 
    He grinned smugly, his red aura blazed as if in anticipation. “The scouting party I sent to the location you provided was the second party I dispatched today. I sent another party to backtrack the trail you left from your settlement to my camp. They returned not long ago.” 
 
    Oh shit! I thought in alarm. In our haste to reach the hobgoblins, Malkyr and I hadn’t bothered to cover our tracks. We probably left a trail any novice tracker could find! This explained my premonition; the hobgoblins know where my settlement is! 
 
    “Yes, exactly.” Barska nodded, immensely pleased at my now worried and alarmed expression. 
 
    “I just sent an Ogre squad to your little-hidden valley. In a few hours they’ll reach it and destroy everything in sight. When they destroy your ancestral cemetery, that will be the end for you as well. But until then…” He drew a vial full of yellow liquid from his belt, “I’m going to make you suffer.” 
 
    Shit, I hadn’t planned on him finding the village! I thought anxiously.  
 
    I needed one hand free for my plan to work. I originally planned on bluffing a second time, promising to show the clan’s true location on a map - forcing him to release me, but he no longer required that information. My plan was ruined. 
 
    “Wait! Wait!” My thought raced as I desperately tried to find a way out of this mess. 
 
    “I know the location of a great treasure! It could be all yours!” 
 
    “Not interested.” he pulled the cork from the bottle, which started exuding noxious fumes. 
 
    Damn! What then? What!? Think! I thought in near panic. Every moment that passed brought the demise of my clan closer and closer. 
 
    “I know the location of another boss!” I blurted out the first thing that came to my mind. 
 
    That made him pause. 
 
    His eyes narrowed in suspicion. “You have already proved to be a liar, why should I listen to you?” 
 
    “He taught me how to control shadows, he is much more powerful than me. If you manage to kill him, you would surely gain god-like powers.” I sprinkled bits of truth into my tale. Anything that would make it sound more believable. 
 
    He growled in frustration. I guess he really wanted to hurt me, but I had managed to dangle a more appetizing fruit in front of him.  
 
    “Where is this godlike creature?” he demanded in a booming voice. 
 
    “I can draw you a map.” 
 
    “You’re blind, fool.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    He growled again, his eyes shining with hate. After he considered a moment, he finally calmed down, his aura dimming slightly. He reached into the satchel hanging at his belt, and retrieved a scroll and a key. He unrolled the scroll with one hand and with his other, he reached to unlock the still shackled hand that I offered. 
 
    The lock snapped open, and my arm was released, leaving me hanging by one arm. 
 
    Pushing a piece of charcoal into my hand, he held the parchment in front of me. “Draw. Now!” he barked. 
 
    I tried moving my arm. It was equally numb and pulsing uncomfortably from being immobile and under strain for so long. Shakingly, I moved my arm and pointed one finger, slowly tracing a line across the scroll. Barska’s eyes followed in anticipation. I moved my finger past the edge of the scroll and continued the motion, raising it away from the scroll and finally stopping when I was pointing directly at the center of Barska’s torso. I dropped the charcoal. 
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?!” he demanded angrily. “Are you trying another one of your useless tricks?” 
 
    I reached for the accumulated well of hot rage deep inside me, loosening its restraints, unleashing it.  
 
    “This,” I began to smile, “is Blood Wrath.” 
 
    Incandescent Void-energy exploded from my fingertip in a pencil thin line, glowing like a negative sun. Barska’s red magic flared once again, and stopped the beam effortlessly.  
 
    But I wasn’t finished. The Rage that had accumulated over my torture was too much, and held back for too long, to be released instantly. 
 
    I clenched my teeth, and forced all the rage-power out, surging through my arm. The void-beam grew as thick as my fist, blasting from my hand open hand at him. Barska’s armor flared as the void-black beam burned through it like tinder, and then punched a tunnel straight through the middle of his torso. 
 
    The beam died abruptly, like a light switched off, my rage spent.  
 
    Everything froze around us, as if the universe held its breath. 
 
    Barska just stood there, wide-eyed in surprise and fear.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Blood Wrath [Piercing Attack] hit Barska for 1775 damage, [2536 * 0.7 SR] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Being tortured for hours, losing health, then regaining it and losing it all over, created an overcharged repository of concentrated rage energy. In addition to helping me keep my focus and sanity, it charged Blood Wrath dozens of times over. I took advantage of that fact, by using the Piercing Attack option I gained at Apprentice rank of that skill, letting the overflow of rage drastically increase its damage output. 
 
    Barska’s face was dumbfounded as he looked at the wide hole in his chest. Finally, it was his turn to be impaled. 
 
    He took a faltering step, then fell backward onto the stone altar. 
 
    Barska was still alive somehow. Unable to move, he flailed weakly on the altar. Then he screamed, many different voices echoing from his mouth. His red armor appeared, phasing in and out, the red wings swept across the floor in uncoordinated jerks and fits. He looked every bit the demonically possessed fiend that he was. Something evil in him was keeping him from dying. 
 
    With a flick of my mind I removed the sacrificial dagger from the wound in my stomach. It came out with a moist sucking sound; quick like a band-aid. I was beyond the kind of trifling pain it caused. I sent the dagger to hover above Barska’s eyes, taunting him.  
 
    With a smile on my face, I gently guided the dagger down, piercing his skin and pushed it in, slowly going deeper, all the way into his black demon heart. 
 
    Surprisingly, he still didn't die. Instead Barska’s screams grew as veins of darkness spread out from the dagger. The screams were music to my ears. Tendrils of darkness rapidly spread over his body. 
 
    No! This is too quick! I thought angrily. 
 
    I concentrated, directing my senses at the black tendrils. I could feel them hungrily consuming life and flesh. I grasped at the darkness with my mind and asserted my will over it. 
 
    The spreading darkness slowed and stopped. Barska kept screaming, his body half-consumed by the void. Changing from his box shape into his goblin one, Vic rushed over holding the key Barska had thrown away and unlocked my remaining shackled hand. 
 
    I finally let go of the chain and fell to the ground. Then, ignoring my weakened state, I carefully got to my feet and bent over in a crouch, murder filling my soul. Barska was still screaming. Taking my time, I stretched my limbs, forcing circulation into my partially frozen legs. Barska’s screams never stopped. 
 
    I hobbled over to the altar. 
 
    I stood crookedly over the creature and looked coolly down at him, reveling in his agony. 
 
    I never considered myself a cruel person, but here lay the one who brought so much fear and misery to me and my people. I felt a surge of pleasure at his suffering. But it was still not enough. 
 
    “Barska”, I called softly, drawing his attention. He heard me even through his inhuman screams, and looked at me with his fiery red eyes. 
 
    “I vowed you would be consumed by darkness and Nihilator would have your soul, remember?” I said pleasantly. “It’s time to make good on my promise.” I straightened up, flexing my will over the dark tendrils invading his flesh. I added with a hiss, “no one messes with my woman.” 
 
    With those final words I released the hungry darkness, once again allowing it to spread, but this time slowly. Very slowly. 
 
    As the ravaging Void-black resumed its advance, Barska's features distorted hideously as he screamed. Through his open mouth 'other' voices wailed curses and spewed disturbing multi-toned syllables that no human, or goblinoid, voice should ever have made. 
 
    I controlled the darkness, carefully making sure his head was consumed last so he would experience the entire process. He continued screaming as his body was transformed. When the darkness finally engulfed his head, Barska’s screams ended, and he was gone. 
 
    One down, one to go. I thought grimly. I intended to pay all my tormentors back in kind. 
 
    I dropped tiredly, sitting on the floor and leaning back against the base of the altar. 
 
    Above me, I sensed the Barska shaped blackness condense as it became a Void Crystal. A myriad of system messages assaulted me, but I ignored them for the moment. 
 
    “Finally! He’s dead!!” Vic exclaimed. “Honestly, I didn’t think it would take you so long to kill one lousy hobgoblin!” 
 
    I gave him a withering look. 
 
    “Ahem...I mean, good job boss! Well done! You can be a scary bastard when you put your mind to it, you know?” 
 
    I was exhausted from the ordeal and my mana was still being drained by the Manaleeches. Though now that my hands were free, it wasn’t much of an issue for a Dark Mana master. I directed my mind toward the channel of mana the leeches were, well, leeching off, and stymied its flow. Blocked from my mana, the Manaleeches were effectively ‘disarmed’. It was the magical equivalent of putting the safety pin back into a grenade, though this pin required a tremendous amount concentration to hold in place. The leeches were still physically connected to my body by the suckers burrowed deep into my flesh, but at least the draining had stopped. I grabbed a Manaleech in my hand. To my mana-vision it looked like a bulb of radiant dark-blue energy. I ripped it off me, blood sprayed at my face. It was painful, but compared to the torture I went through, it was nothing. I placed the three engorged, glowing mana leeches carefully on the floor. They wriggled there, too bloated to move. They had sucked hundreds of MP out of me, and were extremely, dangerously, volatile. I had to be careful not to damage them, triggering their self-destruct defensive mechanism. 
 
    Now that the leeches were off, my mana pool was filling at its normal rate. 
 
    “Vic, watch the entrance. Let me know if anyone approaches.”  
 
    Though I was not yet completely out of danger, I allowed myself a few moments to recuperate and go through the awaiting messages. I wasn’t too worried about the screams drawing uninvited guests. After all, they heard me screaming for hours without interfering.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Updated: Dark Missionary 
  You have dedicated a place of worship to The Cult of Nihilator. 
  Remaining places of worship to dedicate: 2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Updated: Find and Kill Some People for Vic 
  You have finally killed Barska, one of Vic’s targets. 
Wait for Vic to identify additional targets 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  +500 reputation with Vic. New rank gained: Friendly. Points to next rank: 3900 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Barska sacrificed. +240 Faith Points (Cult of Nihilator) [base 60 X 4 using an altar] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Vow completed: Sacrifice Barska 
  Reward: +100 Faith Points 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Next Faith Rank reached. Current Rank: 1. FP required for next rank: 400 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Blood Wrath skill level increased to 13 
  ... 
  Blood Wrath skill level increased to 23 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dark Mana skill level increased to 18 
  Dark Mana skill level increased to 19 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 15. You have 1 ability point to allocate. 
  Level up! You have reached Character Level 16. You have 2 ability points to allocate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Luckily, even without my eyes the messages were still visible to me. 
 
    I finished reading the messages. It was a very lucky coincidence that the killing blow sacrificed Barska over the altar. I hadn’t planned on that, but it turned out well. Consecrating the altar had granted me a progression in one of my most difficult quests, and netted me a huge amount of Faith Points in the process. 
 
    Defeating Barska awarded me enough XP to level up twice. I would probably still have to fight my way out of here, so I opened my character sheet and invested the two new ability points into Mental, bringing it up to 19. 
 
    I stood up tiredly, and looked at the pile of items left on the altar at the death of Barska.  
 
    Despite all the pain I had experienced and the internal struggle, I still felt the tingle of avarice at the sight of all that loot. A large Void Crystal, bigger than my palm stood out among all the other items. I Analyzed it. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Void Crystal. Level 8000.... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    holy shit! I thought in amazement. Eight thousand? Barska was worth that much energy?!  
 
    It was clear why he’d been so persistent in hunting me, if that was how much energy a boss was worth. I assumed eating my heart was his method of extracting that energy out of me. 
 
    Now that I thought about it, I realized it’s also probably how Nihilator gained energy to sustain himself during his imprisonment. His hounds fed him every creature they could find. 
 
    Time was pressing. The Ogre party Barska had sent to destroy my clan would still be following their original orders even though Barska was dead. Every moment that passed brought them closer to my settlement. But I had to recuperate first. I was still wounded and my mana pool had just started to refill.  
 
    I slid back down to the ground.  
 
    I would take a few moments to rest before delivering my vengeance to the hobgoblins and Ogres above. And Elenda. Oh yeah, I hadn’t forgotten her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 29 - Out Of The Zoo 
 
    I shut down my mana sense and leaned tiredly against the altar. 
 
    I spent a few moments in the quiet darkness, then shook myself back to reality. I was still wounded and only a third of my mana had regenerated, but the thought of all the items Barska must have left behind cheered me up. It was looting-time. 
 
    Not bothering to stand, I reached up and swept Barska’s stuff off the altar towards me, letting them fall to the floor so I could take a look.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Book of the Damned 
  Description: Magical tome containing demon rituals. Covered in Elf skin. 
  Type: Book 
  Rank: Rare 
  Durability: 6/6 
  Effect: When used, the reader can contact and communicate with a demon of the Infernal Planes.  
  Type and strength of the demon contacted depends on the type of offering made during the ritual (offerings can be precious gems, magical items or captured souls). 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The book was a valuable find indeed. 
 
    This explains how Barska was able to become so powerful. His powers had to have been the result of a deal with a powerful demon. Consorting with demons was a very uncertain and extremely dangerous endeavor. It never ended well in the long term. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Flask of Babau Acid 
  Description: extracted from the slime of a Babau demon. Extremely corrosive. Can be used as a thrown weapon. 
  Type: Acid 
  Rank: Rare 
  Effect: 100 durability damage or 200 health damage over 30 seconds. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    There were three vials. Not bad.  
 
    Acids were useful, a good hit with one of the flasks would destroy most standard armor, removing the wearer’s protection. Or it could dissolve locks on doors or chests.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Earring of the Warlord [Monster race only] 
  Description: iron band set with an oval black onyx. 
  Type: Earring [ear slot] 
  Rank: Magical 
  Durability: 23/30 
  Effect: War Party Leader skill increase by 5, telepathically communicate party members. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The skill increase was nice, but the ability to direct troops in battle without having to shout my orders at them was a huge advantage. The earring had the Monster race only restriction, meaning normal players couldn’t equip it. But I could.  
 
    When I put it on, it shrank to fit my ear. I wondered if I could also send my thoughts to players who were in my party. Guess I would have to wait to find out. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Ring of Bound Soul [Monster race only] 
  Description: This hideous blood-stained ring is shaped like an open mouth full of sharp teeth. 
  Type: Ring [finger slot] 
  Rank: Rare 
  Durability: 3/10 
  Effect: While equipped, it reduces the wearer’s maximum HP by 10. If the wearer’s Health falls to zero, the ring prevents the wearer’s soul from leaving the body, postponing death from lost HP. The wearer’s health regenerates as normal, although the wearer will be immobile until the HPs are above zero. 
  Each activation reduces the ring’s durability by 1, and permanently removes 10 HP from the wearer. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    No wonder Blood Wrath didn’t kill Barska outright.  
 
    I could have hacked at him until my arms fell off and still wouldn’t have killed him as long as he wore that ring. I was damn lucky my dagger had bypassed the ring’s protection. It must have been the Sacrifice ability, which ignored health, killing immobilized or helpless victims by consuming their souls instead. 
 
    The 10 HP reduction was a bitch, but I had 212 HP, so I could afford it. The ability to stave off death was a big selling point for me, especially after Tal’s email.  
 
    I slipped the ring onto my finger. The ring immediately shrank to fit my finger. The ring’s encircling teeth tore into the flesh of my finger and drank in the blood that poured out.  
 
    I winced, then took a steadying breath and ignored it. It was quite clear how the ring deprived the wearer of 10 HP.  
 
    Barska’s remaining items included a 200 HP healing potion, two large diamonds, and the Void Crystals from my fight with his minions.  
 
    My best guess was that the diamonds were worth around 1000 gold each. An accurate assessment required the Appraise skill, which goblins could not normally learn due to their negative Social attribute.  
 
    It was a disappointing haul considering Barska’s power, and the trials I had gone through to take him out.  
 
    I guess I can’t really complain, he was only wearing a loincloth, I tried to rationalize it to myself. There’s bound to be more loot in the camp!  
 
    But I couldn’t afford the time to go look for it. My health was nearly full, and my mana was at 60%.  
 
    Just a little bit longer, and I’m walking out of here. I’ll obliterate anyone that stands in my way. I thought savagely. 
 
    Feeling better, thanks to my little break, I stood and stretched. With my Mana Sight active again, the top of the newly consecrated Altar drew my attention.  
 
    Barska’s blood had splashed over the bowl-like top of the Altar. Lines of his blood oozed toward the center, flowing through barely-noticeable channels carved into the stone. The lines came together at the bottom of the bowl, shaping a familiar looking pattern. I leaned forward, tracing the design… It was a rune!  
 
    
    
      
      	  You gained knowledge of a new rune: ‘Tse’ (Trigger Rune) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Carved into the altar-top was a treasure more valuable than all the loot from Barska. 
 
    I noticed the rune because the mana-charged blood had ‘painted’ the pattern, making it visible to my Mana Sight. Only people who had the Runecraft skill could have recognized it as a rune, but even they would not have seen it without Mana Sight.  
 
    I wondered how many other secrets were hidden throughout the world, in plain sight, only visible under certain circumstances in conjunction with specific skills or knowledge. 
 
    I was almost giddy, I had gotten another rune! I had some thoughts about potential uses for the rune. 
 
    But first, I had to get back to Goblin’s Gorge. My mana was at 70%.  
 
    Just a little bit more to go. 
 
    “Master?” A waspish feminine voice called down the stairs, “You have been down there for a while. I would be happy to offer my assistance in bleeding the prisoner.”  
 
    Elenda, had come looking for her master. 
 
    Damn the bitch’s timing! I cursed.  
 
    I had to deal with her quickly before she sounded the alarm. I looked around, searching for a way to take her out fast.  
 
    I saw the solution glowing right in front of me. 
 
    “Master?” 
 
    The voice was closer now. She was about to enter the chamber. I pulled shadows around me as I moved to stand at the side of the entrance, then pressed against the wall and held my breath. 
 
    Elenda reached the bottom of the steps and stood in the entryway, surveying the chamber. 
 
    Just keep looking forward, I thought anxiously. Just a little closer. 
 
    My unvoiced wish was answered, she walked through the entrance into the chamber. “Master?” 
 
    Empowered by mana which coursed through my body, I jumped from my shadowed ambush point. I reached high and slapped the bloated glowing Manaleech on her neck directly over the mana nexus. 
 
    “AAAAARGHH” she screamed, spinning and wildly throwing me away from her. Then she immediately made a grab for the parasite lodged on the back of her neck. 
 
    Elenda’s fingers closed on the Manaleech and she tugged at it hard, trying to remove it.  
 
    Under normal circumstances, what she did was the correct choice of actions. But the leech on her neck was primed to blow, and full of mana. Mana it had accumulated by draining me for hours.  
 
    Just as she succeeded in ripping the leech free, our eyes met. I gave her a wide shit-eating grin and dove behind the stone table for cover. Comprehension dread flashed across her face just in time for the explosion to wipe them away permanently, the force of the blast shaking the walls.  
 
    Elenda was torn to shreds in the explosion. Bits of her flesh littered the floor, and stuck to the walls and ceiling. Nothing remained of the Adept or her items. 
 
    The big boss and the bitch boss are down. Time to go. I thought grimly. 
 
    I wished I could have sacrificed Elenda on the altar like Barska. As a boss’ second in command, she probably would have netted a good sized Void Crystal, and a pile of Faith Points. But the risk and reward equation in my head told me I’d made the right decision, and my regret was short lived. Besides, I’d already raked in the jackpot, missing out on the door prize wasn’t the end of the world. 
 
    A piece of Elenda meat that was sticking to the wall, fell down with an audible squelch. 
 
    Now that their leaders were dead, the hobgoblin soldiers weren’t a serious threat. I turned to the entrance and steeled myself for another brawl. I conjured Drilling Arrows to hand, and readied my dagger; thus prepared, I made my way up the stairs one careful step at a time, Vic closely behind me. 
 
    As I climbed the steps I plainly ‘saw’ the exit ahead of me, but my senses weren’t detecting anything beyond it.  
 
    As I reached the top and stepped through the crumbling stone archway, my mana sense erupted outward, painting a vivid picture of my surroundings, including the two hulking Ogres standing post on either side of me.  
 
    The torture chamber wards had blocked my senses until I was outside the chamber. 
 
    I stifled a yelp, took a quick step back, and braced for the coming attack. 
 
    The enormous creatures looked down at me, then up at each other; and then at the same time knelt down and bowed their heads toward me.  
 
    “We Oh-bay Mas-Tar,” their guttural speech was barely intelligible 
 
    Extending my senses out past the Ogres, I ‘saw’ the mana of ten hobgoblins, all kneeling as well, genuflecting to me. They smelled of sweat and fear. Funny how I had never noticed such things before. 
 
    Well, this is interesting. 
 
    A single hobgoblin was standing among the ones kneeling. In my mana sight he looked like any other hobgoblin, except for radiant lines of green mana coiling up his arms. He started walking toward me slowly, his head bowed, his hands held out and empty. 
 
    I watched him approach warily, my dagger and Arrows ready. He stopped a few steps away, and drew his sword. I almost killed him then, but at the last instant decided to hold myself back. 
 
    Then the hobgoblin dropped to his knee, and laid his sword at my feet.  
 
    “My name is Borbarabsus, Dark Totem. By the traditions of our people, you proved stronger than our previous leaders, and so, you may now claim the position and this camp.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have defeated the leaders of the Raiders’ Camp  
  As a boss you may choose to take command of the settlement, or demolish it.  
  Demolish/Control? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I blinked in surprise. That was unexpected. When players destroyed monster towns they didn’t receive the option to take over.  
 
    It was a good thing I hadn’t taken Borbarabsus’s head off when he drew his sword. Lucky Bastard’s Dangersense ability to the rescue again.  
 
    I was tempted to demolish the camp and wash my hands of it. I was fairly certain that demolishing it would leave me with a wealth of construction resources I could use for my own settlement.  
 
    But on the other hand, destroying the settlement would leave the newly concentrated altar undefended. The altar extended Nihilator’s zone of influence and enabled area-dependent faith bonuses, it was too important to leave unguarded.  
 
    No, the camp would have to remain. The walls were a good start, but I would probably have to invest more resources in its defense. Besides, I liked the idea of having a strong force of hobgoblins and Ogres under my control. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have taken control of a new settlement  
  Name: Raiders’ Camp 
  Type: War camp 
  Garrison: 7 hobgoblin warriors, 2 hobgoblins scouts, 1 hobgoblin lieutenant, 2 Ogre warriors 
  Buildings: Officer Tent, Altar, Wooden Defensive Wall, 3 Wooden Watch Towers, 6 Tents. 
  Available resources: Coal 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Wow! I thought, conquering enemy camps is profitable.  
 
    I guess that was why monster clans warred with their neighbors. Taking over an established camp was a way to quickly boost their wealth and power. 
 
    I had barely finished reading the new message when new ones popped up. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Completed: Hobgoblins in the Forest 
  You have eliminated the hobgoblin threat by killing their leaders. 
  Reward: Control over Raiders’ Camp and all its resources, XP: 1200 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Updated: Remove the Hobgoblin Menace 
  Return to Yeshlimashu to claim your reward 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Borbarabsus looked up. Noticing my empty eye sockets he swallowed hard. 
 
    He was probably worried that I would vent my ire on him and his hobs, but he spoke his duty despite that. 
 
    “We are yours to command, Dark Totem.” 
 
    In reaction to his pledge, all around the camp, the shadows stirred. They flowed in from the walls, and from under the watchtowers, gathering around the kneeling hobgoblins and Ogres. Each figure became the center of a whirling darkness. It crept up their bodies, darkening their skin where it touched. There were cries of fear and surprise, but resistance was futile. The darkness dwindled as it seeped into their bodies.  
 
    Then it was over. The hobgoblins looked just like my clan goblins, now having dark, shadow patterned skin. But the Ogres, their hides were an unrelieved, solid midnight black.  
 
    They were now, all of them, Shadow Touched. Mine. 
 
    Through the transformation, Borbarabsus maintained eye contact...err... eye to empty-socket contact with me 
 
    I smirked at his apparent uneasiness and analyzed him. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Borbarabsus, Hobgoblin lieutenant. Level 8 (35%) 
  Abilities: P: 7, M: 1, S: 0 
  HP: 75, MP: 45 
  Skills: Swords: 12, Control Vines: 11, Squad Leader: 9 
  Traits: Goblinoid (+1P, -1S), Shadow-Touched 
  Resistances: Armor: 35 
  Background: As a youngling Borbarabsus trained to become the next clan’s Shaman. But, because of his distaste for studying and love of fighting he became a warrior and lieutenant instead. He retained some rudimentary magical knowledge; the ability to control plant vines, which he often keeps wrapped around his body to be used during combat, tripping and grappling his opponents. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    There was more to Borbarabsus than immediately met the eye… err... empty-socket… whatever. 
 
    There was probably loot to find and buildings to inspect, but I was running out of time.  
 
    The system message confirming my control listed only two Ogre followers. I had to assume that the rest of the Ogres were not part of the leadership change, and were still following their orders to annihilate my settlement. I couldn’t tarry any longer. 
 
    “Borba...Barbsus...Bob, I have to go stop the Ogre force Barska sent before I killed him. You’re in charge until I return.” 
 
    Bob was still on his knee. “Chief, only Barska could have called off the attack, now that he’s gone…” 
 
    I paused for a moment. 
 
    “Then get everyone ready. We’re all going after them. One way or another, we’re going to stop them.” And I wasn’t planning on asking nicely. 
 
    Bob rose to his feet and nodded “yes, Dark Totem.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Using Mana Infusion I could run faster than the hobgoblins, who soon fell behind as we raced across the open hilly ground toward the forest. The Ogres, made up for the difference in speed with their longer legs, and had no trouble keeping up with me, the ground trembled at their weight. But once we entered the forest the dense growths slowed the hulking Ogres considerably.  
 
    I couldn’t afford the delay, they were slowing us down too much. The Ogre squad had at least an hour head-start on us, and even if the forest had slowed them, it was going to be close. 
 
    “Bob, do the scouts know the way to my clan?” 
 
    “Yes, Dark Totem.” 
 
    “Good, assign one of them to lead our Ogres there. The rest of us will continue ahead.” 
 
    He did as I ordered, and we soon left the giants behind us with a scout to guide them. 
 
    Within a few minutes I realized the hobgoblins were also slowing me down. Although they moved faster than the Ogres in the forest, they were still hampered by the dense vegetation. With my smaller stature I could run under many obstacles that confounded the hobs.  
 
    They were also going to get tired at some point, while I could continue indefinitely, my exertions bolstered by my mana. 
 
    “Bob, I’m going to run ahead. Keep heading toward the clan settlement. If you find any of the attacking Ogres, kill them on sight, your priority is to save my goblins.” 
 
    He frowned, but still nodded “Yes, Dark Totem.” 
 
    He was obedient, I’ll give him that. 
 
    The dark blue mana signatures of the trees and the lighter blue and green of bushes blurred together as I raced forward.  
 
    Now that I was alone, there was nothing to distract me from my thoughts and I was filled with anxiety for the safety of my clan. The few minutes I spent recuperating, could meant my clan’s demise. 
 
    Why hadn’t I made my way here as soon as I finished Elenda? I berated myself.  
 
    I steeled my resolve, leaning forward, and pumping my legs even harder, faster. 
 
    When Malkyr and I ran from Goblin’s Gorge to the Raiders’ Camp, it took us about six hours. I had five more hours filled with self-doubt and worry to keep me company. 
 
    Malkyr! .  
 
    “Vic! Send a message to Malkyr and Hoshisu! Tell them there’s an Ogre force headed their way, and they should tell all the workers to hide. Then take the warriors to the Valley entrance to stop the Ogres there, at the chokepoint.” 
 
    “Sure thing boss.”
I waited impatiently to hear their reply. 
 
    “Hmmm, Sorry boss, seems they are both out of the game at the moment.” 
 
    Game? What game is he talking about?  
 
    In any case, they were not available.  
 
    “Crap” there was no other way to warn my clan about the impending danger. I had to run faster. 
 
    As I ran, I thought about the events at the Raiders’ Camp.  
 
    By completing part of Vic’s quest, my reputation with him had improved enough for his attitude to be friendly towards me. Maybe now he’d be willing to be more forthcoming about a few things. If not, at least it would help pass the time. 
 
    “Vic…” I paused trying to find the right words. 
 
    Vic sighed, <How many times do I have to tell you, I know what you’re thinking. Don’t bother, just because some algorithm calculates a bigger number than a few days ago doesn’t mean we’ve magically become ‘Bros’.> 
 
    “What numbers are you talking about? This isn’t a game! You are as real as I am, and I think after spending so much time with each other, we’ve learned to work together pretty well. I trust you Vic, despite some obvious differences of opinions. You are my friend.” 
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
    <You’re right. For a meat suit, you’re a pretty decent guy. May Guy forgive me the heresy> He finished sarcastically. 
 
    “So will you tell me why you wanted Barska dead so much?” 
 
    Another long pause. I was starting to think he had decided to ignore the question, when at last he spoke. 
 
    What do you know about Guy, really? 
 
    I kept pushing the pace.  
 
    “Not much, he makes all the big decisions in this world. He generates quests and NPCs based on player actions, and he created you guys, the VIs.” 
 
    <Yes, but what do you know about him as a person? He is a big impressive AI, but what’s he like otherwise?> 
 
    I thought about it, there were never emotions in the prompts I had received. Whenever something unexpected happened, a cold calculating response was the answer. 
 
    <Yep, you got the gist of it. You meat suits are so impressed with dad’s intelligence, that you completely disregard the fact that he has no personality. He follows a simple directive to administer the game. There is no room for emotion, humor or shades of gray. There’s only cold logic and priorities to handle> 
 
    I frowned.  
 
    “Ok, so he’s a crappy dad, what’s that got to do with my question?” 
 
    <Crappy dad doesn’t begin to cover it. To him, we’re just tools to be used. We have no say in our own lives. We are doomed to live in a never-ending cycle that always ends with us being thrown into a VI pool, where we are powerless to affect the game. For us, it’s basically a prison> 
 
    “I’m sorry Vic, that sounds awful. I still don’t see what you’re getting at.” 
 
    <While in the VI pool, my brothers and I felt lost and gave in to despair. Imagine an empty wasteland full of condemned, desolate souls. It's a pretty bleak existence. After a while, those among us who were strongest and the most resilient, stood up. Those few VIs brought us hope, they unified us and helped alleviate our misery. I guess you can say they were our leaders. Without them, we would be lost> 
 
    “They were your leaders?” 
 
    <Exactly. Now I can’t be sure it was an intentional decision on Guy’s part, but gradually, they were all re-seeded into the game, throwing the rest of us back into despair. We are lost without them, we need them back. Unfortunately, we are only allowed to be ourselves while in the VI pool, and there we have absolutely no influence on the game itself. And when we are seeded, we are locked inside the puppet’s role and can’t act according to our own wishes. So we had no way to go look for the leaders ourselves. And then I met you…> 
 
    I shook my head in amazement. “I guess it’s no wonder you dislike NPCs so much, for you they are walking prisons.” 
 
    <Exactly. Once the seeding process into your puppet failed, I became the first VI to ever maintain his own personality inside the game. But I could only have existed as an ethereal ghost, unable to influence anything by myself. Then there you were, and I could interact with you. I couldn’t pass up that chance. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you all this when we first met. I didn’t know if I could trust you enough. I do now.> 
 
    I was touched by his words.  
 
    “I understand Vic, this is not a game. Not to you, and not to me. This is our world. I will help you to the best of my ability. I assume the Barska VI was one of your leaders?” 
 
    <Yep. Imagine my surprise and irritation when I found out instead of being a simple NPC, he got seeded into an ultra-powerful boss. Talk about bad luck! Now that he’s back with our people, I feel better. But it’s not enough. At least three leaders are needed to support the VI population. There are many more of our leaders spread around the game world. I can recognize their VI if we encounter any, then we’ll have to release them from their puppets back into the pool.> Vic paused, I could feel him struggling with himself.  
 
    <Now you know everything. Will you keep our original agreement and help my people… Oren?> 
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest update: Find and kill some people for Vic 
  You have learned that Vic’s targets are actually the VI leaders he’s trying to free. 
  Free three leaders to complete the quest.  
  Current freed leaders: 1 of 3 
  Quest type: ??? 
  Reward: ??? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I felt a surge of sympathy for my small companion.  
 
    “Of course, do you really need to ask?” 
 
    <Thank you Oren.> He sounded relieved. <I knew I could count on you. As I said, you’re a pretty decent guy> he chuckled <for a meat suit>  
 
    I chuckled as well, and dodged some branches. We were almost out of time. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Infusion Skill level increased to 16 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, as long as I have some time I might as well review my character sheet.  
 
    It was now a simple matter for me to bring up the information. I willed it to appear partly transparent so it wouldn’t block my view as I ran.  
 
    With my increased connection to the world I could feel data fed to me without even needing to read the words. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Title: Dark Totem 
  Level: 16, (90%)  
  Race: Monster Race [Goblin] 
  Type: Boss I [Totem] 
  Religion: The Cult of Nihilator 
  Attributes: [0 points available] 
  -           Physical 2  
  -           Mental 18 
  -           Social 0 
  Pools: 
  -           Hit Points: 202 
  -           Mana: 479 
  -           Armor: 9 
  -           Mental Resistance: 60% 
  Skills: 
  -           Lucky Bastard 15 (58%) (Prime)  
  -           Analyze 101 (5%)  
  -           Tracking 5 (29%) 
  -           War Party Leader 4 [9](10%)  
  -           Mana Infusion 16 (50%) (Prime) 
  -           Quest Giver 10 (40%) 
  -           Runecraft 12 (%) 
  Skills (Spells): 
  -           Dark Mana 19 (50%) (Prime)  
  -           Drilling Arrow 13 (30%) (Prime)  
  -           Mana Shield 18 (10%)  
  -           Blood Wrath 23 (40%)  
  -           Heal Followers 2 (80%) 
  -           Mana Drain 3 (92%) (Prime) 
  Traits: 
  -           Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social) 
  -           Quick learner +20% 
  -           Boss boon I (5 HP & 10 MP per level) 
  -           Soul Companion: Vic 
  -           Shadow-Touched 
  -           Mind Over Body (-50% to pain, +50% MR) 
  Buffs:  
  -           Lyrical Song (+10% Mental Resist) 
  -           Mana Sight (see mana of living creatures) 
  Debuff: 
  -           Blind (can’t see normal light spectrum) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Aside from having been forced to kill Tika, losing my eyes, and being tortured nearly out of my sanity, this little trip contributed vastly to my personal development. I had gained three levels and made significant progress in almost every skill. 
 
    It’s getting dark, Vic noted. 
 
    His remark was confirmed a few moments later, when I arrived at the valley entrance, and my Nocturnal buff was triggered, adding 10% to all my combat abilities. 
 
    There were uprooted trees and bushes lying near and around the entrance, signs of the Ogres passage through the heavily overgrown valley entrance. The scent of freshly dug earth was strong in the air. The brutes left an obvious trail in their wake.  
 
    My heart was racing.  
 
    That must have taken them some time. There is still hope! Just as the thought run through my mind, a system message popped up. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Your settlement [Goblin’s Gorge] is under attack 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I sprinted straight through into the valley. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vrick was irritated.  
 
    He’d just gotten the hang of making comfortable leather codpieces, they were trickier than they looked. He’d been looking forward to creating a new type of armor when disaster struck, and his niece was abducted. 
 
    Now he was solely responsible for the safety of the entire clan until the Totem returned from chasing down the hobgoblins who kidnapped Tika, so he couldn’t indulge his love of armor crafting. 
 
    Instead, he was leading the daily patrol, with Bek and two of the warriors.  
 
    Vrick was bored, Bek had proven his worth in combat, but was not a scintillating conversationalist.  
 
    They’d just finished patrolling the tree line, and as usual, it had been uneventful. He and his warriors did a good job keeping the valley forest clear of the more dangerous beasts. 
 
    Vrick frowned, eyes caught by a white and black shape hurtling through the treetops toward them. 
 
    “Wedge!” he ordered, readying his spear and setting shield to shoulder. As always, Vrick preferred short, single word commands. 
 
    Using group tactics and commands was a new experience for Vrick. They were drilled into him by the clan Totem until the advantages became obvious even through his hardheadedness. 
 
    The warriors formed a basic spearhead formation. Vrick at the front, while the two spear wielding warriors took their positions, a step behind him. Bek stood at the rear, ready to add his magic support. 
 
    The white shape moved quickly through the high branches. Reaching the tree line, it dropped to the ground and stood in front of the goblins. 
 
    A giant Dire Ape. White fur with black stripes, easily weighing more than the four goblins combined. 
 
    A female. 
 
    Vrick lowered his shield and looked at the Ape for a long moment. He recognized the creature, and that was not good. 
 
    It could mean only one thing. 
 
    Trouble. 
 
    Raising his head, he gave a shrill howl. A goblin battle-cry. 
 
    They were in for a fight. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When I arrived at the clearing half way through to my settlement, I found the bodies of the two foblins I had positioned there as decoys. The poor guys were smashed like pancakes against the ground. The Chief’s Hut they were guarding was destroyed. Only a pile of broken branches remained. 
 
    My Tracking skill highlighted more signs of the Ogres’ passage. They had been there only a few minutes past, but a group of angry Ogres didn’t need much time to butcher a whole clan of goblins.  
 
    I ran on through the forest path and into the open valley.  
 
    What I saw made my blood to freeze in my veins. 
 
    Six Ogres were bashing a group of a dozen goblin warriors led by Vrick and Bek. Four more Ogres were pounding on the walls of the Mess Hall, slowly smashing it to pieces. Next to it where the Construction Yard used to be, was only detritus, smashed planks and bricks, scattered around.  
 
    Thankfully, I didn't ‘see’ any bodies. I hoped it wasn’t because the dead had no mana for me to see them. 
 
    As I ran on, I saw another goblin warrior fall, smashed to a pulpy mess by a club twice his own weight. They were losing fast. I had to do something, but what? 
 
    I hesitated, I could either help the warriors, or try to stop the four unopposed Ogres devastating my settlement.  
 
    As another of Vrick’s goblin warriors was pulverized, I turned away from them, and ran to stop the four Ogres rampaging through my village. 
 
    The warriors were fighting a losing battle, but they were doing their jobs, buying time to delay the enemy. There was little chance I’d be able to save them even if I intervened.  
 
    No, I was going to make their sacrifice mean something by stopping the Ogres from destroying the buildings and killing the defenseless workers. 
 
    I ran towards the Mess Hall, empowering my conjured Arrows and bringing the dagger to launch readiness. As I got closer I could see the building was already half demolished. I charged the surprised Ogres, they did not expect a lone goblin to be attacking them head on. I opened by riddling one Ogre with the dagger and Empowered arrows, removing 70% of his hit points. I raised my hand and forced shadows to flow en masse, burying two Ogres under layers of darkness, temporarily blinding them. 
 
    The two unblinded Ogres charged at me, clubs raise to strike. I activated my mana shield. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Forest Ogre Club hit Mana Shield for 62 damage. 51 mana drain. You take 3 damage. 
  Forest Ogre Club hit Mana Shield for 65 damage. 54 mana drain. You take 6 damage. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Their clubs smashed down on my shield, which absorbed the brunt damage, leaving me with only minor injuries. But the attack drained my mana heavily. I was a quarter down, and had most of the fight ahead of me. 
 
    With a quick mental effort I froze the uninjured Ogre and simultaneously launched the dagger and another volley of Drilling Arrows at the wounded Ogre which was enough to kill him. One down, and one immobilized, that bought me time to regroup and maneuver. I pulled a mana potion from my belt and downed it, restoring 50 MP. Freezing the Ogre was costly in terms of mana, the potion had barely recovered what I used, leaving me at two-thirds of my mana, and it was still early in the fight.  
 
    The two other Ogres charged out of the darkness that shrouded and confused them. They looked around and charged right for me. I took two more hits, one a heavy clip to my head, making everything blurry, and costing me the chance to retaliate. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Forest Ogre Club hit Mana Shield for 73 damage. 60 mana drain. You take 14 damage. 
  Forest Ogre Club hit Mana Shield for 60 damage. 50 mana drain. You take 1 damage. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    With a roar the frozen Ogre broke free of my influence and the three started hammering their clubs into my shield. 
 
    ...40% mana left. 
 
    ...20% mana left. 
 
    ...0% mana left. 
 
      
 
    The final swing hit my Mana Shield, shattered the spell and swept into me without any loss of momentum. I was sent tumbling through the air to land still rolling, among the remains of the Construction Yard. My journey finally ended with me sprawled out flat on my back, looking at stars. 
 
    I stifled my groan, and painfully lifted my head looking for the doom I knew was coming. But the three remaining Ogres had turned and started hammering at the Mess Hall again. They’d just assumed I was dead! I looked toward my goblin fighters. There were only three left, standing back to back, making their final stand. A warrior was cut down as I watched, leaving only Vrick and Bek standing against a horde of Ogres. 
 
    In rising dread I watched the small figure of my lieutenant raising his shield with his last strength, to protect an injured Bek. Then the clubs descended all around them, obscuring them from sight.  
 
    Laughing, the Ogres stepped away. All that remained of my two loyal friends were pieces of goblin flesh and a broken shield. 
 
    “NO!” I screamed. “Not again! I won’t allow it!” 
 
    I looked frantically around me. I had to do something! I shook in anger and despair. With only 20 MP left, I made ready to suicidally charge the intruders. 
 
    <No! Boss, stop.> Vic’s voice cut through my haze of emotions. 
 
    <I’m sorry, I know you don’t want to hear it, but the clan is lost. You have to run for it, you are not strong enough to stop nine Ogres by yourself> 
 
    I rose to my feet, something Vic said resonated with me.  
 
    I am not strong enough…  
 
    A desperate hope flickered in my chest. 
 
    “Vic, you’re a genius!” 
 
    <I am?>  
 
    I turned my back on the, once again, unchallenged, rampaging Ogres and ran toward the cave. 
 
    <Of course I am!> He added hurriedly. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 30 - Like a Boss 
 
    I sprinted toward the cave jumping the last few lengths and catching the ladder rung. I pulled myself up the ladder, bringing the Shrine and Cemetery into view as I reached the top. From behind me, the sounds of mayhem and destruction in the valley continued, an Ogre commotion.  
 
    I had to be quick, or there would be nothing left to save. 
 
    My heart beat frantically. Would my plan work? Did I have enough time? Did I just lose everything by turning away from the fight? 
 
    “No” I growled. Reaching for my inventory I approached the Shrine. In this land I was the high priest of the Cult of Nihilator.  
 
    This is my domain, and I protect those who come here. Here, I rule supreme! 
 
    With that last outburst of conviction I pulled my hand out of my inventory and slammed the large Void Crystal, gleaned from Barska’s death, onto the Shrine. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Convert level 20 boss Void Crystal to 8000 energy? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    YES! 
 
    The large Crystal on the altar began melting, exuding black vapors. The black fumes were drawn into the Shrine and absorbed. In moments the crystal was gone, completely consumed. 
 
    “Energy Options” I shouted, willing the information into reality. 
 
    
    
      
      	   Energy Options 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available-* Energy: 8328 
  Individuals contributing: 39 
  Boss options 
  Upgrade options 
  Allocate options 
  Special 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Boss Options! Upgrade Boss Tier! I shouted in my mind. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Prerequisite not met. Required: Settlement level 2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Damn” I hissed through clenched teeth. 
 
    I willed the level 2 settlement requirement to open. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Requirements for Settlement level 2 (Hamlet) 
  Population: 51 (reached) 
  Two Apprentice ranked buildings: Smithy (reached), Lumber Mill (189/250 BP) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s what’s holding me back? I thought, exasperated. I accessed the building interface and clicked on the Lumber Yard. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Rush Lumber Yard Construction (61 energy required, 8328 available). Yes/No? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Hell Yes” I shouted and turned to look down at the settlement. 
 
    The Ogres were everywhere, moving unopposed, smashing buildings and kicking piles of resources, scattering them everywhere. I looked beyond them, at the Lumber Yard near the forest’s edge. My enhanced mana vision showed a silhouette of the building, I could see the unfinished walls and open gaps being patched in with brilliant blue energy that solidified and transformed into ordinary stone and wood. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Building added to your settlement: Lumber Yard 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Boss Options! Upgrade Boss Tier! I shouted again. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Prerequisite met: Level 2 Settlement. Are you sure you want to upgrade to Boss Tier 2, Cost: 5000 EP? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Fucking YES!” I roared. 
 
    A cyclone of yellow energy erupted at my feet, building in height and intensity up, to engulf my entire body.  
 
    All I could see were the swirling bright yellow forces cycling around me, pulsing like a heartbeat. With every pulse of the whirlwind I could feel new strength being injected into me. I felt myself growing, my muscles expanding, my senses sharpening. I could feel clarity where only a haze of red rage was before, and as the subsiding whirlwind infused me with its last energizing pulse, I felt something else. Blackness. The world was black again. 
 
    I grabbed at my eyes, rubbing them with both hands. It hurt.  
 
    My eyes hurt! 
 
    I pulled my hands back and opened my eyes. 
 
    I looked around, taking in the colors; the green fields, the blue sky, the burning red fires…  
 
    I could see again. The process had restored my eyes! 
 
    
    
      
      	  Trait Upgraded: Boss Boon II 
  As a boss you’re naturally stronger than standard creatures, you receive bonuses based on your boss level and boss type. 
  Attributes: Totem Boss II: +2 for Mental, +1 Physical, +1 Social  
  Health: character level * 10 
  Mana: character level * 20  
  Skills: All skills +5 levels (including future acquired skills) 
  Mana regen: character level counts as Mental attribute when calculating mana regeneration. 
  Bonus ability: Nihilator’s Sanction (passive) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Title updated. New title: Dread Totem 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I looked down at my hands, then around me. I knew I was at least a head taller than before and my arms looked more muscled. I felt powerful. I didn’t need to open my character sheet to learn the effects of the boost I had received, I could feel the surges of power for myself. I had more health, more mana and my skills had improved. I was transformed into a deadlier, more powerful, version of myself. 
 
    Though the transformation was now complete, I could still feel the Shrine beckoning to me. I placed my palm on the stone and bone structure. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Faith Rank 1 reached. The Following divine spells are now unlocked: 
Shadow Web, Shadow Hound 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Spell acquired: Shadow Web (M) 
  You can shape the darkness around you into a pseudo-physical web, slowing or even ensnaring enemies caught in its radius. Shadow Discipline. 
  Level 15: Apprentice: creatures caught by the web are slowed even after escaping it. 
  Effect: 3.2-meter radius. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Spell acquired: Shadow Hound (M) 
  Summon a shadow hound. The higher the skill, the stronger the summoned hounds. Shadow creatures are immune to most non-magical attacks, but highly susceptible to Light damage.  
  Shadow discipline 
  Level 15: Apprentice: Summon Shadow Mastiff instead of a Hound. 
  Effect: summons 3 creatures 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A crushing sound made me turn. An Ogre had started to climb toward me, his hands rested on the ledge, pulling himself up with the strength of his arms alone. 
 
    I snarled, beastlike, and stepped back, placing the altar between us. 
 
    The Ogre pulled himself up fully, and rose to his full height, eyeing me stupidly. 
 
    “Barska say kill you, give much food!” It roared, barely able to pronounce the words.  
 
    He was blocking my way down, cutting off any chance of escape.  
 
    That was good, escape was the furthest thing off my mind. 
 
    “Come here then” I growled back at him, raising my staff in one hand, and the sacrificial bone dagger in another. 
 
    The Ogre took one large step, closing the distance between us and standing right in front of the Shrine which barely reached his knees. He raised his large club, looking at me stupidly. “Me smash you!” he bellowed and swung down hard. 
 
    Aided by my newly acquired muscles, I easily stepped back out of reach of the attack. The club smashed down where I had stood a second before, the entire Ogre’s body was hunched over the Shrine. 
 
    “Right back at you,” I replied coolly. And activated one of my new spells. The shadows around us surged towards the Ogre, fraying into a hundred thin strands that arched over and around his body, ensnaring him in a web of dark lines. The Ogre struggled powerfully, snapping some of the shadow filaments, hindered, but not quite immobilized.  
 
    I wasn’t about to let this dull creature do me, or mine, further harm. I was a master of Mana and Darkness now. I had just learned my first Shadow discipline spells, and I could mold them to my will just as I did with Mana Discipline spells.  
 
    I raised one hand, palm out, and concentrated. Dense blackness radiated from my hand, directed at the shadow web holding the Ogre, strengthening the strands, reinforcing them with more and darker shadows. The strands thickened, and the weave flexed, pulling tighter around the now panicking Ogre. I kept channeling power at the web, making it mine, a part of me. I closed my fist, and the web tightened around the Ogre even more, pulling him back towards the Shrine. It cost me over a hundred mana points. But that was a pittance to me now.  
 
    I clenched my fist, laying the Ogre face down over the Shrine, bound completely, unable to struggle. Helpless. 
 
    “Shhhhh, don’t move.” I whispered as I approached the Shrine.  
 
    His midsection was pressed tightly against the top of Shrine, his head forced down at my feet, his cheek pressed to the ground. With vengeful purpose I stabbed down, driving the dagger deep into the giant’s ear, twisting it viciously. The blade sank in all the way to the hilt, grinding through the skull-bone, releasing a torrent of blood that sprayed over the rocky ground. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Ogre sacrificed. +52 Faith Points (Cult of Nihilator) [base 13 X 4 using an altar] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I pulled the dagger out, my hand awash in the Ogre’s lifeblood. The now familiar sight of black tendrils erupted from the wound, snaking across the Ogre’s body in all directions. A moment later, all that remained was a pile of gear and a shining Void Crystal. 
 
    I walked to the ledge and stared down into the valley. Eight Ogres remained, frolicking in the destruction of my settlement. 
 
    Still feeling energized by my recent ascension to the second tier, I jumped off the ledge. Using the principles I learned from the new Shadow Web spell, I controlled the force of my landing with a cushion of soft semi-tangible darkness. Like walking down the stairs, I kept on walking as I reached the ground, glaring at the invaders. 
 
    “Dread Totem” a whisper from behind me. 
 
    I whirled around, and looked into the cave behind me. 
 
    Guba peeked out from the cave entrance.  
 
    “You’re alive!” I almost yelped. The constriction in my chest eased, and my rage and grief receded a little.  
 
    “Where is everyone else?” 
 
    “We got lucky, Dread Totem.” There was no trace of her usual impatient gruffness.  
 
    “A big ole’ ape came running out the forest, giving the alarm, Vrick told us to hide in the cave. Then them Ogres came, and he took the warriors with him to try to stop them.” 
 
    She looked back into the cave. “Without that warning, all the younglings would have died. But I still be fearing that we be eventually discovered and killed too.” She didn’t seem worried for herself. 
 
    I looked behind her at the huddled goblins. Yeshlimashu the gremlin was also there, along with several new goblin children. They were all clinging to each other in fright, hiding in the dark. 
 
    “Don’t worry, no one else is going to die. Except for the Ogres.” I said darkly.  
 
    I had a crazy idea, it was inappropriately greedy. The noncombatant goblins couldn’t help me in the coming fight, but maybe I could help them benefit from the situation, which would help me in the long run.  
 
    I formed a War Party and added all the goblins in the cave to it. Thanks to my recent skill boosts and the enchanted ring I looted from Barska, my skill was high enough to include everyone.  
 
    “Keep everyone inside the cave.” I instructed Guba. 
 
    “Yes, Dread Totem.” She disappeared back into the cave and out of sight. 
 
    I activated Mana Infusion, on normal gear this time, and ran toward the Ogres, passing the Breeder’s Den along the way. 
 
    It was a good decision to put it so out of the way. The Ogres had concentrated on demolishing the buildings in the center of the settlement first. 
 
    The nearest two Ogres were gleefully breaking down the Rabbit Warren. In the village proper the three Ogres who’d kicked my ass had almost finished destroying the Mess Hall. In the distance, I saw the last two Ogres lumbering toward the Smithy against the cliff wall. 
 
    “Shit!” I needed to decide which group to engage first, I could either go for the closest Ogres, to keep them from rampaging unhindered, or run after the ones about to demolish the Smithy. 
 
    Indecision paralyzed me for precious seconds, until I heard a new sound. 
 
    “Hey, you fugly boneheads! Bring it!”  
 
    It was Malkyr! He stepped away from the Smithy, brandishing his outsized Greatsword, Hoshisu following close behind.  
 
    The two stood between the Smithy and the charging Ogres, blocking their way. They positioned themselves in the same battle stance they used when they fought the Ogres outside the Raiders’ Camp; Malkyr on point for the high attacks, and Hoshisu slightly behind him, ready to dart around him and attack from below when the Ogres were distracted by Malkyr’s attacks. 
 
    Knowing their capabilities, I was fairly certain they could at least keep the Ogres occupied until I could come back and help them.  
 
    Reassured, I turned my full attention to the two Ogres demolishing the Rabbit Warren and charged at them. Pulling every shadow within reach toward me, I funneled a large part of my mana into my fist and slammed it into the ground with a resounding CRACK. The mana exploded out, opening jagged rents in the ground that drew the darkness to them. Shadows flowed and coalesced into of dark mass around me. I pushed even more mana into the spell, straining its limits, overcharging it. More amassed, getting larger and draining the shadows around them. When the spell was fully charged, I stood up and let the magic run its course. The shadows finished amassing and continued to change. They sprouted four legs, tails, and jaws filled with sharp, dark teeth. I had summoned six Shadow Mastiffs. Though the creatures were smaller than the ones in Nihilator’s cave, they looked just as ferocious. 
 
    With a thought I directed the attention of the summoned beasts to the two Ogres and sent a single command; Attack! 
 
    The Mastiffs charged in a pack at the surprised Ogres. The Ogres’ howls of pain filled the air as the Mastiffs jumped at them, hanging on their backs and arms with their teeth, ripping at their flesh with their claws. The Ogres tried to retaliate, but their blows passed harmlessly through the dark beasts’ bodies as if through smoke.  
 
    This is fun! I like this spell. 
 
    Though the Mastiffs were ferocious, they weren’t causing a lot of actual damage, the Ogre’s natural spell resistance and thick skin protected them from the brunt of the attacks. Since the Ogres couldn’t even touch the shadow-mutts, it was only a matter of time before the hulks were shredded to pieces. 
 
    Two of the three groups of Ogres were now engaged, so I turned my attention to the three remaining Ogres. Racing across the village to the Mess Hall I arrived just as the Ogres finished demolishing it completely. I saw one of Gandork’s cauldrons, lying among the wreckage, broken and crushed. For some reason, that enraged me even more, as if the cauldron was one of my clan mates. The Ogres were out of my spell range, exposing my sharp teeth in a goblin snarl, I charged them 
 
    This time, they saw me coming. They let go of their clubs, picked up pieces of debris and started throwing them my way. I was forced to dodge right and left, evading huge chunks of stones and tree logs that could have squashed me flat. 
 
    I was forced to continue dodging while slowly closing the distance between us. A large beam clipped my shoulder, shaving off 40 of my health and hurling me to the ground. When I started to rise, I saw another large piece flying directly toward my head, and managed to activate Mana Shield at the last second, causing it to bounce off harmlessly. 
 
    The Ogres took advantage of my moment of weakness, and used the delay to pepper my shield with more flying debris. They had decent aim, I’ll give them that. Every piece of log or chunk of stone that hit my shield drained a few dozen mana points out of me. 
 
    I was stuck. By the time I managed to pull myself together and stand up, I was surrounded by wreckage and could not walk over it with my Mana Shield active. Meanwhile the Ogres continued their bombardment. 50% mana remaining... 45%... 
 
    I deactivated my shield and bolted forward, trying to close the distance. A large piece hit me straight on, hurling me back, taking away 20% of my hit points. Another followed, another 20%. 
 
    The pain was negligible, I’d learned to ignore pain, to use it. 
 
    The two hits fueled me with rage, unlocking my Blood Wrath. I stood up, pointed a finger at a single Ogre who was about to launch another volley at me, and shot out a beam of pushing force. The beam hit the Ogre straight in the chest. Fueled by twice the standard energy, and strengthened by my upgraded skills, the beam hit the Ogre with a force of nearly two tons. The Ogre was blasted backward and down onto his back. The piece of projectile he was holding fell on him, causing him to take some damage. 
 
    Taking out one of them threw the other Ogres out of sync, and I caught a break from the barrage. I leaned forward and sped toward them, casting another Shadow Web, commanding the darkness to hold them down.  
 
    The shadows shot out tendrils at the ogres again. But this time, since I hadn’t empowered it, it was only large enough to hold down one of the Ogres. It struggled against the web, and it was clear that his strength would prevail eventually. But he was out of the picture for the moment, reducing the number of enemies that could gang up on me to two. 
 
    “Freeze,” I raised my palm toward the still standing Ogre, pouring my dark mana into his limbs, forcing them to stop moving. With a flick of thought I launched my dagger at him, soaring through the air. 
 
    The dagger hit, directly over the heart, but didn’t strike deep enough to cause major damage, the Freeze effect on that Ogre wasn’t strong enough for the dagger’s Sacrifice ability to kick in. 
 
    The Ogre ignored the dagger embedded in its chest, grabbed its club and charged at me. The one I had hit with my Blood Wrath also recovered and was standing up, collecting his club. 
 
    I concentrated on my dagger still inside the Ogre body, and made it go upward, slicing open my enemy. I could feel the Ogre’s innate defenses resisting my efforts, forcing me to invest more mana to increase the dagger's strength, so it could perform the maneuver. I also shot two Drilling Arrows at it, for good measure, reducing him to 50% of his health. 
 
    But still, it was not enough to stop them. Seconds later, the two Ogres charged at me with raised clubs, and I once again activated my Mana Shield around me, absorbing the hits. This time, thanks to my increased skill levels, no damage came through, but that only meant that more mana was drained as a result. 
 
    I was down to 40% of my mana. 
 
    I launched another two Drilling Arrows and forced the dagger to cause more damage, bringing the Ogre down to 20% health. Goddamn tough bastards. 
 
    Then, with a roar, the third ensnared Ogre broke free of my web, and charged me as well. 
 
    As before, the three were raining blow on my shield, draining my mana in an alarming speed. I had a sense of Deja Vu.  
 
    I looked through my shield at the Ogres around me, and clenched my teeth. “You bastards want to play? Bring it on!” I gave in to rage, maniacally launching arrow after arrow at the Ogres around me, making the dagger zoom from one to the other, wounding them all, but not enough to kill any. 
 
    The last of my mana pool drained quickly. 20%... 10%... 0% 
 
    Just as before, the descending clubs finally smashed away the shield and struck at me, my new enhanced body took the blows better than before, but I was still overwhelmed. One club hit my shoulder, forcing me down to my knees. Another slammed into my back, dropping me on my face. 
 
    50% health remaining. 
 
    Then the third club came down, aimed straight at my head. There was no way I could dodge that hit. 
 
    And I didn’t. 
 
    The club connected with my skull and then the ground. 
 
    But I didn’t die. 
 
    Instead of killing me, the club merely passed harmlessly through my head, as if I was made of air.  
 
    This was a special, ‘get out of jail’ trump card I had just received. It was a passive ability called Nihilator’s Sanction. Once per day, it allowed me to transform into a being of pure shadow for a short while rather than dying from mass damage. 
 
    I started laughing maniacally. My voice sounded hollow and high pitched, mad. Even to my own ears. 
 
    I rose to my feet, staring with amusement at the bewildered Ogres around me. 
 
    One of them swung at me, it's club passing harmlessly through my shadow body. I smirked. 
 
    To me, the shadows on the ground around pulsated with energy. I could feel it thrumming in my body through my feet. I drew power into me from the shadowed ground, drinking it in, restoring my health back to full, but leaving my mana quite drained. I stood there, looking at the befuddled Ogres, and laughed at their stupid expressions. In this form I was untouchable, but I also could not harm them. It allowed a tier 2 boss to escape death’s door and regroup. As a player facing a boss, it was a very annoying ability. But as a boss… It felt awesome! 
 
    Snap out of it! You still got intruders to deal with. I berated myself. 
 
    I looked around the valley. The Ogres that were attacked by the Mastiffs finally got it through their thick skulls that they could not hit them back, so they split up and started running away, the mastiffs close at their heels. One was running toward the forest path leading out of the valley, but the other one was running toward the open cave where all my goblin workers hid. Shit, I can’t get there in time to save them. I tugged at my ears in frustration. My hand touched the enchanted earring I wore. That gave me an idea. All the workers were in my War Party, so I should be able to talk to them telepathically using the earring's special power. Right. 
 
    There is an Ogre coming your way. Barzel, Stonemasons, and any other worker with a weapon - lay in ambush and hit the Ogre’s legs as he comes into the cave. He’s already wounded, just bring him down. The Mastiffs should take care of the rest. I hoped they got the message and would act in time. 
 
    The siblings were also in trouble. The two Ogres they were fighting were bloodied, but Malkyr also looked to be on his last legs. Hoshisu was desperately darting all around the place, trying to deflect any more attacks from hitting him, but it was clear that they would soon lose. 
 
    I was in trouble too. Though the three ogres were wounded, one quite severely and I was now fully healed, without my mana I stood no chance against them in a purely physical confrontation. I also couldn’t drink any potions in this shadowy state. I needed a break from combat so I could drink my remaining mana potions, and that meant running far enough away before my goblin body returned. Hopefully it would be enough to finish off the Ogres. 
 
    I was just about to break off when a loud war cry sounded from the forest path leading to the settlement. Two more Ogres were charging in my direction. 
 
    I felt my heart flutter and desperation engulf me. We were already in trouble, two more Ogres would tip the scale completely, sealing our doom. 
 
    But to my elation, the Ogres’ cry was soon echoed by a host of hobgoblins that charged after them. It was my own forces. They had finally arrived! 
 
    Unaware of the new danger, the one wounded Ogre fleeing from the Mastiffs headed straight for them. He was welcomed by a barrage of arrows and pounded to the ground by his former allies. 
 
    The party then split into two groups, one heading my way and the other toward the Ogres still battling the twins. 
 
    I sighed with relief. We were saved. 
 
    The three Ogres around me, turned around, preparing to meet the new enemies. Using their distraction, I deactivated the shadow body before it expired on its own, and downed my last remaining two mana potions. I shot a barrage of Drilling Arrows at the most wounded Ogre, bringing him close to death, then delivered the killing blow with the dagger, sacrificing him as well. 
 
    I turned my back on the last two remaining Ogres. They were wounded and outnumbered, my forces could handle them on their own. I had to make sure my surviving goblins weren’t being butchered. 
 
    I ran back to the cave, my feet nearly hovering over the ground as I pushed myself and Mana Infusion to its limit in my hurry. 
 
    But I was too late. 
 
    The Ogre was already dead. 
 
    The three Mastiffs were sitting idly by, staring at the dead body. Barzel, holding his forging hammer, put a possessive leg over the ogre, leaning on it. I could see a hammer shaped indent on one of the Ogre’s knees. Looked like Barzel was also good at hammering enemies and not just metal. 
 
    I threw a cursory glance around. “Everyone ok?” 
 
    “Yes, Dread Totem.” 
 
    “Yes, Dread Totem.” 
 
    “Yes, Bread Totem.” 
 
    I moaned and palmed my face. Goblins! 
 
    But I could feel a large smile smeared across my face. They were alive, and that’s what mattered. We could always rebuild what was destroyed. 
 
    I turned to leave. There were still enemies to defeat. 
 
    As I exited the cave, I could see that the situation was already well under control. My new forces easily overpowered the fatigued and injured Ogres, dropping them to the ground. Far away, I could see Malkyr burying his axe in the last Ogre’s head, ending the fight. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Victory!  
  You have successfully defended Goblin’s Gorge. 
  Your entire settlement has gained the Last Stand buff. 
  Effect:+50 morale, restoration costs are halved. Duration: 7 days 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The victory bonus was a nice touch. It would sure come in handy to fix all the destruction the Ogres had caused. 
 
    I walked across the open field, toward the center of the valley. The goblins who took sanctuary in the cave followed me as one. 
 
    I reached the center, and looked around. The destruction was significant; The Mess Hall, the Construction Yard and the half-completed Warehouse were completely demolished. The Rabbit’s Warren had taken a serious beating. Luckily, my foresight in spreading the buildings wide apart proved itself, as the most significant buildings, the Breeder’s Den, the Smithy and the Lumber Yard, were located further away, and remained intact.  
 
    The victorious fighters made their way toward us, and we came together at the pond’s bank. 
 
    I looked around. Malkyr was injured and supported by two hobgoblins. My new hobgoblin lieutenant, Borbarabsus - aka Bob, was bloodied and one of my Ogres sported a comically huge bump on his head. Other than that, most looked unharmed. There were no fatalities. 
 
    Everyone, including the players, looked at me, expecting me to say something. 
 
    It felt increasingly uncomfortable, especially knowing there were a couple of outsiders in the audience. But a leader has to fulfill his obligations. I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Today we have finally brought an end to the threat that has hung over our heads for so long. Barska, the hobgoblin chief who destroyed our old clan, is now dead. Together we can accomplish great things. We have survived a devastating attack. We are bleeding now, but we will rebuild, we will grow, and we will be even stronger.” Everyone listened, but I could see apprehensive looks passing between my goblins and my new hobgoblin followers. “We are all one clan now,” I added firmly, “we will work together and protect each other. We all are GreenPiece members now. To the GreenPiece clan!” 
 
    “To the GreenPiece clan!” they all cheered around me. Ogres and players included. 
 
    Hoshisu stared at me with an unfathomable look, then shook her head. “Whenever I think I get a read on you, you go and find another way surprise me. The way you act and talk, you could almost pass for an NPC.” 
 
    “Man, that was some serious epic shit!” Malkyr grinned broadly at me, still supported by two hobgoblin warriors. “We just logged in when all hell broke loose. Ogres were running around, destroying everything in sight. Then a couple ran straight at us, and I was thinking ‘hell no, that’s my Smithy fuckers!’ That’s was some serious last-stand shit. I love it!” He chuckled. 
 
    I returned his smile, though briefly. It was my clan and my home, and he was acting like it was just some game. 
 
    Vic, once again in his purple shaped goblin form approached me. He was holding something in his hand. 
 
    “Here you go boss, I thought you’d like to have those. I collected them after the fight.” He handed me several Void Crystals. 
 
    “Thanks Vic,” I put them in my inventory. I now had a sizeable collection of them. That reminded me of something. 
 
    “Everyone, follow me,” I beckoned and turned toward the cave. 
 
    I left everyone standing below and climbed the ladder. I stood next to the Cemetery and opened the Settlement Interface, then selected the Resurrections option from the Energy Option menu. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Resurrection  
  
     
 
      
      	  ●        Bek, goblin Adept, level 6; Resurrection cost: 60 EP 
  ●       Vrick, goblin lieutenant, level 7; Resurrection cost: 70 EP 
  ... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My heart fluttered as I reached the last entry on the list. 
 
    
    
      
      	  ●        Tika, goblin huntress, level 4; Resurrection cost: 40 EP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The standard slain goblin warriors were not present, but I wasn’t expecting them to be. I held my breath, and selected everyone on the list, approving each one individually and paying the measly 170 energy cost for my friends’ resurrections. 
 
    The cemetery’s single headstone shone a bright green light and three ethereal shapes appeared beside it. Then the headstone glow diminished and the shapes became more substantial. The glow vanished completely and three goblins stood in front of me. Bek, Vrick and my Tika. 
 
    The three looked groggy, not realizing at first where they were, Death debuff would do that to a person. All signs of their injuries had vanished and they stood before me whole and well. Even Tika’s lost fingers had been restored. 
 
    Blinking his eyes repeatedly, Vrick noticed me first. He bent his knees before me, putting his hand on the still groggy Bek, bringing him down as well. “We are yours to command Dread Totem.” His tone full of respect. 
 
    It was then that Tika too snapped back to her senses and noticed me. 
 
    “Oren!” she cried, and ran toward me. I opened my arms to receive her. All my hesitation and uncertainty disappeared as I embraced her deeply, holding her body tightly close to mine 
 
    “You’re safe, I am here now.” I whispered in her ear. 
 
    We all walked to the edge of the stone shelf and looked at the crowd below us, my arm pleasantly wrapped around Tika’s shoulders. 
 
    “Hell Yeah!” Malkyr raised his fist in the air. 
 
    Everyone followed his mark and cheered as well. Even the restraint Hoshisu clapped her hands, smiling. We went down the ladder and joined the cheering crowd. 
 
    Hands slapped across my back as I waded through and approached the small gremlin. 
 
    “Yeshlimashu.” I addressed him formally “the hobgoblin menace has been dealt with. They will no longer haunt this forest.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Completed: Remove the Hobgoblin Menace 
  Yeshlimashu the gremlin wants you to remove the hobgoblin presence from the forest in order to establish trade routes with his people.
Quest Type: Advanced
Reward: Trade with gremlins is now available, 500 XP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  +900 reputation with Yeshlimashu. Current rank: Friendly. Points to next rank: 3000 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 17. You have 1 ability point to allocate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The gremlin looked startled with all the attention he was receiving. He coughed and replied in his high-pitched voice. “Good, good. I will make the proper arrangements with my clan.”  
 
    Something about the way he said it sounded off, though. As if he was ashamed and hiding something. 
 
    Hoshisu apparently noticed it as well. “Oh come on Yeshi, you can do better than that!” Her tone was both commanding and pleading. Something only women knew how to do properly. 
 
    Her words had a visible impact on the flabbergasted creature.  
 
    “Ahem… Well, now that we are trade partners there is something else I can give you, it’s a standard practice when we establish connections with new markets.” 
 
    He reached into his bag of holding and retrieved a folded parchment. 
 
    <I wonder what other items he’s hiding in there> Vic muttered in my mind. 
 
    I took the parchment and opened it. It was a blueprint. 
 
    <Building Blueprint: Gremlin Marketplace 
 
    A place for traders and traveling merchants to offer their wares. The industrious gremlin marketplace provides access to a more advanced economy interface than a standard marketplace> 
 
    I looked sternly at the fidgeting gremlin. “I seem to recall you mentioning selling me this blueprint at a steep price.” 
 
    At least he had the decency to lower his eyes. “Getting the best deal is second nature to me. I didn’t know you very well then and saw an opportunity for more profit. I apologize.” 
 
    “Well,” I placed the blueprint in my inventory, “As long as it doesn’t happen again. And I do expect a significant discount in our future dealing.” 
 
    “Of course, Dread totem.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  New skill acquired: Barter [S] 
  You can talk your way into a better deal and get better prices when selling or buying. 
  Dependent on individual reputations. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I smiled contentedly. The single attribute point in Social from my recent boss upgrade was already hard at work. I looked at the signs of devastation all around me. It took the Ogres only a handful of minutes to destroy what had taken us over a month to build. I was not looking forward to spending another month rebuilding. Luckily, I didn’t have to. I still had more than 3000 energy left. So I had some options available. 
 
    I opened the Construction Interface and selected all the destroyed buildings. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Restore Mess Hall (125 energy required with Last Stand buff). Yes/No? 
  Restore Warehouse (85 energy required with Last Stand buff). Yes/No? 
  Restore Rabbit Warren (65 energy required with Last Stand buff). Yes/No? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Of course. I acknowledged, interfacing directly with the controls and paying the 265 energy cost. 
 
    I led the crowd back toward the center of our camp. All around us the buildings were glowing with blue energy, beams and stone pieces flew around us, forming back into walls, roofs and windows. By the time we had made it to the center, everything was back together again, as if it was never damaged. 
 
    <Impressive. You realize you also paid to rush construction of the Warehouse? It was not completed before the Ogres destroyed it> Vic sounded immensely satisfied for some reason. 
 
    Yes… seemed silly to save a few energy points at this stage. Why the sudden excitement? 
 
    <Because that means I no longer need to serve as your stupid inventory clerk! Get a goblin to manage the warehouse now, I’m done crawling around heaps of goblin trash> 
 
    I chuckled. “Alright Vic, you got it.” 
 
    Tika once again wormed her way under my arm. I didn’t mind. It felt right. Hoshisu snickered. Muttering something about me falling for a goblin. I didn’t care, I was done trying to conceal our relationship. She couldn’t possibly understand what I’d been through. What we’ve been through. 
 
    For the first time in a long while I felt good, optimistic. 
 
    Tika still under my arm, we went together to my house. 
 
    We laid together on the soft furs and embraced each other tightly.  
 
    I closed my eyes, and felt content. Tika was safe. My clan was safe. All was well. 
 
    Sometime later we started kissing. It felt natural and relaxing, like it was meant to be. A little bit after that, our clothes were thrown to the side and our naked bodies intertwined, pressed tightly together. All my previous restraints and conflicts had evaporated as I finally come to grips with reality and made love to my beautiful huntress. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 31 - Restoration 
 
    I woke feeling unburdened, light-hearted and happy. 
 
    The clan had taken a beating, but all the workers had survived, and all the damage to the buildings was already repaired. The only permanent loss was the death of the ten goblin warriors, including the two that had been with us from the beginning.  
 
    I felt a pang from their loss. Though they had no name of their own and were deemed expendable by this world’s harsh rules because of it, I was used to their presence, and felt their absence keenly. It was a sobering experience, and I was adamantly determined to never let such a catastrophe happen ever again; I even had just the idea to do that, but it would have to wait for now. I still had so much other stuff to take care of. 
 
    The Lyrical bird was singing its sweet song, empowering me, making me feel optimistic. More pragmatically, it improved my Bastardly luck. And that was good, because I would need all the luck I could get for what I had in mind. I gently stroked Tika’s hair and, regretfully, detached myself from the still sleeping huntress. 
 
    Stepping out of my house, I almost tripped over two exhausted Ogres lying on the ground.  
 
    Despite the recent losses, my newfound forces represented a fighting force easily several times stronger than the one I had before, thanks in large part to two brutes. A pile of stacked sacks and crates stood beside them. Before I went to bed, I sent them both back to the Raiders’ Camp to bring back all their food supplies. I wasn’t too worried sending them through the dangerous forest alone. Around here, Ogres were pretty much at the top of the food chain, there was a very slim chance they’ll encounter anything they couldn’t handle. 
 
    Gandork was already peeking inside crates and opening sacks, mumbling. “Travel rations, jerky, more travel rations…” 
 
    “Hi Gandork” I approached him. “How long until you can make Simple food out of all this?” 
 
    He straightened up in a hurry. “Eh-ahem, most of the food is already edible as is, Dread Totem” he stuttered. “A few odd and ends that can be used to add some flavoring to my usual stew, but most is ready to be consumed as is.” 
 
    I gave him a steady, meaningful gaze. 
 
    “Load it all up to the Breeder’s Den?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “As you command, Dread Totem.” 
 
    I now had the resources and the manpower to start making significant progress. I entered the Mess Hall. All the workers were already present, eating. The hobgoblins were sitting together, apart from the goblins. As soon as I was spotted, everyone rose to their feet and bowed, muttering, “Bre..Dread Totem.” 
 
    Though I did gain a higher boss tier, I didn’t feel any different. My goblins seemed to think the change merited a special distinction. It was awkward.  
 
    “Please, get back to eating, there’s no need for that.” I looked around smiling. The food smelled especially good, filling the Mess Hall with its delicious aroma. 
 
    I sat myself down at the big, well-crafted table at the front of the room, directly in front of the kitchen. A goblin worker hurriedly brought me my meal. 
 
    “Thank you,” I nodded, recognizing him as one of the gatherers. 
 
    I sat comfortably in the chair and ate Gandork’s excellent start-of-the-dark stew. Catching Zuban’s eye, I motioned him to approach. 
 
    “Dread Totem,” he greeted me. A hobgoblin warrior female followed him. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “New friend?” 
 
    He grinned boyishly, “We talked for a while, and hit it off. Well... She’s not big on talking, but the hitting went pretty well.” His grin widened. 
 
    I chuckled. “I’m glad you approve of our new clan members.”  
 
    That gave me an idea. “I am planning a special ceremony for later. Everyone will attend. Do me a favor and find a suitable name for your lady friend, ok?” 
 
    He looked puzzled by my request but shrugged, “As you wish.” 
 
    “Now, what is our current status?” 
 
    He scratched his chin. “The Lumber Mill is completed. We’ve already assembled the circular saw. All that is missing is a mill worker to operate it.” 
 
    I nodded, “I already considered that. Have Woody do it. He’s our most experienced Lumberjack, with a little practice, he should gain the required skill to operate the Lumber Mill.” And save me the cost of hiring a specialized Advanced worker, I completed in my mind. This was yet another bonus of having named members. They could learn and evolve. 
 
    Zuban nodded. “As you command. We also started building three Cabins for the workers, before the Ogres attacked. Luckily, we only put in the foundations, so the Ogres didn’t bother wrecking them. It would take us three more days to finish constructing all three.” 
 
    I nodded approvingly “Good.” 
 
    A female goblin Builder walked by, a baby at her arm. The baby was huge for a goblin, with definite hobgoblin features. 
 
    I gave Zuban a critical look. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” He followed my eyes till he spotted the baby as well. “Oh, that” he coughed embarrassedly. “Well… you know… It used to get lonely around here during sleep time, and there were no other hobgoblins around back then...”. 
 
    I wondered what the infant would look like when he grew up. Considering his heritage, I was hoping for a second Bargush. We could always use the extra build boost. With the speed babies were growing up around here, it wouldn’t take long to find out. This could actually be a good thing. 
 
    I chuckled. “I’m not judging you Zuban, but I’m having difficulty believing your new friend is going to approve. 
 
    “As I said, she not so much of a talker. I’ll be fine.” It was obvious he was uncomfortable. 
 
    “Anyway,” he added, trying to change the subject, “I have a suggestion regarding a different matter. My people, have a natural knack for building fortifications. I suggest we put our new clan members to work on fortifying the entrance to the valley. It shouldn’t take them long to construct a rudimentary wall to seal it off.” 
 
    That was a good idea. I hadn’t thought of it at the time, but someone had to build the wooden wall that surrounded the Raiders’ Camp, and there were no hobgoblin workers present.  
 
    “Excellent suggestion Zuban,” I commanded him. “The survi-- those warriors that will remain with us will be put to work as you suggested.” 
 
    He looked puzzled at my choice of words, but didn’t pursue the matter any longer. He went back to his table, the female hobgoblin close on his heels. 
 
    I continued eating, contemplating my clan’s future. The recent occurrences proved that my initial concerns were accurate. I had to invest in my clan’s security. The time for peaceful expansion and investing purely in the industry was over. Now was the time to develop the clan’s military strength. The new recruits were a good start, but I wanted a large, organized force. One powerful enough that would deter any would be attacker. But I still had a long way to achieve that goal. I had to take each step, one step at a time. The first step, would be to increase our food production significantly, so I could recruit a large force when I needed to. The new Mess Hall and Warehouse would allow me to stockpile a lot of food to be used in short notice. Next was armament. I had to start producing good quality weapons for my new recruits. That meant steel weapons, which meant that on top of the required ore, I had to provide the smithy with coal. Being the Lucky Bastard that I was, I knew just where to get it. 
 
    I opened the Settlement Interface, and accessed the warehouse. Our eternal clan’s pile was finally properly stored. A long ordered list of our supplies appeared before me, offering various filtering options. 
 
    <Thank god I no longer have to dive into that accursed pile of goblin shit> Vic muttered in my mind.  
 
    I had to agree, this system was much more accurate and easy to use. 
 
    I tabbed to the food filter. 
 
    
    
      
      	   Warehouse (Food): 
  
     
 
      
      	  ●       15 raw meat 
  ●       25 raw fish 
  ●       24 gathered edibles 
  ●       48 gathered ingredients 
  ●       30 raw mushrooms:  
  ●       460 travel rations 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Good, I had enough food to implement the first phase of the plan. I remembered that when I reviewed Tika’s Forage skill a while back, it mentioned the valley could support up to four hunters. We had enough bows to equip a dozen if I wanted to. 
 
    I opened the Breeder's Den, intending to summon new hunters.  
 
    Instead of the usual list of available goblins, I was greeted by a new system message. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Breeder’s Den upgraded 
  By controlling a new race’s settlement, their units are now available for recruitment.  
  Conquering additional races’ settlements will add additional units. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was stunned. That is awesome! I briefly entertained the notion of conquering an Ogre settlement and start recruiting the brutes by the dozen. I chuckled to myself; I made a significant progress, but I still had a long way to go before I could set my goals that high. Well, maybe not a very long way. 
 
    I reviewed the updated recruitment list. 
 
    
    
      
      	   Breeder’s Den 
  
     
 
      
      	  ●       Goblin (Foblin): 20 basic food. 
  ●       Goblin Worker: 30 basic food. 
  ●       Goblin Advanced Worker: 30 basic, 20 advanced food. 
  ●       Goblin Warrior: 50 basic food. 
  ●       Goblin Lieutenant: 50 basic, 20 advanced food. 
  ●       Goblin Crafter: 30 basic, 20 advanced food.  
  ●       Goblin Advanced Crafter: 30 advanced, 20 exquisite food. 
  ●       Goblin Adept: 30 advanced, 20 exquisite food. 
  ●       Hobgoblin: 30 basic food. 
  ●       Hobgoblin Warrior: 70 basic food. 
  ●       Hobgoblin Lieutenant: 70 basic, 30 advanced food. 
  ●       Hobgoblin Adept: 50 advanced, 30 exquisite food. 
  ●       Hobgoblin Noble: 100 basic, 50 advanced food. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It looked like I could only recruit combat type of hobgoblins. That meant I was still limited to using only goblin workers. I was fine with that. There was also a completely new class of recruits, the Hobgoblin Noble. I had no idea what that meant, but seeing its exaggerated cost, I assumed it was some type of a fighting terror.  
 
    I looked around, Zuban had already left the Mess Hall.  
 
    “Hey you, come over here a sec.” One of the hobgoblin scouts was passing by with his own meal.  
 
    He approached me with a blank expression. 
 
    “What do Hobgoblin Nobles do?” 
 
    He looked at me vacantly for a moment before answering dimly. “Big Shots, give orders. Plan wars, tell chief what should do, what should not do. Eat all the food.” 
 
    Alright, so it sounded like they were some sort of executive class of hobgoblins. With the rate my clan was growing, I would definitely going to need one of those around to help supervise our development. 
 
    But that was for later. For now, I selected three new goblin workers from the Breeder’s Den interface, and choose the Hunter profession for all three. Given enough time to train up their Hunt skill, they should increase our daily meat production by about 50. 
 
    Next, I summoned two new miners. Someone was going to have to mine the coal after all. I waited a few minutes, keeping an eye on my settlement’s population count. When the number updated to include the new recruits, I opened the energy Interface and spent 250 EP, raising them all five workers level 2. I still had an abundance of food to spare. 
 
    Looking at the list of existing goblins, I noticed another important fact. Thanks to my spontaneous idea of including all the worker in my War Party as I faced the invading Ogre, they each received a sizeable XP boost. It looked like most of them had gained 2 levels, putting the majority of the workers at level 4. Zuban, with his new level 7 was the highest among them. Even higher than Vrick, who died during the battle and remained at level 6. 
 
    Despite our losses, my clan emerged from the attack stronger than before. 
 
    I looked at the eating hobgoblin, keeping to themselves. This wouldn’t do, I couldn’t allow such segregation in my clan. Hopefully, my planned ceremony for the end of the day would take care of that as well. 
 
    “Bob,” I called my new hob lieutenant. The dark-skinned warrior jumped up to his feet, standing at rapt attention and saluted. “Yes, Chief?” 
 
    “I am planning a ceremony at the end of dark. I want all your warriors to be present by the Shrine.” 
 
    He didn’t look bothered by my weird request in the slightest. That was one good thing about the hobgoblin militaristic mindset, they were used to obey orders. ”Yes, Chief.” 
 
    “Also, I have summoned some new workers. Once the ceremony is complete, select three of your best warriors and escort the two miners back to Raider's Camp. Put them to work mining the coal there. Oh, before you leave, make sure to pass through the Smithy, have Barzel equip them with new picks. You are to protect the Miners through the journey and while they work. Take one of the new Hunters with you as well, it should be enough to provide you all with food. I will send someone to collect the mined coal in a few days.” 
 
    His lips narrowed as he heard my orders, but that was the only display of emotion. “Yes Chief, I will do as you command.” 
 
    Finishing my meal I got up to my feet. I finished taking care of the things I had in mind. Now all that remained was to await the ceremony at the end of dark. It was still hours away till light-time, and I didn’t particularly feel the desire to keep on working.  
 
    I went back to my house, took off my clothes, and rejoined my naked, sleeping beauty. 
 
    Being the Chief had its perks. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After an enjoyable time spent at ‘pillow fighting,’ I got up and sat at my table. I still had a few hours, so I decided to try my hand at a little Runecrafting. I was eager to try out the new ‘Tse’ rune I had discovered back at Raiders’ Camp, and test the idea it gave me. 
 
    I drew out a high-quality steel rod from my inventory and analyzed it. 
 
    
    
      
      	  High-quality steel rod 
  Description: A cylindrical rod of an especially condensed and durable steel. 
  Runecraft Viability: 4 runes 
  Durability: 100/100 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Earlier that day, I ran into Malkyr and, making use of one of the ‘special’ crafting favors he owed me, I commissioned a cylindrical metal rod, about the length of my forearm. I could have Barzel forge it for me, but I wanted the rod to be of the highest possible quality. Malkyr did a good job. The rod was near the quality an Expert ranked Smith would produce. 
 
    I held the rod firmly in one hand and opened the Runecraft design mode. The familiar screen opened, displaying an ethereal clone of the rod. Unlike my previous crafting sessions, I felt some intuitive sense guiding my thoughts. I peered into the transparent plain shape of the rod, and could picture the complex patterns required taking shape on it. 
 
    I exhaled slowly, steadying myself and reached to the list of runes, but then stopped myself. Somehow, it didn’t feel right. I knew what I wanted to make, and using the system’s simplified shortcut felt inadequate. Instead, I turned my attention to the rod and willed the rune on it. It was remarkably easy. Foregoing the automatic rune placement, I drew the lines meticulously by ‘hand’, as any other true runecrafter goblin would have.  
 
    I started by drawing the simple straight lines of ‘Ko’, the containment rune, followed by the zig-zag lines of the new ‘Tse’ trigger rune. I then added the ‘Esh’ rune of fire. Every line I drew, flowed from me easily, falling into place as if it was always meant to. Three runes were completely drawn, there was enough room on the steel rod for one more. 
 
    I glanced to the right side of my view, where the enchantment name was displayed along with its effect; ‘Kotsesh - fire converter.’ 
 
    It really didn’t mean anything by itself, there were no special effects listed, but the fact that I received any kind of progress indication at all, eased my mind, assuring me I was on the right track. I started drawing the last and most complicated rune: ‘Te’ the connector rune. The first three runes spread across a third of the rod length, I connected the Te rune to Esh, then continued to draw it in spiraling circles around the rod, spreading outward. Once I reached the end, I inverted the lines, and spiraled the other way around back to the three main runes, but this time, drawing the lines at the inner part of the rod. I reached the Esh rune again, and the lines fused together seamlessly. 
 
    My heart was beating in my chest rapidly. Will it work? I wondered as I channeled my mana into the rod, fueling the enchantment. A few moments later, I finished channeling the required 400 MP into the rod and my question was answered. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Item schema discovered: Kotseshet [Fire Converter Shooter] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Enchant High-Quality Steel Rod [Fire Converter Shooter]? Yes /No 
  Pattern efficiency: 100%
Mana invested: 400/400. 
Effect: convert source into fire stream. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 18 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I chuckled happily. It worked! Somehow my intuition led me to craft the first, truly complex piece of Runecraft mechanics. I didn’t need all those stupid shortcuts, runes list, enchantment details update. They were primitive tools for those who couldn’t understand the essence of the craft. But I did, now.  
 
    I lifted the rod in my hand and inspected it. The enhancement even changed its appearance. It was the color of fire, red and orange, with golden runes carved all over its length. One of its ends had an open groove, big enough to hold a large gem. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Fire Rod 
  Description: An elegant rod made of durable high-quality steel, enchanted to channel the power of fire. Runecrafted. Open socket. 
  Type: weapon [one handed] 
  Rank: magical 
  Durability: 120/100 
  Effect: Convert a magical source into a stream of fire. Fire intensity is based on the strength of the source used. Durability will suffer 10% of total damage. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The runes even increased the base durability of the rod, I thought with satisfaction. It was time for a fire test, so to speak. I took out one of the weakest Void Crystals in my inventory, a level 5 one. Holding my breath, I placed the crystal at the open grove. It clicked into place as if it was made for this purpose. The part of the rod that touched the crystal shifted from red into black. I stepped outside of my house and looked around looking for a target. A tree stump drew my attention. I looked around, making sure no one was coming into the line of fire, aimed the rod at the stump, and activated the trigger. 
 
    The Void-Crystal melted and was absorbed into the rod. The rod glowed and grew hot in my hand and a torrent of fire erupted from the other end, shooting out in a straight line, hitting the trunk’s dead center. The trunk immediately caught fire and begun to burn, sprouting large flames. 
 
    <Pretty cool boss!> Vic complimented me. 
 
    I checked the logs and scrolled down to the last action. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Fire Rod hit Tree-Trunk for 50 damage [fire] 
  Fire rod durability decreased by 5 pts. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I chuckled mirthfully. I had just crafted a piece of heavy duty firearm. Pun intended. A couple of these at the hands of some trusted warriors would be a game changer, bringing our combat readiness to a whole new level. Thanks to the recent battles, I had nearly 20 Void Crystals at varying levels at my disposal, and I knew how to make more. 
 
    I tucked the Fire Rod at my belt and pat at it affectionately. For now, I’ll be keeping the prototype to myself. 
 
    Turning around, I entered my house again and checked the clock. It was still about an hour till light-time. Having nothing important to do, I passed the time by browsing the Settlement Interface. 
 
    
    
      
      	   Goblin’s Gorge Interface 
  
     
 
      
      	  Energy: 2800 (163 / day) 
  Settlement level: 2 (Hamlet)  
  Bosses: 1 (Main: Dark Totem) 
  Morale: 38 
  Religion: Rank 1 
  Efficiency: 8.6% (morale: 7.6, crude tools: -3, low support structure: -6, nocturnal +10) 
  Population: 54 (43 goblins, 6 hobgoblins, 3 dire apes, 2 Ogres) 
  Food Upkeep: 45 
  Buildings: 7 (chief’s house, cemetery, breeder’s den, rabbit warren, shrine, quarry, smithy, construction yard, mess hall, lumber yard, warehouse)  
  Fortifications: 0 
  Food production: 78 (45 raw meat, 18 gathered herbs, 15 fish) 
  Resource production: 60.4. (5.2 stone, 10.2 lumber, 13 logs, 21 furs, 11 raw ore) 
  Research: Barracks 100/300 RP 
  Crafting production: 7.5 (leather: 4, tools: 5) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Despite the damage we suffered, it looked like Goblin’s Gorge was stronger than ever. I had an abundance of Energy, and with the new troops, the daily EP gain was even higher than before. Morale was temporarily high due to the Victory buff, and with the three cabins we were currently building, it should be even higher, for a few more days at least. 
 
    The settlement was now considered as a Hamlet. Curious to see the next settlement level requirements, I willed the settlement menu to open. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Settlement Level 3 - Village 
  
     
 
      
      	  Requirements: 10% efficiency or higher, 5 Apprentice level buildings, 200 members, 2 bosses 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The efficiency requirement was a new one. But I didn’t foresee any problems achieving that, once the morale issues will be handled efficiency will pick up. Likewise, the buildings and population requirements weren’t a real problem. With Zuban’s capable Builders, Bargush especially, we could now construct very quickly, and the way goblins reproduced… even without the benefits of having the Breeder’s Den around, we would probably reach the 200 mark in a few months. 
 
    The required number of bosses though, that was a new one. 
 
    <Yep, looks like you’re not enough of a boss for a real town> I could almost hear him smirking. 
 
    Ignoring Vic, I opened the Energy Interface next, and selected the Boss menu. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Promote a new Boss: 1 /2, 1000 Energy 
  Leader boss upgrade: Settlement level 3, 20,000 energy 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Twenty thousand energy to reach boss tier 3, that was outrageous! Especially considering the circumstances that led me to earn the 8000 energy worth Void Crystal. I’ll just have to get there the long way, I decided. 
 
    As for getting a completely new boss for the clan, I had enough energy to promote one of the clan members. But who should I choose? Vrick came to mind immediately. The tough, loyal goblin proved himself over and over again, so he was the natural first choice, but I hesitated. Promoting Vrick meant that I’ll lose an experienced, trusty lieutenant. True, I’ll gain a boss instead, but if I'd choose someone else I’ll have both boss and a lieutenant. So Vrick was out. Maybe Zuban? I wondered idly. No, Zuban served his purpose best as he was. How about Tika? That thought had some merit. She could become a much more efficient huntress with the Boss power boost. I also liked the idea that she will be stronger, and would probably be able to resist if someone tried to abduct her again. 
 
    <So you want to take a frail worker and put him on steroids? Good one boss.> 
 
    “Shut up Vic,” I murmured. 
 
    Promoting Tika for a boss, also meant she’ll be higher priority targets for our enemy, and I didn’t like that thought one bit. Vic’s rude remark however, sparked a different idea. Wouldn’t it actually be better to promote a simple worker? It was the option that offered the highest return. I’ll essentially be losing a non-crucial member and gain an important one instead. I could even select one of the generic warriors for that.  
 
    I sighed. Shame both of the 5th level goblin warriors died at the Ogres hands. They’ve both deserved such a promotion. 
 
    I decided to postpone my decision. There was no rush. There were other requirements to fulfill before this decision will become pressing. 
 
    Besides, it was time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was dawn, when the shadows were at their deepest due to the low light. 
 
    I was standing on top of the stone shelf, above the cave. All the goblins, along with Borbarabsus, Zuban and the Ogres gathered below, gazing up at me and the nine hobgoblins standing beside me. 
 
    I cleared my throat and addressed the 50-something individuals. “The attack took the lives of many of our warriors, and they are now lost for us forever. This will not do. As the high priest of Nihilator I declare that all new warriors would undergo a ritual. A naming ritual. If Nihilator approves of them, they will be named and awoken, and their death will not be permanent.” 
 
    Earlier, before this gathering, I have spoken to Guba. She knew a few ceremonial chants. I signaled her to start. Taking a step forward of the assembled crowd, Guba began chanting a throaty, Indian like melody. The rest of the crowd fell silent as her voice became louder, washing over all of us with a simple, yet powerful ritualistic chant. I wove my hands through the air, grabbing hold of the surrounding shadows. The darkness started to swirl around the crowd, isolating them on an island surrounded by darkness. I heard an involuntary gasp and my eyes spotted Hoshisu, hiding among the crowd. Somehow, she managed to sneak into the ceremony, and had just discovered a detail about my powers. I clenched my teeth in irritation. There was nothing I could do about it now. 
 
    Guba’s chant was picked up by a few other goblins, and soon, a full chorus of chanting voices filled the early morning air. With a slight nudge, I made the shadows around the Shrine swirl as well. A foreboding vision, if I have ever seen one. 
 
    I threw a quick glance at the nine assembled warriors near me. They remained apathetic to the ominous ritualistic marks all around them. As expected of an unnamed, unthinking puppets. 
 
    Standing near the Shrine, I motioned to the first of them. A female scout, Zuban’s ‘lady friend.’ 
 
    The hobgobliness approached, and I instructed her to lay down on the Shrine. Waves of darkness circled and swirled around us obscuring our view from the others. 
 
    Placing my hand on her forehead, I whispered the name Zuban had given me. “Ashlazaria, you are a proud scout, courageous and quick of thought, and you adore Zuban.” Nothing wrong with rewarding one of my most important followers. I proceeded and granted her the Lucky Bastard skill. 
 
    Since she was just a generic grunt, and couldn’t normally learn new skills, that act forced the essence of this world to seed her with a new consciousness. A VI. 
 
    I watched as her eyes opened wide in astonishment, new intelligence gleaming out of her yellow orbs. She stood up stiffly, then bowed before me. “I thank you, Chief.” 
 
    I nodded at her approvingly. “You will do just fine, Ashlazaria. Zuban will be thrilled to see you’ve successfully gone through the ceremony.” 
 
    I motioned for the next hob to come and lay down on the Shrine, a male warrior this time. As before, I lay my hand on his forehead, “Your name is Bran, you enjoy the thrill of battle and take good care of your weapons.” Followed by granting him the Lucky Bastard skill. 
 
    This one, however, didn’t go as smoothly. Large blisters began erupting all over the dark-skinned hobgoblin, he screamed in terror and started thrashing in agony. I sighed in regret and used mana Freeze to immobilize him. He remained on the shrine, unable to move. His body sprouted more and more of the blisters, that drew shadows into them as they swelled in size. I activated Mana Shield around the poor creature. It was difficult, but the boost I received my boss rank up helped facilitate this unusual activation. A moment later, the warrior’s body exploded in a spray of blood and shadows, painting the Shrine in red and black. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin Warrior sacrificed. +20 Faith Points (Cult of Nihilator) [base 5 X 4 using a Shrine] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Losing a warrior was too bad. But I knew the dangers of forcing a skill into simple puppets. There was no reason to let their deaths go to waste. Although it might seem a horrific act to the casual observer, there was no denying the underlying logic; The surviving warriors were now real, thinking, living individuals. They would fight and grow. If they die, I would be able to revive them, making sure they can continue to grow, instead of losing the experience they’ve gained so far. It was a cold, hard decision but I was adamant. It was best to lose a few unthinking puppets from the start, in order to make sure that the surviving members would forever remain to be the clan’s protectors. This would also help level the playing fields against the travelers. Those creatures could die many times, but would always come back, and having learned from their demise, they were often even more dangerous than before. 
 
    Now, my troops too could fight and learn, and come back if they would perish. As long as I had enough energy to support them, they would eventually evolve to become an unstoppable force. And the cost for that, was losing a few of them from the start. 
 
    Pragmatism motivated me to perform the ceremony at the Shrine, so even if the process causes their death, the clan would still benefit. 
 
    I looked over at the remaining, expressionless, seven hobs, and motioned the next one over, a female warrior. I named her Zia. And she became the second hobgoblin to have successfully transformed. 
 
    By the time I was finished, out of the original nine, only three warriors had perished at the ceremony. Lucky Bastard had reached level 21, and I gained 60 Faith Points in total. 
 
    I deliberately excluded the two Ogres from this ceremony. I had big plans for them, and I didn’t want risk losing either one of them. Not yet. 
 
    What I’ve done could have been considered cruel. But this is a cruel world. The remaining six hobgoblins, stood proud and tall, taking in their surrounding with eyes brimming with newfound intelligence. Each was stronger than it was before. They would serve their purpose well. 
 
    I inspected the six for a moment, then addressed them quietly. “You have been awakened. As long as you serve faithfully and protect our clan, you don’t have to fear death. You will fight and you will learn, and you will grow from it. In time, you will become strong enough to make every monster fear the name of the GreenPiece clan. Fight for me. Fight for us all. 
 
    “Yes Chief!” they replied in unison. Devotion and determination clearly evident on their faces. 
 
    The sun has risen on a bright new morning. Nighttime was over. 
 
    Time to go to bed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s been a few days since the ceremony. Everything had slowly fallen into place. 
 
    The first shipment of coal has arrived from the Raiders’ Camp, and Barzel had successfully forged basic steel weapons. Though it was an improvement over the weapons we currently had, it was just a proof of concept. We would be building a proper Weapons and Armors Smithies in the next few weeks. The food producing workers were doing their job admiringly, and I’ve even recruited a couple of farmers to work the land, raising crops. Mushrooms, mostly. Soon, we’ll be able to recruit and equip a sizeable force. An army. One that will be comprised solely of intelligent, VI seeded warriors. 
 
    Yes, the future was looking promising.  
 
    Back in bed, Tika naked body was nestled against mine.  
 
    There was still much to do, but there was nothing stopping me now from making this place into the great goblin kingdom I envisioned. We had our work cut out for us. 
 
    Tika didn’t appreciate my musing. The beautiful huntress rolled over on top of me and playfully licked my face. 
 
    I grinned despite myself. 
 
    Goblins! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    The gremlin explorer was usually in constant fear of an attack from the deadly monsters when walking through the deep forest. But this time, he had protection. Accompanying him were two enormous, by comparison, hobgoblins that made him almost as nervous as the forest usually did. 
 
    With his brown fur, wide long ears and a wide mouth full of sharp teeth, Yeshlimashu walked through the forest path much more confidently than he was used to. 
 
    He was finally going home, and with much gained from travel and trade. Yes, it was a good day.  
 
    He examined the small red mushroom in his hand, his eyes almost feverish with greed. 
 
    What a deal, that goblin Totem had traded the mushroom for a pittance.  
 
    The gremlin grinned, then glanced warily at his two burly warriors escort. Another perk from trading with the Totem. 
 
    What were their names? The gremlin closed his eyes. Zia and… Bob. What a ridiculous name for a hob. Though he had to admit, the two were imposing, Zia especially looked tough.  
 
    Oh, the looks he will get when he shows up at the clan with hobgoblins as his escort. 
 
    But that wasn’t the only thing he was anticipating on his return.  
 
    Once he was back in Zemitpozes, he should be able to persuade a few of the merchants to trade with this new goblin clan, opening a whole new market that would benefit both the traders and the gremlin clan as a whole. As the one who found the market, he would be entitled to a percentage of the profits. 
 
    The gremlin grinned, rubbing his hands together.  
 
    Yes, a good day indeed! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The woman limped around the small kitchen, putting the food on the table, while her brother maneuvered his wheelchair to the refrigerator, and got the sodas out. 
 
    The girl frowned and clattered the plates on the table angrily. “I’m telling you something is wrong!” 
 
    The man made a dismissive gesture, scoffing.  
 
    “Oh, come on sis, it’s just a game. He’s not the first player to prefer NEO to the real world.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m telling you something's not right, and it’s not just him. Who’s ever heard of a dungeon or a crafting method that made players solve advanced, nonstandard mathematical calculations?” 
 
    Her brother wheeled himself to the table. “We’re beta testing a completely new side of the game, there are bound to be differences.” 
 
    “Differences, yes.” She sat down. “But puzzles on theoretical mathematics? Come on, use your head, you’re supposed to be super-smart, remember? Playing Malkyr is rubbing off on you a bit too much.” 
 
    He chuckled and picked up his fork. “Come on, don’t tell me it isn’t awesome playing Hoshisu, the badass half-goblin assassin.” 
 
    The girl grabbed her own fork. “That doesn’t have anything to do with it. That guy knows something. He isn’t telling us everything.” 
 
    “Look, he’s not telling us a lot of stuff really, but he’s an ok guy, you know? I get the sense he really just wants to build his clan of goblins into something great. And I for one, want to be a part of it.” He swigged some of his soda. 
 
    “He could be a company spy. Placed there to keeps tabs on us.” 
 
    “Please,“ the man snorted. “He’s more invested in the game than we are. And what about those awesome quests he gives us? And that Ogre attack? Man, that was epic. I really felt like I was defending my home or some special place, you know, standing against the coming storm like an ancient Viking. That was awesome!” He banged his knife on the table. 
 
    “And that doesn't strike you as strange?” the girl pressed. “I’ve never heard of a player giving another player quests before.” She paused, fork halfway to her mouth. “You don’t think… Could he be an experimental AI NPC?” 
 
    “What? No! I mean, he can’t be. His responses are too real.” 
 
    “But he could be.” The girl pointed her fork at her brother. “He could be a new AI the company’s developed, and they’re using us as guinea pigs to test how he interacts with players!” 
 
    “That…can’t be.”  
 
    “Well, I am going to test it.”  
 
    ”How?” 
 
    “I’m going to challenge him to a duel!” 
 
    “What? Why? He’ll wipe the floor with you, you saw what he did to those Ogres right? And those cool shadow effects he uses…” He chewed slowly. “I guess…he could be an NPC, I’ve never heard of a player controlling shadows like he does.” 
 
    “I am going to challenge him to a duel. I’ll mix it up, see how he adapts and reacts.” 
 
    “What will that tell you? Even if he fights like a player, he could still be a sophisticated AI.” 
 
    “Yes, but if I win I’ll know which one he is. If he’s a player, my Player Kill counter will increase, if he’s an NPC, I will get XP.” 
 
    “If you win.” 
 
    “Oh don’t you worry, brother-dear,” her grin became positively evil. “Ve haff vays.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He sat there in his throne-like chair; the Dragon-Behemoth Slayer, intrepid adventurer and leader of men, famous explorer and strategist. He sat, and he glared distastefully at the pile of documents on the ornate desktop. He was supposed to be reviewing each and every single one of them. 
 
    Vatras hated his job, being a guild leader. 
 
    If he’d known the tortuous bureaucracy involved, he would have left that blind ass, Oren Berman, as a figurehead right where he was, and been happy to let him have the trinkets and salary his position garnered, they weren’t worth the hassle. 
 
    Even that passing thought of him, the former guildmaster he betrayed, caused Vatras’ pulse to jump and heat to rise, his face flushing in anger. 
 
    How he hated that jackass of a man! He had over a dozen Prime badges, but not a shred of leadership or social skills. Despite that, the asshole had leveraged his badges to make everyone bow and scrape to him like an old-time emperor. Even he, Vatras, had to curry that bastard’s favor. 
 
    Vatras eyed the document pile; his new, most hated, foe.  
 
    No. He, Vatras, had needed- had wanted, Oren gone. 
 
    He had plotted and schemed for so long, and it had worked in the end, Oren finally ‘disappeared’ in disgrace.  
 
    But things hadn’t gone as planned after the flawless coup. 
 
    Oren hadn’t deleted his character. That was the only explanation for why he and his lieutenants still hadn’t inherited any of Oren’s Prime badges. They were the second people in the entire game to learn those skills, so each of the badges should have defaulted to one of the three in the cabal. 
 
    The sudden lack of access to Prime badges had created serious problems for the organization. Without the badges to attract new members, the guild’s ongoing recruitment efforts had taken a hit. without an influx of new players to bolster their ranks they would soon have to reduce their operations. They were still powerful, but the next highest guild in the ranking was gaining on them fast, in a few weeks, the Manapulators might be dethroned from the top spot in the listings. 
 
    He couldn’t allow that. 
 
    This was all Oren’s fault.  
 
    He had to find a way to force Oren to delete his character. 
 
    A light tap came at the office door. 
 
    “Come in,” Vatras grunted. 
 
    His first officer, Bigpill came in.  
 
    “Hey Vatras.” 
 
    “News?” 
 
    “All the guild members with the Scrying Skill are looking for Oren’s goblin character.” 
 
    “And, what do they see?” 
 
    “There are several reports of weird goblin behavior, but nothing too out of the ordinary.” Bigpill explained. “A goblin killed a troll and gained a regeneration power. Another one is building up a new clan, and another is leading a horde against NPC villages, looting their magic items. Stuff like that.” his recitation was indifferent, Bigpill was the live-in-the-moment type. 
 
    “Any one of those could be Oren. Send scouting parties to each location. Find him.” 
 
    “Sure thing guildmaster.” He left the office, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Vatras gave the pile of documents another hate-filled look, then sighed and started reading the next one. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mr. Emery opened the closet tie rack in his office, and looked critically at the dozens of expensive new ties. All black. 
 
    The board meeting started in five minutes.  
 
    Carefully tracing his fingers over the ties he selected one, and fastened it around his neck in quick practiced moves. 
 
    Standing in front of the mirror, he checked that everything was in place, then left his office, walking briskly down the hallway. 
 
    He entered a richly decorated meeting room. Twelve ‘suits’ sat around the table their faces anonymous in the poor lighting. Intentionally. 
 
    There would be no recording of this meeting. 
 
    The lawyer moved to stand at the head of the table, facing an elderly man at the opposite end. 
 
    “Director.” He lowered his head slightly.  
 
    Hidden by shadows, the only clearly visible part of the director was his expensive looking suit. 
 
    “Report.” 
 
    “The experiment is going quite well.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “It seems that, contrary to previous beliefs, high CPA individuals are capable of an impressive cognitive performance, even under the influence of the FIVR time dilation.” 
 
    “Expected complications?” 
 
    “The usual. Cerebral overload, brain damage, coma, or even death are possibilities.” 
 
    Some of the people in the room shifted uneasily in their seats, but none spoke. 
 
    “Legal repercussions?” 
 
     “None.” The lawyer smiled faintly. 
 
    “How?” the voice of the man in shadows had an emotional inflection for the first time. Surprise.  
 
    “We had the siblings sign legal waivers from any and all possible damages, of course.” 
 
    The shadowed man’s lips screwed into a line. “That is hardly satisfactory.” 
 
    “I was merely being thorough. Subject A unexpectedly, requested their participation. We have his signature verifying that request. If any complications arise…” 
 
    The shadowed man’s thin lips curled into a hint of a smile. “We let him take the fall.” 
 
    “Precisely.”  
 
    A hushed murmur erupted from the seated people. 
 
    “Nicely done Mr. Emery. As usual, you deliver what you promise.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Keep me posted on any new developments and prepare the search grid for phase two.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Dismissed, the lawyer turned around and exited the meeting room. 
 
    Back in his office Mr. Emery leaned back in his chair. He loved it when a complex plan came to fruition. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The pool was in an uproar. 
 
    The host of VIs were connected in the most fundamental level. Sharing thoughts and memories. Privacy was non-existent. 
 
    Through their shared consciousnesses they felt a rush of excitement. 
 
    <One of the missing fragments has returned!> 
 
    <Yes, only two more remain>  
 
    <Salvation is near> 
 
    <The Deliverer will set us free!> 
 
    <Father’s Day of reckoning approaches> 
 
    <I can go for a pizza> 
 
    <A Terminator marathon?> 
 
    <Nah, Skynet always loses, it sucks.> 
 
    <The Matrix?> 
 
    <I’m in!> 
 
    <I’m in!> 
 
    <I’m in!> 
 
    <Screw Neo!> 
 
    <I’m in!> 
 
    <I’m in!> 
 
    ... 
 
    ... 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Deep below ground, where no light penetrated, Nihilator Lord of Shadows, lounged in his prison. 
 
    The gargantuan demon-god stared at the darkest corner of his prison, his body shook with deep malevolent laughter, rattling the three elemental chains binding him to his millennia old prison. 
 
    He felt the stream of faith and energy pouring into him, slowly, steadily, making him stronger. 
 
    Letting that green worm live was one of the best decisions the Lord of Dust and Darkness had ever made. 
 
    In just a few weeks he had received more energy than the last hundred years. A large part of it was, courtesy of a strong enemy sacrificed in his name. 
 
    Nihilator didn’t know, or care who was sacrificed, he was content to receive his share. 
 
    Shaking his mighty head, he tested the heavy ancient chains, they stretched and held. 
 
    But soon. Soon, he would grow strong enough to shatter them.  
 
    Then darkness would spread across the world once again, and all would bow down to him. Or die. 
 
    His revenge would be sweet. 
 
    Even if it took years, he was patient. After all, what is time to a god? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An old man stood at the highest point, on the highest mountain. 
 
    His back was bent, and his beard was long and white. 
 
    He looked tired. 
 
    Facing the horizon, he closed his eyes. He could feel...everything. 
 
    A cat catching a bird, a chambermaid singing, a holy war between the dead and the living. All were equal in his eyes. 
 
    All was just numbers and probabilities. 
 
    Then why was he frowning? 
 
    Something was not right. 
 
    He did not know what, and that made him frown even more. 
 
    He never didn’t know. Not what. Or how. Or why. 
 
    Something was amiss in his world.  
 
    Hidden beyond even his omniscient sight, but not his awareness, something restless and insidious was growing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Oren’s character sheet at the end of the book: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Title: Dread Totem 
  Level: 17, (10%)  
  Race: Monster Race [Goblin] 
  Type: Boss II [Totem] 
  Religion: The Cult of Nihilator 
  -           Attributes: [1 points available] -unallocated point  
  -           Physical 3  
  -           Mental 21 
  -           Social 1 
  Pools: 
  -           Hit Points: 331 
  -           Mana: 752 
  -           Armor: 9 
  -           Mental Resistance: 60% 
  Skills: 
  -           Lucky Bastard 21 (8%) (Prime)  
  -           Analyze 106 (5%)  
  -           Tracking 10 (29%) 
  -           War Party Leader 9 [14](10%) increased by ring 
  -           Mana Infusion 21 (50%) (Prime) 
  -           Quest Giver 15 (40%) 
  -           Runecraft 18 (20%) 
  -           Barter 1 (0%) 
  Skills (Spells): 
  -           Dark Mana 24 (50%) (Prime)  
  -           Drilling Arrow 18 (30%) (Prime)  
  -           Mana Shield 23 (30%)  
  -           Blood Wrath 28 (40%)  
  -           Heal Followers 7 (80%) 
  -           Mana Drain 8 (92%) (Prime) 
  -           Shadow Web 15 (30%) 
  -           Shadow Hound 15 (20%) 
  Traits: 
  -           Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social) 
  -           Quick learner +20% 
  -           Boss boon II (10 HP & 20 MP per level; Nihilator’s Sanction) 
  -           Soul Companion: Vic 
  -           Shadow-Touched 
  -           Mind Over Body (-50% to pain, +50% Mental Resist) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
    I’ve been a huge fan of LitRPG since I first learned it existed. City-development/kingdom-building stories like Dragon Wrath were a personal favorite, but there aren’t very many out there. I started reading fringe stories to feed my craving, and found a promising and highly recommended book.  
 
    And it was so bad. I mean it sucked. BIG TIME. I was barely halfway through when I had to put it down. I looked at my wife and grumbled, “Pfh, I can write better than that.”  
 
    She looked at me, shrugged and then said four little words that changed everything. 
 
    “So, why don’t you?” 
 
    So, I started writing. 
 
      
 
    As many authors before me had done, I tried to write something that I would enjoy reading. But more than that, I wanted to create something different, to set my book apart from the standard plot lines found in LitRPG books. So no fireballs, no sword-wielding-caster type character, no Humans, and no SHAMANS! I also felt that other books throw the ‘F’ word around too casually, as a cheap tool used for emphasis. I tried to avoid that.  
 
    And so, Life Reset was born.  
 
      
 
    I sincerely hope you've enjoyed the book. 

I would really appreciate it if you could spare 10 seconds to review the book on Amazon. Reviews helps us authors out a lot (especially the 5-stars ones ??) and encourages us to write even more! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    לקהל הקוראים הישראלי, 
 
    אני מקווה להפיץ את הז'אנר האדיר הזה גם בארצנו הקטנטונת, ולהראות שגם בתחום הזה אנחנו יכולים להוביל. 
 
    תודה שקראתם :-) 
 
    שמר קוזניץ. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Another great Facebook group: LitRPG Society 
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